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Foreword 

 

Introduction by the author 
 
  I wrote this book for several times and never finished. 

The messages contained in it have not been conceived uniformly 
thorough the process. Given my humble experience as an author, I 
had no technique or “expertise” whatsoever.  

My first book was a rather technical one, written within a 
personal combat against Eurosceptics. My hypothesis was and still 
is that at the basis of any project of new society building, 
education is key. Therefore, learning about EU in schools seems at 
least we can do, along with any application and websites. The idea 
was born and died in the same time through an own-initiative 
Report inside the European Parliament. Nothing else happened as 
education is a national policy and the European Commission’s 
powers are limited. Otherwise, for sure, one of the challenges of 
such a text would be to agree upon a common set of messages and 
values Europe wants to send across to its people.  

I had this reactive attitude towards injustice for a very long time 
and since the very first day I stepped out of my country, it became 
a burden and an utopic aspiration. “There is an inconvenient truth 
about Europe. Nearly one third of our children and our young 
people are at risk of poverty or in poverty, millions of young 
people cannot find a job to start shaping their adult life, and more 
than half of adult Europeans believe that younger generations will 
have a life worse than their own.”1 And I’m not underlining the 

                                                

 
1 ICSE Report 2018-Report of the Independent Commission for Sustainable 

Equality: https://www.progressivesociety.eu/sites/default/files/2018-
11/S%26D_ProgressiveSociety-SustainableEquality_FINAL_SPREADS.pdf 

 

https://www.progressivesociety.eu/sites/default/files/2018-11/S%26D_ProgressiveSociety-SustainableEquality_FINAL_SPREADS.pdf
https://www.progressivesociety.eu/sites/default/files/2018-11/S%26D_ProgressiveSociety-SustainableEquality_FINAL_SPREADS.pdf
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Central Eastern disparities, but rather keep it as a general 
statement. 

However, the question of convincing people that we need a 
change in values, in solving the societal problems through 
solidarity and implication for those in need, is clearly extremely 
difficult.  

I argue here, as many others, that leaders have a personal role in 
defining those values for people to follow.  

Having all these in mind in times of questioning if jobs will still 
be there by 2050, when technology might drastically change our 
lives and writings like this one will be dusty history. 

 
I think one of the missing links these days in Europe is about the 

true meaning of togetherness, of European citizenship, with 
rights, responsibilities and awareness of who we are. To unite us.  
A new model is inside many intellectuals’ thoughts, a morality 
which can unite North and South, East and West divided societies. 
Something which refers to the welcomed Green Deal as a starting 
point. 

It is time we do more for the European citizenship, our identity 
and the significance of it: with both differences as well as common 
cultural heritage and values. In search for the European soul to 
give the right vision to the Union, one which doesn’t live its people 
behind, it’s clear that humanity needs to prevail.  For a better 
world. For all of us. 

I also have a dream. About hope. Hope in Europe for a common 
education and health system, for a full comprehension and 
knowledge of our cultural differences and similarities, hope in 
Europe for a reference point of harmony and understanding, of 
sustainable development and security. 

It is absurd to call our citizens today to be more responsible, or 
vote in a way or another, or with an awaken sense of duty towards 
migration for example, if we faile in Europe to build up a truly 
European public sphere of education, traditions and citizenship. 
“Une appartenence aux valeurs et droits communs .” Only such a 
unity can engage people in this project with difficult questions 
across, like migration, food security, climate change or sustainable 
development. 
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I do not shrink from this responsibility as a person— I welcome 
it.  We need to join in this historic effort and develop the social, 
educational and cultural dimension of the Union; we need to get 
back to our people. They are not alone, Europe is not alone, and 
nothing is lost. However, its faith depends on our decisions today. 

I believe that in the history of the world, there has not been a 
more genuinely democratic struggle for peace and sustainable 
development than ours. Not long ago, this struggle was 
weaponized and brought nationalism to extremists’ acts and war. 
We overcame all this. But not everybody was included in the steps 
the EU took or in its prosperity. And certainly we failed in building 
up the feeling of belonging to mother Europe.  

Many remember Europe before the Union. After it changed, this 
brought economic prosperity. This however changed people lives 
as well, for some worked well, for others not really. Take the old 
factories for instance and their closure. But look as well at the 
labour mobility. 

In the citizens’ European Union that I have dream of, a 
democracy is established starting with the roots values of 
community, tolerance and understanding that until we do not 
have balance and equilibrium globally, we will never achieve it in 
Europe neither. Perhaps that is why my soul went back to the 
village I was raised. While the village, according to Mircea Eliade’s 
writing on the “History of Religious Ideas”, Indian tribes thought 
the village is the center of the world. 

We need to bring together East and West, North and South. We 
need to talk clearly about the migration challenges and people’s 
fears. They are right to be afraid. We did not speak about it. They 
were afraid as well when Europe put in place the labour mobility. 
But we did it, it brings prosperity, we still need to work on working 
conditions differences, family gaps, children left behind.  We did 
this project jointly. It is the same we have to manage the 
humanitarian crisis and leave no room for fears. Together, with 
serious and realistic integration measures in Europe as well as 
hope for Africa, with investments. 

It is to join a struggle, psychological and ideological, for such a 
society, that I invite you today with this book.  
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It was by courage, sense of duty, and a keen feeling of honor in 
action that the parents of Europe, my grandparents fighting won 
all this, and so no personal failure in our actions should deprive 
EU of its values, as it is the most glorious contribution that we 
could offer. We are not here to build up an utopic world in Europe, 
but a real one, for everybody, even if imperfect.  

 
People are awaken, they want things to change, everywhere.  

Therefore, the whole system has to be reconsidered. The economic 
behavior leaded by consume orientated market is basically 
annihilating any form of equilibrium. Is also for this reason that I 
went back to the modesty and beauty of simple village people. I’ve 
been looking for a moral, sustainable living model which can 
answer to the several social, political and philosophical questions I 
had during my migratory journey. 

Philosophers are talking about a cure, like from a pharmacy. I 
looked at Bernard Stiegler's work on “The Re-Enchantment of the 
World”, which advances a critique of consumer capitalism that 
draws on Freud and Marx to construct an utterly contemporary 
analysis of our time. The book explores the cognitive, affective, 
social and economic effects of the 'proletarianisation’ of the 
consumer in late capitalism and the resulting destruction of the 
consumer's savoir-vivre. Stiegler here sets forth an alternative 
path to that of 'industrial populism', one that appeals to the force 
of the human spirit. What better than that? 

Paul Collier in “The Future of the Capitalism” is about restoring a 
moral sensibility to a market system that is falling short of its 
potential. “What has happened recently is not intrinsic to 
capitalism,” Collier concludes. “It is a damaging malfunction that 
must be put right.” -Steven Pearlstein, Washington Post, 20 
December 2018. 

 
My writing exercise started as a journal to help me through the 

integration process in the host country I chose to be. And during 
this writing discharging experience I passed through the above 
philosophical questions about our society and the road to take for 
morality in politics and a better humanity. Everywhere. With 
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inspiration from the “purest” models as learned under a healthy 
value system in the village I was raised. 

In the context of migration stories, I allowed myself a few 
questions which were meant to be treated in the unfinished PhD 
paper: is the return of the Romanian migrants and their 
contribution to the wellbeing and sustainable development of their 
country of origin   a myth or a reality? Trapped between two 
worlds, between the picture of the place they left behind, whether 
their place of origin was rural and archaic and close to God or 
some derelict and God-forsaken town, whether from a wealthy 
family or a poor one, or even from some rich city, on the one hand, 
and the attractive economic setting of a foreign land, on the other 
hand, many Romanians are still thinking of returning home. To 
build a better Romania. And therefore, their dramatic non-return 
poses other questions of direct concern for what Europe did and 
does for its citizens and how can we all understand and contribute 
to what is best for the future generations? 

 
The more I know, the more I see that everything was already said 

and written, no sparkling new idea in this horizon. I gladly 
discover more and more research and literature on these matters, 
and so it might be that this book will bring no remarkable 
contribution to humankind. However, during the book launches I 
held, and talks with the people who read it in Romanian, I was 
told that the language used in the novels here, ‘touched their soul’. 
What else as a reward for trying to put into words the experience 
of the characters described! 

Here you will find a lot of reference to God, not so much to the 
religion, but to God. I praise this Christian patrimony I inherited 
as its part of my genetic code and emotions transmitted with a lot 
of care by my family.  

Another important and partly political philosophical is the 
‘disturbing’ question regarding the model of the leader we wish for 
in Romania. This question covers more and more the entire world. 
The reshaping process of geopolitics triggered as well a constant 
revaluation of democracy, rule of law, behaviour and values we 
expect from the politicians in many other countries. What kind of 
society and future for our children. A sort of stoicism and 
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pragmatism is probably to be read between my further lines. You 
can in the end imagine that this country and the questions to be 
answered are a sample of the situation Europe is facing as well. 

There are very interesting findings in this respect in the book of 
Archie Brown: The Myth of the Strong Leader . 

In the second half of the book, Brown provides a four-fold 
typology of political leadership styles: redefining, 
transformational, revolutionary and totalitarian. For each, a 
comprehensive global history is provided, complete with 
biographical sketches of every important political leader in the last 
century. What he calls "redefining" leaders are those who change 
politics, and in particular by changing "people's thinking on what 
is feasible and desirable", he writes. A "transformational' leader is 
one who changes their nation in some systematic way: Mandela in 
South Africa; Abraham Lincoln in the US; De Gaulle, founder of 
the Fifth Republic, in France.  

In light of these questions, you will find that my tone is too 
doleful. Keep in mind that at the root of my writing stands the 
lyrical heritage of Țara Lăpușului2, the land of the doina , a lesser 
known part of Maramureș. 

I pray that the land of my inspiration for living remains forever 
pure, that the people of Suciu de Jos3 keep, for centuries to come, 
the traditional ceremonies dedicated to the Blessed Mother on 
Saint Mary’s Feast, on their way to the Rohia monastery, that they 
raise their children in the spirit of their kindness. That they help 
Maramureș grow strong and competitive within Europe, building 
on the foundation of its singular heritage. 

And my beliefs on how we need to grow are merely an expression 
of the hope that this migration of several million people is in itself 
a far more important phenomenon, one that entails strategic 
consequences for Romania. 

Most of the Romanians left from the country side. In his 
sociological studies Dimitrie Gusti sets up four different 
frameworks: cosmic, biological, historical, and psychological, and 

                                                

 
2 Region of the Maramureş county in North Romania,Transylvania 
3 Suciu de Jos is a village in Ţara Lãpuşului, Maramureş, Romania. 
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he starts by discussing the cosmic one, focusing on its two key 
elements: land use and country life. He was the first to pioneer 
rural sociology as a study geared towards uncovering and 
understanding the people’s genuine needs. Thus the village 
becomes the most complex way of using natural resources in a 
congruous manner and so as to benefit everyone. You understand, 
therefore, why this, to my people, is the axis mundi. 

I thought long and hard about whether or not to share with you, 
my readers, the contents of my “travel bag”. This story took ten 
years of my life. And it’s in simple a couple of pages. Not sure if to 
be happy. And the most dramatic of my experiences was not 
integration per se, but the understanding of my spiritual journey 
in the first years outside my country.  
 
I therefore concretely discovered as other researchers did before 

me, that the political and social identities of migrants are shaped 
between and within the contexts of both migrant homelands and 
host societies. Between the visible, immediate surroundings which 
can be more modern, better structured or easier to understand 
after a while, and the romanced idea of the life they left behind in 
the home country, with the missing families and strong emotional 
connections.  

 
This is a painful living that policymakers should be conscious 

about when reconsidering any immigration, mobility and 
integration policies.  

 
In the end, “The Last Migrants, the First Europeans” for me is 

more than just a collection of stories about the lives of those who 
left their country. The soul of the book also vibrates with the 
restlessness of those who remained home. 

After the Communist regime bereaved the country of its 
enlightened minds, allegations as “they sold our country” are so 
strongly emotionally felt, that  in fact, if not clarified at this level of 
emotions, it will always float there as a discontent. These kind of 
feelings can be easily manipulated, platforms of different kinds 
with different known or unknown interests can be build, games of 
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power and leadership through media and social media can lead 
the agenda. 

It’s only natural that these people would feel restless, caught as 
they are between two worlds. That’s where migrants meet those 
others whose souls are also wandering, even though they stayed at 
home. 

These people are travellers, burning bright like stars on Earth; 
they are the true thinkers and, beyond everything else, they are 
agents of goodness. They forgive and they fight for a better 
Romania. Sometimes I wonder at their bravery and whenever I 
discover them, bit by bit, I realize they are endowed with an 
ancient sense of humour and spirituality that helps them stand all 
storms, flying them into eternity. 

At times I get the feeling we aren’t all that different from the 
others. And I’ve actually identified plenty of shared problems, 
which confirms my belief that, ultimately, what really matters is 
that we’re all humans, one civilisation, all in the same boat, with 
old Noah at its helm. We can see, for instance, that an Italian in 
Belgium struggled with the same issues as a Romanian when he 
wanted to open a bank account. This is, I admit, something that 
both amuses me and gives me courage. It’s not really because I’m 
wishing ill upon another, but rather out of a certain sense of 
tragicomic solidarity. 

So I keep running into quite a few wandering souls even back at 
home. And I’m fond of them. They are beautiful people, who find 
it natural to speak of “rights” and “responsibilities” in Romania. 
They are the forerunners of our country’s utopian rebirth.  

 
Nelu Țînțaș, from Negrești, proud offspring of the place known 

as Oaș Country, considers himself a rich and successful person, 
but believes he’s done nothing special to deserve all this. That his 
parents and grandparents were so devout and honest that their 
kindness was rewarded several generations forward. 

“If we’re asked to do the impossible and become God-like, that 
means we’re also asked to perform our own miracles: to turn plain 
water into exquisite wine; turn barren soil into abundance; turn 
thistles, teasels, and weeds into fruits and roses; turn pettiness 
into generosity, distrust into cheerfulness; turn indifference into 
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Christian compassion; turn falsity and strictness into love and 
flame; turn the tavern into a castle and the shack into a parlour. 
Through our acts and our struggles. These miracles are feasible – 
they were meant for us: through the power of words and acts, this 
world can change its colours and, while it waits, move through 
other shades.” (Nicolae Steinhardt4). 

Naturally, the path towards such an approach is extremely 
challenging. And there are many ways to integrate and to express 
our disagreement with a given leadership of the society we’re 
living in.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                

 
4 Nicolae Steinhardt was a Romanian writer, Orthodox hermit and father 

confessor 
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I. Part One: Migration Tales 
 
One of the main features of Romanian migration is the painful 

mourning they feel for at least 10 years after leaving their country. 
The process is extremely sensitive, with strong archaic patterns to 
be found in the cultural heritage of the country of origin. 
 
Afimie 
“The sun hangs heavy in the westward sky. 
Its light a gift of watery reflections. 
Quiet and wise the passing herds of cattle 
gaze at their shadows as they shift and fly.  
Limbs leafy, green and intertwining 
make out a citadel that tells a tale. 
And everything’s cut out to perfect scale. 
My blood alone cries out from darkened forests, 
seeking a childhood bitterly remote, 
much like a buck burdened by age and sorrow, 
grieving aloud his doe kidnapped by death. 
Perhaps the cliffs have crushed it underneath their weight. 
Perhaps the earth has swallowed it alive. 
In vain I sit and wait to hear its voice, 
mere empty echoes answer to my call, 
relentless streamlets burying it all. 
Hard blood so stubborn in your muteness, 
if you were quiet how we would uncover 
the rustling of that doe walking through darkness. 
Reluctant feet I shuffle pushing on and on - 
and like a murderer wielding his makeshift weapon 
over the helpless body of his prey, 
I force my silence on the springs and wells around me, 
so that they freeze cold and eternal, 
forever buried, dark, infernal.” 
 
“An Ode to Death”, by Lucian Blaga 
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For lack of a better beginning 
A sweet voice soothes and comforts just the seedling of a child, 

while the strings of the violin weave his future. The double bass 
takes it up a notch and imparts some of its madness, the tárogató5 
strengthens it and quickens its pace. The loud keys of the 
accordion brighten its sound, and the applause lifts it with pride. 
It sees the shoes embracing dainty ankles move quickly, firmly, 
purposely on stage, to reach the microphone. 

The infant feels the tight hug of the colourful Maramureș girdle, 
but it’s never suffocating, and he smiles swung by his mother’s 
dance. The white shirt embroidered with summery flowers from 
the valleys of Lăpuș hides him and protects him against everything 
that is evil on Earth. The white fabric of the shirts, silky and pure 
as the foam skimming freshly squeezed milk, looks charming 
trimmed with lace that was crocheted by women from villages still 
preserving their traditions, untouched by the hand of 
globalization. And over that shirt the infant feels the brightness of 
the pinafore and of the hand-woven skirt, adorned with colourful 
stripes and golden thread fit for a queen.  

A soft and tender doina envelops the world, soothing it and 
washing away all evil. The guttural doina, a heritage from the 
Țibleș Mountains, purifies just like the crystal clear water of the 
mountains washing over the entire landscape, in the blinding light 
of the summer sun flooding the Lăpuș Valley. The lean string of 
the violin invokes the blessing of the ancestors, lifting pure souls 
to the heavens. The violin walks gingerly through the corners of 
the heart, brightening it with hope and joy. It lifts the mind and 
carries it to fragrant valleys and offers it the sweetness of the fruit 
from Tarniță6, immortal land of fairy-tales and genuine creation.  

The fiddle dances merrily over the strings stretched tightly on the 
wood, inviting everyone to get their feet moving, and the infant 
smiles surrounded by this joy. The very first and very last of the 
thoughts defining this creature not yet turned fully human, it has 
become the pattern imprinted for a life to come, both here on this 

                                                

 
5 woodwind instrument 
6 Valley in Suciu de Jos village, Romania 
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earth and beyond, rooted in the age-old music of Maramureș. It 
will serve to curb his evil instincts, silencing the Devil. He will 
shout it in his moments of perdition and he will cast back the call, 
back to the sun-kissed village, under the trees in bloom, next to 
the elders resting both at the Upper end and at the Lower one, in 
the two graveyards. 

And until his very last breath his path will unfold under loving 
and luminous faces, surrounded by angelic haloes, the faces of 
parents and grandparents, and his mother’s sweet song… 

The taut and radiant skin, beauty gifted by nature, reveals a set of 
almond-shaped eyes and a rosy mouth voicing a shamanic song. 
The perfect silhouette of a fragile conqueror brings a new being to 
life. And the infant feels the silky touch of the luscious hair and the 
dear fragrance of his delicate mother wrapping him tight.  

 
First contact with the European centre of power 
An enormous intersection, tramway tracks and the tram itself 

trapped between vehicles, horns blaring, uproar, a colourful 
medley of people and heavy, suffocating heat. All the roads and 
lanes are crawling with vehicles and people, heading in all possible 
directions, everyone’s angry and curses abound, called out in all 
the tongues of the earth. The tram driver, a long-bearded 
Moroccan, throws threats, desperate to clear the way. No one pays 
him any heed. A huge cloud of dust floats above everything and 
everyone, further chocking people’s sense and reason. 

Two wheelbarrows loaded with pig heads are being pushed by 
workers in bloodied white overalls, shouting their way through the 
melee. To their right, at least five butcher’s shops, virtually 
bundled together, are caught in fierce mutual competition. 

An ear-splitting bedlam occupies the entire intersection in front 
of the largest square of Europe’s capital, attracting curious stares 
from any passer-by who happens to set foot in the Clemenceau 
area. Black women wearing flowery dresses, with their hair tightly 
bound under heavy, colourful turbans, and Moroccan women with 
their faces hid from everyone’s eyes, people laughing in Romanian 
and people speaking in Polish, thick smells of beer and meat. 
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The crush is at its worse where people are waiting for the various 
means of public transport. The litter bins pertaining to the stop 
are overflowing with trash. 

To the left the Romanian flag flies proudly. The newcomers stare 
in awe at the motley party that pushes through without blinking at 
the sea of trash they trample under their feet or at the jam of 
people who happen to get in their way, hauling their luggage and 
making liberal use of their elbows from behind everyone. Shop 
windows like so many scaffolds for sausages and bacon feverishly 
attract the hungry crowds of Brussels. The washed-out houses, 
dirty and clustered together, stand weirdly attached to each other. 
People struggle to make their way through with strollers, shopping 
bags and totes, some of them huge, like the ones made of raffia 
fibres. The miniature gigs are carrying bunches of lovage and 
scallions, and dogs in red and blue plaid clothes, adorned with 
ribbons placed on a pompon on top of their heads, taken out for 
an unhurried stroll by elderly couples whose grandkids have 
forgotten all about them. The bravest of them bark hoarsely at the 
inhabitants of the nearby strollers. 

“Damn your eyes, you filthy gypsy, get your ass moving already!”. 
It’s the angry exclamation of a guy who’s driven the 2000 km 
between his home and the civilized and political heart of the 
European Union. The “gypsy” was, in fact, a Belgian Moroccan, a 
breed that the Romanians treated with the same affection they 
have for our own gypsies. 

“Man, I’ve more than had it with them, honest!” And his neck 
muscles bunch threateningly, as if getting ready for a fight. “They 
brought’em here to build their undergrounds, and now they’re 
kicking themselves seeing they can’t send ‘em back! Serves them 
right! Rumour has it there’s this mayor who pushed them at the 
edge of town, somewhere in Romania… did you hear about that? 
And then the EU got upset about it, go figure. God forbid! Well, he 
should have moved ‘em all at the doors of the European 
Commission, let them have a taste of that, eh?” 

“No, man, it was all an issue about him building ‘em a wall”, said 
Paul quietly. 

“Was that the problem? Well, ‘course he did that, they all go 
about stark naked. You know what I think? They should paint it 
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themselves, the gypsy artists, make it over in their customary 
colours. And then it wouldn’t be a problem, would it? Turn it into 
a tourist attraction.” 

They started elbowing their way through the jam, laughing 
merrily. They’d gone through several ports of entry and crossed a 
significant part of Europe in the crowded space of one small car 
striving to accommodate five people. Behind them the star-lit sky 
spoke of a bright future, paid for with anxiety and bribes every 90 
days, as was the custom in their lawless country. 

It was daylight by the time they finally made it, the kind of light 
that reveals the dust hiding in the smallest corners. The view 
through the windshield was that of a sky chockfull of crows and of 
a land inhabited by all possible nations, my new neighbourhood, 
in the heart of the largest square of Brussels, European capital. 

From behind dirty curtains and tapestries, haphazardly pulled 
over the windows, you can feel the curious, mad eyes… complete 
with tongues you cannot comprehend, but distinctly fierce. Three 
raindrops force them to quicken their pace, as the sky grows 
darker. She is hauling along a heavy suitcase, burdened by the 
exhaustion and heavy feeling of an unwelcoming world. With a 
shrinking heart and her soul tearing up with doubt, she lowers her 
eyes to the concrete half covered in trash underneath her feet. 

 
The two oxen on Rue Delacroix 
A narrow staircase, with walls scraped clean of paint, envelops 

you in a mixture of cooking smells that make you want to puke. At 
some point there was wallpaper there, pink like the colour of 
lungs. At the uppermost floor, the fourth, the air is heavy with the 
stench of garbage bags abandoned outside the door by the 
neighbours. Vasile curses loud and clear “Man, I’ve told him time 
and time again to put the damn trash out in the street. Filthy 
gypsy! I’m going to tell Malec”. 

Behind the thin door of squeaky wood there was a spacious, two-
room apartment quietly waiting for them. Yellowed walls did 
nothing to hide the scars left behind by poverty. She drops her 
bags and sits down on a broken chair, with missing screws, taking 
a little time to catch her breath, eyes wandering outside. She’s not 
scared of the wretched squalor – she’s been familiar with it for a 
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long while. Plywood boards painted green served as kitchen 
furniture.  

A fridge found abandoned in the street and two TV sets equally 
welcomed made their life a little brighter. Above the table, on a 
yellowish wall, a cross hung as memento of their faith. 

Through the glass of the kitchen window, the view of the 
neighbourhood is impressing. The houses are grotesque in size, 
breathing from underneath the ashes of time, gloomy under the 
blank skies of Brussels. They seem to recognize the muse that 
inspired the likes of Balzac or Hugo. Wrapped in tendrils of 
smoke, chimneys call to the twilight, inviting it to come early. It 
seems to her that, in the middle of the street, there is a young girl 
standing still, with yellow hair and tattered clothes. The scruffy 
shoes covering her feet get wet under the rain that is just then 
beginning to fall. 

She’s cold and it is raining heavily, but no one sees her; she is 
forgotten like a sombre elegy. 

The kitchen leads into the balcony, through a one-eyed door 
frozen in laughter, a barrier of zero modesty to the bathroom. It 
makes her smile, remembering how her own Mom had been proud 
to relocate the kitchen by closing up the balcony with walls, and 
she tells herself that no one – up to now – had thought of setting 
up their most private room outside, before everyone’s eyes. She 
pulls aside the piece of cloth hung on a string across the door 
window and she leans out over the sill. An enormous hall dotted 
by rust and flights of crows sprawled along the lifeless canal close 
to Clemenceau. 

“It’s the market, the slaughterhouse”, explains Paul. 
He’s still young, although he left Romania at a time when most of 

the others were still struggling with the wilderness of their teenage 
years. His eyes are sad, the result of having entered adulthood too 
early, forced by external circumstances. That is the balance of his 
remoteness, which goes hand in hand with the years of his life 
already behind him and the awareness of what is yet to come. 
Those eyes are the expression of his modesty and wisdom, 
whereas those hands bear the marks of heavy labour. 

He took her from her home with no other promise but love. 
Despite her poverty, what Afimie left behind was a life of 
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abundance. Not the whiny squeal of wry strings, nor smarmy lines 
and servile looks, but the music and life of a neat and clean 
culture… it would have been within her grasp, she had it in her 
blood. It raced through all her veins and it consumed her guts, it 
lifted her up to the skies and soothed her on clouds of glorious 
bliss. She received it as a gift, innocent and natural, a tradition 
inherited from kind-hearted and hard-working people, joyous and 
always dedicated to their Christian faith. She found it so natural to 
live through summers as fragrant as honey and through winters 
buried under heavy snow, through springs adorned with 
snowdrops and crocuses by the corner of the house, and through 
autumns bearing the fruits of their labour. They told her to go to 
church every Sunday, to offer prayers both at dawn and in the 
evening, to thank the Lord for her food, to observe all religious 
fasts and to pray for her family. To be a wise and diligent pupil, to 
refrain from being rude to her parents, to guard her heart from 
loving more than one and to dance beautifully, an old-time 
turning dance set to a vibrant music made to revive. They taught 
her it was better to live a simple life, with no trace of vanity, and 
that it was worthy to help her fellow human beings. This girl came 
from a place near Rohia, a place imbued with the spirit of Christ. 

Afimie is still wandering through Europe, sifting through both 
good and bad, separating gold from dirt, always bearing on her 
shoulders the heavy load of her inheritance, taking it everywhere 
with her, through all the citadels of globalization. Since then her 
mages have been burning out to nothingness, and so has the light 
of her fire. Through the glass of the window, comforted by a dim 
light bulb, the night dripped magic into her dreams. And there she 
sees outside the home of Șofronu son of Lupuc, her eyes alighting 
on the walnut tree that now stands crippled and on the crib left 
empty and broken upon her expulsion from Heaven. The well’s 
completely dried up, and so have the plum trees arching their 
branches over the bench. They stand as last remains of what was 
once Heaven. Only the cantor in church calls out to the priest the 
names of both the living and the dead, shadows of the people left 
behind at home. And Afimia falls asleep saddened by the thought 
that she doesn’t know what the future holds for Anuca. 
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The girl ended up feeling more alien among Romanians than she 
would have felt in the middle of foreigners, as they are lost and 
uprooted and have forgotten the kindness of their homes. 

