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We decided to sign-up with Odysseys Unlimited Tour to visit Bulgaria & Romania. We left two
days in advance to Sofia ahead of the group. We departed home on Tuesday the 26™ of August
2025 and arrived on Wednesday the 27" of August. We arrived in Sofia, Bulgaria’s capital and
largest city today and took a taxi to the Grand Hotel Sofia. Sofia is located in western Bulgaria at
the foot of Mount Vitosha, it is one of Europe’s oldest cities, featuring a rich history spanning
Thracian, Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman influences. It has been the capital since 1879. Named
after the St. Sofia Church, the city boasts landmarks like the gold-domed Alexander Nevsky
Cathedral, the ancient Roman city of Serdica, and the 13th-century Boyana Church.

After settling in at our hotel we went to explore Sofia. Grand Hotel Sofia is located in the center
of Sofia, close to several green spaces, most notably the City Garden situated in front of the
nearby Ivan Vazov National Theatre. It is also within walking distance of the larger Borisova
Gradina (Borisova Garden), the oldest and best-known park in the city, named after Bulgarian Tsar
Boris Ill. We walked in the garden and park and headed for Vitosha Boulevard a popular
pedestrian street, running from St Nedelya Square to Southern Park. Known for its boutiques,
cafes, restaurants with outdoor seating and scenic views of Vitosha Mountain.

We stopped to go inside Saint Nedelya Cathedral a medieval church that has been reconstructed
many times. The first church had three naves, with three domes and two bell towers. The newer
building had five domes and a dominating bell tower. The Cathedral has suffered frequent
damage over centuries and it is in need of renovation. On the outside, the dome gives its charm
to the building. Inside in the low light it is immersed in the atmosphere of spirituality. Saint
Nedelya is richly decorated with lots of gold, many icons and of course many candles by the
faithful who come to pray. Intricate frescoes decorated the dome and the walls. | sat in one of
the long wooden pews. Among its treasures are the remains of the Serbian King Stefan Milutin
who is buried inside the church. You can take photos inside but it requires a fee. Mike paid the
fee so we could take a few photos.

We located the Rotunda of St. George one of the oldest buildings in Sofia, a small Orthodox church
with historical significance. The church was built by the Romans around the 4™ century on the
site of pagan temple. It is a red-brick domed rotunda room with a circular plan on a square base
with semicircular niches in the corners. Since the 4th century it has been used for baptismal
ceremonies. Behind the apse, there are ancient ruins: a section of a Roman street with preserved
drainage, foundations of a large basilica, probably a public building, and some smaller buildings.
It has been assumed that some of the meetings of the Council of Serdica in 343 were held here.
During the Ottoman rule in the 16th century, the church became a mosque. In the middle of the
19th century, it was abandoned by the Ottomans. Not much later, it began to be used again as a
Christian church.



On our way to the Banya Bashi Mosque the only functioning mosque in Sofia we stopped to look
at the monument of Saint Sofia. The bronze statue was erected in 2000 to replace a statue of
Vladimir llyich Lenin removed 10 years prior. Sveta Sofia stands tall, arms outstretched, golden-
skinned and black-eyed, over Bulgaria's representative center. Though it bears the name Sveta
Sofia, the statue does not depict one individual, per se. Rather, she is a combination of figures.
The two most commonly attributed are Sofia and Athena, both of Hellenistic origins. Both
symbolize "Holy Wisdom" (or "Hagia Sofia", the expression for which the city and its founding
church were named), and the statue contains ancient vestiges of that concept: the crown, the
laurel wreath, and the owl. The statue has been criticized for not representing the actual Saint
Sofia or historical Bulgaria.

We then went to see the medieval orthodox temple of St. Petka Samardjiyska (church of St. Petka
of the Saddlers). The church is located in the underpass between The Central Department Store
and the Sheraton Hotel, almost at the entrance of the Serdika Metro Station. The church is a
small single-nave building, partly dug into the ground. Beneath it where old Roman tombs have
been found and according to one theory, Bulgarian national hero Vasil Levski is buried in the
church.

The church was first mentioned in the 16th century and was constructed at the place of a former
Roman religious building. It is today a monument of culture known for its mural paintings from
the 14th, 15th, 17th and 19th centuries depicting biblical scenes. The church is dedicated to St
Petka, an 11th century Bulgarian saint. The Church of Saint Petka acquired its present name due
to the saint being a patron of the saddlers in the Middle Ages, who performed their rituals in the
church. We went down the steep steps to go inside but was told by a woman it was not opened
for visits. All we saw in the room were some religious framed pictures.

We walked through a set of ancient Roman remains of Serdica found during the construction of
the metro station. During 2010 and 2012 two teams of archaeologists from the National Institute
of Archaeology with Museum at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and Municipal Cultural
Institute Museum for the History of Sofia excavated this section of ancient Serdica. The features
excavated covered an area of eight streets of the ancient city, and include a Christian Basilica, six
large buildings with mosaic floors, courtyards, baths, public toilets and their associated water
supply and sewage systems. Most of the visible remains date between the 4th to 6th centuries,
but in various localities these are on top of structures that are as old as the 1st century.

Next, we walked past the Central Baths Fountain situated on Banski Square. The fountain is in
front of the distinct red and white striped building located at the Regional History Museum
(former Central Mineral Baths). The building is known for its unique, colorful Byzantine-revival
architecture, and the fountain features water jets, lights, and, at night, often presents a "musical”
or illuminated show. We were on our way to go inside the Banya Bashi Mosque a historic 16th-
century (completed 1576) Ottoman Mosque designed by Mimar Sinan. Located in the city center,
it is the only functioning mosque in Sofia. Built over natural thermal springs, it serves as a symbol
of the city's diverse heritage and features a large dome and a single minaret. We took off our
shoes and | covered my head and we went inside. | waited a long time for a couple to get done



taking photos before | could get a shot of the inside of the mosque and its dome. The problem
was the young photoholic woman of the couple was obsessed with taking numerous photos. She
stood in the middle of the room like a super model for a magazine. Then she had to have her
partner show her the photos on their cell-phone for her approval. | was patient, but as soon as
they started to move on other people came in the room. | took a couple photos and we left.

Nearby was The Central Sofia Market Hall (Tsentralni Hali) the main, historic indoor supermarket
located directly across from the Banya Bashi Mosque on Maria Louisa Boulevard. It offers three
stories of food stalls, fresh produce, and shops. It had a food court on the second floor. The design
of the Central Market Hall is very special. Many people think it is the best work by architect Naum
Torbowv. Its style is called Neo-Renaissance. This means it looks like buildings from the Renaissance
period. It also has parts that look like Neo-Byzantine architecture and Neo-Baroque styles.

One famous part of the building is above the main entrance. It is a detailed carving called a relief.
This relief shows the coat of arms of Sofia, which is the city's official symbol. An artist named
Haralampi Tachev created it. At the very top of the building, there is a famous small clock tower.
It has three clock faces, so you can see the time from different directions. The building originally
had four entrances. However, not all of them are used today.

Continued our walk and went inside the Orthodox temple of Saint Paraskeva the Eastern orthodox
church in Sofia. The church, dedicated to Saint Paraskeva, is located on 58 Georgi Rakovski Street
in the centre of the city. It is the third-largest church in Sofia built in the early 1900s. It's unusual
looking, with a cella that disappears into the surrounding apses instead of being a stand-alone
chamber.

We stood at the back of the church and watched a wedding that was being held. The wedding
party at the front with the priest singing three hymns and walking around the altar three times
following centuries-old, solemn rituals symbolizing the union of souls before God. The ceremony,
conducted by a priest, comprises the Betrothal (exchange of rings) and the Crowning, featuring
the crowning of the couple, shared cup, and the dance around the altar.

Stopped at The Russian Church, officially known as the Church of St. Nicholas the Miracle-Maker
situated on Tsar Osvoboditel Boulevard. The church was designed by the Russian architect Mikhail
Preobrazhenski in the Russian Revival style, with decoration inspired by the Muscovite Russian
churches of the 17th century Founded in 1907, the Russian Church (as the inhabitants of the
Bulgarian capital have since been called) was intended for the diplomatic mission of the Russian
state in Bulgaria. Nowadays, the Subordinate is a place for prayerful unity and a life-connecting
unit between the Russian and Bulgarian Churches, multiplying the fruits of love and friendship
between the Churches of Russia and Bulgaria.

The crypt housing the remains of Saint Archbishop Seraphim is located beneath the Russian
Church's main floor. Dozens of people visit the grave of the archbishop, who died in 1950, praying
and leaving notes asking for wishes to be granted.