Paul had been a construction worker since forever, and the 
friends and acquaintances who came to visit were people who 
worked hard and did a good job in fields the Belgians avoided: 
housekeeping, child care and senior care, the construction sector. 
And even so, despite them covering the professions that the 
civilized world shied away from, the public administration failed 
to help them by setting up a more open labour market. This was 
2004, at a time when Romania was still meekly knocking on the 
doors of European admission. 

 
The house built on sacrifices 
They weren’t all that crazy about getting schooled in order to ease 

their integration into the adoptive country and into Europe. That 
generation of migrants was stuck inside the conceptual ghetto of 
squalid outskirts, with few chances at bettering their humble 
status. No one had faith in anything but money. Trickling in, the 
reward of hard work in the black market, money were set aside to 
build a house and buy a car in their own country of origin. All 
expenses kept strictly in check, organized through strategic 
budgets, built around a certain type of food and a certain type of 
cheap lodgings and certainly leaving no room to buy tickets for a 
show. 

The general frame of mind was frozen under the firm conviction 
that they had to remain at the fringes of their adoptive society 
since there was no point anyway, no chance for any of those who 
had relocated there to embark on a different kind of journey, on a 
normal, European, dignified path. They had left with their heads 
bowed low and they kept them so for a long while. Could it be they 
were still living with the ghosts of the Communist regime, of a 
totalitarian government that had narrowed people’s minds? Could 
it be they needed time and education before they became able to 
reshape their thinking and give it a natural direction? 

What is the normality we should be enjoying? And is it really as 
easily accessible as some make it out to be? 
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Acquiring the language is the first step. To a certain extent, they 
understood right away that it was a critical one, but even so, 
limiting their conversations to just the narrow circle of their fellow 
migrants didn’t do much towards that goal. Living at an almost 
subterranean level you are cut off from even the most basic and 
natural aspects of day to day life. And that is when you learn once 
more than nothing can be taken for granted in this world.  

It’s true that what comes first is the hunt for wealth, a haunting 
race that sips into these people’s souls and poisons them with the 
darkest, blackest thoughts. Most of them left their homes driven 
by need. And poverty can also steal one’s soul. 

“There is no passion more poisonous than envy” said Saint Basil 
the Great. And as my church puts it, it was envy that caused 
Lucifer, the shining angel, to lose his place in Heaven, as he envied 
the happiness of the first pair of humans. 

This attitude, as well as the tendency to mock all those who go 
the extra mile and use their little common sense, are heavy 
feelings, but human feelings nonetheless. And we, and many 
others, abandon ourselves to them. 

One of Paul’s friends is Victor Maieru, son of Maria, wife of 
Făgădari. He’d come from a place where the Bistrița River still 
meanders shyly, its waters recalling the spirit of the fantastic 
salmon in Voiculescu’s tale. His parents had been fishermen, but 
he didn’t have any inclination for this job. He had inherited, 
instead, some of the happy tales and fabrications told by 
fishermen, and he recounted them with gusto, in his strong accent 
also brought from home, late into the night. 

When Victor left his country, he was nothing but a poor kid who 
had grown tired of his wretched village and of the nearby town 
where the only remaining factory, a vestige of the Communist era, 
now served as an assembly line for wild vegetation. The house he 
left behind was an adobe hut nestled on the Sâmbetei Valley. With 
its roof made of thin pinewood boards and its tiny wooden 
casements, painted pale blue and adorned with flower pots, the 
cottage was like a sweet biscuit to him, his parents and his 
siblings, two sisters and three brothers. A dirt floor on the porch, 
wooden boards inside the rooms, firmly set in place with nails by a 
handy grandpa. Narrow cots, meant for one, hosted two people at 
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a time. They bathed in a washbowl and went outside when 
necessity called, enduring freezing cold. Their life was hard, their 
clothes were scarce, and the food as abundant as luck allowed it, 
depending on the fish caught by his parents and the milk 
produced by Bujoara, their cow. 

He used to tell, while dragging greedily on his cigarette, how at 
some distant point in the past his folks had managed, with 
painstaking efforts, to acquire a gas stove and a TV set for 
Christmas. Still, no one ever got to watch anything because the 
girls were always hogging the remote, permanently seeking refuge 
in the magical world of Latin American soap operas. And Victor 
quietly laughed with glee, amused at his sisters. 

“Mom used the gas stove to cook stews, Dad felt proud that he’d 
achieved something again”. 

“Well, I had a hard time making sense of everything. I was always 
troubled, always restless. The village, whatever had been left of it, 
seemed on the verge of collapse. My heart was heavy with the 
thought of leaving, knowing that the time had come for me to do 
something with my life. I needed money, and wealth… I was young 
still…” 

“When I turned my back to the house and to my parents, 
brothers, and sisters… I didn’t even feel any sadness.” 

He only started mourning the loneliness of migrant life the 
moment he found himself alone among strangers. 

What the adoptive country held in store for Victor was no 
different from what it had held for everyone else, a run-down 
neighbourhood in the ghetto reserved for the migrants come to do 
the work that no one else wanted. 

And so he began breaking his young back to rebuild and 
refurbish luxurious villas and apartments in the respectable 
country that had received him. 

He slowly started learning the language, then making friends and 
becoming more familiar with the town. He kept calling home, 
found out that both the TV set and the stove had broken down, 
bought replacements for them. He put another roof in place and 
gave them money to set up a bathroom and a toilet inside the 
house. He helped put his sisters through college, paid for his 
parents to be able to retire from work, then paid their hospital 
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expenses. He gave his brothers a hand when they got married, 
acting as their best man, first for one, when he found a girl, then 
for another. On her deathbed, Victor’s mother begged him to start 
a family of his own, to get a wife and father some children, as was 
the way of the world, for he’d been waiting long enough. 

The memory of his mother’s words haunted him. And so he 
found Octavia, a beautiful and hard-working woman, and took her 
to be his wife. They are thrifty people, both of them, sharing a 
cheap rental apartment in the same ghetto neighbourhood, two 
houses down from Afimie’s place. 

One year, in spring, they built the foundation of their house in 
their village on Sâmbetei Valley. Every other month they would 
send money for building materials and within a year they had 
erected a grand and beautiful house, two-storeys high and 
complete with a loft, just like the ones they’d seen in their adoptive 
country. After five long years of hard work, Victor and Octavia 
found comfort in seeing their house. 

A lovely white building, with red potted geraniums adorning the 
windows, Victor and Octavia’s house still stands tall, surrounded 
by greenery, on Sâmbetei Valley. Here and there, a young shoot 
grows between the bricks. In their attic the spiders have woven 
unearthly carpets. 

They’ve never returned home. Their parents are resting in peace 
in the graveyard on Dealu’ Mare, their brothers and sisters all 
have their homes in other valleys. He helped them set up a few 
peafowl aviaries; they raise them by the dozens and use their 
feathers to adorn traditional hats that they sell. Some Chinese guy 
takes them to his country; there’s zero interest for them in 
Romania. Every now and then, the young men of the village wear 
them while dancing, but it’s a rare occurrence. The peacock tails, 
grown over the winter, are cut off with a pair of scissors in spring, 
before Easter. 2 or 3 tails are needed to make one such traditional 
hat out of peacock feathers, which means some 300-500 feathers. 
The Chinese guy comes every year to witness the making of the 
hats, as he’s really fond of this tradition that goes back about a 
hundred years. 

Victor and Octavia are still living in a rental unit in their adoptive 
country. When they do pay a visit home, they choose to sleep in 
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his parents’ old house, because they miss it. Octavia cooks stew 
over the gas stove and washes the dishes outside, under running 
water, like she used to as a child. She’s happy to find again the 
same old plates and spoons and forks they used to eat with long 
ago. 

“I sometimes stand out on the porch, leisurely smoking a 
cigarette and staring at the gate that, with a heart full of hope, I 
left behind ten years ago”. He sighs. “It’s like I’m not right in the 
head any more, I often put on my shearling button-down coat and 
my ornate belt and I take a few steps up the road, trying to see 
who’s left that I can still recognize…” 

“I have a leather belt from my great-great-great-grandfather; the 
Chinese guy offered to buy it off me for Euro 10,000. I didn’t want 
to sell it. I asked him why he liked it so much and he gave me a 
lecture on my own tradition, can you imagine that? You see, it’s 
made out of vegetable-tanned leather and adorned with diamond 
shapes, steps, the circle, the semicircle, a few plants: the tulip, the 
acorn, the leaf, the clover, the wheat spike, the cherry, the grape, a 
fish tail, the heart, the hook and the star. Well, he knew all this, go 
figure. He told me the same kind of belt could also be found in 
Maramureș and he planned to go in search of it, as he’d discovered 
some similarities between the Norwegians and the customs across 
the hill… I wonder why he cares. Could it be he makes some 
money out of it?” 

The tattered couch in their living room often saw the likes of 
Victor, people with strong feelings, dealing with imbalances. 
Saturday night brought them all together, recounting memories 
and drawing up the future of their country, sometimes with hatred 
and innocent bravado, sometimes with joy. 

One of the people who share their grief on that couch is Genuca 
from Chintelnic, a beautiful woman with a firm voice and who has 
endured the ordeal of being treated as a house slave to an extent 
unimaginable even to the bondmen of the past, after the defeats 
suffered at the hands of the ottomans. She had worked for many 
years in the black market, never taking a day of sick leave, as 
housekeeper of a castle for an old woman who no longer had her 
wits about her. With the hard-earned money she had purchased a 
town apartment in Romania. She’d asked her mother to register 
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the apartment in her name, as she’d never declared any of her 
earnings and she was scared to buy it as her own. That’s the ever 
present fear, may it forever be damned! No one knows why she 
was scared. 

Despite having papers drawn-up and certified by a notary public, 
Genuca ended up in a conundrum: the owner had sold the same 
property to another young lady and, as mysteriously established 
by a judge on incomprehensible grounds, the hand-signed sale 
contract was more legally binding than the contract certified by 
the notary public. From that point on and to this day, Genuca has 
spent even more hard-earned money, the fruit of continued 
slaving labour, on useless lawyers who haven’t been able to sort 
her out. 

“This can’t be… it just can’t be… imagine what they’ve done to 
me… Afimie, just think of how I broke my back for the money…” 

She’d rake her hand through her hair, horrified and sweating 
with grief. She was over 40 years old and, even in the face of 
sorrow, she still looked steadfast. 

“I’ll fight through this to my very last breath, fight those 
bastards! She bribed the judge, the courts, all of it. I’ll call them 
out in the media, let them be pestered by the press, may God turn 
His back on them! God!” She sobs and gasps for breath, her eyes 
blinded with rue. “I even told my mom, Afimie, I told her not to 
buy the place on the eve of Epiphany, as that’s an ill omen… That’s 
when the youngsters in our village wander the streets donning the 
most horrendous masks they can imagine. As the old ones say, 
they portend the passage of «death». And that was when mom 
bought it, on that eve of Epiphany…” 

“Afimie, how about we put together a case and take it to 
Strasbourg? Let the foreigners right my wrongs, since my own 
people are stealing the money I’ve earned with sweat, blood and 
tears. Afimie, I buckled down so hard, I lost all sense of time, and 
the years flew by without giving me a child to call my own… And 
now they’re kicking me around, the traitors… may they be forever 
haunted by misfortune. 
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The slaughter house 
 
The first outing is to the nearby market, followed by a trip to the 

various food stores. Open for three days at the end of the week, the 
Anderlecht market also includes the slaughter house, selling all 
sorts of meats and meat products at the lowest prices possible. 

“Allez, un euro, madame!”, shouted the Morrocans, the 
Spaniards, the Puerto Ricans and the Flemish alike. And they 
continue to sell, even now, a mixed bag of all sorts of fruits and 
vegetables and cheeses, on one side, and bed sheets, shoes, pots, 
cloths, underwear, shirts, in fact anything you can imagine, on the 
other side. The market even has an area dedicated to the sale of 
second-hand products, where you can find anything: spoons, 
dishes, spark plugs, electronics, clothes – it boggles the mind the 
things people decide to put up for sale. 

Well, the people who shop here are mostly migrants. This was 
where she, too, bought her first pot and a couple of spoons, two 
soup bowls, and a few forks, all of them pre-owned but in good 
condition and at a bargain. The prices are amazingly affordable, 
you can dicker to your heart’s desire, and you are guaranteed to 
save big. Keeping a low profile, men and women will sometimes 
offer cigarettes smuggled from the Ukraine, but they instantly 
forget about it at the sight of law enforcement. 

People trample each other, pulling along their wheeled shopping 
trolleys, they rush into small crowds wherever they encounter 
ridiculously low prices, and they make friends with the meat 
sellers, so that, in the end, everyone’s satisfied. The highest levels 
of satisfaction are among the Romanians and the Poles. They 
gather outside the market to have some beer and, before long, 
conversation is flowing. Over the years they opened their own 
stores with traditional products, in choice locations outside the 
market, right by the entrance of what they call “The Two Oxen”. 
The stores are a constant source of great joy and solid income, as 
people are always lining up to buy from them, a reminiscence of 
the Communist era. Perfectly fitting the picture, a much needed 
tavern proudly displaying the Romanian flag invites passers-by to 
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stop for a bowl of tripe soup and a sample of the Romanian 
musical genre known as manea. 

It’s unbelievable just how many Romanians work here, 
butchering, chopping, and selling meat, leaving aside those who, 
over time, opened their own joints. 

She has already made a tour of the market, staring at all the 
Moroccan trinkets, taking in the splendour of the various fabrics 
and of the drapes from Syria, and she still has time galore. She 
helps herself liberally from all the fruits displayed before her, and 
she lets her eyes linger on the merchandise, everything else 
forgotten. Curious, the fruit sellers listen to your language and, 
when the time comes to pay, try to repeat the numbers like they 
heard them from you: “Cincue, cinci! Madame est italienne! Ah, 
bongiorno, seniorita!” And they burst out laughing. She joins them 
in their glee. 

She strolls slowly among the rows of merchandise. The air is 
filled with tempting smells, wafting from olives in all possible 
shades, some stuffed with peppers or with cheese, others plain, 
assorted olives prepared by the sellers based on their own, 
Moroccan recipes, mouth-watering French and Italian cheeses, 
fresh cow-milk cream, milk and dairy products from unknown 
cuisines. She always stares at them, but she never buys anything, 
as she finds everything too expensive. She moves on, heading 
towards where the meat is. However, straight ahead she runs into 
spit-roasted chicken, frikandels, French fries with mayo or with 
Andalouse sauce, roasted pork ribs and hamburgers. An open-air 
fast-food joint with lines of hungry people before them. She stays 
away from them, as it’s not her thing, but she still admits the smell 
is welcoming. 

The joyous cries of the children busying themselves with the 
horse paddock set in the middle of the market attracted attention 
like a circus show. The strong smell of manure mixing with the 
flavours of the foods being cooked left the passers-by breathless. 

Afimie was a tiny person, thin as a rail, and with almost nothing 
to call a wardrobe. 

She was checking out the places that sold cheap jeans, as the only 
pair she proudly owned was so torn everywhere, she had to keep 
looking for thread to patch it. She had tried to dicker with the 
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seller, but could hardly hear him. Less than two meters away, a 
huge loudspeaker was blaring out the Arabic Liturgy, forcing the 
entire market to follow the texts of Muslim prayers. It sounded 
like the evening call to prayer in Istanbul. The loudspeakers were 
set up on several racks, just like on the minarets around the 
mosques, and apparently Afimie had ended up next to the largest 
one of all, by Sultan Ahmed’s Blue Mosque. It would be another 
five years, at least, until the girl accidentally got acquainted with 
the intricate details of its architecture. 

He hadn’t received his wages for months and their living 
standards were anything but satisfactory. In the end, she spent 5 
euro on a pair of trousers that she valiantly kept in use for about 
three years. It was the first and only “achat” she had treated 
herself to during her first months in the West. 

She grabbed her unbound hair and pulled it together in a tight 
ponytail at the back of her head and, holding her cheap bag in one 
hand, she crossed the market heading left, towards Delacroix. 

And there, lo and behold, she thought the face before her eyes 
was of a man from her own village! Ah, what were the odds? 

“Cosmin, is that you, my boy?” 
“Afimia, I kept staring at you, wondering if it was really you. I 

was feeling embarrassed too… I’m covered in grime! 
The girl hadn’t even noticed that his white overalls were heavily 

splattered with blood and marks of his profession. On his head he 
had a white cap and in his right hand an enormous glove that 
looked too large on his slender arm. He worked behind closed 
doors, chopping meat together with other fellow Romanians. 

“Forget about that, you’re lucky to have a job, whereas I’ve been 
sitting on my hands for about six months…” 

“You? But what kind of work are you looking for here?” 
“I’m not sure anymore”, she says and she starts laughing. “But 

here’s the thing, time flies and so far I’ve found nothing at all. Will 
you let me know if you catch wind of anything? Here’s my 
number, maybe you’ll get to call me… Who are you here with, 
Cosmin? 

“My dad… we both work as butchers. Except… I don’t have 
papers and I want to go off on my own; this summer I am going to 
the embassy in Bucharest to get a visa. You see, I, for one, didn’t 
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graduate from high school, but I’ll be using my sister’s diploma… 
Do you have papers?” 

“I don’t, if only I did… And I don’t know how to get them either. 
As Paul is only now getting his contract.” 

“Go with him to Bucharest, so he can take you in charge, and 
then they’ll issue a visa for you too, you’ll see, just ask around. I 
got to go now ‘cause look, the boss is staring, that Flemish guy. 
Just keep in mind, Afimia, when you buy meat, go to the second 
door, then first one on the left. Not all the meat is fresh, they treat 
it with this solution to make it look good; if you knew, you 
definitely wouldn’t buy it. That’s where you find a trustworthy guy. 
Go ahead and buy from him. Take care, Afimie!” 

And saying so Cosmin quickly vanished behind a couple of crates 
in the back of the foul-smelling hall. 

Still she felt her heart a little lighter – the difference a kind word 
makes! Maybe she wasn’t that alone after all. 

She took his advice and every Sunday, when they went to the 
market to get meat, they chose the second door. Inside they found 
a large foul-smelling hall, with several booths pertaining to 
various cultures: Romanians, Poles, Arabs, French, Flemish, and 
so on. Besides the typical products, each seller also had something 
specific to the country and region of origin. However, the meat 
was neither frozen, nor kept apart. The suffocating rush of the 
crowds, the produce being sold without plastic gloves, handled by 
the same fingers that counted the money, and who knew what else 
they might have touched, they were all powerful motivators to 
quickly leave the place. 

They’d be an astonishing sight to our elders, the slaughtered pigs 
loaded in wheelbarrows that the workers push from place to place, 
heedless of the stares of the crowd and of the exhaust fumes farted 
by the engines that are everywhere. They’d scratch their head in 
confusion, wondering why they were no longer allowed to 
slaughter their own pigs for Christmas in keeping with their 
traditions. Nowadays, the poor man is forbidden his customs of 
making hay fire at three in the morning or making his own 
sausages at home, because Europe says so… Naturally, the sight of 
fires flavoured with bacon in December seems straight out of a 
Balkan movie for the westerners, which was pretty much how 
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Afimie and her fellow Romanians perceived the wheelbarrows and 
the general feel of that famous Anderlecht neighbourhood. 

In the years that followed this fortunate encounter, the food 
sector, and in particular the meat market, saw an extraordinary 
economic growth that benefited both those who owned meat 
stores and the poor people working as butchers, whether or not 
they had the required training. Because several countries, such as 
Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands and Germany were quick to 
hire workforce from Romania, employing a significant number of 
people. We all know the Romanians were left jobless after we’d 
demolished many of the former communist manufacturing units, 
mementos of a dramatic past. 

And many of them did not get the same working conditions and 
the same remunerations as the others. Questions were often raised 
with regards to the differences between the treatment granted to 
European citizens and the one granted to third-country citizens. 
And you wouldn’t even have to look far to find an instance of this: 
just think of the so-called “strawberry pickers” who didn’t enjoy 
the same rights as people that had come from outside de EU. 

Let us start from the beginning. When the labour markets of 
Spain and Italy opened up to foreigners and seasonal workers 
flocked to these countries to pick strawberries and tomatoes, the 
subject of the hardships they encountered both at work and in 
their day-to-day lives became a source of lively debate. Many 
ended up being exploited either by locals or by their own 
compatriots. Sometime around 2010, Alessandro Leogrande, an 
Italian journalist, wrote in his book “Uomini e caporali” – a title 
that translates as “Workers and middlemen” – about his “journey” 
into the world of the slaves working throughout Europe’s 
agricultural facilities. 

Every summer, for instance, throngs of Romanians, Africans and 
Poles work at the farms in Tavoliere, southern Italy, harvesting 
saffron – “red gold”. They live in make-shift shacks and in slums 
where hygiene standards are horrendous. They become victims of 
the middlemen who, with the complicity of local farm owners, 
bring low-cost workforce from low-cost countries. Their lives are 
caught in an antiquated agricultural system that is applied in an 
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inhuman fashion, and many have died in dangerous 
circumstances. 

This is, in fact, a dynamic labour market stuck in time a few 
hundred years, going back to an age where the workforce of Puglia 
was exterminated in the rural areas. 

And if anyone wonders, understandably so, why anyone would 
put up with such levels of cruelty, the answer can only be a 
mixture of desperation, necessity and helplessness. 

Such middlemen also exist, and are quite numerous, in other 
economic sectors, such as the construction industry, for instance. 
Rome has had “workforce markets”, adjacent to the various 
building materials warehouses, as well as construction workers 
and middlemen gravitating around them, for some 30 years now. 
The men confessed that on site check-ups and visits to the offices 
are unofficially notified as early as one week before they actual 
take place. 

To illustrate just how poor this supervisory system is, a 
Romanian once told about an inspection conducted on a building 
site run by Cinecitta. “They had obviously been expecting the 
inspection, as they did everything to organize a football match on 
the nearby pitch. When the inspectors showed up, everyone who 
was employed without the proper documents was playing football 
right under their noses: no one noticed this was a particularly 
unusual situation.” 

This relationship is a lovingly close one: a single message is 
enough to send the middleman to where he knows he will find 
eager hands. One of the best known places where people gather 
every morning in hope of being selected by one of these 
middlemen is in Via Palmiro Togliatti. The circumstances are no 
secret to either labour inspectors or law enforcement, and still, as 
soon as the sun is up, so are these shady characters. Basically, the 
sight is quite similar to what one may encounter in Brussels, “on 
the canal”, though it’s fair to say that, as of this year, such events 
are becoming increasingly rarer. 

This phenomenon exploded after 2007 when European trade 
unions made it their top priority to fight the precariousness that 
was frequently part and parcel of the fate of migrant workers from 
Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. Sometimes they were 



 

 

33 

successful, and the well implemented campaigns brought 
rewarding results. More often than not, though, people ended up 
unemployed, with unpaid wages, mocked and humiliated. 

The subject of poverty and work inequality in Europe cannot be 
contained within the sphere of a purely sentimental debate. There 
are known economic causes, underlying conditions that have 
allowed precariousness to overgrow in certain fields of lucrative 
activities. 

For instance, it wasn’t that long ago that German employers 
operated without the constraints of a minimum wage legislation, 
which enabled them to pay workers as little as they chose to. 
Romanians are happy to work for less as long as they manage to 
send some money home. Although equal work should mean equal 
pay too, no ifs or buts. 

But what does it actually mean to be a precarious Romanian in 
Europe? When a person’s used to leave their yard wearing 
wellington boots caked in manure, I suppose it makes little 
difference to them if they live in a cramped space, in conditions 
that would be deemed completely improper in any Western state. 
It’s hard to make these people take a stand, to teach them not to 
accept such conditions. 

A few seasonal workers located in the Italian region of Bolzano, 
who were being paid 6 euro per hour during apple harvest season, 
told about their dire living conditions in a damp basement and 
about how the Moldavians from the republic east of the Prut River 
were glad to work even for 2.5 euro per hour. A guy from Satu 
Mare County had over 3,000 people set up for seasonal work 
outside the country and he earned a fortune after cashing in what 
they were due for their work and getting part of their money. 

The economist Guy Standing decries in his writings the birth of a 
new and dangerous class – that of “the Precariat”. See the belief 
that lower and middle France is taxed unfairly in favour of the rich 
and the case of the gillets jaunes , for instance as described by the 
Spotlight article in the weekly The Guardian  magazine, February 
2019.  

Standing claims that the neo-liberal policies and institutional 
changes have resulted in the appearance of a large number of 
people who share similar experiences in that which regards living 



 

 

34 

and working conditions, people who, more often than not, are 
trapped in short-term employment and who never make it to the 
point where they might hold a stable job with social security 
included. Most of these people are migrants. Standing claims that 
this new class might cause civil and political instability. He also 
believes that one of the best possible solutions would be to 
establish a guaranteed minimum income throughout the EU. If 
this were implemented, Romanians and other similar migrants 
would no longer be used and abused to serve petty interests, but 
rather would become a fair workforce. Once this has been brought 
about, a handful of leading companies would spread their 
operations throughout the Western world and much of the 
existing industry would re-establish its economic standing, 
following a free fall similar to that of the after-grass in a farmer’s 
yard as it’s being cut by the sharp blade of the scythe. 

The most prominent risk is to assume that at the root of this 
social dumping phenomenon stand the workers themselves. And 
to accept the vicious circle that turns this message into a label that 
is applied to future generations too. No, it’s not the workers who 
are at fault. The European Single Market was not designed in a 
unitary fashion, for all its sectors, right from the start; in fact, it is 
going through stages even at the moment: the Europeans are 
discovering themselves and learning to build together. Sometimes 
certain stakes come before others, other times negotiations appear 
to be stuck and all progress freezes in place. 

Then, at the dawn of electoral campaigns, the hatred and the 
discord between nations become essential ingredients in the 
murky stew of migration, interpreted in a political light in 
accordance to well established interests. The locals turn against 
the new-comers, which only serves to further rile up the uprooted 
migrants. In fact, it seems like the only thing that moderates the 
love-hate relationship between the two factions is the well-being 
of the host country, a concept that makes a frequent appearance in 
political discourses, whether anchored in reality or straight out of 
a dreaming mind. If the locals are doing all right, the politicians 
keep a welcoming attitude, whereas in times of recession and 
poverty the migrants make an excellent scapegoat. And then this 
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theory becomes teaching material to be used by populists and 
Eurosceptics to further their electoral goals. 

The American Ben Friedman took his time studying this issue 
and the relationship between public opinion, migrants and income 
levels. He showed how an increase of the per capita income 
engenders a more tolerant society, one more inclined toward 
fairness, as it also leads to the emergence of the Good Samaritan, 
or the need to extend a helping hand to others. What he pointed 
out was such a simple fact! Except that is like admitting that 
wealth is the premise of kindness. 

Another issue is that blatant measures aimed at fighting this 
phenomenon, while attractive in theory, are actually risky, as they 
threaten the jobs of these poor people, leaving them unemployed. 
So what’s the best way to go about it? Should they be allowed to 
live their migrant life in slavery, comforted by the thought they 
can at least afford to cover part of their children’s tuition in 
Romania, or should the makeshift operations of their employers 
simply be shut down until it becomes possible to create better 
conditions? What does this dilemma mean for them, where does 
one draw the line? 

What’s highly needed is a reconfirmation scale of social values 
aimed to serve as a foundation for a fair European social model, 
supported by a comprehensive justice system that would cover 
everything, from the first to the last stage of production and for all 
existing sectors. 

The despair of the people who find themselves jobless and 
without any real options, as well as the lack of social cohesion 
between the states of the European Union, both have visible 
effects and diminish negotiation levels. The conversation becomes 
increasingly focused on survival, on finding just about any job that 
might cover basic needs; young people end up taking any work 
that comes their way and, as a consequence, both the already low 
wage threshold and the quality of the treatment granted to the 
workers plummet. 

Trade unions are vital. However, their power in Europe has also 
diminished, and their numbers have seen a significant decrease. It 
is under their roof that one finds by tradition the place for 
building a social Europe. And most of the socially sustainable 
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propositions of the European Union have their roots in the 
reparative environment of these trade unions. 

Organized both by sectors and under strong umbrella entities 
that bring together millions of trade unionist throughout Europe 
(and not just from the EU), trade unions serve as a counterparty in 
negotiating labour with corporate employers, which are also 
reunited under the wing of a single entity located in Brussels. This 
is how agreements are arranged, becoming legally binding to the 
national representatives from both sides. And this is why 
cooperation and open dialogue are a must and why Romanians 
need to be included in these organizations hosted by Europe’s 
capital. 

When it comes to foreigners establishing trade unions, the 
process is significantly more complex and requires familiarity with 
both the language and the patterns of cultural behaviour of the 
host country ( will look later at the Italian case). Providing 
informative leaflets, carrying out public information campaigns, 
working directly with Romanian trade unions to ensure the proper 
preparation of those looking to leave the country, all of these are 
key elements in easing workforce absorption and making it a 
humane and balanced process. These experiences are time-
consuming, they can’t be rushed, and they require an exchange of 
good practices with those organizations that have already 
succeeded. 

Creating that Europe that we all wish for requires cooperation 
between the two countries, at all levels, therefore the dialogue 
must take place between two parties. We already have the 
admirable example of the Romanian trade unionist in the area of 
Lake Maggiore, Italy, who took it upon herself to make sure that 
the Romanian labourers working on construction sites in the area 
were granted appropriate treatment. However, this also raises the 
question regarding the state’s responsibility in this process. One 
needs to ask: Is Romania still “liable” in some way for its 
migrants? 
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The light under Dionisie’s arbour 
Every morning Paul left her smiling, encouraging her to keep 

looking. Day after day she walked the streets of the old capital in 
search of a job.  

Brussels is like a maze, a hodgepodge of beautiful 
neighbourhoods and compounds, as well as spectacular palaces 
and parks, but also heaps of trash thrown carelessly by people who 
never pause to think about the environment – like a bit 
everywhere.  

This happens usually in low-income neighbourhoods.  People 
avoid the expense of selective collection and throw it out either 
unsorted or hidden in Lidl plastic bags. Unwanted items of 
furniture, made unusable by the passage of time or by pets, end up 
littering the streets of poor fringe neighbourhoods. 

Studies that have made the connection – proving there is, 
indeed, a cause and effect phenomenon in place – between 
poverty and a deterioration of the immediate environment 
(Mennonite, 1990). However, there are also studies that suggest 
the issue of poverty and environment is influenced by specific 
traits of any given local community or group (Murad, 2010). 

Afimie, for instance, had grown up with a grandma whose yard 
was so well maintained you could have easily compared it to a golf 
course. Most o the grandmothers at that time had only completed 
the first four grades in school and she lived within a typical rural 
Romanian community. With scarce resources and devoid of the 
comforts afforded to rural communities by Western societies. Half 
the people in her village would throw dead cats and dogs in the 
river. They held a sort of belief that water would take away and 
wash away just about anything and they used that to justify their 
actions.  

Ileana was an atypical person, perhaps badmouthed by the older 
women in her village because she refused to grab the pitchfork and 
tail after her husband, Dionisie, to hoe their fields, until she had 
tidied up her house, the stalls and pens, and had raked in the 
grass. The enclosures hosting their cattle and their pigs were 
sparkling clean, a measure of her particular craziness. 

She was a beautiful woman, always tidy and lavishing love on 
everything that the universe had put into the world. She refused to 
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leave her home until she’d put on a clean pinafore and headscarf 
and she would never let a single spider or a speck of dust taint her 
home. In her courtyard this rule was stricter than anywhere else in 
the village. And Afimie grew up with the belief that everything was 
a matter of individual and education. 

In the years following Romania’s accession to the EU the country 
implemented selective collection of waste within its villages and 
communes. I don’t know whether that was an act of goodwill or a 
decision motivated by the chance to earn immediate profits, 
because this selective collection system is not a modern one, like 
the system implemented in the West. Still, people try to make the 
best of what they were given and they are no longer willing to 
discard their trash in the river. At the same time, they are no 
longer willing to put up with the neglect that reigns supreme in 
terms of infrastructure, or with some political disdainful attitude, 
whether local or national. The villages are worn out by the passage 
of time and the strain of labour, and people pack up all their hopes 
in the small bags hauled along by the younger generations that 
chose to cross the borders towards a more civilized world. 

Afimie was by now as familiar with the golden Grand Place as 
with the Dobra Valley and driven by despair and the fear of what 
the future might bring she stopped to ask whether there was some 
work for her there – perhaps doing the dishes. She’d strolled along 
Rue Neuve hundreds of times, staring at the clothes. Their money 
supply was dwindling, Paul hadn’t cashed in any money for a long 
time now and she was slowly being overwhelmed by uncertainty. 
And the stores were teeming with female shoppers, more than she 
had ever seen anywhere else in the world. “People have deep 
pockets…” 

“I couldn’t for the life of me spend on one purse the equivalent of 
my mom’s pension, God forbid…” 

And Paul would hug her tight and smile when he heard her 
thoughts. 

That morning she was consumed by nothingness – she couldn’t 
see or feel anything. A free public network was running on a TV 
set they had picked up from the streets, the image snowy and 
blurry. 
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A cockroach was climbing on the leg escaped from under the 
covers. He still believed they stayed away from people. She knew 
that he had no idea, but you could see them everywhere, in the 
kitchen, on the clothes. The place was overrun with them; the 
whole house was under the reign of cockroaches. 

Hundreds of video tapes abandoned by the landlord in their 
room served to support the bed as actual props. 

Lying on top of a worn-out duvet, Afimie wipes off a tear from 
underneath her black lashes and abandons herself to dreamy 
despair. Tarnița, the home she left behind, is still the same place 
that the passage of time has sunk into wilderness, where tiny 
flowers still bloom on thin yarrow stems next to a sea of wild 
peppermint. And the wind whispers softly through apples and 
pears and then plays sweetly through the flowers untouched by the 
scythe. 

And God Himself smiles from above as He breathes in the sweet 
fragrance of honey from bees that have yet to do their labour and 
the joy in His kind eyes pours light over the earth and its 
inhabitants. 

It is the eye of the Father watching over the village of her 
childhood years and she finds comfort in her innocent dreaming. 
It will feed on the immortal prayers of its elders and the joyful 
music of the village. 

Under the flag of His mercy, the stones of the brook refuse to dry 
out, the creek remains master of its bed, the women cross the 
water bearing their pitchforks on their shoulders, and the men 
break their back reaping the fruits of their labour. 

Afimie’s a tiny human, lying untouched under the arbour made 
by her grandpa and soothed by Ileana next to a mug of milk. 

And through the arbour God Almighty plays with shards of 
rainbow on a ray of sun. 

“Now don’t you be upset, my darling… what good would it do you 
to come here?” A mom’s insight, Afimie’s mom, dug up a truth. 
“Can’t you see in here it’s every man for himself?” 

Although people like Afimie’s parents face difficulties and 
disappointments, still believe the rusty lanterns lighting some 
poor cottage, won’t leave room for an unfair decision in 
establishing the price of energy; that the rich cultural heritage 



 

 

40 

experienced by people will inspire ideas for a genuine and effective 
development in the field of tourism; that the spirituality of the 
elders will serve to educate children eager to rebuild Romania. 
Perhaps their tenacity in embracing such values is actually 
keeping wealth, or even simple comfort, out of their reach. That 
out-dated and meagrely productive agriculture that still evokes the 
delights of childhood must be supported and promoted if we wish 
to see it remain in the lives of our children. The old time cottages 
and the traditions nurtured around them are appealing to tourists 
and that is an asset that needs to be supported through 
investments aimed at improving overall infrastructure and 
through an elaborate profitability plan. 

From the height of her window Afimie could see the crowds 
milling about through the neighbourhood. In the swarm of people 
passing by she was able to tell migrants from locals. All of the 
sudden she realized how much love and understanding was being 
granted to dogs by these people. 

“I think the best thing that can happen to you, if you’re a migrant 
with no access to the labour market, is to be a dog. It was still dogs 
that were the first to enjoy the status of European citizens, like us. 
They were readily accepted and gladly integrated, washed, well 
fed, groomed, sometimes even clothed, taken out for walks, 
bathed and spoiled, granted residency rights and all proper papers 
– in fact, the dogs were treated way better than anyone had the 
right to expect.” 

The girl’s description is not entirely inaccurate, reflecting a host 
of grievous truths that we have yet to figure out. The convoluted 
fishing practices involved in bringing bluefin tuna to Italy have at 
times resulted in capturing people locked inside fish cages. The 
last time this happened there were a few hundreds of them and 
the crew tried throwing the “catch” back into the water. “The fine 
weather encourages people to try and cross the sea”, allegedly said 
the ship’s captain, pointing to the ‘miserable’ souls. 

This kind of horrendous death was the fate of dozens of migrants 
from Africa, Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Tunisia or Turkey.  

Afimie heaves a heavy sigh, knowing full well others endure a 
much more horrendous fate. “At least I was born in Romania…”  
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Afimie didn’t say anything for two days. She just tried to keep her 
thinking simple and focus on praying. She read and reread the ads 
in the local newspapers, looking for those that were relevant to her 
search and the level of integration she had reached by now, and 
she circled a couple of phone numbers. 

She picks up the paper and, heart in her throat, went down to the 
public phone booths. For international phone calls from public 
landlines the monopoly was held by Moroccans. Which made 
them cheap and convenient, much to the gratitude of those who 
had left their home countries. 

The voice on the other end of the line belonged to Clara, an 8-
year-old from an Irish family who was looking for someone to sit 
with her after school. When she invited Afimie over for “an 
interview”, she felt her world stand still. 

After eight months she was going to come into contact with a 
community other than the Romanian one. She tossed and turned 
the whole night and spent the next day in a state of mindless 
agitation. She couldn’t eat at all, the tightness in her stomach 
extended all the way to her chest. She scrubbed the house clean, 
she rearranged the clothes in the wardrobe, and she took out all 
the jars and the canned food to make sure there was not a trace of 
bugs left. She applied the roach poison once more, this time using 
a toxic solution that her mom had sent them from Romania. “For 
migrant roaches you need migrant poison!” Their neighbours told 
her that the critters had been brought from foreign lands, hitching 
a ride in suitcases and bags, and that was why the stuff that you 
could get in Belgium was not able to kill them for good. 

She and Paul went to the interview together, hand in hand, and 
they found the girl in a white mansion surrounded by greenery, in 
the middle of a rich neighbourhood. 

The girl turned out to be independent, energetic and curious. She 
didn’t spend her time playing on the sidewalk and she had no 
interest in Chinese jump-rope or in watching cartoons. There was 
absolutely no other child around. After school, the girl with ginger 
hair was a prisoner of her own material comfort and one might 
have thought her miserable or lonely. In Western Europe children 
don’t grow up on the sidewalks, they don’t play with stray dogs in 
block courtyards, nor do they entertain themselves with corn ears 
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or by playing outdoors or by herding livestock. They’ve never in 
their lives gone out to play with nothing in the way of food but a 
slice of greasy bread soaked with lard or with oil and sugar. And, 
most importantly, they are never in their lives left alone in the 
street or allowed to go by themselves on a walk through town. It’s 
not that they are denied a happy childhood – they’re simply living 
a different story. 

They took to Afimie quite quickly. When she entered the house, 
weakened, wearing a huge, washed grey coat, two sizes too large, 
shoes worn away by the rain and a black knit cap, both the mother 
and the daughter offered her a friendly smile. Paul was awkwardly 
trying to hide his hands, stained by white dust from the walls he 
built on construction sites. 

They all sat down at the sculpted hardwood table in a living room 
the size of her grandmother’s entire house and had some home-
made pizza. They talked calmly, quietly, and Afimie was 
overwhelmed with joy. She felt like everything was going to be all 
right. 

They left feeling at ease and confident, returning to their less 
glamorous neighbourhood. Starting tomorrow she too was going 
to earn a living. 

 
 
 
On Euroscepticism and the EU as a subject of study 
Inside the European school that Clara was enrolled in the 

cultural differences and language barriers were being overcome 
step by step, but without compromising the country’s own cultural 
identity and language. 

Today I see this as a chance for children to develop within 
culturally diverse environments, a remarkable feat considering 
how, not so long ago, some of these nations were at war with each 
other. As they form solid identity roots I believe it’s easy for them 
to comprehend the complexity of other nations’ perspectives, as 
long as they are educated so as to cultivate moderation and 
democratic acceptance. 
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What I don’t know is what lies in store for those who will decide 
to return to their home country, removing their children from an 
international environment to place them in a national one. 

The university was the blessed reward of her journey. Although 
at times she barely scraped up the money for the ticket to get 
there, she knew joy each time she entered the classrooms. That 
was where she experienced the peculiar feeling of successful 
globalization. She no longer felt like a wastrel, in there Europe was 
hers as well. 

The teaching process was designed to lift the students and the 
teachers shared their knowledge in an open manner, devoid of 
arrogance. That was how she ended up liking all subject courses, 
from economic and monetary ones to courses on competition law. 

And still it was in vain. Still it wasn’t enough. She kept trying to 
find a better job and to sort out her residence papers. Paul had 
managed to earn the status of “self-employed”, the equivalent of a 
free-lancer within the Romanian economic system, an escape 
hatch for the many people employed on construction sites who 
needed some form of legalization for their labour. If he wanted to 
help her too, he only had two options: marry her or get her a 
student visa from the Embassy of Belgium in Bucharest. 

Afimie dreamt of a marriage proposal that wouldn’t be motivated 
by the need to get a new ID card. So they decided to travel to 
Romania’s capital. 

Although Paul made it a point to maintain complete 
transparency with regards to his bank account, as required by the 
law, in order to prove to the authorities that he had enough money 
to provide her with a bite to eat and the necessary school 
stationery, their biggest hurdle was that he’d just recently 
acquired legal status, and, therefore, he wasn’t yet “established”. 
Meaning not enough time had passed for anyone to take him 
seriously, so to speak. 

They left the country with their tails between their legs, 
surrounded by the dust and overwhelming swelter of a capital that 
claimed to be European. Softened by the suffocating heat, the 
tarmac grabbed the heels of her shoes, pulling her back. She gave 
it a last bitter glance over the shoulder, this Bucharest that didn’t 
love her either. 
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Inside the slow-moving and strong-smelling train she abandoned 
herself to memories. She’d spent one of her youthful summers 
working for one season in an ice cream parlour in Northern 
Germany, so as to be able to afford her tuition and her graduation 
exam. The team was almost entirely made up of girls who had 
escaped from Albania. They had sold their beauty in exchange for 
marriages of convenience to German citizens, to ensure they could 
stay in a democratic land. Somehow she had the feeling she wasn’t 
all that different from her Albanian friends, even though Paul was 
as real as she could wish for. 

She was still within the borders of her beautiful country, green 
and pure, like in the poems in her early textbooks. She only had 
two capitals gone to waste, withered under a sea of meaningless 
words. Sheltered by the rolling mountains, she inhaled the fresh 
air, not far from the engine that was blowing its whistle, 
announcing the departure. It was just that she felt sorry for her 
poor mother, who had come along, fearing she might lose heart. 
Her eyes had sunk even deeper since she had closed the door 
behind her. And her tears were never redeemed by what some call 
the success of becoming an established member of the diaspora. 

Brussels was waiting for her with the same challenges, but she 
was no longer the same person. She had returned with her heart 
burdened by the dispirited face of her mother. 

She went back to her search for meaning, and Paul went back to 
his “self-employment”, leaving behind what had happened. 

During her first semester she found a family made up of a 
Finnish mother and an Italian father, with a five months old baby 
boy. From eight in the morning, when the parents were getting 
ready for their day’s work in European institutions, to five in the 
afternoon, she was their nanny, doing her job with all the 
earnestness and diligence born of the fear she might mess 
something up. Then, at six p.m., she went to classes, which served 
to keep her melancholy thoughts at bay. It was ten o’clock by the 
time she entered the newly rented studio in which they now lived 
alone. To the extent where she was able to, she willed herself to be 
content. 

It was with painstaking efforts that she completed the first round 
of exams – the appreciation she received from her professors was 
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an accurate reflection of the struggles entailed by the scarcity of 
her free time. She realized it wasn’t possible for her to maintain 
that crazy pace, that she was tired and still filled with hate. 

She felt uprooted, far away from Tarniţa and devoid of the 
comfort of a mother and a father, learning of her grandparents 
passing away one by one. The burden of the place where she had 
been christened was becoming heavier than ever. That place kept 
calling her back, and to this day she keeps hearing its call. I find it 
hard to believe she won’t eventually end up buried under a heap of 
dirt in the cemetery of the upper half of the village, and I pray that 
it may be so, that her bones be laid to rest at home, not on some 
foreign land. I fear she couldn’t find her peace among the 
strangers. 

That village is where her heritage is. Why is she wandering the 
world searching for a meaning to her madness when at home she 
has her beaded choker, her lacy shirt, her studded leather sandals, 
her floral headdress, the light and joy of her life? 

The christening ritual branded her as belonging there, over the 
Țibleș river, beyond the Dobra Valley. 

A warm and welcoming family, made up of a Belgian husband 
and a Swedish wife, parents to a two-year-old boy and a four-year-
old girl, speaking in many of Babylonia’s tongues, decided she 
could help them raise their children by giving them a few hours of 
her time every week, so as to leave her plenty of time to go to 
classes and make the most of what school had to teach her. That 
was how she completed her second and last semester, at peace 
with herself, ready to search for an internship in one of the 
European institutions or through one of the organizations 
involved in the policies of the European Union. 

She put an end to her baby-sitting career when, entirely by 
accident and out of an enormous pile of applications, she was 
accepted for an internship with a European party that promoted 
Euroscepticism. She had no idea what it meant, but she didn’t care 
much, overcome with joy as she was. 

It was the joy of a new beginning and a gift to those she’d left 
behind, their happy cries calling her home as loudly as the songs 
she’d grown up with in her native Tarnița, strong enough to 
smooth away the worry from their saddened faces. They hoped the 
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girl might find the answer she’d been searching for and perhaps 
bring it home with her. 

When you’ve just graduated and your mind is filled with dreams 
about the EU being a sort of guardian angel that is striving to find 
the best governing practices to ensure the sustainable 
development of all member states, the fall from grace is quite 
dramatic the moment you realize you’ve landed in a hostile 
environment, among people actively trying to break down the 
Union. And, naturally, the revelation feeds your curiosity. So this 
job managed to pique her interest until she learned the inner 
workings of the system and what was driving these people. 

Much to her disappointment, she found that, ultimately, they 
were working towards the most dangerous and most hideous 
threats to humanity: racial discrimination and discord powerful 
enough to potentially lead to wars and dissensions. It’s funny how 
people either forget or are oblivious to the fact that Europe, the 
Europe we know today, was created specifically to avoid conflicts 
between nations. 

A war-devastated Europe had just experienced one of the 
harshest winters in history. Europe’s nations were facing a high 
rate of inflation, and social-democratic governments were fighting 
the draconian measures that classical liberal economists had 
suggested in view of restoring a viable economy. Yet, something 
had to be done for humanitarian reasons. 

The Europe that was built with the aim of preserving peace and 
creating a shared economic market, even though it’s not perfect 
and subject to criticism, is still our home and the place where we 
enjoy freedom of speech and of movement. We could be patriots 
too, at European level. 

It wasn’t that long ago that we had to go through a lot of trouble 
to leave the country, and even when we did, we were kept under 
strict surveillance and ended up with our dignity grievously 
trampled on. Now it’s a walk in the park, all we need is our ID 
cards, and we’ve come to take it for granted, haven’t we?  

Finding decent employment is painfully hard, having our formal 
education recognized often proves challenging as well, consular 
services sometimes fail our expectations, relocating to another 
country is a harrowing experience, and those who chose to remain 
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face a different set of sorrows. Does that mean that the European 
Union no longer serves its purpose? 

Unfortunately the public at large has little understanding of the 
concept of European elections. And that is the case not only in 
Romania, but everywhere else too, in all Member States. It is 
precisely this lack of communication and comprehension that 
extremist parties rely heavily on, which is why, instead of coming 
up with solutions, they choose to stigmatize people and stir up 
conflicts between them. As you easily see, they attract voters on 
their side by manipulating them against migrants and against 
Roma ethnics or Jewish. 

What Afimie simply could not grasp at that point was how come 
such an abuse was allowed. It’s in the same innocence of Greta 
Thunberg protesting today against climate change that Afimie had 
an inner reaction. 

People in Europe are not familiar with what the European Union 
means, with the rights and obligations entailed by the status of EU 
citizen, with the correct way to enjoy mobility, with the procedures 
for obtaining European funding, with the role of the European 
institutions in Brussels. A solid grasp on and awareness of these 
aspects are key elements that would allow citizens to make correct 
and efficient choices in deciding the fate of their families. More 
than 70% of European legislation affects our day to day life. And 
when elections to the European Parliament take place, we focus on 
national, local issues. Obviously, those are really important, but 
European issues are equally stringent. And the failure to create 
adequate awareness with regards to the results of the European 
projects sponsored through structural funds, for instance, and of 
the investments made out of public money in general, even ended 
up facilitating the UK’s decision to leave the EU. 

Not only was European culture never taught in schools, but there 
is also insufficient communication of the achievements and 
successful practices implemented by this structure. During 
national election campaigns Member States are quick to take 
credit for these projects and to blame Brussels for their own 
mistakes. In the end, we’re all paying the price. 

As she hadn’t been provided with an in depth exploration of 
European policy issues in any of the subjects she had studied in 
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school, Afimie couldn’t see prospects of success for those leaders 
looking to promote a pro-European vision. In high school, when 
young people are like a sponge, absorbing everything that might 
change their future, including such a subject in the curriculum 
would be extremely useful. 

The educational aspect is not a common policy, and so each 
Member State gets to decide how it wants to educate its youth. 

Children must be taught to rule over a better world, therefore 
they need to be educated in a way that promotes sustainability. 
Pressure from enlightened minds and the higher standards 
enforced by citizens will entail a raise in the demand for 
competent political leaders. Which means that proper and timely 
education can help improve the quality and the extent of political 
accountability for all parties involved, regardless of their views. 
For instance, the ability to comprehend structural funds, to learn 
how they can be obtained and employed to develop 
entrepreneurship and to create an environment that might stop or 
reverse the “brain drain” phenomenon, would help solve the 
problem of migration or forced labour mobility.  

While she was busy analysing various opinions about the “EU 
Constitution”, and two weeks before Romania was to become a 
member of the European Union, Afimie was invited to attend a 
workshop on privatization in Budapest, Hungary. She 
painstakingly put her presentation together, choosing to discuss 
Romania and the privatization of large-scale industrial giants. She 
was all too familiar with the consequences of corporate 
restructuring and with the many years of abject poverty that had 
followed the shutdown of all major mining operations. Her Power 
Point presentation glossed over the illegal gas stove set up on the 
corridor and serving as the single heating source for the entire 
apartment, as well as over the baths people would take in rusty 
water emptied from the radiators – the go-to solution for hot 
water. She kept mum about the social impact of the corporate 
restructuring hiding behind the excuse of European integration 
and which had entailed untoward consequences for the future of 
both parents and their children. She chose not to say anything 
about how the entire industrial sector of a major town in Northern 
Romania had been catastrophically ruined, or about those who 
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had subsequently bought the destroyed industrial facilities for 
ridiculously low prices. Nothing about the challenges of getting 
formal education encountered by the young people from the 
families affected by this devastation. Too bad that she kept silent 
about this. 

 
Locked up 
She found Budapest more European than Brussels. This capital is 

a city she enjoys every time, it is genuinely neat, clean and pretty, 
and it heralds closeness to home. 

When she landed on Charleroi Airport she couldn’t have guessed 
what was in store for her. Her Hungarian colleague had passed 
passport control quietly and with a smile on his face. She felt her 
stomach tied up in knots, overwhelmed with emotion at the 
thought of seeing Paul again, knowing he was lovingly waiting for 
her and thinking that she had so much to tell him! 

Just as she was about to take back her passport, which, as it 
happened, was in perfect order, with a 90 day visa for the 
Schengen Area, a lady of ridiculous ambition stopped her. 

“What’s with all the visas in your passports? What are you doing 
in Belgium?” 

“I’m visiting”, she replied, “as a tourist”. 
The woman laughed: 
“I don’t believe you, there are too many visas”. 
“Nevertheless, the visa is still valid, there’s no crime in that”, she 

dared protest. 
“Are you kidding me?” She puffed up. “It takes me just a second 

to send you back where you came from, to Budapest, Romania.” 
“Well, that’s not in Romania… Budapest, I mean. It’s in 

Hungary.” 
“What’s that? What’s your country of origin? Romania? What 

have you got there?” 
“Bucharest…” 
“Look, I don’t care, I’m sending you back to where you came 

from, not wherever it was that you popped out on earth!” 
And saying so, she seized her passport. 
Afimie came close to fainting. She asked Laszlo to talk to Paul 

and call him inside, because she was in trouble. 
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Meanwhile, someone else started checking her papers, and, as 
Paul showed up, the man asked him: 

“Are you self-employed?” 
Paul nodded a “Yes”, out of his mind with worry. 
“Why don’t you marry her, my boy? Do you have any idea how 

many such cases we encounter? Now there’s nothing I can do 
about it. My colleague’s grabbed hold of her, so it’s over; now we’ll 
lock her up until the next flight to Budapest. And she might be 
banned from entering the country again. The other thing is, I don’t 
know how she’ll cross the border from Hungary, as her passport 
will be handed to the pilot, so he can turn her in. I’m sorry…” 

They froze like that, lost in each other’s eyes. Her wearing a 
cheap suit and a canvas briefcase, Paul in his dusty overalls. 

“We’ll be all right, I’ll look for a lawyer; these people are crazy, 
there’s only two weeks left by now… we’re entering the EU…” 

Paul had bought the story of the guardian angel. 
She left him teary-eyed. 
They handcuffed her and locked her up in a cell. It was a 

maximum security cell, with no windows, no shower, nothing but 
a sink and a toilet. The door was guarded. The room had no power 
outlet, so her phone was charging in the office of the guard on 
duty. They seized her briefcase and her papers. No one even 
thought of offering her food or the right to go out for a walk. For 
three days and three nights they kept her locked up in the airport’s 
prison, her only right being to receive visits. And Paul always 
visited, wearing a badge on his clothes and eyes reddened with 
crying. As it was the weekend, it took him quite a while to reach a 
lawyer. And that came too late, as the expulsion order had already 
been signed and the ban on entering the country had come into 
effect. She could choose to sue them later on. 

In her cell she was all alone with her thoughts. Tumbling and 
spinning chaotically. There’s nothing worse than detention. She 
hated them again, and in that moment, more than ever, she hated 
the instant she had left behind the land of Maramureș. Two 
parents sorely tested by fate were now desperately waiting for her 
to come home, picturing their child locked up in a prison. 

Europe and the answer to her journey seemed increasingly hard 
to grasp. What was she doing wandering the world and why wasn’t 
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“home” enough for her? What was the purpose of all this and was 
there a point in making sense of it? How was it possible that, just 
as she thought things were finally working out, they would ruin 
her future? How many Romanians had had a similar experience 
and what did it mean? 

How could such problems, or the challenges presented by the 
labour market, be solved through bombastic speeches and 
colourful leaflets? 