We walked back to our hotel through the City Garden. After a rest we went back to Vitosha
Boulevard for dinner. The street was lively with people walking around and enjoying dinner in
one of the outdoor restaurants. We had a nice day and evening and went back to our hotel for
the night.

Today is our second day on our own in Sofia. We took a taxi to visit the Museum of Socialist Art.
It represents the history of the communist regime in Bulgaria from 1944 to 1989. The indoor and
outdoor exhibitions feature paintings and sculptures from the communist period. Among them
is a giant statue of Lenin, that once stood right in the city centre. It presents works from the
period of Socialist rule in Bulgaria (1944-1989). Over 70 works of monumental sculpture are
exhibited in a park covering 7,500 sg.m. On a special pedestal, the large five-pointed star that
once crowned the former Party House in the centre of Sofia is on display. It was established on
19 September 2011 amidst a controversy over the name, which was initially proposed as
"Museum of Totalitarian Art". The museum exhibits statues and propaganda posters and panels.
Pretty interesting place.

Hailed another taxi and went to the National Palace of Culture. We could not go inside the
building for a guided tour. It is one of the largest multifunctional conference and cultural centers
in the world. It was opened in 1981 in celebration of Bulgaria's 1300th anniversary. The
surrounding park includes large, stepped fountains and long water features designed with
walkways on either side. Benches line the park area with a few pieces of the Berlin Wall located
in the park.

Walked over to look inside the Sveti Sedmochislenitsi (Seven Saints Church) formerly the Black
Mosque. It was established in 1547 as an Ottoman mosque, later converted into an Orthodox
church, and was inaugurated on 27 July 1903. The church is dedicated in honor of Cyril and
Methodius and their five disciples, known collectively in Eastern Orthodoxy as the
Sedmochislenitsi. The mosque was constructed on the site of a former nunnery of the Rila
Monastery and an early Christian temple from the 4th-5th century, the ruins of which were
excavated in 1901. An even older construction, a pagan temple of Asclepius from Roman Serdica,
was also discovered in the mosque's foundations.

The mosque received its more popular name, the Black Mosque, after the dark granite from
which its minaret was made. The minaret collapsed during an earthquake in the 19th century and
the mosque was abandoned by the Ottomans after the Liberation of Bulgaria in 1878 and was
subsequently used for profane purposes as a military warehouse and prison.

Sat on a park bench on the way back and put my hand on a hot bronze arm. The park bench with
two bronze men in Sofia is the Statue of the Slaveikovs, located in Slaveykov Square. This life-size
sculpture depicts the famous Bulgarian writers Petko Slaveykov and his son, Pencho Slaveykov,
sitting together on a bench. It is one of the most iconic landmarks in the city and a popular spot
for tourists to take photos while sitting next to the bronze figures. Near by was another bronze
of a gentleman leaning on a street sign with a book in his hand. The bronze gentleman sculpture
by a street sign on Vitosha Boulevard in Sofia is the monument to Aleko Konstantinov (aka “The



Lucky Man”), a beloved 19th-century Bulgarian author, lawyer, and founder of organized tourism.
Unveiled in 2016, the statue by artist Boris Borisov depicts him with a suitcase and a signpost
pointing to destinations like Vienna, Prague, and Chicago. Stopped at ‘Sofia by Day’ Restaurant
on Vitosha Boulevard for drinks and an early dinner. Busy day so back to the hotel for the night.

Today is Saturday in Sofia: We met our fellow travelers and Stefan our tour director at this
morning’s briefing about the journey ahead. Soon after, we meet our Bulgarian National Guide,
who will join us for our journey through Bulgaria. Then we set out on a tour of Sofia, beginning
with a walking tour of the city center and visits to the huge neo-Byzantine Alexander Nevsky
Cathedral and the medieval Bulgarian Orthodox Boyana Church, a UNESCO site. Though both
houses of worship belong to the Orthodox tradition, the two offer completely different touring
experiences. The Nevsky Cathedral’s bulbous domes soar above central Sofia as one of the city’s
great symbols, while the Boyana Church’s humble exterior conceals a profusion of intricate
interior frescoes and murals dating to the 11th and 12th century. We then returned to our hotel
mid-afternoon; later, we listen as a local historian discusses the impact of Thracian-Roman culture
on the region. Our welcome dinner was at Shtastliveca furnished in traditional Bulgarian style. It
was a big place offering 185 seats, including 60 seats on the second floor decorated like an indoor
garden terrace. Mike and | ate here on our first night in Sofia.