She couldn’t even think. She screamed. 
Three days later they put her on a plane, still handcuffed and 

guarded. They sat her separately from the other passengers. 
A while after take-off the stewardesses brought her tea and asked 

her to calm down, promising she’d be all right. They told her they 
were used to such situations and that they were familiar with the 
things happening at that airport. The pilot came to see her. He 
burst into tears. He gave her back her passport, so she would have 
no issues in crossing the border, otherwise she risked being locked 
up by the Hungarians too. 

She was free on her flight to Hungary and from there she 
boarded one of the many buses that frequently carried people 
between the two neighbouring countries. From Budapest it took 
her six hours to get home and into the arms of her parents, 
overwhelmed with grief and increasingly weak. 

She renewed her passport and, after Romania became a member 
of the European Union in January 2007, she crossed the border 
again, this time on the road. She no longer had anything good in 
her heart; she was returning to Paul, but knowing that from now 
on nothing would be the same again. She had learned that she was 
a person like any other, weak and vulnerable to all sorts of abuses, 
and that there were times when no one could do anything – or 
knew what to do. “Let’s shake off the dream. We’re on a foreign 
territory, regardless of what it is called, and no right will ever be 
granted to me unless I fight for it, and fight hard. It’s a challenge 
to get an identity card, a monthly travel card, a work permit, an 
insurance policy, anything. It’s just like back home, you’re 
struggling with the authorities, with the public administration, 
you’re facing rudeness and ignorance. The only difference is that 
here you can’t afford to yell at the person behind the counter!” 
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Ignorance. That is the worst form of abuse. The fact that they 
rejected the legality of her stay, despite her obvious status as a 
student, the unfair imprisonment, despite her having a valid visa. 
This long list of grievances found a certain resolution when she 
was recruited by a European trade union federation, where she 
was able to build her arguments in favour of a European society 
based on social justice, arguments filtered through her own 
experience, which to this day has an enormous impact on her fate. 

As the days wore on, and through her travels throughout Europe, 
she became increasingly determined to be the one actually doing 
something to change things for the better. Because she just had to 
build a meaning for all the experiences she had lived and the 
stories she had inspired, stories shared by the entire Romanian 
community. People will often ask her “why are you looking to do 
this or that?” And Afimie always looks at them in wonder. She 
doesn’t have any particular reason. She just feels it’s right. 

The grief of the „strawberry pickers” who, for the longest time, 
were deprived of a European legislation to protect their rights, the 
injustice suffered by butchers and hotel workers, the freedom 
allowed to middlemen to handle workers entirely as they pleased, 
the construction workers forced to migrate from one site to 
another and accused of social dumping, the false self-employed 
people who shouldn’t serve as Guinea pigs because they were still 
workers, the drama of school diplomas deemed worthless, they all 
strengthened her conviction that such issues were her 
responsibility too, from now on. Naturally, a lot has changed 
between 2007 and now, as we stand at the gate of 2017, when this 
book was finished and today while editing still in the English 
version for language adaptation. But, as you’re about to see, some 
challenges and some questions remain unanswered. These days, in 
the hard context of the Covid-19 pandemic, the international 
journals are still writing about the exploitation of Eastern-
Europeans workers in Germany and Austria, as they work in 
abusive conditions and get no insurance in case they catch the 
coronavirus.  

For as many times as others rightly put it: what kind of equality 
between nations we can expect to have, when the economic 
disparities among us are so blunt? Globalisation brought 
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humanity many positive perspectives, and so did Europe, an 
incredible Union. But inequality is still there, hanging and diving 
people, feeding the dangerous wolf of extremism, building 
dangerous behaviours on fear and people’s misery. 

Also on her shoulders rests as well the responsibility of 
preserving for the future the traditions of our villages, as well as 
the return of migrants with a view to building a better country. 
Through her baptism, Afimie has been living the dream of naivity, 
a country raised by its own people, good-hearted people who don’t 
expect anything else in return, ready to sacrifice themselves like 
Christ dying on the cross. They are the ones who can bring about 
the long-awaited change. She has been dreaming that she would 
find the way and the means to turn this into reality and in the 
years since she has been granted by Fate, through the hands of 
God, the chance to meet other dreamers like her. 

And this is why, to this day, she still wanders the world, raking 
hay from other valleys, bundling it up, setting up the haystack 
frame, then building the stacks themselves. She has remained as 
thoughtful as ever. In her heart she hears the violin playing in the 
village centre, stirring up the dust from the floor under the feet of 
the dancers. A red headscarf prevents her from ever losing her 
head. A hand-woven costume, made in Suciu de Jos, keeps her 
warm on those days when emigration blows cold. A mother sheds 
bitter tears of loneliness and a father soothes her grief. Sitting 
quietly on their benches, the village elders stare into space, 
guarding the road in hopes someone might still return. Her work 
is not yet done, her haystack not completed. 

 
“Only the homeless bird can feel 
The loneliness of foreign skies. 
Abandoned, scared and flightless still, 
The young bird falls, then calls, then cries 
And tries again to spread its wings 
In foreign skies on bitter winds…” 
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Ion, son of Petru son of Iosif of Berința 
He closed the gate behind him. On the other side of the grates, a 

poor mother, Nan Mura, poured her grief into song, her head 
covered by a black scarf with small flowers and tiny birds. She’s 
saying goodbye to her youngest child, perhaps the one most 
pampered, too. When her eldest son left for France she found 
herself unable to touch food for a week. Then they taught her 
France wasn’t that far and she plucked up the courage to visit him. 

She’d raised them without a husband, long since buried in the 
earth of the Codru village, and throughout her life she’d never 
been idle for a day. The sun had scorched her during harvest 
season and her hands were cracked from the hard labour of tilling 
the earth. But still she was beautiful and proud whenever Ion 
happened to dance with her to violin music. 

The poverty reigning supreme in the village, the former 
Communist orchard left in ruins, and the ever stronger sense of 
nothingness were the first telling signs. One by one, the children 
took to wandering the world, leaving behind nothing but pictures 
set in frames. And so it was in Nan Mura’s home too, where 
wooden frames hung among plates and icons enclosed her lifetime 
joy in the innocent faces of childhood. 

The woman went to town to buy whatever was needed for the 
trip. As she crossed the bridge into town, the first thing she set 
eyes on was the graveyard. It startled her to see the crosses. Never 
before had it occurred to her how strange it was to see the 
graveyard there. “What were they thinking, burying the dead here, 
of all the places? Lord, what’s wrong with us?” 

The bus chugged along. They were conducting road work here – 
had been for months now and there hadn’t been an inch of 
progress. 

The town was frozen in time in a sorry state of disrepair, a 
hopeless dead-end for the children graduating high school. The 
mayor was a future convict. In places like that, there was no use 
for grand words such as vision, knowledge, innovation; rather, it 
was a deal with the Devil. It was about hearts blackened by greed, 
driven to sell out their own people and own honour. To this day, 
the most beautiful cultural and historically meaningful buildings 
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have remained in a shambles, propped up with logs and planks to 
prevent them from completely collapsing. All factories have been 
closed down, replaced now by trash and stores selling a wide array 
of showy clothing. The so-called investors, working hand in hand 
with our leaders, have been amazingly successful in fooling 
people. The remnants of the Austrian Habsburg Empire have 
turned into mere fossils. 

Through the dirty window of the bus she saw the church and it 
soothed her mind. It was the only institution that had retained its 
credibility for those who grew up with it. The sun smiled to her, 
chasing away the clouds in the sky, and a sudden longing made 
her want to rush back home, in Berința. “My Ion has to go, there’s 
no time to waste”. 

This time, though, she would be left at the end of the narrow 
road, all alone in a house that would only open its door to carol 
singers in winter and to some lonely old woman in summer. Nan 
Mura was the kind of person always ready with a wide smile and a 
kind word, but on that day she froze in place at the gate, like a 
ghost petrified by grief. Patrocle scrolled its fur, bewildered by its 
owner’s tears. A soft voice murmured “little darling”, buried in a 
corner of the headscarf. She stood there, one hand tightly gripping 
the grates, her eyes following her little darling until he vanished 
from sight. 

Ion son of Petru son of Iosif was no longer little; he was a brawny 
man you would have gladly entrusted with your safety. He’d 
graduated from a university in Cluj, though the education thus 
acquired wasn’t going to be of any use to him, just like Nan Mura 
had suspected. His childhood friends had asked him to come to 
Belgium to work on construction sites. And all this was happening 
at a time when getting there still required clearing the Romanian, 
Hungarian, Austrian and German ports of entry, one after the 
other, as the year was 2004 and Romania was still only a 
candidate for EU membership.  

 
The gates of entry to success 
A van owned by Pintilie, one of the first locals to make a business 

out of hauling migrants from Satu Mare, provided transportation 
for those eager to travel their own silk road. Pintilie was a cheerful 
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guy, with sagging pants under the considerable paunch, happy to 
see his van was always filled to capacity. He hauled people twice a 
week and unless you made a timely reservation you stood no 
chance at finding a seat. 

Ion had borrowed a handful of Euros so that, much like 
Gilgamesh crossing the Waters of Death, he may get across the 
border, along with the sausage, lard, pickled cucumbers and 
home-made brandy he’d packed in his luggage. Two pairs of 
trousers and three t-shirts, the sneakers on his feet and the kiss of 
a golden-haired girl made up the rest of his baggage. 

Crammed together, their hearts filled with the thrill of the 
unknown, the migrants faced their first hurdle in clearing the 
unfriendly ports of entry of the powerful neighbour states of 
Hungary and Austria. And the path of a thousand abuses begins 
with a single step, which in this case was the experience of going 
through the Romanian port of entry, a good reminder of why you 
needed to leave the country at least for a while. 

All it took were some 20-50 Euro per person, hidden between the 
pages of the passport, for the customs officer to wave them 
through, his strong arm sealing their fate. The officer was 
satisfied. The money would serve to add another brick to the 
mansion he’d been building and to sponsor yet another night in 
the arms of some call girl. This was wealth. 

The van started slowly, still needing to get through two other 
gates. Ion lowered the window so the Hungarian customs officer 
could check that it was really them, the people in the passports. 

“Hat, got any brandy?” asked a potbellied man, his glassy eyes 
fixing them with a harsh stare. 

“Nem!”, the driver was quick to answer, handing him the 
passports once more filled with European currency. 

“Cigarettes?” 
“Nem, no cigarettes either…” 
About a quarter of an hour later, having rummaged through all 

the nooks and crannies of the vehicle and checked everything 
thoroughly, the customs officer reluctantly took their money and 
waved them through to freedom. Who would have guessed that 
the blood-stained devotion of the heroes of the Revolution would 
end up subject to the random whims of thieving customs officers? 
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The night sky was strewn with stars and a chilling September 
breeze seeped into their blood. Nobody dared speak, as they’d 
made only little progress and already had run out of money to pay 
their way out. 

The Austrian officer had them all out of the van. He proceeded to 
question them and check them thoroughly inside his barrack. A 
ban had been found in one of the passports and now they were all 
aligned before the man wearing a uniform with golden epaulets. 

Nică, a tiny person barely five feet tall, with an innocent smile 
and an iron fist, had pummelled a few policemen in Belgium and 
had stolen a Rolex from a rich man who’d failed to pay his 
workers. When brought before a judge he’d asked the authorities 
to let him call his mother, allegedly to ask her to send him 
something. After he had kept her on the phone for the better part 
of an hour, he had burst out laughing and remembered to ask her 
to wrap up the turret clock, the most expensive in their village, 
and send it over. They let him go, then, guessing his madness. 

Nică had gotten away with only a two-year ban, but he had not 
shared in the judges’ opinion that he ought to stay away from the 
country, and now the Austrian customs officer had found him 
registered as an offender. Still, it was hard to get mad at him. His 
tracksuit worn with loafers and his child-like face couldn’t 
convince anyone that he had even a trace of violence in him. Nică 
took out the rest of his money and paid his way through the ports 
of entry. He’d have to work for months to earn them back. 

Outside the barrack, the other customs officers were rummaging 
through their bags in search of treats. They had no concept of the 
poverty plaguing this South East European country. It’s hard to 
understand how a customs officer whose salary was beyond any 
level of comprehension relative to Romanian economy could be so 
thoroughly fascinated with brandy, corn puffs and sausages. Or 
perhaps it was rather an act of selfish superiority, devoid of all 
humanity, a certain satisfaction and excitement foreign to all 
logical reason and not supported in any way by customs 
regulations. 

Ion grabbed the bag that Nan Mura had packed for him and felt it 
had become lighter. The face of the Austrian officer betrayed his 
deceit. He’d taken the jar of pickled cucumbers, a savoury treat 
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famous throughout the village. Ion turned around instinctively; 
he’d lashed at people for lesser offenses than the theft of a jar of 
pickles. Yet at that very moment he felt Nică’s sweaty hand on the 
back of his head, calming him down. “It’s not worth it, we still 
have a long way to go, it’s not worth it…” 

The Austrian had stopped laughing and, hand on the butt of his 
gun, was waiting for the first sign of trouble. 

 
Europe 
Pintilie rushed to move the van away and the 20 people inside 

didn’t stop again for a long time. They had gradually fallen silent. 
Beyond the roar of engines and the blinking headlights, their 

minds soared into dreams of conquest. They felt as one as they 
huddled there, in the middle of nowhere, united by the longing for 
the country that was becoming increasingly distant with each 
passing moment. The women had left their children in the 
courtyard, the men had left whole families behind. All for the sake 
of being able to afford some double-pane windows, a new fence, a 
new door, some source of heat in their homes, or simply to pay 
tuition fees. Ion was driven only by a dream, nothing solid, simply 
the need to move beyond his comfort zone. 

While the van stopped to refuel, the passengers kept together, 
sharing pictures as they feasted on the bread, cold cuts and 
mustard they had packed for the road. From the pictures, the 
grieved eyes of their mothers only added to their strain. Women 
once employed at large enterprises that had fallen victim to 
abusive privatization practices, women who had worked hard, in 
horrible professions, and who had found themselves discarded 
under the misapplied label of capitalism “aimed at professional 
diversification and retraining”, were now looking for a chance to 
continue to work hard for as long as possible. The faces lined with 
worry, trials, and sickness, the sheepish looks and the hairstyles 
foreign of modern trends, the muscled bodies that hadn’t spent a 
second in a gym, nor worn any of the oh-so-fashionable vintage 
dresses, the hands cracked from labour, with nails that had never 
enjoyed the refinement of a French manicure, they all belonged to 
the mothers of the children left at home, forced to grapple on their 
own with the Romanian education system and the famously 
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meagre offerings available in the country in just about any field of 
activity. If you see them still burdened with sadness, carrying bags 
chockfull of sweets, don’t be embarrassed by them. If you see them 
unshaved and filthy from work, with glassy and blank stares, 
remember that these are our parents, sacrificed. 

Pintilie was quick to drive them to the other end of Europe, 
dropping each one wherever they needed to be, and then he 
rushed to return with his van once more loaded to capacity, this 
time with people going back to their children and their elders. 

Ion got off the van in Brussels. On Rue de Viaduct, a street in the 
Ixelles municipality inhabited mostly by Moroccans. The street 
was lined on both sides with second-hand shops, greengrocers, 
phone cabins and countless Internet cafés. And then, inside the 
narrow corner of a house, he met his future room-mates, young 
people bursting with age-specific enthusiasm and glad of 
company. 

Bogdan and Flavius had been his childhood friends, and they’d 
wandered together through the fields and forests of Berința, 
sharing the same values and same troubles. The two had left at 18 
and they earned their living in Belgium in construction, plastering 
walls. Thrilled to see their friend again, they spoke incessantly, not 
even pausing to breathe, talking about the hard labour and the 
foul practices they were regularly subjected to. It had been a long 
while since they’d last seen each other, as they dared not cross the 
border often. They were supposed to return home every 90 days 
and then, to allow them to exit the country again, the customs 
officers would request sizeable bribes. Which was why many chose 
not to return at all, waiting for Europe to signal full freedom of 
movement. 

Two pinkish sofas picked up from the street were set around the 
table gifted by some neighbours. That was where they came 
together to eat. The flat had an extra bedroom and, on top of that, 
a low half storey, one meter high, that barely had room for Ion to 
lay down his mattress. Standing up was entirely out of the 
question. Still, he was content and eager. 

„Ion, listen, my boy, these Moroccans are wearing us down – if 
only we could get rid of them to work for Belgians… That’s a whole 
new level of pay, boy… Abdazah, the rotten bastard, pays us 6 euro 
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per hour, whereas the Belgians give you triple that amount… And 
he earns a ton of money off our labour, the Devil…” said Bogdan. 

“Still, you should see him, the fool’s always driving around in that 
jalopy of his, rusted and riddled with holes, and wearing those 
weird looking pants that are neither dress nor trousers, quite the 
sight, I tell you… And God forbid you ask for papers”, added 
Flavius, bitterly taking a sip of the brandy brought from home. 

Bogdan and Flavius recharged their mental batteries by feeding 
on the energy of the new-comer. Ion seemed confident and 
assured them they were on the right path. “There’s no going back 
now, I’m not leaving before I can afford to settle down with 
Viorelia and buy a car”, said Ion with a smile. 

Surrounded by brandy vapours and the smell of pan-fried liver, 
two girls, Carmen and Lucreția, listened in without a word. They 
were bound together by the precariousness of their status as 
primitive migrants and by the adventure of finding honest 
employment, which was still proving to be an elusive target. The 
permanent lack of money eroded their feminine charm, turning 
them into two stone statues with no hope of ever being revived. 

At the end of that evening Ion son of Petru son of Iosif fell into an 
exhausted sleep on the ragged mattress, dreaming of the perfume 
of blonde hair he’d left behind. 

 
 Abdazah 
The Moroccans in Belgium owned houses, stores and 

construction companies, from the famous Rue de Brabant, with its 
Arabian-style silks and teapots, perfumes and argan oils, to the 
cramped houses of the European capital. The families, typically 
numerous, stuck together, as required by their culture and 
religion. Fighting as one and intimidatingly powerful in defending 
their rights to integration and equality of opportunity, Moroccans 
lived in the European capital with no restraints on the world they 
represent. At that time their rights were treated as more 
legitimately European than those of Romanians and Bulgarians, 
and they were more determined to bend fate in their favour. A 
Moroccan could get employment without jumping through any 
bureaucratic hoops. A Romanian, though, had to comply with the 
requirements and temporary restrictions on the labour market put 
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in place through Romania’s Treaty of Accession to the EU, at least 
until 2014. When the recession hit, before 2014, several countries 
that had at first removed such barriers decided to enforce them 
again. Such was the case with Spain, for instance. 

Some claim the locals left the city when they could no longer put 
up with the increasingly present Arab civilization. Strangely 
enough, in Belgium’s Flemish regions neither the Moroccans nor 
other nations show overzealous tendencies in proclaiming their 
cultural identity and national roots. More settled and docile, 
pressured by the requirements of local administration, the 
migrants end up learning Dutch too. Otherwise they stand no 
chance at getting papers. 

Abdazah, a long-bearded gnome wearing Arab pants and an ever-
present black gown, threw them angry looks from underneath his 
hat. The ten people making up his construction company fed his 
family of twelve, ten of which were children. 

“Boys, there’s no way I can get the papers done for all of you. 
That would leave me with nothing. And it’s even more complicated 
for you folks, being Romanians. When’s your country entering the 
EU, heh?” 

When he first laid eyes on Ion he measured him furtively and 
approved of him. “He’s good, get started! And come by tonight, 
we’ll see what we can do about the money”. 

He hadn’t paid the men for two months. He gave the money out 
in small portions, barely enough to keep them fed and with a roof 
above the head. For the rest, he kept them hanging with empty 
words and by constantly warning them of the fierce competition 
on the labour market and of how humble they needed to be to 
keep their employer happy. Still, he was the only person who 
would have given them a hand in case of need. 

The boys were busy applying plaster on the walls, hard at work 
with their spatulas and their floats. Ion had received a pair of work 
pants from Flavius, but they were much too small for him and 
looked cropped, only coming down a little underneath his knees. 
The hidden smiles of the other workers served to warm the hearts. 
“Why don’t you take him to the Slaughterhouse on Sunday to get 
clothes, eh, what say you, Bogdan?” 
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“Is that your go-to place for everything?” he asked, unfamiliar 
with the Anderlecht market and the assorted characters animating 
it. 

To this day that market remains a place where you can buy 
anything your heart desires and anything your mind conjures, all 
in an atmosphere worthy of ancient markets. Construction 
workers would go there for their work overalls and safety boots. 
The stuff there was pre-owned and cheaper. Buying the work gear 
required for this field of activity didn’t involve going to specialized 
stores and paying the full price just to get a receipt. 

One dusty afternoon, when the men had just finished their lunch 
off a bucket of paint, a pesky inspection crew descended upon the 
site. Some men were quick to hide wherever they could, others 
took to their heels, hunted and harassed. Bogdan, though, had no 
time and nowhere to run to. They grabbed him and, content with 
their catch, they left. Bogdan was detained at the airport in 
Zaventem until the earliest flight to Romania and banned from re-
entering Belgium for the next two years. 

It took three months for Bogdan to be able to return. And he did 
so in perfect compliance with all legal requirements, with a new 
passport and a visa issued by the embassy in Bucharest. Without 
his trusted employee, Abdazah was no longer confident things 
were being done properly, so he’d offered him an employment 
contract. This was a first sensible step in the fight against 
precariousness. 

After a few months of work Ion had acquired a solid knowledge 
of the profession he’d been assigned. For a while now, a thought 
had taken root in his mind – to get rid of Abdazah and find some 
employment that would give him full legal rights. Late one 
autumn evening the longing for home brought him to a pay phone 
and there he spent an hour talking things over with the woman 
who was to become his wife. The time had come. 

 
 
Entreprise générale de construction 
Viorelia felt confident as she set foot in the new country where 

she was going to start a family and raise daughters. The slender 
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and frail body of a wise and quiet woman burned with the same 
dream that she shared with her husband. 

The few possessions Ion had gathered over the past 12 months 
were packed in a couple of shopping totes and bin bags and the 
two of them moved away from the friends they’d made at the 
beginning of their journey. The place had become too crowded and 
their idea of starting their own business had been met with little 
appreciation or encouragement. 

They decided they were not going to live in squalor. Nor were 
they going to put up with cramped living quarters for the sake of 
being able to send money home. They rented a pretty apartment, 
which had recently been refurbished, on the floor above a dental 
practice belonging to an Israeli dentist with Romanian roots. The 
doctor took a shine to Ion and enjoyed hearing him speak 
Romanian. No one knew his exact story, but there was something 
fascinating about him, about the way he spoke Romanian, which 
he had learned in Timișoara, from his grandparents, and about the 
joy he found in the excessive consumption of plum brandy. When 
he was drunk out of his mind he’d start talking about war crimes 
and go down to his office to get his riffle. He ended up scaring his 
neighbours and quarrelling with the police, but the following day, 
sober, he returned to being the best dentist there was. And Ion 
worked on the various properties owned by the roguish doctor and 
found courage and joy in his work. 

Belgium had by then realized it needed to set up a solid legal 
framework for the construction sector, as the economic fraud in 
that field took a serious toll on the state’s finances. And then the 
European Union was also pulling legal strings to that aim. The 
European Union created this opportunity by allowing foreigners to 
become self-employed or to establish their own companies with a 
minimum capital of only Euro 5,000. 

And that was how Ion found himself starting from scratch. To 
begin he got the necessary papers to become “self-employed”. Day 
after day he’d go to the enterprises in the Brussels area, checking 
whether they needed workers. When he’d first come to Belgium he 
couldn’t speak French, but as soon as he left behind the 
construction sites manned by Romanian workers he was forced to 
step up to the plate. The Romanian work environment was a warm 
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one and it had kept his roots alive, but it didn’t help much with the 
actual integration. 

As soon as he got his residence papers Viorelia was granted 
similar rights as his spouse. This took place in 2013. At the time 
people needed to prove the legitimacy of their marriage, and the 
police would descend upon the declared residential address to 
check the truth of what they had declared. Marriage certificates, 
while recognized as internationally valid, were not always 
accepted as such, and their credibility and veracity was questioned 
by the public administration. The trips to the embassy and to the 
ministry of foreign affairs, which had to be made before 
registering with the local authorities, ended up wasting an entire 
day of your poor life. 

Somewhere in between all these trips and hard work, two little 
girls were brought into the world, becoming the heart and soul of 
their migrant adventure. And in the smile of their children the 
parents found their strength and motivation. To stay away from 
Romania. 

Any hard-working Romanian relocated to a foreign country 
constructs his or her decision-making process around the political 
climate in their country of origin. And the only way people can 
keep in touch with that is through the media, through talk-shows 
and scandals made public on TV. The reality they thus saw on TV 
and the news they received from those still struggling in their own 
country didn’t provide migrants with even the slightest motivation 
to return. 

Ion had learned to speak unabashedly and he had no qualms 
about using his strong character as well as he could, always aiming 
for success. He’d gradually established his reliability among a 
handful of sizeable construction companies, so he was always 
contracting works. That’s how they were able to set up a small 
construction enterprise, naming it after their daughters. Not all of 
their friends remained friendly, nor did their dream stop there. 
Viorelia was in charge of the secretarial aspects of the company, 
which only served to attract further criticism. The migrant 
community of that time was to a large extent made up of men 
whose collective view of the world was that a woman’s place was 
limited to bearing children and keeping house. Women integrating 
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into the society through education and professional training were 
not exactly encouraged. Romanian men would usually find 
employment as construction workers, most of them on the black 
labour market, whereas Romanian women would provide cleaning 
services, again, without proper contracts. Some of these people 
were youngsters with an academic degree, so presumably they had 
had access to books and they had some grasp on the workings of 
civilization. Others came from the simplest background one could 
imagine. Both for both the former and the latter, any step forward 
unravelled their closed habitat, endangering their safety. It was on 
such foundations that the painstaking years of migrant life were 
built. Impenetrable enclaves of embittered people who failed to 
realize that, more often than not, they had to be the change they 
wished to see, and who preferred to live in isolation because it felt 
safer. Fringe neighbourhoods were cheaper, the stores and the 
market, as miserable as they may have been, offered such low 
prices as they could never hope to find anywhere else. 

As they interact with the modern West, the men are influenced to 
change this cultural cliché of gender superiority, and the dynamics 
of the labour market creates opportunities, breaking the ice 
between various nations. And we are part of this process too; it’s 
slow, but it’s happening. 

Once you’ve moved past the threshold of precariousness and 
once you’ve left behind the ohers, you become the target of gossip 
that engenders hate. The lanes of a swimming pool are a 
meaningful example of how this works. In a race, each swimmer is 
focused on their lane and on getting ahead, and the cheering and 
applause that the winner enjoys come solely from the audience.  

This kind of social recognition was achieved after five years 
abroad. And it was possible for him to achieve it in a country torn 
between two nations that, aside from French fries and beer, didn’t 
really want to have anything else in common – not anymore. In 
the midst of all the challenges arising from the handicap of 
starting a business as a migrant, he found his lane and raced 
inside of it. Strangely enough, he found that the same 
administration that, starting with the year 2000, had shown 
reluctance in recognizing Romanian academic diplomas, was 
nevertheless willing to give him a chance as an entrepreneur. With 
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reasonable capital, access to a bank loan, a mortgage, vehicles and 
all the equipment needed for his profession. 

He quit blasting the country and left the unattractive capital, 
relocating his family to an independent house. His story might 
have a happy end. You find him lost in thought over a glass of 
beer. It has been almost ten years now. He has outgrown the 
young man who once stepped out the gate of Nan Mura’s home 
with nothing but a knapsack on his back. He seems joyous, but his 
words betray the longing for home. He sees the future of his 
daughters, he realizes that their prospects are bright in a modern 
Europe. He’s incredibly proud of the fact that they speak three 
languages and that they are enjoying their childhood in the midst 
of material abundance, surrounded by plenty of toys, plenty of 
care, and safe from any deprivation. Viorelia cooks them healthy 
food in carefully calculated portions. They have a well-thought-out 
schedule aimed at providing them with a healthy education. Ion 
heaves a heavy sigh. He’d like to go home once his body grows 
weary from work, to live the rest of his life in the countryside. To 
raise pigs and breathe the fresh air of the open fields. 