Our first stop with the group was at Alexander Nevsky Cathedral. As one of the largest Eastern
Orthodox cathedrals in the world, the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, located in Bulgaria’s capital
Sofia serves as one of the nation’s primary tourist attractions. The cathedral was built to honor
Russian soldiers who died during the Russo-Turkish War of 1877, after which Bulgaria was
liberated from Ottoman rule, and was named after Saint Alexander Nevsky, a Russian prince in
the early 13th century. The foundations were laid down in 1882 but structure was not completed
until 1912. The main features are the cathedral’s central dome, which is 150 ft high and the bell
tower, which reaches 175 ft. The design and construction are representative of the trade boom
of the time as the marble parts and lighting fixtures were created in Munich, the metal elements
in Berlin, while the gates and mosaics were shipped from Venice.

An interesting and lesser-known fact is that the name was changed during The First World War to
the Sts. Cyril and Methodius Cathedral due to Bulgaria and Russia belonging to opposing alliances
during the war. Its original name was reinstated in 1920 and the cathedral was proclaimed a
monument of culture on September 12, 1924. The building lies in the center square of the capital
city in the vicinity of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, The Bulgarian Parliament and The
Monument to the Unknown Soldier, a small square and monument, which commemorates
soldiers who have perished in service of Bulgaria.

Our visit was on Saturday, 30™ of August 2025. On this day the area around the iconic Alexander
Nevsky Cathedral hosted the conclusion of the prestigious "Gala in Sofia 2025" event. Featuring
world-renowned opera stars such as Sonya Yoncheva, Placido Domingo, and José Carreras, the
event brings high-profile opera performances to the city’s heart, starting on August 28 and
culminating with a final, massive celebration on the 30th. The cathedral was full of people with
congregants forming long lines for the Eucharist (Holy Communion) following church services, a



central practice of Orthodox faith. These lines often included worshippers seeking blessings or
placing candles, with only Orthodox Christians permitted to participate in the sacrament.

We left the cathedral and passed the large bronze lion in the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral area. It
is part of the Monument to the Unknown Warrior. Situated adjacent to the St. Sophia Church,
this iconic, green-patinated lion statue acts as a sentinel for the eternal flame, representing
Bulgarian strength and guarding the memorial. The lion is the national symbol of Bulgaria. |
touched the back of the lion for good luck. It had been rubbed so much that the patina was worn
off.

Took a quick peek inside St. Sophia Church to get a photo of the baptismal font. The Saint Sofia
Church is the second oldest church in Sofia after the Rotunda St George, dating to the 6th century.
In the 14th century, the church gave its name to the city, previously known as Sredets. In the
predecessor building took place the Council of Serdica held most probably in 343 and attended
by 316 bishops. The Saint Sofia Church is now one of the most valuable pieces of Early Christian
architecture in Southeastern Europe. The present building is a cross basilica with three altars. The
floor of the church is covered with complex Early Christian ornamental or flora and fauna-themed
mosaics. The Saint Sofia Church stands in the middle of an ancient necropolis and many tombs
have been unearthed both under and near the church. Some of the tombs even feature frescoes.

In the area was the monument of Tsar Samuil. It commemorates the ruler of the First Bulgarian
Empire who reigned from 997-1014. Erected in 2015, the statue features the Tsar holding a staff
on a pedestal. The bronze statue honors his fierce resistance against the Byzantine Empire. It
famously featured glowing LED eyes, symbolizing his despair upon seeing his army blinded by
Basil II.

We walked by Independence Square, known as "The Largo," is the central, iconic square in Sofia
surrounded by major federal and government buildings. Built in the 1950s, this socialist-era
architectural ensemble includes the Presidency, the Council of Ministers, and the former
Communist Party House, situated in the city's political heart. Located directly under the square,
featuring excavated Roman ruins, called the Ancient Serdica Complex. We stopped at the
Presidential Palace located within this central area. It is the official office of the Bulgarian
President, built between 1954 and 1956. Known for its neoclassical, socialist-era design, it
features a courtyard containing the 4th-century St. George Rotunda. Guarding the entrance to
the palace were The National Guard that change every hour. The National Guards Unit of Bulgaria
at the Sofia Presidential Palace wears a distinctive 19th-century scarlet hussar-style uniform
established in 1883. Key elements include a crimson or white jacket (seasonal), dark blue
breeches with silver trim, black boots with spurs, and a cap featuring the Alexander star and eagle
feather.

Our guide took the group by other landmarks that Mike and | had already visited. We then
boarded the coach to take us to the Boyana Church. Located on the outskirts of Sofia nestled at
the foot of Vitosha Mountain, Boyana Church consists of three buildings. The eastern church was
built in the 10th century, then enlarged at the beginning of the 13th century by Sebastocrator



Kaloyan, who ordered a second two story building to be erected next to it. The frescoes in this
second church, painted in 1259, make it one of the most important collections of medieval
paintings. The ensemble is completed by a third church, built at the beginning of the 19th century.
This site is one of the most complete and perfectly preserved monuments of east European
medieval art. The Boyana Church is composed of three parts, each built at a different period - 10
century, 13th century and 19th century which constitute a homogenous whole. The church is
included in the UNESCO’s World Heritage List. We were taken in small groups of 10 inside the
Boyana Church by the local guide. Visitors are limited to 10-15 minutes inside the church with
the guide in attendance due to the delicate nature of the frescoes and to preserve the site. A visit
here is like stepping into a time capsule of art, faith, and history that few travelers get to
experience.

The grave of Tsaritsa Eleonora of Bulgaria is situated just outside the entrance to the church, in a
small garden area. Eleonora Reuss of Kostritz was a beloved Queen who helped save the church
from destruction in the early 20th century. After dying in Euxinograd on September 12, 1917, she
requested to be buried simply in this spot. The grave was vandalized by the Socialists, looting her
jewelry and the decorative stones, her remains brutally bulldozed back in the hole. With the
restoration of democracy in 1989, the original stones were excavated and the site was restored
back to its former glory.

Queen Eleonore was born a princess of Reuss on August 22, 1860 in the Prussian Province of
Brandenburg (present-day Poland). Her father was Prince Heinrich IV Reuss of Kostritz and her
mother was Princess Luise Caroline Reuss of Greiz. She was married in Coburg on the 28™ of
February 1908 to Prince Ferdinand of Bulgaria. She was already 43 years old when she became
Queen of Bulgaria. Despite Ferdinand’s cold treatment of her, she easily won over the affection
of her stepchildren, the Court and the hearts of the people, especially because she cared for the
wounded soldiers. An avid reader, she poured herself on American and English works. She earned
praise for her concern for the Bulgarians during the Balkan and First World wars, working tirelessly
to comfort the injured and the dying. It was even said that she had "a special gift for relieving
suffering.”

Funny story about this place. When Mike and | were done with our tour inside the church we
were free to wander around the area. Near the entrance was a small shop and café. We were
told that photos could be taken anywhere in this area. | noticed by the café some table and chairs
to sit at on the wall was a mural representing the original we saw in the church that you could
take a photo of. By the tables was a room with its door open. | noticed a painting of a group of
men that we saw the original in the church. | stood up from my chair and zoomed in on the copy.
“Uh-oh” up popped the face of one of the docents that was leaving the room and he was angry
at me. “What are you doing” he asked. “What are you talking about”, | asked. “Did you ask
permission to take a photo”, he said. “I need permission to take a photo of a copy”, | said. “Yes,
Yes”, he said. That’s just too weird | thought, so | smiled and walked away. This man was always
on the hunt to yell at other visitors that were just looking around and following the rules told to
them at the beginning of the visit. | always follow the rules and don’t like to be met with
aggression or unfair criticism. It was pretty funny later when | thought of the ambush. | did get



a photo of the copy and the man’s head was in the corner of my photo with an angry look on his
face with the anticipation of an attack on his target...lol

Today is Sunday, Sofia/Rila: our excursion features the Rila Monastery, founded in the 10th
century and rebuilt in the mid-19th century after a fire. A symbol of Slavic cultural identity, the
elaborate monastery — now a UNESCO site — houses about sixty monks in the forested Rila
mountains some 70 miles south of Sofia. It’s one of Bulgaria’s most important monuments; it
honors St. Ivan of Rila, a hermit who lived during the 10th century and stands as the patron saint
of Bulgaria. The hermit lived in a cave without any material possessions not far from the
monastery's location, while the complex was built by his students, who came to the mountains
to receive their education.