“Ever since I left Brussels my heart feels lighter, in a way. It’s 
funny how even we, who are migrants ourselves, can’t stand other 
migrants. Not our own and not from other nations either. When I 
was looking for a home to rent I used to recoil whenever I saw a 
Romanian name on the doorbell. Because you could never know 
what to expect; after all, truth be told, not everyone who left the 
country came here to be upstanding citizens…” he ends on a laugh. 

“When I saw my girls were growing up I got the chills at the 
thought of sending them to school in such a melting pot of 
nations. The thought simply drove me crazy. I don’t know what is 
wrong with me, I just can’t put up with all the Arab elements 
suffusing the place. And they can’t either, have you noticed how 
they’ve all left by now? When it came to us, we were denied 
absolutely everything, but them they allowed to spread throughout 
the capital. So who’s safe now? They’re violent, I tell you, worse 
than us…” 

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t speak like this, no one individual is 
actually guilty, we’re all equally good or bad. To them… to them 
we’ll offer everything we were deprived of. As we were either 
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trampled underfoot by the Communist regime or enduring the 
challenges of transition… And still, they’ll never know what it feels 
like to step into the soft, warm grass in summer, nor will their soul 
fly unbound under a rainbow of water droplets from wild ponds 
hidden in the Romanian countryside. They’ll never have a 
grandma. I’ll never buy them my own childhood. Because it’s not 
for sale, you know…” 

 
 
Do you not know that the angels shall judge the world? 
The sweet smell of timber cut by an aging circular saw caresses 

awake her dewy, young-girl skin. She smiles through the early-
morning sleep and squeezes tight the blanket, breathing in the 
fragrance of wool shorn from sheep abluted by the river. Her 
stomach is in knots, her heart pulsing with wanderlust. Her legs 
are already sore from all the distance she covered in her dreams in 
an attempt to reach Europe’s more prosperous lands. Her eyelids 
flutter, burdened by worry as she contemplates the journey to the 
woods. The fruit is past its harvest time, apple trees and plum 
trees now stand barren and withered, awaiting the cold. The 
houses seem as dwarfed by weather as they have ever been, and 
the people rush inside them, chased by the humid air. Summer’s 
colours have all faded and the stork’s gathered its chicks and flown 
to warmer places. Left behind, telegraph poles stand bent out of 
shape, an accurate representation of what little infrastructure one 
can find in the Romanian rural area. 

Beyond the thin glass of the window, a silvery cross hangs symbol 
of her faith. 

Vera breathes in deeply and goes in search of her dad, to see 
whether he’s spoken to Ilie’s son. 

Nicolaie son of Mastei is busy, his thick and calloused fingers 
fastened on the circular saw, when he hears Vera calling out to 
him as she stands barefooted on the steps. For a moment he is hit 
by a vision of her as a child, sitting on top of a hay wagon and 
reciting kindergarten poems, and then of her in church, with her 
radiant head, bent in prayer, covered by a red scarf, and he finds 
himself at a loss for words. He lowers his gaze to the sawdust at 
his feet and a single tear courses through his heart. 
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Nicolaie keeps all of his precious savings, everything he and 
Viorica have managed to set aside, in a piece of plastic wrap 
hidden underneath one of the cinderblocks making up the 
foundation of the house. It’s only a few hundred euros, not much. 
On Cornei Valley, not far from Roșia Montană, Florin son of Ilie 
hauls people to Italy, Rome, more specifically. He helps them get 
across Slovenia by train, and then leaves them each to their own 
devices. Vera too has a cousin there, who is waiting for her, and a 
young boy who is promising love. She’s eager to go to them and 
she smiles as she dreams of her journey. Soon she will be one of 
those who’ve left for good, a kind of lucky brave souls who still 
send money back, to their homes and families. 

This is how dozens of Romanians have crossed the borders. And 
this is how Nicolaie is going to spend his money too, in an attempt 
at discovering the world waiting behind the curtain of poverty. At 
the lower end of Europe, Romanians who couldn’t afford to 
believe in a brighter tomorrow have taken charge of their fates and 
chosen the more perilous way of crossing the border, despite the 
fact that, in a few short weeks, the whole country is set to join the 
European Union and the freedom of movement to come with that 
would have made it easier for them to leave. But even back then, 
just like now, people were sceptical. They were never blessed with 
any miracle, nor did they ever witness anyone keeping a promise. 
They were restrained and that has caused them to stumble as they 
walk. They were mocked and cheated, so they no longer dare. They 
are genuine in their prayers to God, they hear His voice in the 
resounding bells that fill the air on sacred days, urging them to 
keep their faith and dignity. God is the one being universally loved 
in Romania. 

Her mother, Viorica, feels restless. For days now her icons 
haven’t whispered one word. She opens the windows wide, 
struggling to breathe as she is choking with worry. She leans her 
heavy covered head out the window, and the smell of roses long 
since withered reminds her of the myrrh essential oil used at 
baptism. A child, her own daughter, immersed in holy water to 
wash her clean from all sin and grant her soul salvation. She takes 
off the headscarf from around her mother’s face darkened with 
grief, revealing a mane of lush black hair, braided at the nape of 
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her head. She eases a few tendrils out, seeking some relief from 
the tightness she feels. A sharp pain is eating at her, straight in the 
crown of her head. She needs to let Vera go. And she was never 
able to. 

That’s how Nicolaie finds her, hair flying freely on her shoulders 
in the rusty autumn air, under a sky so low its closeness speaks of 
friendship. He hugs her tight and they both use her apron to dry 
their parents’ tears. They are about to send their one and only 
treasure out into the wide, cold world. 

Barely twenty, Vera is fretting with the eagerness of youth. She 
loves her parents, but her dreams for the future are anchored in 
the illusion of a modern and progressive Europe. She throws her 
arms around the two pour souls overwhelmed with sadness and 
asks them to help her leave. Nicolaie stares at her for a long while, 
wondering at how she’s grown and questioning the force that is 
now pushing her to move on. 

He walks out, eyes lowered, puts on his hat and strides towards 
the home of Florin son of Ilie. Black clouds are piling in the sky 
and the coldness of the valley fills his chest. A white house, freshly 
grouted, towers over the old-time cottages. Beyond the gate, a big 
dog choking on a chain stands guard over four cars. 

The dog starts barking and Florin comes out: 
“Come in!” 
He crosses the yard limping slightly and the dog calms down, 

staring at the burdened man. He broke a leg and ended with a 
dislocated hip after an accident in the mine, when he tried 
reaching for a bigger chunk of ore. It came loose from the gallery 
and crushed him, and for a few days he battled death. During 
which time he kept mumbling something about a golden-haired 
woman flying in a halo of light. That’s why they told him to stop 
looking for ore before it was too late. The locals think that woman 
is what they call the Shaft’s Wraith. The mines deep in the belly of 
the earth, which the people of Maramureș call shafts, are said to 
be haunted by this ghost who punishes people if they steal what, 
by the laws of nature, is considered to belong to her. Nicolaie was 
one man she chose to forgive. 
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From that moment on Nicolaie has been searching for ore using 
nothing but artisanal methods, which cause no harm to the flora 
and fauna of Roșia. 

In the back of the house a kitchen serves as secret lair for the 
locals getting ready to leave their country. They sit down on a 
settle and Florin gets talking, in a humble tone of voice, about the 
safety of the journey and how the people he’s taken thus far have 
all been happy with his services. On a table pushed into the wall, a 
dusty TV set shows a debate about Romania’s accession to the 
Union and the effects of that achievement. 

“Nothing’s gonna change, you’ll see! We’ll die as we were born…” 
says Florin, thinking out loud with the self-assurance of someone 
well-versed in European politics. 

Nicolaie can’t be bothered to listen; he’s covered in cold sweat 
and only his eyes shine bright from underneath the hat. 

“I’ve come to give you the money, Florin… please take her to the 
station in Rome so that her cousin can pick her up from there… 
take care of her, she is my little girl… 

And he chokes on his words. 
“Come on, man, we’ve been hauling people all this time, didn’t I 

tell you they’re all happy? How long have you and I known each 
other? I’ve known Vera since she was in elementary school, you 
can set your heart at ease! You know I personally take them to 
their destinations!” 

He reaches out to take his bag of money and presses his hand on 
the man’s shoulder in a friendly gesture. 

“We leave on Tuesday.” 
It was the Sunday of the heartless rich man and poor Lazarus. 
Nicolaie leaves without even sparing a glance over the shoulder 

and thus not seeing the face of the man who’s made a fortune 
hauling people. 

That Tuesday morning, barely felt in the freezing cold of 
November, the first handful of snowflakes begin to fall. Viorica 
takes that as a good omen, seeing it as a sign of purity and hoping 
it will chase away the dark clouds of the last few weeks. Nestled in 
her bed sheets embroidered with flowers, the child hasn’t slept a 
wink. She looks at her mother standing in the doorway and feels 
flooded with love… 
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“Get up, Vera, here’s your mom ready to let you go.” 
She reaches out to her and closes her arms around her in a tight 

embrace. 
“May God watch over you, my darling girl…” 
“Mother, rest easy, God is great…” 
Nicolaie is waiting for them with a small dish of golden maize 

porridge and fresh sheep milk cheese. He’s vowed to himself he 
won’t cry in front of her, that he will let her go in peace. And it’s 
not like there’s time for that anyway, as Florin and other 20 people 
are waiting for her. 

“Sit down and grab a quick bite, Vera, you absolutely must leave 
before the sun comes up”. 

One last sip of cold water from the well and the eagerness to 
leave give her strength. Though she’s not hungry at all, she makes 
quick work of her breakfast to see her parents satisfied. From the 
shelf inside the house she takes her meds, her insulin. 

Vera’s like a whirlwind and she flies out of the heaven her 
parents have built her. Behind her, standing at the gate, the two 
elders will remain forever imprinted in her mind on the backdrop 
of a patch of land dusted with snow. 

Florin picks up the girl and they head out towards the border. 
 
They that use this world, as not abusing it: for the 

fashion of this world passed away 
Saint Macarius writes: “You, when you hear that there are rivers 

of dragons, and mouths of lions, and the dark forces beneath the 
heaven, and fire that burns and crackles in the members, think 
nothing of it, not knowing that unless you receive the earnest of 
the Holy Spirit (2 Corinthians 1, 22), they hold your soul as it 
departs from the body, and do not suffer you to rise to heaven.” 

Romania’s ports of entry were manned by such beasts that were 
looking to bleed people dry, leaving them penniless. They would 
have robbed people of their very future if they could. And they 
could. They knew no bounds, no laws, nothing but stinky greed 
and ill will, amassing fortunes by exploiting those who, for dozens 
of years, had been slaves to a corrupt and deceitful system. They 
stormed the baggage once more and once more they feasted on 
treats meant for other people’s mouths. 
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Vera is frightened by the sight of these uniformed brutes. She 
closes her eyes and lets her thoughts wander while she crosses the 
border. She’s thinking of Ionuț, a fair-haired boy from the 
neighbouring village who, bereaved of his mother at a young age, 
watched over her through their childhood. They grew up together, 
on the fields between the two villages, picking raspberries and 
herding sheep, they broke bread together and quenched their 
thirst with fresh spring water, drawing their dreams for the future 
on the still canvas of summer skies. Vera shared with him the 
sweetness of the fruit she’d picked; Ionuț lifted her in his arms to 
cross the river to where the berries were. 

The twinkling of the stars suffusing the sky whispers of love, 
quieting her mind. Soon she will be in his arms and they will begin 
a new life in a new country. The Romanian nationality is a painful 
barrier and the system nothing but a tangle of barren twigs 
growing from a withered trunk. Once more the education system 
has failed to match the requirements of the labour market, but 
neither has it nurtured any hope. In a world where everyone wants 
to run away, as far as possible, Vera too is becoming a refugee. 

The boy’s blue eyes are watching her as he lays his head in her 
lap in the middle of a clearing. Their plan for a life together 
depends on her finding work in Italy, where Ionuț is employed as 
a truck driver. From dawn to dusk he does the rounds of stores in 
Rome, delivering goods. Vera is going to get a job either as a 
housekeeper or as a care worker, at first, like most of the other 
Romanian women still strong enough to work. She’s 20 years old. 

The Romanians are travelling in four cars, and Vera is in the 
white van, along with Florin. He’s promised Nicolaie that he will 
watch over her, as she is the youngest of them all. Florin, and a 
few other villagers, know that she is struggling with diabetes, but 
they don’t see her condition as some sort of handicap, nor as some 
weakness that requires special care. And neither does Vera ever 
show her suffering, choosing to stay confident and optimistic and 
focused on what lay ahead. 

When they stop for a break in a darkened parking lot, Florin and 
Vasile, his brother in law, put some distance between them and 
the rest of the group so they could furtively discuss their plot. 
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“I’m not sure… we’re getting close now, only another 200 km 
before we enter Slovakia.” 

“Well, we’ll stop in a parking lot, give them food and drinks. We’ll 
put the stuff in that, mix it well… they won’t feel a thing… for real, 
now…” 

Florin exhales deeply. Takes a long drag on his cigarette. 
“You got them on you, right? Will they be enough?” 
“They’ll be enough all right; I have enough for a herd of cattle.” 
Vasile, a thirty-something thug, is a former convict, but those 

who know about it find it easy to just turn a blind eye to it. He’s 
established himself in Roșia Montană and he’s married a wealthy 
woman, but he hasn’t forgone his old foul ways. He is earning a 
fortune out of soft drugs and Florin’s journeys provides him with 
both consumers for his goods and a distribution channel. Because 
the train ride from Slovenia to Italy takes almost 10 hours and the 
travellers are going to hide in freight wagons, their guides are 
planning to put them to sleep. Some know about the plan, others 
don’t. It’ supposed to help them endure the freezing cold, with 
temperatures dropping below minus 18. 

“As soon as we make it to Rajka we’re putting them under.” 
“Shouldn’t we wait until after Bratislava, huh? Don’t want them 

sleeping that much, the damn things might freeze to death…” 
reckons Florin. “From there we’re heading straight to Ljubljana, 
anyhow. Then we catch the train to Milano and from there we 
drop them all in Rome, let them make it on their own, ‘cause I‘ve 
had enough. I’m done with this, not that it makes any difference 
since we’re a few weeks away from losing this gig…” 

Their careless laugh echoes through the nearby forest, its pine 
trees alive and leaning their branches into the wind as if to hug 
those who have left their homes. The forest is helpless to save 
them from the whirlwind of the injustice that is coming their way. 
They get back in the cars for the next leg of their journey, headed 
for Rajka, the border crossing between Hungary and Slovakia. 
From there it’s about half an hour to Bratislava. 

Crossing yet another border turns out to be yet another source of 
panic. The faces shadowed by sleeplessness look like those of dogs 
who’ve lost their owner, desperate and burdened with the 
terrifying fear of the unknown. 
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Different uniforms this time, but the same baleful looks and the 
same poignant spite. Exaggerated military rigour, way too much 
caution for a handful of workers. Florin seems to know the works; 
a butterball in shiny boots lifts the barrier and, with a grunt, waves 
them across the border. 

And so they move on, unhampered and unseen, heading for 
Bratislava. 

 
The Slovak Danube carries the sin of deceit to our feet 
Bratislava is as thoroughly washed by the Danube’s waters as 

Budapest or Wien and I’d be willing to acknowledge its fair share 
of charm. Still, Vera and her fellow travellers were set not to see 
any of it out of the steely freight wagons. Vasile and Florin gave 
them all a warm and watery soup tainted with the taste of bitter 
deceit. 

The girl looked for her insulin in her small bag and used the 
treatment hidden from curious eyes. Throughout the journey she 
didn’t say a word. Almost no one talked about anything anyway, 
not about the people left behind and not about what the future 
had in store for them. Leaving was neither a dignified move, nor a 
happy one. It was need and poverty that cast these people away 
from their children and their spouses, from their parents and from 
their life-time friends. What a life! Most of them didn’t even have 
anyone to go to. Vera was actually one of the lucky few who had an 
anchor in the stormy whirlwind of migration. 

They had left behind a place dusted with gold, fated to poverty 
just like Ghana and other parts of the world caught in the vicious 
circle of paradoxes. The locals had been mining it as early as 130 
A.D., before the Romans came and called it Alburnus Maior. They 
mined the gold out until they no longer could, for about 2000 
years, at times as slaves and at times as freemen, at times fighting 
Hapsburgs and Soviets, and at times left in peace. Using only their 
chisels, they extracted 24 karat gold from river banks, which was 
then conveyed to stamp mills and subsequently to a cyanide-based 
processing plant, constituting the only type of income in the 
village of Roșia Montană, a disadvantaged area that failed to 
create any other employment opportunities. A place doomed 
because the work involved in mining the gold would barely be 
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enough for one generation, and once the resource depleted the 
next generation would be one of children condemned to misery by 
the short-sightedness of the decision-makers. 

A distant cousin, Mihai son of Ionu Petru Dotii, who’d changed 
his name to Mike while in the US, had returned home some two 
years before, to see his relatives. His return had been spurred by 
restlessness; he was doing really well in the US, had all his papers 
in order, but wanted to see his birthplace once more before 
deciding to leave Roșia Montană and Romania for good. 

For a long while after his final departure, because that’s how it 
turned out to be, the other villagers kept talking about what Mihai 
had left behind. Allegedly, at some point while in Brazil, he’d 
encountered a beautiful traditional village that had been 
converted into a geopark. Rumour had it that said village wasn’t 
even half as delightful or as culturally rich, or as historically 
significant as Roșia Montană, but still it had transformed the 
entire area into a centre of sustainable tourism that attracted 
thousands of visitors. And of course the locals would have been 
more than happy to receive guests and to guide them through 
galleries or archaeological sites dating back from the Daco-Roman 
era. At Quadrilatero Feriferro UNESCO took the entire area under 
its protective wing by declaring it a place of immeasurable cultural 
and historical significance. And then there was a lot of excitement 
about the artisans who proved their skill in searching for gold and 
about the visits to open museums that uncovered a world long 
since vanished. 

Mihai would tell them how, in those parts of the world, people 
were busy smiling for pictures and delighting tourists with 
centuries-old traditional recipes that quenched both their hunger 
and their curiosity. How people were flocking to see the village 
relics. “Right, right, nothing’s gonna come out of it…” muttered 
the embittered old women of the village from underneath their 
headscarves. “Who could do that? If Mihai really knew how to do 
that, how come he didn’t do it himself, how come he went back? 
We’re all fated to ruin here, doomed by the gold itself! We’re all 
just feeble incarnations of poor Fefeleaga… Heard the news? 
Rumour has it some Canadians were coming to rip the gold out of 
the mountain using poison! God forbid, where would that leave 
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us? We’re old and soon to be buried, you know, Saveta, but what 
about these young ones? What will they do once all the gold’s been 
hauled away from the mountains? You know it’s not enough to last 
forever, that gold there. And once they’ve burnt down and buried 
even the last of those historical relics, there will be nothing left 
behind. Absolutely nothing… And so we’ll watch these kids pack 
up their things and leave themselves, and rightfully so… this is no 
place to stay, they’re madmen here…” 

Ionuț, Vera’s sweetheart, had told her once that, while in Rome, 
he’d paid 12 euro to see some wretched stones dating back to 
Roman times. ‘That’s right, Ionuț, but Rome’s a place everyone’s 
heard about, whereas us, here, who has ever heard of us? Can’t 
you see that often we’re not able to send our kids to school 
because of the poor roads? Even if the whole of Europe was to 
learn about these relics, how could Europe reach us?” 

It’s fair to say, though, that Mihai had attempted applying for a 
sort of EU grant before returning to the US completely 
disappointed. He’d never quite managed to understand who 
exactly was supposed to have access to said grant and never been 
able to make even the tiniest progress with his idea. He flew back 
to where he’d come from and today he’s busy promoting American 
products, because Romanian ones weren’t worthy of crossing the 
ocean and never made it to his list of things worth fighting for. 

A pleasant weariness started seeping into their bones while still 
in Bratislava, and some of them fell into a deep slumber before 
they reached Ljubljana, the Slovene capital. Vasile and Florin 
watched them closely, forever trapped together in that deceitful 
journey. 

Vera was trembling in her sleep in a corner of the freight wagon, 
nestled on a pile of hay and rags. Trapped in the delirium of her 
sleep, she opened her mind to those long gone, allowing them to 
walk with her on her path to a fate already sealed. Ionuț had once 
told her he’d heard about a Romanian scholar in Italy who taught 
history and who allegedly knew a few things on the subject of the 
Dacians too. Vera often dreamed about the Roman mysteries still 
uncovered in Alburnus Maior, her mind spinning various origin 
stories about the birth of the Romanian people in the Roman 
Dacia. She would have liked to meet that professor, tell him about 
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the things she’d seen in her home village, Roșia Montană, and ask 
him why that place wasn’t included on the list of protected 
heritage sites, like many others were. “Ionuț, I’d like to ask him, if 
in Rome they were to discover enough gold for the next 20 years, 
would they tear down the Column of Marcus Aurelius?” 

But she would never open her eyes again. From underneath a 
tendril of her fairy-like hair slipped a last tear, a tribute to 
Zalmoxis, invoking the pilgrim of death. She was by now like a 
white feather floating in those darkest hours just before the break 
of dawn, her bare feet already stepping on the dewy grass, her 
back already shrouded in mist, as she showed up before the Old 
Banshee, singing her a quiet song of passing: 

Bright, bright dawn, / Sister whom I own, / Do take your sweet 
time, / Don’t rush your soft chime, / Patiently await, / The pilgrim 
at your gate, / Travelling by cart, / The oxen pulled apart, / By 
moving desires, / Invisible wires, / Between places torn, / From a 
longing fire, / To nothingness dire, / From a place of mercy, / To a 
heartless plea. / 

In the timeless valley / Voices argue dearly. / Who’s caught in the 
fret? / The mighty sun and death. / The sun is quick to claim / 
Supremacy of reign, / For when he’s shining bright, / He warms 
and brings to light / Endless fields of quiet / Valleys filled with 
riot. / The mighty death maintains / Supremacy in gains, / For she 
is quick to run / Wherever there’s some fun / Picking as she 
pleases / Young and handsome boys. / Girls just learning joy, / 
Strong and healthy boys, / Pleasing to her eyes; / Young and 
pretty girls, / Their bitter tears turned pearls. / 

After 15 hours of drug-induced sleep the travellers woke to find 
Vera frozen in the purple embrace of the after-world. They were all 
dumbfounded, except that the desperate wailing of the women 
pissed off Vasile and Florin, who were getting ready to get off the 
train at its last stop. 

“Don’t you dare say anything, we were in this together; we’re all 
responsible for this. Has any of you seen anything, do you want to 
end up arrested or do you want to go ahead with the plan?” 
sputtered Vasile. 

A couple of them, innocent souls who hadn’t sold themselves to 
the devil, furtively dried their tears and, crossing themselves, 
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stepped onto Italian soil, leaving the young girl’s body lying 
lifelessly in the wagon. Along with her they abandoned the grassy 
fields studded with dandelions surrounding wayside crucifixes, 
and, as they crossed the bridge, embarked on a new path, towards 
decay and dangerous endeavours.  

Florin put his warm coat on, as it was really cold, and stealthily 
led his group of people out of the train station. Vasile stayed 
behind and, as soon as everyone disappeared from view, leaned 
his boots against Vera’s body and pushed her down, onto the 
tracks. Then he picked whatever food there was left over and put it 
all into a plastic bag, which he threw next to the uncovered body, 
turning his back to everything to go ahead with his migration 
journey. 

From the day their child flew out of heaven, two broken-hearted 
parents have been waiting to see the gate thrown open by their 
cherished girl, the light of their lives, giddy with the joy of being 
home again. They let her go, lowered her into the ground, dressed 
in pure, bridal white, with flowers for a crown and a few coins to 
pay her dues, along with fervent prayer that God may take her to 
his Kingdom. 

 
 
The Irishman that walked the talk 
You’d think that we, Romanians, are the only ones who migrated. 

But others too have left their homes and even chose to settle here, 
in our country. 

I met Peter Hurley in Brussels in April 2014 when he launched 
his book, “The Way of the Crosses”. Cornel had shared some 
things about him and had done so with such enthusiasm that he’d 
stirred in me both curiosity and the need to learn the truth. Those 
of you who feel the time is getting closer for us to act and to do 
something need to read Peter’s book about his initiation journeys 
through Romania. To make it brief, I’ll use the foreword of his 
book to get my point across: 

“When I set out, I never thought I would have to write the book 
too. I say ‘have to’, because along the way this task was quite 
literally entrusted to me, as an imperative. I was told I had to write 
it and by the time I got home I also understood why. Along the 
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journey I had received so much, and the story at the end of it 
would be my gift to anyone interested. 

Throughout 2013 this responsibility weighed heavily on my 
shoulders, just like the rucksack I carried all the way from 
Săpânța7. So I have had the pleasure and the pain of travelling the 
Way of the Crosses twice in the last year, all six hundred and fifty 
kilometres of it – once walking and once writing. 

Both journeys have been fascinating for me. There were a couple 
of times on the walk when I wanted to kick that rucksack in front 
of me, and there were many times in the writing when the size of 
the story overwhelmed me, in all of its details and complexity, in 
all of the interconnections, like an enormous tapestry on this great 
magic mountain called Romania, held together by an infinite 
number of threads, natural fibres all, and I followed just one, the 
Road, Drumul, the Way. 

And this Way, what I have called the Way of the Crosses, well, as 
you’ll see when you read it, somehow everything fitted together in 
its own way, I’d say.” 

Peter is someone many people have heard about, and still it 
seems they’re not numerous enough. He has the name of an 
apostle and when I first met him, right after Easter, I thought he 
had been sent by God Himself. Slender, modest looking, with kind 
eyes and a smile that never leaves his lips, he carries a small bag 
from Maramureș, walking boots that speak of his travels and a 
willingness to always share wise words. He’s restless. “Either we’re 
getting old, or we’re getting closer to that point”, says Peter. “I am 
too young to be old”, I reply… and we laugh. 

I gladly participated at Peter’s book launch in our Brussels 
community. I am taking the liberty, naturally, of beginning this 
chapter with the interview that Peter gave to Rombel – which you 
will find included here in its entirety. I believe it would be a shame 
not to enjoy Peter’s replies, in their natural form, with no filter of 
writer’s interpretation: 

“You are the ‘Romanian Irishman’, the Irishman who decided, 
back in 1994, to leave his country and make a new home in 

                                                

 
7 Village in Maramureş 
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Romania, which kind of went against the migration trend that had 
people relocating from the East into the West… Why did you 
choose Romania? Which of the things you learned as a migrant do 
you think would be useful and applicable for the Romanians who 
chose to leave Romania and to move westwards… for instance 
those who are now here, in Belgium?” 
In the summer of 1993 my rucksack and I made it to Prague. I 
was 25 years old… After a few days of astonishment – a mix 
between the fascination stirred in me by Prague’s beauties and 
the gradual feeling inspired by the faces of the people I saw there, 
in particular those who’d passed 40 – I eventually realized that 
something highly interesting had taken place in that part of 
Europe. Looking back, I think tha t was the first time I saw an 
ocean that I didn’t even know existed, an ocean of humanity and, 
as I stood on its shore, it hit me that I had to come back as soon 
as possible and make a home in Eastern Europe. 
Without my actually doing anything to that aim – (I don’t think 

I even put that wish into words) – three months later I got a call 
from a former work mate from Ireland, also 26 at the time, who 
told me about Romania and about his plan for us to start a 
marketing company there together. I remember… I said yes to 
what he was proposing and then, when I got ho me, I looked up 
Romania to see “where it was located on the map and what it 
looked like”. 20 years later, I’m glad that it was Romania my fate 
took me to… It was fate and I am really glad about it. 
I t hink Romanians are similar to Irish people.  (I don’t expect to 
hear this from an Irishman who’s never lived in Romania, nor 
from a Romanian who doesn’t know much about Ireland. It is 
only by living and experiencing that you can draw a parallel and 
compare the two.) I think the similarities between the two 
nations are rooted in an ancient foundation of humankind, from 
before people started speaking in tongues, before borders or any 
concept of nationalism. Neither the Irish nor Romanians ever left 
their home country to make slaves out of other people. That 
simply isn’t in our nature! So I was always a “peacemaker”, 
always on defence. That is how you build extremely complex, 
even beautiful self-defence mechanisms. 
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A few years ago I heard three guys from Moldavi a talk over a 
glass of brandy. The things they were saying immediately 
brought to mind conversations I had heard in western Ireland. 
They had the accent and the wisdom of my own Irish country -
folk. They have a particular kind of humour, different even from  
the rest of Ireland, which is a mixture of resignation, melancholy, 
resilience and kindness. Their thoughts are almost melodic, their 
phrases lyrical, like a poem, spontaneous. We are brought 
together by our shared brutality and oppression. We have all 
endured brutality, one way or another, both those who were 
enslaved and those who enforced slavery. It is the spirit of the 
man bound to his home, his family, his country, his land… of the 
man who, from time immemorial, has wished for nothing but to 
be left alone! 
The same “social DNA” that I feel is shared by the Irish and 

Romanians alike is currently at different points in its expression. 
We endured our great national tragedy 160 years ago, whereas 
you, Romanians, are just now experiencing your massive exod us. 
It’s only now that you are writing your nation’s place into the 
world, not so much a book in itself, but rather a chapter called 
“Romania” in the book known as “the great diasporas of the 
world”. Nothing can get in the way of this, nor should it. Quite  on 
the contrary, this is a great chance for Romania. You are a 
beautiful nation thanks to the fact that you have “paid your 
dues”, as the saying goes. And there is more to that than what is 
written about you in books. All the Romanians who are alive 
today  know what I mean, they have experienced (and most of 
them are still experiencing) the national drama of grief, deeply 
rooted in Communism and even before that, with the blood that 
was spilled in 1989, the subsequent failures, today’s corruption 
and povert y, all of these built on a deeply European civilization. 
Grounded in this reality and having recently gone through a 
tough patch of history, you actually have a basis of comparison 
and are ready for the future, no matter what it might bring.  
At the same time, and perhaps I can finally get around to 
answering your question… the fact that you, as a people, are 
misunderstood is merely a communication problem, not a core 
issue. Many of us have left our homes with a sense of shame, 
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shame about our roots. That wa s the case in Ireland, as late as 
into the nineteen nineties. Your strong roots are by far the most 
beautiful example of deeply European tradition still left to us. If I 
was to use an apocalyptic language, and only do so for the sake 
of metaphors, if the g reat deluge was to swipe Europe now, I am 
confident that the seed of genuine European rebirth would be 
found in Romania.  Therefore “appreciate your roots – we need 
them!” 

“What are those moments when you (still) feel alien to 
Romania?” 
When a policeman actually believes me that I am all out of 

money! 
“You wrote ‘The Way of the Crosses’ after having walked the 

entire distance from Săpânța to Bucharest… and in the book you 
describe the places and the people you encountered on this 
pilgrim’s journey… The book is also available for sale in Brussels, 
in the EuropaNova bookstore, and we’ll allow those who are 
curious about it to read the book and discover inside the details of 
your journey… still, one question arises… Did you ever feel scared 
during this 700 km trip?” 
Not for a second. 
“You’ve been to every corner of Romania… how did the 

Maramureș area earn a special place in your heart? Are the 
Romanians from that corner of the country different somehow?” 
Romania is a country, actually a concept that’s hard to 

comprehend, hard to grasp. (And when I say that, of course, I 
mean the entire territory known as Romania, with all its nations 
and ethnic groups). It’s complex. Every village has its own 
particularities, every village has a story waiting to be uncovered.  
I was impressed by Maramureș right off the bat, at my very 

first  visit, in 2003. I felt then something indescribably precious. A 
vision hit me , of an Ireland long gone, or an Ireland that never 
reached the pinnacle that Maramureș stands on now. 
The Irish composer Shaun Davey, in writing his collection of 
songs “Voices from the Merry Cemetery”, threw me right back, 
right in the heart of Maramureș. I started working, through the 
festival I set up in Săpânța, and gradually I began to gain some 
insight into this small part of rural Romania called Maramureș. 
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And, much like an archaeologist who ha d uncovered the tip of a 
pyramid buried in the sand, the more I dug, the more I became 
aware of its greatness and complexity.  
The people of Maramureș are different, that’s for certain. But 
“different” is something you encounter anywhere in Romania! 
There are 5 million Romanians living in the highlands . That 
makes it the largest highland  civilization of Europe. The people of 
Maramureș have always been Romania’s first line of defence, 
that’s what I was told. And I believe that even in defending 
present day Romania, it’s still the people of Maramureș who 
stand first!  

“On the http://www.traditia.ro website you claim: There already 
exists in Romania a certain level of awareness with regards to 
the true value of this rural civilization and th e part it plays in 
your national identity, but right now it is endangered to such an 
extent that I’m scared said awareness will only acquire general 
acceptance after it has died, which is what has already happened 
in the Western countries, Ireland among th em. Romania is still 
‘different’ and it’s that ‘something different’ that I believe holds 
the key to your true role in the future of Europe.  How do you 
think we could preserve this awareness you speak of?” 
First of all, not by trying to cut down cultural s ubsidies until 

they are reduced to the simplest possible intervention. I’m sorry 
that I have to say this: we’re witnessing a case of assisted suicide 
where traditional Romanian culture is concerned. The issue is a 
complex one and it requires custom-made solutions designed to 
help rural communities, and in particular villages, to find an 
economic formula that would allow them to survive. I don’t think 
it’s acceptable to just shrug and hide behind the excuse that “this 
is globalization, nothing we can do abou t it”. Have we really 
progressed this little in our abilities to carve our future? I don’t 
think so. What’s lacking is political willingness. For two years 
I’ve been involved in and participating in  various projects – 
either directly or indirectly – together with people who are 
trying to bring into the public eye the current condition of the 
rural population. We would like to see this subject treated with 
proper consideration and improved awareness by those 
responsible for establishing public policies in Ro mania.  Despite 
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the efforts made and arguments presented by the civil society  (to 
the extent where such a concept is real in Romania, but I don’t 
think it is, not yet), which tries to gain insight into the complex 
situation of Romania’s present-day peasants, of the people trying 
to survive in the country’s rural areas, attempts at carving them 
at least a little space on the political agenda have been 
unsuccessful. 
Romania’s Agriculture and Rural Development minister makes 

it a point to boast in his public di scourse that the new NPRD 
(National Programme for Rural Development) is significantly 
less complex, the one prepared for 2014-2020 having been 
reduced to only 14 steps. However, its alleged “beneficiaries” fail 
to actually derive benefits, as their needs are far more complex. 
For instance, the non-governmental organizations concerned 
with Romania’s highlands  are increasingly frustrated to see that, 
within the Ministry in Bucharest, there exists no willingness to 
work out a strategy for these highlands . Apparently politicians 
are not aware that they are witnessing the last call for the largest 
authentic  highland  civilization in Europe.  Rural development 
should come first for the Ministry  of Agriculture , not second, and 
small -scale producers should come first in rural development, 
instead of being almost entirely excluded from the prog ramme, 
as things stand now.  

“What is that you think Romania needs at this time? What can 
the diaspora in Belgium offer to Romania?” 
Europe doesn’t have another Romania! This is the only one 
we’ve got. And Brussels doesn’t know how to appreciate 
Romania’s treasures precisely because it has long since stopped 
finding in the older Member S tates the things that can still be 
found in Romania. The fact is that Europe needs a Romania that  
is strong, not just a Romania made up of 20 million “European 
consumers”. Too much has been plagiarized from Europe’s 
standard book on Romania’s “development”. Romania needs 
Romania’s plan if it aims to grow strong for Europe. 

“If you were Romania’s president or prime-Minister, what would 
be the first decision you would make and enforce?” 
First of all: a thematic sub -programme within the new NPRD, 
designed specifically for Romania’s highlands. All specialists in 
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this field agree that 45% of the entire Carp athian Arc, in terms of 
area, is located inside of Romania, and that 63% of the 
Carpathian population lives in Romania, which means 5 million 
people. 
Next, generally speaking, we all know that Romania has been 

caught for a long while in a vile trap. On the  one hand, there is 
this mafia – that exists in multiple forms, but leans 
predominantly on political structures – which has taken over 
everything it had access to and now feeds on people’s 
contributions , and which is rather similar to the tribute -system 
enforced by the sultans of the Ottoman Empire. This system that 
requires bribery to gain access to public positions is extremely 
harmful. Just look, for instance, at the recent scandal about the 
meat sold to hospitals and supermarkets past its use -by date and 
which involved individuals from the top tier of the Consumer 
Protection Agency. It’s preposterous, isn’t it? The parasites are 
feeding off the marrow of their very own society. Which causes 
two issues. First: in Romania, measures are undertaken with the 
aim of spending money, not of creating actual impact. Second: in 
reaction to this, most Romanians – those who are honest – and 
in particular those who are employed in administration, spurred 
by institutional “fear”, have been forced to establish a highly 
complex self-defence system, not in an attempt to put a stop to 
corruption – because you can’t put a stop to corruption through 
control mechanisms – but to protect themselves from prospective 
allegations of complicity should scandals arise. The consequence 
is an excessive ardour that translates into bureaucratic 
complexity, which ends up harming, strangling precisely those 
elements that we need the most: creativity and civic engagement.  

“Why should a Romanian read ‘The Way of the Crosses’? How 
about a foreigner?” 
Some readers wrote to tell me that all Romanians should read 
“The Way of the Crosses”! Truth be told, the book has been 
written for a specific purpose. To what extent it manages to 
achieve it is something I’m letting others decide. But you do have 
a magical country. And it’s the magic that makes you special. I 
think I conveyed some of that magic in “The Way of the Crosses”. 
So this is a book meant to encourage any Romanian. Look at it, if 



 

 

86 

you will, as a story about how magical your country is.  And thi s 
magic is not born out of my rich imagination straight out of 
Ireland, but uncovered, word by word, on my journey and 
through everything that happened. Magic has a mystical side, 
but also a logical one, and I think there is a logical explanation 
for why i t’s here, in Romania, and not elsewhere. Magic – or 
God, if you will – exists everywhere. But certain places create a 
larger dose of it due to the circumstances in which they were 
born, due to the sacrifices they witnessed, thus building up a 
magical herit age, a certain “grace”… I think that’s what a monk 
would probably call it.  
Furthermore, I believe Romania is a work of art.  I once heard 

there is no art without an art critic. Through “The Way of the 
Crosses” I became, for a very short while, an art critic, with 
Romania as work of art, and if I did my job well, then the book is 
worth reading.  
And for a foreigner? It’s obviously time for Europe’s nations, 

and, implicitly, for anyone with European roots, to start getting 
some insight into the sacrifices Roman ia has made along the 
centuries and into the price it has paid, for which it deserves to be 
rewarded with proper respect. This is a long story. It’s about the 
colonial economic policies put into practic e in Eastern Europe 
after the events of 1989, policies that were devoid of compassion 
and smothered in ignorance. I dream the day will come, and 
hopefully it won’t be too long, when the part played by Romania 
(meaning all of the people inhabiting the territory known tod ay 
as Romania)… when the part played by Romania in building 
today’s Europe will be generally acknowledged. 

Anything else I might add here would be redundant, as I could 
neither complement nor comprehend the things so graciously 
expressed by Peter.  

Peter’s struggle is tremendous. He’s left with nothing but his 
spirit and the affection he has earned from the people who met 
him. Is that enough? I don’t know, only the future will tell how he 
fares in the eyes of those who should facilitate the implementation 
of European projects, that last chance to preserve the country’s 
authenticity that Peter described. In four years the Irishman spent 
all his wealth investing in the Festival at Săpânța, a joyous event 
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that delights people with genuine music and customs, not phony 
chords. While waiting for EU funding, our “apostle” burnt through 
his own resources, convinced of the rightness of his actions. Is he a 
lunatic? Which of us would be willing to spend everything we own 
to invest in a goal we believe might save the nation? 

 
 
The beggarman 
Today I talked to him. You might take him for an old codger, but 

he’s actually 65. Sporting a beard worthy of a bishop, a book of 
hours, and a wooden crucifix, Pavel from Giurgiu earns his living 
by begging in Brussels, on a street teeming with contemporary 
Babylonians. 

His eyes small and cheerful, beaming from a face flushed with 
eagerness to talk – as Cornel has by now become his friend – our 
beggarman is watching us with unabashed curiosity. For the rest, 
he doesn’t bother making conversation with just about anyone. 

He sits down at our table and we ask him whether he’d like to 
grab a bite. 

“Oh, no, today is Friday.” 
“And you don’t eat on Friday?” 
Pavel throws Cornel a quizzical look, then he answers with a 

smile. 
“It’s fast day”. 
I think back to my mom and to my grandma’s teachings. For a 

while I tune him out completely, as my thoughts drift back home. I 
can’t relate. I don’t observe the fast. I’m not a devout person 
either. I believe we need to be kind. I believe there is something 
else for us in the afterlife. 

He believes the same. Except he prays and goes to church. The 
money he earns from begging makes its way back to his home 
country, to his brothers and sisters. They all have their own homes 
and everything they need, while he’s found shelter in his humbling 
faith and sleeps outside, by a bare wall that’s been his home since 
2008. He’s safe from rain there, and it’s how he atones for his 
sins, but he’s developed a lung condition. 

I ask him how come he doesn’t save his money to get his life 
together. He bursts into tears. 
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“I’m so happy I get to speak Romanian to you… No, I’m not 
looking to earn money for myself. I can’t get my life together; 
when I was 30 I suffered a work accident while employed in a 
shipyard and… I hit my head. So yeah, my memory isn’t that great. 
The purpose of our lives is not in this world. I am getting ready for 
the afterlife. I need to remain pure. I crave no woman, I fast, I 
keep no money to myself. I pray. I read out of my book of hours 
because I did complete primary school. Back when Ceaușescu was 
at the helm, I’d go to school. That’s how I ended up a tool and die 
maker.” 

I don’t know what else to ask him. Cornel is on a roll, his 
questions keep the conversation going, and Pavel tells us about the 
kindness of Belgian priests, as he’s familiar with all the churches 
and monasteries around. 

At times Romanians will give him clothes, or food, or money. The 
police leave him alone because our beggarman won’t apply for 
social security benefits. “I don’t know how to apply for that. I 
could perhaps do with a roof above my head, one room, one bed, 
one chair, one table. But rumour has it that applying for help will 
get you sent back to your country. And what business do I have 
returning to Romania? For better or for worse, I get to earn a little 
here, whereas at home fat chance of getting anything from anyone. 
They’re all out of everything.” 

“Do you ever travel home?” 
“Yeah, I go by plane sometimes, I buy my tickets from the 

agency. But now I have a Romanian friend who’s really kind, right 
here, at the corner of the street, working at the drugstore, and 
she’s promised to get my tickets off the Internet”. 

He’s genuinely happy about it. 
We picture our Pavel on a plane and burst out laughing. He 

doesn’t get it, so we stop, so as not to make him feel embarrassed. 
Still, I’m aware I need to check whether he’s in touch with the 

real world. So I ask him how he feels about the EU and why he 
thinks the money never finds its way to him. 

He laughs. 
“Well, that money isn’t meant for us, it’s for the top guys, can 

never make its way to us. There are too many migrants here, 
they’re overwhelmed by now.” 
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Two statements that couldn’t be more right, I tell myself. But 
make no excuses for anyone. 

I ask him if he knows about the upcoming European elections. 
Our beggarman explains. 

“That’s why they’ve plastered posters with the SDP on top of the 
others. Now they’re all red.” 

I laugh again, he doesn’t get it, so I check myself. I ask him how 
he feels about what’s going on in Romania. He tells me about the 
seriousness of war and about the Russian threat. 

We leave the pastry shop. And promise him that, once the book 
“The Last Migrants, the First Europeans” has been published, he’ll 
get a copy. It makes him glad. 

I forgot to give him any money; I left him with my thoughts in 
disarray. And now, as I am writing all this down, I’m still 
pondering the things I learnt that day. But, as is the case with 
everything beautiful, this too is something that you’ll need to wait 
for. 

Should you run into Pavel, do say hello.  
One year later I found myself climbing a mountain with my heart 

in my throat. It has by now become tradition to roam the land of 
Maramureș every summer. The cool air of the mountains 
comforted our souls, consumed by the anguish of migration. What 
woke me up from my dreams was the sight of gypsies on the 
shoulder of the road crossing Gutin, just as we turned a corner, 
with people of all ages busy selling blackberries and raspberries. 

We pulled over. And in that instant I felt like I had entered 
another world. Innocent and happy, they flocked around us, 
urging us to buy the vitamin-rich mountain berries. We got as 
many as we could, although it would have been impossible to 
devour the whole amount we bought. 

We couldn’t resist the temptation. From their plastic wrap tents, 
which had been set up in a small clearing, wafted an overpowering 
smell of roast and coffee that felt simply… inviting. 

And just like that I found myself surrounded by urchins, laughter 
and good cheer. We went to the fire to finish cooking the meal and 
while we were at it we also washed a couple of rags that had been 
left to soak in a basin. I was offered clean water and a towel to 
rinse my hands. Then I was invited to sit down for coffee on a 
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makeshift couch put together from the seats of a rundown Dacia 
vehicle. 

They were constantly smiling and would have given me anything. 
I felt weird. The wall separating ethnicities had become thin and 
my soul was filled with a strange floating feeling… The camp 
wasn’t unbearably filthy. The food was tasty, and the coffee most 
delightful. The gesture of rinsing my hands felt unnatural to me… 

They asked me who I was. I told them I would come again. All 
they asked for were clothes. 

As I went on my way I thought a lot about the magic in that gypsy 
camp and about the drive to provide them with civilization and 
integration, a vital necessity, as well as education to ensure the 
future of their children. 

I was once told, by a person of certain authority, that gypsies 
genuinely don’t want to change and pursue any formal education. 
That’s true enough, many of them really don’t. They are born in an 
environment that is entirely diferent. They have no role models. 
Being born in squalor and fighting your way out of it because you 
found a sparkle of inspiration – light and kindness – in your 
father or grandfather is different from being born in a world 
devoid of all socially acceptable guiding principles.  

More than anything else, people need to be willing to change, and 
we need to be willing to help them. Otherwise, they’ll keep being 
pushed to the fringes of society. And a lack of employment 
opportunities, integration, and education turns them into a social 
time bomb. 

We, Romanians, go to church almost every Sunday. We observe 
most religious holidays. We are genuinely devout. And this trait is 
an integral part of our genetic heritage as a nation. Still, how many 
of us are willing to apply the teachings of the Bible to our own 
lives? When it gets to the part where we actually have to make an 
effort, the Scriptures suddenly become less straightforward. Our 
whole perspective shifts. 

As the Mass ends and we leave the church in our Sunday clothes, 
sanctified by basil twigs and by the wafer offered by the priest, 
we’ll inevitably trip over some begging gypsy on the stairs of the 
church. We’ll either give them something or we’ll chase them 
away.  
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Niculaie’s suicide 
When I found out about Niculaie, I was shaken to the core.  
He’s in the garden, harvesting the corn. He’s only 10 years old, 

head shaved clean and long arms on his slender body. Thin fingers 
grab the withered stalks and hoist them on his shoulder, to load it 
in the wagon. He’s working with his grandparents, somewhere on 
a patch of land in Botoșani. 

A runt horse neighs impatiently, eager to return to the stables, as 
it has gotten really dark by now and they are already loading the 
fourth wagon of the day. 

Niculaie was the son of Cebotariul, also known as Cojocariul, a 
name inherited from his grandfather, who was a master coat-
maker in his village. His fame had spread throughout the county, 
but after the Revolution people lost all interest for handmade 
coats. Now they’re all set on donning only clothes that wear a label 
everyone can see. Unless it’s a garment that catches your eye, it’s 
considered worthless, although the handcrafting of coats is a 
tradition that goes back a long way. The ancient Roman 
monument of Adamclisi features shepherds wearing fur coats. 
Countless records from Medieval Moldova mention numerous 
coat-makers from towns and villages, either independent or 
working within craftsmen’s guilds. 

Times have changed and making a living out of this craft has 
become increasingly difficult, so they too have sold their sheep, 
like most of the others; the villagers have grown old, their children 
have left their homes and taken to wandering the earth. Miron, the 
boy’s father, has gone through such a vast array of professions that 
he’s lost count of them. 

People’s first impulse is to leave. They are forced away by poverty 
and helplessness. They fail to find any viable options and no one’s 
in a rush to offer work. Even their own children start telling them 
to go away for a while, promising that everything will be all right. 
They grow up overnight, missing several stages of innocence. But 
life is made so that you need to build yourself up from the ground 
and if you skip certain steps of the process, if you miss the chance 
to grow through them at an emotional level, you find you’re not 
properly prepared to deal with the higher steps. 
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Perched atop the withered stalks, Niculaie feels his frail body 
creaking under the dry corn. His mind is playing on the evening 
clouds and in his dream he sees his mother rinsing out a pot that 
had contained some milk for him and his brother. He sees how 
glad she is that her children got a hearty meal. 

“Niculaie, what are you doing? Why do you keep chewing on that 
strew? Stop that, my boy, or else you’re gonna catch the habit… 

This from his grandma, Lucreția, mother of his own mom, 
Anastasia. A tiny woman, no bigger than a bag of corn flour. Still, 
she is tougher than any mountain rock. She’s promised her 
daughter she will watch over the kids, both of them, as Niculaie 
has a baby brother called Răzvan. 

The children are well looked after, allowed to help as they please 
with the various chores around the house. Cebotariul keeps 
wondering what fate awaits them as grown-ups, as they are just 
now in their prime. Răzvan is 5 and Niculaie is 8. 

Somewhere in the middle of the village Cebotariul halts the 
wagon for a quick trip to Liviu’s pub, to get some cigarettes. From 
behind the stumpy door, with aging paint already chipped in 
places, comes a heavy cloud of tobacco and brandy. Niculaie is 
startled when he hears the merry tune wafting from the darkness 
of the tavern: 

“Sweet and foreign summer flower, 
You speak my language of desire. 
From valleys green and grass too soft, 
What I once loved has taken off; 
My days of youth have gone to waste, 
My love withered away in haste. 
 
Sweet and foreign summer bloom, 
In loving you I’d find my doom! 
 
He loves this song, as he would often sing it along with his mom 

and his brother back when she was still at home. He’s quite 
forgotten about it. Perhaps he should listen to it on his new 
computer. Weird enough, he seems to remember seeing Răzvan 
search for that song. But he hasn’t been able to find the exact 
version their mother sung, as she sung it differently. Răzvan is a 
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funny kid. He isn’t able to pronounce the letter “m”, although he is 
5 years old. Everybody knows the reason why, but no one knows 
how else to try and help him. 

Cebotariul comes out in a rush and cursing under his breath. 
Sweat – angry sweat – is beading up from underneath his worn-
out hat. 

“My God, woman, here they’ve come again, those blasted 
Strâmbulis, come to get more girls. And the girls go along, 
Lucreția, you mark my words! That’s how they ended up taking 
Voichița, the daughter of that guy, what was his name again? 
Daughter of Caranfil. And then they found her stabbed to death 
and naked from the waist down, lying in some pub in Germany! 
They’re here now, again, all huddled together, and definitely up to 
something this time too. I saw the girls, too, saw Marta and 
Teodora, and they were showing off their legs, imagine that! 

The whip strikes just a bit too hard and the horse is quick to get 
going. Cebotariul takes a greedy drag on his cigarette, cursing 
viciously as he moves along the village road. 

“I don’t get how there is not a trace of common sense in these 
girls nowadays…” 

“No common sense? Of course there’s none, even that girl, 
daughter of Caranfil, she was all by herself, no mom or dad, until 
she turned fourteen. And by that point… who else might have 
talked some sense into her? Once she set her mind on leaving… 
she left! They ended up having to go and bring her back, in 
mourning clothes and wailing by her coffin! Lord help us, woman, 
Lord help us…! Whoa, horsey… whoa. 

As they reach number 455, the runt horse neighs. Niculaie is 
quick to climb out of the wagon and open the new, wrought-iron 
gate, bought out of the money sent from Italy. Lucreția claims his 
dad sends more money than his mom. Just to see her son-in-law 
content and soothe the grief of a father. Miron has gone to Rome 
with his wife, Anastasia, but he is living there in sadness and fear, 
still unable to cope with the thought they’ve both been forced to 
leave their village just so they could raise their children. 

“How can we even raise them, Anastasia? How? Since neither of 
us is there…” 
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His wife wipes away her tears, unable to reply. She always has a 
tear-stained hankie in her pocket. 

“I have to go, Miron, you know how the old lady gets, she can’t do 
without me…” 

“The old lady, always the old lady…” 
The man stares at her for a long time. She used to be a beautiful 

woman, with jet black hair. Now she’s cut it short, as she could no 
longer find the time for it. Her hair has turned white and only a 
few chemically blonde strands still light up her face, where old age 
has left its mark forever. 

He goes down the freshly polished, barely dry stairs. 
“Hopefully I won’t leave any footprints, or else I’ll have to start 

again…” 
In the 70 square meter living-room, surrounded by depictions of 

the world’s first emergence from chaos, sitting in a greenish 
wheelchair, an old woman is trembling for a glass of water. 
Anastasia helps her seep through a straw and soothes her. Angela 
has gotten scared. Just like she always does. She is alone now, 
she’s got no one left. Her husband ran away with a younger 
woman, and she was left alone with a daughter to raise. A 
daughter who is dead now. And ever since she’s lost her mind. 

Her pure grey hair, neatly combed and secured with jewelled 
pins, the embroidered taffeta dress covering a weakened body, but 
still revealing a beautiful neck and a pleasant face, help Anastasia 
forget about the burden of her work. Angela was paralyzed. 

The castle was built in such a way that any room seemed to create 
optical illusions. Everywhere you look there were arched ceilings 
resting upon enormous fluted columns, decorated with allegoric 
sculptures, saints and cherubs. The paintings showed scenes of 
prayer, and the prayers being answered, as evidenced by the rays 
of light sifting through the heavy purple velvet curtains. In all of 
these pictures angels knelt before God. 

In the middle of the castle, surrounded by a curtain of light 
flooding the place through the dome that mirrored the crystal 
chandelier, there stood a majestic wooden staircase, complete with 
a massive banister sculpted with vines and grapes. Those were the 
stairs Miron has just taken to carefully descend into the garden, to 
rake the leaves saddened by autumn. Now he lingers by the statue 
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in the middle of the garden fountain. It’s a mother holding her 
baby in her arms and wailing to the heavens. But the man is 
looking elsewhere. Somewhere on the stone of that fountain is the 
coat of arms of Angela’s family, which depicts the baptism of 
Jesus. 

The garden was designed in Renaissance style, in an attempt to 
achieve just the right balance between the strict requirements of 
reason and fanciful fantasy. After the fall of the Roman Empire 
gardens throughout Italy had witnessed the destruction of the 
values inherited from the Antiquity, and the art of landscaping 
had endured a prolonged decline. However, the Renaissance 
brought such precious gifts as perpetually green plants, paths and 
structures built to geometric patterns, fountains, statues, and rows 
of large-sized ceramic or terracotta pots, a trend that has 
continued to the present day. 

Angela stares at him long and hard. Seeing his tears, she turns 
her wheelchair towards the mother lost in thought. 

“Ma cosa sucede?” 
“It’s nothing, Angela, just that Miron… he had a bad dream.” 
“Madonna, these men are more chicken-hearted than most kids… 

And yet, what was the dream about?” 
“Eh, something stupid, he can’t stop thinking of that statute… 

don’t mind him…” 
Angela waits to hear the evening bells, says a prayer and talks to 

the photo. The photo of her daughter. She does that day after day; 
it’s her way of putting her thoughts in order and finding the 
courage to go through yet another night without ending her own 
life. 

Pushing her wheelchair along, she moves towards the heavy 
furniture laden with statues. Her trembling hand opens a drawer 
and takes out an envelope containing money. 

“Anastasia, you’re not a poor, abused badanta. Nor are you slave 
to a paralyzed old woman. Go home, to your children. There’s 
something wrong with Miron, just look into his eyes. You’ll come 
back later. Just get me Irina to take your place.” 

Silvia once took the time to explain what this means. “Badanta” is 
an umbrella term that refers to the women who look after 
housebound seniors and it applies to anyone providing this 
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service, regardless of their nationality. Of late this word has even 
been included in the official communications issued by the Italian 
state, and it’s also making an appearance at the conferences and 
events dealing with the status of migrants in Italy. The lack of 
proper legislation that might protect “badantas” against abuse at 
the hands of their employers is often mentioned in the speeches 
that touch on the subject of migration. 

Anastasia sits with Angela throughout the afternoon, watching 
Miron. The old woman refrains from telling her that the blank 
look in Miron’s eyes is one she’s familiar with. She had the same 
look at the death of her daughter. 

Somewhere in Botoșani, at number 455, Niculaie is busy in the 
dark, helping his grandparents unload the corn from the wagon. 
The night is sweetly quiet, the kind of fragrant sweetness 
reminiscent of rose petal jam. In that mellow state of mind the 
child is striving to recall the sound of his mother’s steps walking 
up the road. 

The sound of a cow mooing reminds them that the animal 
needed milking. Niculaie puts on his rubber boots and asks 
permission to do it himself. 

“Let me do it, please, who knows how long I’ve got left with 
Firuța”, says the boy, almost smiling. 

He enters the barn and stares lovingly at the little white cow 
whose gentle eyes could soothe any longing, any grief. The boy 
lingers for a while, back against the cold and damp wall turned 
grey with the passage of time. He sits down weakly, on the straw, 
next to the darling cow. He doesn’t want to take her milk yet. They 
sit together for a long time and a whole universe is weaved in 
those moments between him and the warm and clean heart of 
Firuța. The entire void inside of him is filled with the sweet smell 
of the animal’s fur. 

Sitting on a small wooden chair, Niculaie sets to work and the 
cow gives him her white and fragrant milk. For the maize porridge 
they will have for dinner that evening. He has a small tin canister, 
handmade by gypsies, which he fills about halfway. 

Then he leaves the barn without glancing back. 
He climbs onto the porch and strains the milk through a sieve 

hung on a nail right on the wooden leg of the table in the hallway. 
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Lucreția takes some of it and sets it aside in a clay pot to turn it 
into buttermilk. 

“Well done, boy, she always gives you more of it”. And saying so 
she lovingly kisses his forehead. “Now go ahead and wash your 
hands, your grandpa’s coming any moment now and so we’ll sit 
and have our meal, as it’s high time we did.” 

Taking Răzvan along, Niculaie washes his face and hands at the 
tap outside. Using a bar of soap hidden on a plank set between the 
bricks stacked in front of the house. They were bought to build 
another room, and then a bathroom. Răzvan doesn’t say much. 
Not that he’s talkative as a rule. Niculaie has splashed him with 
cold water and Răzvan is smiling now; he loves his brother. He 
huggs him tight around the waist and asks him to read to him that 
night. 

“Only if you say the «m»…” 
“I can’t, I can’t…” Răzvan bends his tiny head towards the dewy 

earth. The stars are mirrored in the drops of water. “Is that where 
tears go, Niculaie?” 

The boy hugs him close. 
“Yes, and from there they seep into the earth. And from there 

they join the large rivers that flow into the sea. And they go on and 
on and never stop until they reach our mom. And our mom sees 
them, Răzvan, and that’s how she will know she needs to come 
home to you.” 

“Food is ready, come and get your food!” 
The four of them sit down at the table joyfully set by their 

grandma. They eat slowly, each of them enclosed in their own 
coffin of happiness. Cebotariul is the first to get up and go outside, 
to smoke on the porch. 

“I won’t be helping you tonight, Lucreția…” 
He lingers there, talking to his own stars. 
The children offer to help, but their grandma rushes them off to 

say their prayers and go to sleep. 
“You’re getting up early tomorrow morning, got to go to school. I 

let it slide today, but you absolutely need to go tomorrow.” 
They brush their teeth, using the outside tap again, and then they 

quickly rinse their feet. Lucreția brings out a towel and Cebotariul 
dries off their feet under the moonlight. Then they run to their 
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room, the one facing the road. They start praying, saying the 
Lord’s Prayer, the rough surface of the floor burning through their 
knees. Niculaie turns on the bed lamp, the light bulb set inside a 
tinplate shade, and starts reading out a story to Răzvan: “The 
Emperor Aleodor”, by Petre Ispirescu. 

“Once upon a time there was this emperor. He’d turned old and 
grey and hadn’t been able to have even at least one child. He was 
wasting away with longing, the poor emperor, wishing with all his 
heart that he had a kid, like everyone else did, even if it was to be 
just a puny little boy, but his wishes came to naught.” 

“And then, just as he had reached old age, fortune smiled on him 
and he welcomed to the world a darling boy, more beautiful than 
anything anyone had seen. The emperor called him Aleodor. 
When the time came for his baptism, the emperor invited guests 
from all the corners of the world, East and West, South and North, 
so they would partake in his joy. The feasts went on for three days 
and three nights, and everyone had such a great time, they were 
sure to never forget the occasion.” 

“As time went by, the boy grew ever smarter and more skilled… 
Just like you, Răzvan, you’ll be the same when you grow up…” 

“Niculaie, when I’m all grown up, will I earn a lot of money?” 
“Yes, definitely a lot.” 
“And will Mom and Dad stay with us, then?” 
“Mom and Dad will come home soon, Răzvan, and they will stay 

with you. And they will eat maize porridge every day, until you’re 
all grown up and can afford to buy them bread, white bread.” 

Răzvan has fallen asleep, a fair-haired child whose thoughts are 
still entangled in the tale spun by his older, wiser brother. 

Niculaie doesn’t sleep a wink all night, but who is there to see 
him? He closes the door behind them, calmly saying “good night”. 

Morning comes with scorching sun, too hot for an autumn day. 
Cebotariul seems to hear a sort of thump somewhere outside. It 
sounds like a muted thud, somehow. He’s been away for two 
hours, just long enough to take the cows to the herd. Lucreția is 
busy laying pumpkin seeds in the oven and the smell is so 
delightful it can make you lose your mind. They still have an earth 
oven outside, in the hallway. The racks are also made of clay and 
covered with red and white, hand-woven napkins. 



 

 

99 

The flames rise high towards the beamed ceiling, warming the 
earthenware dishes and carafes. Under the kitchen towel, a batch 
of dough still warm is waiting to be made into doughnuts. 

Răzvan, still in his blue pyjamas, is playing by the window with a 
cat. 

“Răzvan, stop touching that cat, go on, wash your face…” 
“Grandma, but where is Niculaie? Let him come along…” 
At one point everything goes silent, even that muted thud is 

longer heard. Cebotariul goes to get a basketful of wood, lest the 
fire in the oven should die out. 

And that’s when he drops his hat and his soul follows, descending 
all the way to Satan’s dwelling. A gaping abyss of doom opens 
between him and the child, and his entire being is shattered by the 
sight… 

“Niculaieeeee, Niculaieee, my boy, my darling boy!” 
He rushes to get him off the nail jutting from the barn beam, but 

the child has already passed. 
And so the earth, too dry and hot that morning, becomes the 

resting place for the frail body of the quiet child, as poor 
Cebotariul lays him down. Grinding his teeth in pain, he gathers 
the whole village into the courtyard prematurely shadowed by a 
black cloth and a wreath of flowers on the corner of the house. 

And somewhere in that swarm of people desperate to see a child 
murdered by a miserable life, another young one stands alone 
under the sun, watching his brother numbed by shock. He’s 
looking for his tears between the dewy grass blades, but he can’t 
find them… 

 
 
The working girl 
Thick clouds of cigarette smoke wafted around a brown-haired 

girl with big, green, crystal-clear eyes, set earnestly and with much 
admiration on the cheerful group of youths who never stopped 
flirting and hugging each other. She was eighteen, but so far she 
hadn’t been able to awaken passion in any boy’s heart. Aurel she 
wanted to forget about. Pressured by the need to fit in with the 
rest of the girls and by the murky restlessness she just couldn’t 
shake off, no matter what, she ended up, one cold autumn 
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evening, accepting a ride from an Italian guy. There were plenty of 
them living in the north and eventually she simply gave in to one 
of them – it didn’t even matter what he was like. They climbed a 
hill hidden by the darkness of the pines at night and she let go of 
all thought and reason. A brief, deep stab of pain stole the 
remainders of her innocence. A man with hairy chest, heaving his 
satisfaction, lifted off her with a smile. Then he drove her back, 
dropping her outside the block of flats he’d picked her from, 
squeezing her breasts once more to indulge one last craving. 

It was raining heavily and Adela was scared to walk inside. 
Another three girls, her sisters, were probably trembling with fear 
in their tiny room, terrified by their father’s screams and blows. 
Instead she walked to the nearby pub, where she could hear music 
and good cheer. Her soul was blank and numb. She’d finally found 
some quiet. 

She threw them a glance and a fake smile, rushing to the filthy 
restroom. A burning sensation made her want to check what she 
had done. Within the confines of the four small walls painted in an 
oily shade of yellow and surrounded by sanitary ware that had 
seen better days, she gazed at the bloody smear on the white 
fabric, a sight that cast such sadness on her face, it ripped her out 
of youth and threw her right into the storm of adulthood. 

The pub resounded with manele, the famous musical genre that 
was alternatively criticized for being vile and intellectually 
worthless, as well as devoid of values and principles, and 
embraced at parties, where it inspired lewd hip undulations in 
ladies from all walks of life, regardless of their education and 
social status. 

Next to the table occupied by her neighbourhood friends sat two 
well-dressed young men and a fancy looking girl, who seemed out 
of place between the glasses of cognac served from racks covered 
in red and white chequered paper napkins. 

“Hey, girl, come and sit with us, don’t just stand there, can’t you 
see you’re wet? Come here, sit by the radiator.” 

The call had come from Corina, who was only 17, and incredibly 
beautiful with her mane of curly blonde hair and eyes as blue as 
the clear sea that washes over white sand beaches. 
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“What about Aurel, does he want to sit next to me?” asked Adela 
loudly, noticing the boy’s questioning stare on her flushed cheeks. 

In some corner of her heart, at some point in the past, she’d felt a 
thrill of pleasure when he’d hugged her close as they danced 
together under a rain of confetti that celebrated the end of the 
school year. When Aurel had brought her a wreath of white 
flowers to wear proudly as she was handed the first prize in the 
county’s Maths competition. Her own mother was in the hospital, 
courtesy of the beating she’d endured at the hands of the man 
who’d knelt with her at the altar, swearing love and loyalty. The 
man himself, a guy with a thick moustache and an even thicker 
potbelly, was idling away the morning, grappling with a hangover. 
And the other girls, her poor sisters, were absentmindedly crying 
under the mournful eye of their grandmother. 

“Come on, girl, don’t be a goose… are you scared of this hapless 
fool?” 

Adela pushed her hair behind her ears, the wet strands hiding the 
truth from her face. 

In the midst of all the jokes and laughter coming from the 
youngsters’ table, it was only Adela that became the focus of the 
two muscled men and of the femme fatale keeping them company. 
They sent her shots of cognac more than once and then, when the 
others started heading home and the tables gradually cleared of 
people, they called her over, inviting her to sit with them. Aurel 
was left alone, legs turned to mush because of the booze, but with 
his mind extremely alert with love. 

It would be a long time before Adela became his. 
“What are you up to, girl? How much longer do you plan on 

hanging around?” 
“Well, I kind of live here; this is my place, just around the 

corner…” 
“Listen, I am Carmen, and these guys here, they are Radu and 

Dan. We just landed here from Austria last night. And we’re 
heading back there in a couple of days.” 

“What sort of work do you do there?” 
Adela’s mind was already spinning, bridging the gap between the 

squalor she had been born in and the chance to move abroad, 
beyond the filth of her family. 
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“It’s in this bar, girl. They’re always looking for waitresses. The 
guys work as bouncers, I clean off the tables. ‘Cause I can’t really 
speak the language that well.” 

“They’re always looking for waitresses? I can’t speak German, 
could I do what you do?” 

“Easily!” 
Carmen and the two muscled guys had seen Adela in the same 

light as Aurel had seen her. Except their plans included no wreath 
of flowers to protect her in any way. 

They suggested she join them when they went back, a mere three 
days later. To work for 6 euro per hour, food and accommodation 
included. . Adela thanked them and, somewhat sheepishly, started 
to leave. 

“So? What’s the deal, girl? Are you coming? We leave Saturday 
morning at eight. We’ll be waiting for you outside this pub, all 
right? We’ll have some coffee first.” 

Aurel reached out to grab her hand and pulled her away, towards 
the wall. 

“What are you thinking of doing? Who are these people? They’re 
not our kind, Adela! What do they want of you?” 

“Not our kind? Ours? You let him beat me, you left me alone! 
And now you speak of us and our kind?” 

She ran home through the rain. Aurel was left dumbfounded. 
One evening, the beast of a father had marched her up the stairs 
pulling her hair. And Aurel, still in the stairwell, hadn’t had the 
guts to save her from her father’s hands… The girl had missed her 
curfew by 10 minutes. Because the boy had kissed her. Her first 
kiss. And also her last one. Since then she’d stopped talking to 
him. She’d got it into her head that she was on her own and that 
there was no Prince Charming to save her. That it was nothing but 
deceit, cowardice and a lot of grief born out of an unfinished 
childhood. 

She didn’t talk to anyone about what she was planning to do. For 
three days she tried to come up with various explanations, all the 
while knowing full well they weren’t going to allow her to leave. 
And what would have been the point in telling them? And what 
would have been the point in staying home? It’s not like they could 
afford to pay her way through college. If she went to work abroad 
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for at least two or three years, she could then return and pay for 
her schooling herself. Maths and physics. Corina couldn’t 
understand what appeal such sciences had for her. Even Adela 
struggled to understand exactly! But she couldn’t be bothered to 
ask herself such questions. She needed a plan, she needed goals. 
And those nights counselled her to leave for a while. After all, she 
had nothing left to lose. So many other women had chosen to work 
as maids anywhere in the world just to make a life for themselves. 
Perhaps it was sort of normal. The light-hearted approach that 
Carmen had employed with her had done away with all her 
doubts. 

Friday evening she carefully packed a few rags in the backpack 
her mother had sewn her. Saturday morning she told her family 
she was going to the market, as the usual, and by eight o’clock she 
was standing outside the bar. 

Carmen, wearing as much make up as on the day she had first 
met her, climbed out of a car that was visibly too expensive for 
that sort of neighbourhood. 

“You made the right choice, girl. Come on, Radu’s in a hurry. 
We’ll be there in a couple of hours; perhaps you can get started 
tonight. We’ll see whether Matheus likes you.” 

Adela sat down on a corner of the soft leather seat. To her 
comfort, Carmen stayed on the backseat herself. The boys seemed 
at ease, even giving her a friendly smile. 

As they left Negrești, Adela felt a twinge of sadness. The park was 
being rebuilt because town halls were granted European funding if 
they chose to invest it in creating green spaces. Everybody knew 
there were more urgent needs but who could argue against such 
initiatives? That first bench, painted red, yellow, and blue, was 
where Aurel had first taken her in his arms. He’d lost himself in 
her dreamy eyes then and she had laid her crystal clear heart into 
his hands. It was like nothing could have harmed her. Or so she 
had thought at the time. 

She tried to fall asleep. The music inside the car wasn’t 
earsplittingly loud, much to her surprise, and the boys seemed 
content to keep it somewhat low. Carmen kept fidgeting with her 
phone, at times angry, at times laughing merrily. At one point, 
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Adela even got the feeling she was talking to a child, as she heard 
her wish someone good night, sweet dreams. 

Semi-trailers raced thunderously on the highway, sounding like 
an angry forest rattled by the storm. The sound stirred and 
jumbled her own thoughts, like countless autumn leaves whirled 
by the wind before the wide steps of a church. 

When they entered Wien, Adela’s mind instantly jumped to the 
princesses she’d seen in colouring books. This capital looked like a 
treasure trove of fancy work and elegance, evoking nothing but 
sweet waltzes, romantic adventures, and noble emperors. 

Thus rose the majestic Wien upon the banks of the Danube river, 
a heritage of the almost seven centuries it had served as capital to 
the Habsburg Empire, followed by another century, begun in 1918, 
as capital of Austria. If Wien is so famous now it’s due to its 
illuminated ruler, Maria Theresa, the empress who, between the 
18th and 19th century, managed to transform it into the heart of 
Europe’s art and culture.  

They drove to Ringstrasse, the boulevard that goes around the 
city and provides curious visitors with an abundance of major 
tourist landmarks. 

Their car pulled over somewhere on the right, at 120 Engerstrase. 
It was a bar turned hotel and Adela was startled by the sight of the 
neon sign advertising a young woman in nothing but her 
underwear. They hauled their suitcases to the check-in counter 
and shortly after Adela got her room, clean and modest, upstairs 
in the attic. She went up by herself. 

“You better get some rest now, as you’re starting work tomorrow! 
And enough with that long face. We made it. You’ll be fine.” 

There was a peculiar glimmer of satisfaction in Carmen’s eyes 
that did nothing to soothe Adela’s fears. 

“Good night and thank you, Carmen. As soon as I get my first 
check, I’ll pay you for the ride. What time tomorrow morning?” 

“Nine o’clock, girl. Wouldn’t want you looking tired.” 
Adela pushed the creaking door to her room and walked in 

sheepishly. The first thing that caught her eye was the twinkle of 
light coming through the small window, her pathway to both the 
stars and the sun. 
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The room was painted in such an innocent hue of blue. It 
contained a tiny cot, seemingly made for a child, an open-space 
kitchen and the bathroom. One corner was occupied by a desk. 

She lay on the bed, thinking of the night ahead. And that was how 
she fell asleep, a deep slumber with no room for dreams in the 
mind exhausted by all the day’s thoughts. 

In the morning her sleep was gently broken by the tireless 
chirping of a bird soaring through a ray of sunlight. Startled, she 
flew out of her bed and, less than fifteen minutes later, came down 
to start the work. 

Carmen was waiting for her with a bundle of colourful 
underwear, chockfull of sequins and spangles, from which she was 
to choose what she liked. Adela’s hand gripped the railing tightly. 
Her palm was drenched in sweat and all her thoughts were 
running wildly. In the blink of an eye her mind replayed the movie 
of her childhood, from the wild horses she had run with in the 
midst of summer to her very first kiss. 

A single teardrop ran down the cheek that by now had frozen in 
grief. Matias, a hunk of a man teeming with muscles most people 
didn’t even know about, pulled her off the stairs, rushing her to 
put the clothes on – quickly! 

Carmen threw him a venomous look. This was her girl… he was 
to stay out of it. 

Adela put on the skimpy clothes that would from that point on 
reveal the naked beauty of her youthful body. Whenever she got 
on the stage, her mind tuned out everything around her. Her 
thoughts flew back home, into the sunny meadow close to her 
grandparents’ home. She listened to the birds chirping next to the 
river and bent her innocent face over the crystal water of the 
mountain creek. 

Men from all the corners of the world, some plain and some not, 
some ugly and some not, all seemed to find there a sordid outlet to 
unleash their hormones. There was nothing erotic or sensual 
about the whole picture. It was only abuse and violence. 

Shortly after, in the late hours of one night, two brutes jumped 
out of the shadows cast by the artificial light meant to showcase 
the nakedness of the girls forced on stage. They pinned her to the 
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floor and robbed her of what little hope of change she had still 
been holding to. 

Adela went crazy. She completely abandoned her dreams, 
allowed them to drown and be gone forever. Her arms started 
injecting drugs into veins already intoxicated by booze. 
Incessantly. She never talked to anyone, about anything. Weirdly 
enough, she came to her senses four years later. She came 
downstairs to get some coffee and suddenly felt like she didn’t 
want it any more. The other girls, whom she hadn’t even noticed 
until that point, appreciated her for the coolness and nonchalance 
she’d always worn for a mask. Now the girl sat down with them to 
listen to their stories. There were 20 of them, each more beautiful 
than the next. Some of them were mothers who sent money home, 
others were Roma girls still paying their dues to the mobsters who 
had trafficked them there, others yet were college students pained 
by what was happening to them, with eyes so blank you could no 
longer see into their souls through them. Only one of them was 
there of her own choice. Sorina from Argeș, 35 years old, had 
concluded that women’s fates were sealed anyhow, as they were 
destined to end at the mercy of abusive men. 

“Back in Romania we’re constantly under assault. The men get to 
enjoy our love, our bodies and our dedication, while giving 
nothing in return. On the contrary, they prey on us and they 
trample us under foot, both mentally and physically. I’ve had 
enough. I’m telling you, girls, Romanians are way behind the 
Western nations, and not just from an economic point of view, but 
mostly from a cultural one. They’re like beasts. Now that I’m here, 
I am my own person, this was my choice. When I’m no longer able 
to do this, I’ll figure out something else. But I’m definitely not 
going back…” 

They all agreed with her. 
“Cook, clean, obey and make love to me whenever I request it – 

these are the rules those men impose on us!” shouted Sorina, right 
before moving to the stage suffused with light. 

Adela finally burst into tears. And she cried for a long time. She’d 
been hit with longing – she was missing herself and she was 
missing him. Aurel had been looking for her for years. When, 
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eventually, Carmen made the mistake of going back to town, the 
boy lashed out at her. 

A few hours later he’d come to pick Adela up. 
He found but a shadow of her, but he was quick to take her in his 

arms and they rushed home together, back into the country that 
had pushed her to such shameful work abroad. All the way to the 
border, the girl abandoned herself to a peaceful sleep, as is only 
natural for any person when they give themselves to love. 

 
Upon our return from hell 
The dust that’s rising from the country lane is thick enough to 

hide several meters of what lies ahead. Ermano, the Italian, has 
driven his aggressive SUV straight to the Blidar family. Knowing 
full well there are two girls there, 17 and 19 year old. Girls who, by 
rights, should be in school now, except there’s no one left to send 
them there. 

Some 20 young and guileless girls have left with him so far, gone 
back to Sicily to work in his tomato fields. Yet not a single one of 
them has ever returned home, not once, not even for Easter, not 
even for Christmastide. The word around the village was the girls 
dared not come home because they were ashamed, terribly so. And 
so their mothers wept their grief in church, shedding tears of 
blood as they humbly knelt in prayer, seeking salvation from the 
icons dressed with basil sprigs, in restless pilgrimage to churches 
both Catholic and Orthodox. It is a fact of life – in grief even 
religions aren’t quite enough. Ultimately, we find ourselves facing 
the Lord – alone. 

All of them left while young, looking to earn some money, as that 
was how they understood the concept of labour mobility and 
freedom. And when the time came for them to receive their pay, 
instead of money they got raped, assaulted by the brutes there, 
then left to cry their torment in unwholesome living quarters, 
mere sheds reserved to immigrants. 

These young girls ended up being raped so frequently, so many of 
their children killed before they had a heartbeat, that this same 
gift became a curse to them, unfathomable doom wrecking their 
innocence. 
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Everybody in their village watched them go. Măriuca and Sofia 
walked hand in hand, rattled by sobs. Their mother, blinded by 
grief, was shouting at the top of her lungs. 

“Oh, man, what did you do, what did you do with my girls? Don’t 
take my girls away… you know full well what hell you’re sending 
them to… how dare you send them there? Do you not fear the 
heavens?” 

The face twisted in pain, the body crumpled by despair, the 
mother tried to run behind them… Her husband grabbed her 
forcefully as she reached the gate and, jerking her by the head, he 
locked her in the barn, next to the pigs squealing in terror at the 
woman’s cries. 

Măriuca uttered a single cry. 
“Don’t, Dad, please don’t beat our mom!” 
But then she turned again towards Sofia, who’d fainted on the 

grass next to the road. 
That was when Ermano seized them both and vanished. He drove 

them past the limits of the county, then they were handed to 
another man to take them all the way to Sicily. 

Since then they disappeared without trace. The people learned, 
as one truck driver told them, that Sofia was gone, whereas 
Măriuca had endured abortions by the dozens, a consequence of 
the assaults that she fell victim to while working the tomato field. 

The house that was once home to the Blidar family has long been 
shrouded in darkness. The mother died tortured by grief. As for 
the father, it was some villagers who found him, fallen from his 
wagon after several weeks of relentless drinking. 

In the meagre light the heavens dribble over country lanes as 
autumn draws to a close, Măriuca suddenly appeared out of 
nowhere. She was skin and bones, sallow faced, all colour gone 
from her eyes. She’d been brought by a truck driver who’d left her 
at the lower end of the village. She’d wanted to come on foot. 
People came out to stare at her, crossing themselves as if before 
them stood one of the icons from their church. No one dared 
speak up. They all bent their heads in shame for having stood 
indifferent as she had left the squalor of the village to go to hell in 
search of money. 
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She’d come back now. To stop others from going. And to light 
several candles, three for those who had died, and one for those 
still living. 

 
 
My father died a migrant 
A little girl, eyes sparkling with curiosity, is waiting at the gate for 

her father to come home. She has been waiting for him for days 
now, although it will be another week before he makes it. It seems 
to her that the longer she stands there, leaning against the rusty 
grid and calling to him, sending her thoughts far and high into the 
sky, all the way to the storks watching her from atop telegraph 
poles, the better the chance he may come even sooner. It’s true she 
gets a bit of help from the cool autumn wind, which picks her 
wishes up like so many coloured leaves and flies them briskly to 
the farthest corners of the world. 

Her mother watches her, face cupped between work-roughened 
palms. The girl doesn’t know because no one’s told her. Gabriel is 
dead. He died out there, a migrant, consumed by fire in the trailer 
that served as his home. No one knows for certain yet how it was 
possible for the hovel to catch fire. In fact, the only thing that’s 
absolutely certain in the world is that her father’s never coming 
home. 

Not ever coming home, not even locked between the planks that 
are supposed to be our vehicle of choice when the time comes for 
each of us to move beyond this world, into the one that we call… 
death. 

When death finds you at home, in your own village, the whole 
community shares in the grief, but there is also some awareness of 
how natural it is to cross this ultimate threshold of life. Yet, when 
you die abroad, the tragedy is darker than the mind can 
comprehend. The sheer expense of bringing home the dead, so 
that they may be given Mass and proper burial, is hugely 
challenging for most humble people. 

Caught between the waiting, the searching, the piles of papers to 
be signed and piles of money to be paid to bring home a dead 
person, you’re left unable to deal with your grief and mourn like 
you would mourn to vent some of that heartache. You’re half soul 
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numb with pain, but then another half of you is getting stung and 
stabbed again and again by all the devils of bureaucracy and 
poverty. 

We can’t rely on hope to gather enough money each time for us to 
bring our loved ones home, so they may be buried in the 
graveyard, among trees and blooms. And don’t allow your 
thoughts to fool you, but do believe, that many of us still want to 
rerun and be buried at home. 

Somewhere on the bridge, the girl’s still waiting. Calling him. 
Calling us. 
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II. Several thoughts on the social, 
economic, political level of migration and 

mobility. Elections. 
 
As per the official data provided by the National Institute of 

Statistics, as of January 1st 2013 more than 2.3 million Romanians 
were living abroad. Off the record, though, we know that the 
actual number was increasingly around 4 million. In the year 
2019, many talk about 7 millions. These people have settled 
mostly in Spain, Italy, Greece, Portugal, France, Belgium, the UK 
and Germany.  

As far as fields of activity are concerned, the most common ones 
are as follows: agriculture, hospitality, construction, restaurants, 
animal slaughtering, retail, healthcare workers. Obviously, certain 
capitals also have by now a significant number of Romanians 
engaged as doctors, researchers, public administration, etc. 

While the population of Romania has thus dropped both because 
of the heavy migration and because of the ever lower birth rate, 
the National Institute of Statistics shows that the number of 
Romanian children being born abroad has doubled. The ratio for 
2013 was of 12.5 children per 1,000 inhabitants, whereas the same 
ratio in Romania was of only 9.3. Professor Dumitru Sandu of the 
Faculty of Sociology and Social Welfare within the University of 
Bucharest explains that at the root of this phenomenon stand age 
demographics: the migrants are people aged between 15 and 45-
48 year old, whereas the Romanians left at home are older and 
aging. 

The country’s population is also decreasing because many 
families choose to become reunited abroad; over the years the 
parents who have achieved financial stability end up bringing their 
children along. 

If this trend – and pace – continues, estimates show the 
population of Romania is expected to drop to 14.5 million by 
2050. 



 

 

112 

The massive outward migration has impacted the labour market, 
the most distressing consequence being a scarcity of professionals 
capable of covering jobs that require high-school education or 
above. In an interview for Ziarul Financiar , PhD Monca Roman, 
professor at the Bucharest University of Economic Studies, 
explained that “There are two possible solutions for filling the void 
created by outward migration: one is the economic development 
of the country, aided by demographic policies aimed at improving 
birth rates and at encouraging the return of Romanian migrants, 
the other is «importing» population from outside the country 
(…)”. 

Over the past ten years, Romanians working abroad have sent 
back home only in 2014 about Euro 42 billion, as indicated by the 
data of the central bank of Romania (BNR). 

Most of the people who left the country did so because of the 
poverty, the malfunction of the public administration, allegations 
of corruption and the lack of opportunities in general. Therefore, 
many of them stem from a rural background and at times have 
only minimal schooling. In recent years, and in particular after 
2007, it’s become obvious that the people who leave are choosing 
to turn their backs on an establishment that disappoints.  

But a great number of them are also people with high-school 
education and above, and while some of them will continue to 
work for the betterment of Romania even while living abroad, 
others will move on completely, living their lives without 
committing themselves to any tradition or any project related to 
their country.  

More than ten years after Romania has become a member of the 
EU, despite the fact we no longer trip over legalized obstacles, 
there is still a lot of work to be done to overcome the perception 
that Romania is a second-class country. Indeed, inequality in the 
EU is driven by Bulgaria or Romania, however, dealing with the 
mobility of labour force in the EU with this perception in mind, is 
harming the citizens and the European project even more. 

Truth be told, whether or not the Romanians making up the 
diaspora manage to make the most of their human capital is food 
for serious thought. There are still plenty of people who fail to 
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have their academic education or training in general properly 
recognized. 

Lack of confidence, an issue prevalent mostly among women and 
in regards to their own skills and abilities, was particularly 
frequent in the first years of the wave of migration; fortunately, in 
the later years, this problem has been steadily decreasing. One 
factor that has greatly helped with this was the mentality shift 
brought about by the successful assimilation of a new cultural 
approach from the host country.  

Overall, Romanian migration has been doubly and generally 
beneficial, creating a win-win situation from both an economic 
and a social point of view. But, these stories are here to tell us 
where and what still needs to be done for the cohesion in Europe. 

As the gap between the Western and the Eastern states of the EU 
is obvious, the Western Member States accuse Eastern companies 
of unfair competition, invoking the principle of “equal pay for 
equal work”. It was oftenly showed that Romanian labourers, for 
instance, are sent to France as posted workers and end up working 
in construction for a lower pay than that of a French labourer. In 
their turn, the Eastern states accuse Western companies that the 
moment they set up enterprises in Romania or Bulgaria, instead of 
paying their employees at the same standards as would be 
applicable in France, they downsize wages to match the ones in 
the host countries.  

When you talk to Romanian posted workers and to Romanian 
entrepreneurs in Belgium, you realize they too are divided. Some 
Romanians who are in charge of their own construction 
companies and who, rather than employing posted workers, resort 
to “free-lancers”, are not particularly happy with the wages paid 
and insurance benefits granted to posted workers, as working with 
such posted workers would give them a competitive edge based on 
an unfair treatment. Others claim that posted workers earn just as 
much, or perhaps even more than Belgian ones, and that the 
problem stems from who and how is paying the taxes, since daily 
allowances are not subject to tax. Furthermore, they accuse the 
large-scale Belgian companies of unfair practices, claiming the 
subcontracting chain turns labourers into slaves who, at times, 
don’t even receive their due payments. 
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The European Commission decided to revise the 1996 Directive 
on posting of workers stressing that social dumping has no place 
in the European Union.  

All over Europe, posted workers were reported to earn up to 50% 
less than local workers in some sectors and Member States.  

The number of posted workers has increased by 44.4% between 
2010 and 2014. In 2014  a total of 1.9 million people were posted 
within the EU (representing 0.7% of the overall workforce of the 
European Union, concentrated mostly in certain sectors and 
Member States), a 10.3% increase relative to 2013 and a 44.4% 
increase relative to 2010.  

The construction sector alone accounts for 43.7% of the total 
number of postings, although posting is also significant in the 
manufacturing industry (21.8%), education, health and social 
work services (13.5%), and in business services (10.3%). 

Germany, France and Belgium are the three Member States that 
attract the highest number of posted workers, making up together 
about 50% of total received posted workers. 

Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, 
Latvia, Poland, Slovakia and Romania have expressed concerns on 
the fact that the principle of equal pay for equal work might prove 
to be incompatible with the single market, as the differences in 
remuneration constitute a legit aspect of the competitive edge that 
service providers get.  

I can’t stand for a model of growth and development based on 
unfair treatment or exploitation of workers. As you can see in the 
stories showcased earlier in the book, it’s obvious that drama lurks 
around every corner. And, I think the scope of the debate is much 
more extensive. As long as the working conditions of posted 
workers remain in compliance with serious rules, and as long as 
the benefits of the Single Market required Member States to 
reserve the right to create certain barriers by imposing their own 
standards that, at times, ended up destroying whole sectors of 
activity in other states, I believe the issue becomes a rather general 
one, a question also for the competition and economic 
competitiveness. What is the right approach to the foreign 
investors who come to Romania and whose presence is equally a 
source of joy and a source of sadness, the latter especially when we 
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are faced with the severely uncompetitive wages, which come 
complete with frequent requests to work overtime? 

The principle of equal pay for equal work needs to be applied in 
any and all contexts, not in an arbitrary manner. Social justice is 
needed then at all levels. It’s certainly not easy to discuss a single 
minimum income scheme at European level, given the gaps in the 
standard of living of the various Member States. However, the 
struggle becomes painfully real when foreign investors in 
Romania pay their employees at a rate of 200 euro per month, 
while Western Europe is discussing the means to avoid social 
dumping and to ensure a level playing field of fair, loyal 
competition. 
 

Workforce migration has been a reality for hundreds of years – 
that is a fact. It wasn’t us, Romanians, who came up with it. And 
yet, it’s us who find ourselves the preferred target of controversy 
in the United Kingdom or the Netherlands. Political criteria and 
the electoral platform embraced by certain leaders are chockfull of 
bitter hostility against Romanians.  

The fact that migrants contribute to a country’s economic and 
demographic development is supported by official figures. For 
countries such as the United Kingdom (it’s worth checking out 
even the Channel 4 documentary titled “The Romanians are 
coming!”) and Germany, which are struggling with insufficient 
workforce, doubled by a demographic decline, workers coming in 
from other countries are a privilege. As shown by Professors C. 
Dustmann and Dr. T. Frattini of the Migration Research Unit 
within the UCL, European migrants to the UK have so far paid 
more in taxes than whatever amounts they have received from the 
government, thus easing the overall tax burden of the country. The 
two researchers argue that it’s the workers from Eastern and 
Central Europe who are bringing the most significant 
contributions in this respect. 

As for the negative consequences of the phenomenon, which 
translates into a decline of Romania’s population, they’ll be the 
subject of another discussion. 
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There’s nothing unusual about the fact that the diaspora can play 

a decisive part in influencing the result of national elections in 
Romania. Or at the European level. Even though it has yet to 
achieve proper political acknowledgment within the various 
organizations of Romania’s national parties, and most of its 
activity is carried out online, the diaspora is successful in 
channelling its messages towards a specific candidate.  

It happened in Romania in 2009. The lesson could have been 
learned as early as 2006 if we had paid attention to the events in 
Italy, where Romano Prodi’s government won due to the support 
received from abroad.  

The right to vote is irrefutable. Everyone is entitled to it. The 
theories that claim that those living abroad are not well 
acquainted with the reality in their home country and that, as a 
consequence, their vote does not qualify as representative of the 
nation’s interests, are wrong from the start because they divide the 
nation. And, naturally, the “divide and conquer” principle is the 
most powerful weapon in the arsenal of leaders whose regimes 
thrive on chaos and dissension. 

The actual procedure for voting from abroad is still the subject of 
much public and political controversy. Whether or not postal 
voting is a real possibility hinges upon the tumultuous political 
situation in Romania, with spillovers in Europe. 

If we examine the way the diaspora has increasingly channelled 
its online power into street-level influence, stirring into action a 
large number of people, which is a feat no political party has ever 
achieved without arduous organization efforts, it becomes clear 
that a new power is trying to shape up Romania, one that is 
constantly pushing for putting down the left-wing. 

A look at the requests made under the umbrella of the 2015 
#strada campaign, following the #colectiv tragedy, reveals a series 
of significant changes, at times geared against a specific political 
faction, but still perfectly valid, all things considered. Generally 
speaking, these changes include a great need for transparency in 
public administration operations and a strengthening of the rule 
of law. 
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I strongly believed, merely due to the entire romanticised idea 
about a better society in the home country, that Romanians will 
return. Therefore, as you understood by now, I always 
recommended a programme to encourage Romanians to return to 
their home country, to be reunited with their families, through 
such incentives as giving them access to available jobs, securing 
European funds, providing professional development and training 
opportunities, and implementing specific anti-poverty strategies 
for the communities in need. Even though it is proved that vast 
majorities do not return, my biblical hope is there to connect still 
to at least some seeds models. 

 
Following the deadly fire that, in November 2015, destroyed the 

“Colectiv’ club in Bucharest, Romania’s Prime Minister, V. Ponta, 
stepped down from his position.  

Over 30,000 people rallied in protest throughout the country, 
aiming their criticism at political leaders. At first the protest 
targeted only a few major players in the Social Democratic Party, 
but it wasn’t long before it turned into a general demonstration 
against the entire political establishment. In the major cities 
outside the country Romanians from the diaspora took to the 
streets themselves, to express their solidarity with those left at 
home.  This was an act based on emotions, similar to the criterias 
which can define a coup d’état. 

The Romanian diaspora gradually achieved acknowledgment and 
acquired certain rights. For instance, the Constitutions adopted in 
1866, 1923, 1938, and 1948 all limited the right to vote for the 
Romanians living abroad. In reality, though, they weren’t 
mentioned at all. It was only in 1991, and subsequently through 
the Electoral Law of 1992, that polling stations were set up inside 
embassies and consulates. In 2004 the number of polling stations 
was increased, and yet, as we were to discover in 2014, there still 
weren’t enough of them. The lack of sufficient polling stations is 
seen as an abuse of power and as electoral fraud. And this is what 
lies at the root of the intense debate concerning postal voting. 

A major change occurred in 2008, when the Electoral Law 
created an Electoral Constituency for the Romanians abroad, 
comprising four seats, two in the Chamber of Deputies and two in 
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the Senate. This number was chosen so as to represent the 
following regions: Western and Central Europe, Eastern Europe 
and Asia, North and South America, and Africa and the Middle 
East. This is, in fact, poor representation for the millions of 
Romanians living in Europe. And it was also how Koto Jozsef, 
from the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania, ended 
up earning a seat from Asia, even though he’d only garnered 34 
votes. (Marian and King, 2010 Plus ça change. Electoral law and 
the 2008 Romanian parliamentary elections). 

At the presidential election of 2009 the diaspora played a 
decisive part, tilting the balance in favour of President T. Băsescu.  

Unfortunately very little research exists regarding the diaspora 
and its voting patterns. The fact that most of it favours right-wing 
parties stems from several factors, ranging from memories of the 
Communist regime and the tendency to associate it with the Social 
Democratic Party, to the label of corruption applied for the 
greatest part to this party. The existing literature in this field 
consists of case studies and quantitative research. What is needed 
is a general approach to how migrants crystalize their beliefs and 
their behaviour. 

Back to the matter at hand, voting from abroad, normally there 
shouldn’t be any stronger push to get people to vote than whatever 
is driving those at home. To give everyone equal chances at 
success, the playground must be the same for everyone. 

The point of making it mandatory to register on an electoral roll 
to get an accurate count of how many polling stations are needed 
is a solid one, in theory. Other countries too have established this 
procedure for the very same reason. However, people must not be 
discouraged from voting by being subjected to an extra burden; in 
a fast-paced world of technological facilities, it’s obvious the 
authorities need to come up with a fitting approach.  

When you set up a list of requirements made of printer, scanner, 
postage stamp, and a trip to the post office, you can expect only a 
small number of people will show up to vote. Naturally, any citizen 
endowed with political consciousness ought to make an effort, 
since any change takes time, but when a reform is in the works, it 
needs to be well thought-out and carefully planned for the long 
term. 
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To resume the discussion about homecoming, a process that is 
somewhere between a myth and a solid reality, there are three 
projects I was eagerly keeping an eye on: #Repatriot, 
#AgroDiaspora, and #Reintoarcereacasa. 

The “Repatriot” programme encourages the return of Romanians 
to their home country through entrepreneurship. It provides 
information and eases the way for those who want to set up their 
own businesses in Romania. One of their mottos really caught my 
attention: “Romania needs people to create value!” 

“AgroDiaspora”, a programme that was recently launched by the 
Ministry for Romanians Everywhere, working closely with the 
Ministry of Agriculture, is geared towards Romanians looking to 
invest their money in agriculture.  What I learned through the 
information campaign I developed with other volunteers is that it 
is key which language you use and how do you reach the targeted 
audience. 

The “Reîntoarcerea Acasă” (“Homecoming”) group brings 
together people currently living abroad but wishing to either 
return themselves or to help others who mean to do so. It is 
setting up a website that will serve as a source of information, 
providing both positive examples and things to avoid, but also 
guidance regarding the steps that migrants needs to plan and 
prepare once they have settled upon returning. 

 
Romania has thousands of people employed at European 

institutions and the European capital is teeming with thousands 
more involved in various non-governmental organizations focused 
on the law-making process and on lobbying the European 
Commission, Parliament and Council. Like any other Member 
State, there is a high number of intellectuals everywhere in the 
world. 

Referring to Brussels, In 2002 I worked with Dan Luca8 on a 
summary report to be used for a research conducted by the 

                                                

 
8 Dan Luca is a vice-president of Euractiv. In 2008 he obtained a PhD in 
‘International Relations and European Studies’ with a specialisation in 

Communication. 



 

 

120 

National University of Political Studies and Public Administration 
with the aim of establishing how much adjustment is needed for 
the Romanian administration to meet the requirements of the 
Romanian diaspora.  

The questions I was asking back then are the same as the 
questions I’m asking now: what can be done to help the Romanian 
diaspora become actively involved in Romania’s growth and 
development? Can the Romanian state write history by creating 
the tools that would allow the over 10% of its population that 
chose to live abroad actually do something for the progress of their 
country? 

In 2006 I brought into focus the results of a survey designed to 
assess how Romanians working in Brussels felt about their home 
country. According to them, “investing in better infrastructure, 
building new and better roads, in particular highways, will be an 
important investment that needs to be completed in the near 
future, to ensure that companies, investors, and tourists won’t be 
disappointed.” 

Some of those who took the poll believed that living standards in 
Romania were too low, while healthcare, education, and human 
rights were also unsatisfactory domains. As shown by the survey, 
“Planning, efficiency, and results are all extremely important for 
achieving respect in Europe. Romania’s infrastructure is a clear 
indicator that there is still room for improvement.” 

 
What was going on in 2007? Behind them stand success stories 

in which everything happened naturally, as it was supposed to; or 
perhaps they made it through academic grants and scholarships; 
others yet endured hardship; one way or another, all these people 
came together to make up a widely varied group of experts, 
technocrats, and people driven by political convictions who can 
and at times actually do contribute to rebuilding Romania. 

Dan Luca speaks of “success achieved individually by Romanians 
of the diaspora, which is visible, for instance, in Europe’s capital, 
Brussels.” As part of the research conducted by the “Romania-EU” 
Club and launched through a public conference at the European 
Parliament (in March 2007), he gathered the first impressions and 
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thoughts of Romanians working in Brussels in the wake of 
Romania’s accession. 

Sînziana RADU: “In this new context Romania will need to take 
on the new responsibilities that come along with the rights 
entailed by its status as a Member State, but, even more 
importantly, we need to understand that such rights and 
responsibilities are not limited to the Government or the 
Parliament alone. They also extend to the whole of Romania’s 
society, its civil society, its business environment, its academic 
environment, down to all of its citizens.” 

Dorin FLEŞERIU: “The diaspora is Romania’s foremost 
ambassador and I hope that Romania’s accession in 2007 will 
raise awareness regarding its importance, as well as accelerate the 
projects meant to help the millions of Romanian nationals living 
abroad.” 

Irina Raluca GEANGALI-LITTLE: “We, the Western Romanians, 
who have been living and paying taxes here for quite a while, are 
neither numerous enough nor powerful enough to manage (on our 
own) to paint a different picture of Romania or Romanians.” 

Dana POPP: “Wherever they are, Romanians need to find once 
again their faith in themselves and in the place they have as part of 
the European family. Working hand in hand with everyone 
involved, we need to figure out the means to turn Romania into a 
country that enjoys both respect and credibility within Europe.” 

Ștefan ACSINTE: “The real challenge is changing the way our 
country is perceived abroad, not through grand gestures of 
patriotic pride rooted in history, but through solid examples of 
pragmatism, consistency, and professionalism.” 

Irina TĂNĂSESCU: “I hope that both Romania’s civil society and 
the people themselves will be sufficiently educated and involved to 
successfully contribute to implementing European legislation on 
site, in all practical ways.” 

Elena Raluca VOINEA: “European information campaigns need 
to continue; only when we are properly educated will we be truly 
able to participate in the decision-making process, both in our 
own country and within the European Union. As part of a society 
undergoing massive globalization, we will bring Romania’s 
cultural values to the table, thus contributing to the progress of 
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Europe, and, along with the other Member States, we will 
successfully move beyond any difficulties that may arise.” 

Ana-Cristina COSTEA: “Accession is merely the beginning of a 
new process, namely the process of integration, in which Romania 
will have to both adjust to European regulations and become an 
active «player» in the various European policies, by bringing its 
own unique contribution to the European motto of «united in 
diversity»”. 

Alin-Vladimir STĂNESCU: “Domestic efforts to attract 
investments must continue, but they must also be aligned with EU 
funding programmes, in particular those aimed at developing the 
country’s infrastructure, as this might further improve foreign 
investments, but also tourism and social mobility. The healthcare 
system, the social welfare system, and the education system too 
will have to grow along the same lines, putting to good use the 
examples set by the EU”. 

Alina BOICIUC: “Starting January 1st 2007 Romania will have to 
fall in line with European regulations with regards to the services 
provided by financial institutions: banks, investment companies, 
stock exchanges, insurance companies, and so on. This will 
require significant efforts from both regulatory bodies (the 
Ministry of Public Finance, the National Bank) and service 
providers, as well as from the end consumers. Romania is getting 
off to a good start, as it has a young, modern, and progressive 
financial market, which will allow it to adjust in a satisfactory 
manner to the new requirements.” 

Marius FIZEȘAN: “In the wake of the accession, Romania should 
focus on two important factors of economic success: 
research/innovation and lower taxes.” 

Diana CIOPONEA: “I think Romania might become a key player 
in Europe in the fields of research, new communication 
technologies, and IT.” 

Cristian SIMINEA: “Energy liberalisation is more relevant than 
ever now that Romania has become a member of the EU, as of 
January 2007. The accession will entail deep changes in various 
fields, which won’t be easy, but it can only lead to positive results 
in the medium and long term.” 
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Diana FILIP: “I hope that Romania’s accession to the EU will 
result in more opportunities for young Romanians in that which 
concerns employment prospects and the chance to set up their 
own businesses.” 

Rodica NEGRE: “Now that Romania has become a member of 
the EU, there is an increased need for research regarding 
Romanian migration inside the European Union, especially since 
we’re grappling with the false fears that a «tsunami» of 
Romanians might sweep the European labour market (starting 
January 2007) and that the majority of Romanian nationals are 
involved in organized crime.”  

Aurel TRANDAFIR: “The way I see it, Romania’s accession in 
2007 is like a GATE has finally opened to allow Romanians to 
enter a LAND of peace, a place where they can find their SOULS, 
torn by decades of grievous suffering, and where they get a REAL 
chance to see their HOPES for a better life turn into solid reality 
for themselves and their children!” 

 
In 2010 an assessment made with regards to the future of 

Romania as seen by the Romanians relocated to Belgium revealed 
particularly interesting results. When asked whether they were 
“planning to vote in the following Romanian legislative elections”, 
69.5% of those who took the poll answered yes. 

When asked “What should the priorities of Romania’s 
government be?” 80.3% of those polled argued that improving the 
infrastructure (roads, highways, and the like) should come first 
among the priorities of Romania’s government, while 69.4% 
believed improving the health care system should be a priority; 
68% opted for improving the education system, and 61.9 % for 
improving the business environment. The same percentage of 
those polled, 61.9%, said they wanted the local and central public 
administration to be more dedicated to the citizens, whereas 
45.6% expressed their wish for better working conditions and 
higher pay. Chief among the other priorities mentioned by those 
who took the poll were the need to fight corruption and to ensure 
a correct functioning of the judicial system, achieving 
macroeconomic and budgetary stability, implementing a 
consistent fiscal policy, and guiding the country’s economy 
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towards a long-term, sustainable growth that would allow 
Romania to exit the recession. Those who took the poll said they 
felt deeply affected by the lack of appropriate legislation in various 
economic and social domains. They also recommend reshaping 
the public administration system by employing young people 
whenever possible and implementing a competition-based system 
to promote highly competent professionals in the upper 
management of Romanian public institutions. 

70.3% of those who took the poll believed that Romania’s 
political parties needed to pay closer attention to the Romanian 
diaspora. What is more, 68.8% of those polled believed that 
political parties should include in their programmes a set of actual 
measured tailored specifically for the diaspora. 

When they were asked “What could a political party do to 
improve the lives of the Romanians making up the diaspora?” 
65.8% of those who took the poll mentioned that the most 
important aspect would be establishing frequent contact with the 
authorities of the host country, in order to discuss the status of the 
Romanian migrants. Equally important, as pointed out by 55.6% 
of the respondents, would be to set up contact points for 
Romanians looking for answers. 

When it comes to the actual measures that political parties could 
take to improve their communication and relationship with the 
Romanians in Belgium, the one action the respondents weren’t 
looking forward to was creating the office of Minister for the 
Diaspora. As per the results of the poll, only one in three 
Romanians (33.6%) would want such a Minister to exist, whereas 
more than half of them (52.2%) didn’t see the need for such a 
political action. 

This survey had the Romanians in the diaspora talk about the 
issues they had encountered in Belgium. The vast majority of the 
answers provided in this respect were related to administrative 
challenges having to do with the labour market: struggles to 
obtain work permits, having to renew said permit every year, 
struggles to obtain residence permits, and struggles to obtain 
recognition of their academic diplomas. 
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According to the Romanians in Belgium, the negative picture 
projected by Romania in this country also impacted how they were 
being treated and perceived. 

The same Romanians believed that, through their own 
behaviour, they were setting examples that served as one of the 
most effective ways of improving Romania’s image abroad. The 
personal success stories of Romanians achieving social and 
economic integration and engagement in the countries and inside 
the communities they were a part of stood as the most powerful 
tools of persuasion. Furthermore, they felt that building strong, 
solid Romanian communities beyond the borders of the country 
was a way to ensure mutual support and active engagement in the 
lives of host communities.  

 
This proves that there are solid prospects for engaging the 

members of the diaspora in the process of creating an institutional 
framework. Migrants have at least three characteristics that are 
vital for this process: they are driven by a strong motivation to 
genuinely contribute, they have the appropriate know-how and 
experience regarding global opportunities and local needs, and, 
more often than not, they also have the necessary financial 
resources. These three elements combined might create a 
significant impact on the country’s development.  

 
 
Conclusions 
Of the many definitions of “well-being” that scholarly literature 

provides, I believe the one suggested by Ryan and Deci (2001) can 
help us understand. The models of empirical research for 
assessing well-being seem to fall under one or the other of two 
major philosophies. The first of them could be labelled, generally 
speaking, as hedonism, and it sees well-being as the aggregate of 
pleasure and happiness. The second point of view is that well-
being consists of more than just happiness, that it requires the 
fulfilling of our potential as human beings. This is known as 
eudaimonism. The two schools of thought, hedonism and 
eudaimonism – are based on different views of the human nature 
and of what constitutes a right society. 



 

 

126 

I believe that Europe itself should ask the question of well-being, 
humanist politics over and over again until we help this common 
civilisation to build a better society. For sure the Green Deal is  
good starting point. 

But how does one do that? How does one change the world? 
As everywhere these days there is room for a New Deal, can the 

EU sign it for the Wellbeing of its citizens?  
The transformation, the learning society is already embedded in 

the United Nations Sustainable Goals for 2030. These should be 
recovered in the sectoral policies at the global level. And we can 
start with little, to do big things. 

Maskell, Malmberg (1999) and Lundvall (1992) believe that a 
learning economy is one where success, as measured for 
individuals, companies, regions, and ultimately a country’s 
economy, is a reflection of its own ability to leave behind “out-
dated practices”, which serves to reduce any diseases in the 
society. This effect is not spontaneous; rather it’s the result of a 
certain behaviour that everybody needs to engage in.  

What we still haven’t realized clearly enough is that we are on a 
path of self-destruction. Astonishing how the sensitivity of a child 
has reached out to this truth, isn’t it? (see the case of Greta 
Thunberg). In 2005, a Report put together by the “Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment” (MA) shows how the various changes 
taking place in our ecosystem end up affecting human well-being. 
The report emphasizes that a drop in well-being leads to people 
becoming increasingly and immediately dependent on the services 
provided by the ecosystem, which in turn creates pressure that 
might ultimately result in system failure. Similarly, a drop in 
people’s well-being translates into ever fewer options for 
regulating the sustainable use of natural resources. Immediate 
needs become urgent, which creates a spiral of increased poverty. 

It has been acknowledged that social responsibility and equality 
are important tools that can serve as an active response enabling a 
sustainable development of the ecosystem. It has to be 
acknowledged as well that labour rights, cohesion and equality 
among the Member States and all European citizens is part of the 
same responsibility. 
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Today while reading the English translation, I find myself in the 
year 2020, emotional. Also, I cut half of the Romanian script as it 
has no meaning anymore. So, I never brought it up here. Time has 
washed away many of feelings I had when originally writing. 
Colleagues and friends will read this and I’ll be completely 
vulnerable, as writing is what does to writers, undressing them of 
their inner thoughts.  
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