The erection of the residential buildings began in 1816, while a belfry was added to the Tower of
Hrelyu in 1844. Neofit Rilski founded a school in the monastery during the period. The monastery
is known as being one of the hideouts of Bulgarian revolutionaries such as Vassil Levski, Gotse
Delchev, and Peyo Yavorov. The frescoes, finished in 1846, are the work of many masters from
Bansko, Samokov and Razlog, including the famous brothers Zahari Zograf and Dimitar Zograf. The
church is also home to many valuable icons, dating from the 14th to the 19th century. Porticos in
the courtyard have Mamluk influence with the striped painting and the domes, which became
more popular in the Ottoman Empire after the conquest of Egypt.

Back at the hotel for a break before boarding the coach for dinner at Restaurant Vodenitzata
tucked in the foothills of Vitosha Mountain. Vodenitzata is set in a beautifully restored old
watermill, creating a charming, rustic atmosphere. It is the center for Bulgarian National Cuisine
and Folklore. We all sat at a long table and served family style platters of Bulgarian food. The
band was on the other side of the room consisting of four men playing a flute, accordion, guitar
and a large drum. They had on traditional Bulgarian men’s folk costumes. Their white tunic-like
shirts were embroidered with red and white designs. A lady joined the band dressed in a
traditional folk costume. She sang some songs and then a young girl joined them to dance for us.

The main event was getting started so we went outside to where people were gathering for
traditional Nestinarstvo fire dance. Inside a symmetrical circle pit live coals were glowing in the
darkness. The performance includes barefoot dancing on live embers, live folk music, and
traditional costumes. This ancient ritual originated from the cult of Dionysus. The first thing you
hear is the melody of the drummer. In a trance, the fire dancers move into the circle of celebrants,
and after the first dancer traverses the coals in the pattern of a cross, the other dancers enter the
fiery circle. The movements that the dancers make on the burning coals are intricate and orderly,
but nevertheless, their bare feet are not burned. Men appear and start raking on the coals so
they stay hot and glowing till the program was over. We had a pretty good view of the live folklore
program.

The rite of fire dancing is one of the oldest Bulgarian folk traditions and was once practiced by
ancient Thracians living near The White Sea. It is performed today in only a few mountain villages
in the Strandzha region, such as Bulgari, Kosti, and Brodilovo. By connecting and dancing with



the element of fire, Thracians believed to fall into ceremonial prayer trance, praising the Sun God
and asking him to deliver health, prosperity and fertility in the new year.

After the Nestinarstvo fire dance was over the party turned into a wedding celebration. The DJ
started playing and the dancing began with the wedding guests and the happily married couple.
Looked like everyone was having a really good time. Time to leave and board the coach to take
us back to our hotel.

***Interesting to know that in Bulgaria, nodding your head up-and-down means "no," while
shaking it side-to-side means "yes," the opposite of many Western cultures, with theories
pointing to resistance during Ottoman rule where locals would nod "yes" (meaning "no") to avoid
forced conversion, or potentially to ancient nomadic traditions, though the exact origin is
debated, and modern Bulgarians often adapt to international norms. And it’s not just Bulgaria.
Greece, Iran, Lebanon, Turkey and Egypt all follow the same method.

Today is Monday, Sofia/Plovdiv: Today we are going to Plovdiv. Plovdiv is an ancient city built
around 7 hills, in southern Bulgaria. The Regional Archaeological Museum chronicles the city’s
history, with exhibits including mosaic panels, clay lamps and early coins. The Roman-era Ancient
Theatre of Philippopolis, which once seated around 6,000, now hosts opera and concerts.

Enroute to Plovdiv, we stop for a cooking demonstration and lunch of Bulgarian specialties,
including the traditional pastry Banitsa, made by enclosing layers of egg and cheese in delicate
pastry dough. We stopped at a private home and were met by the lady of the house dressed in
a beautiful traditional costume with flowers in her hair. She took us through a garden to a building
where we were told to put on aprons and meet her inside. Here we are going to have hands-on
experience making Banitsa (salty pastry with eggs, cheese, and yogurt). A long table was set up
and plates and bowls of flour and cheese. We were all to take a spot in front of a plate. To speed
things up the host told us that she would show us how to make the dough with a mixture of
whisked eggs, plain yogurt. She had plates of dough already prepared and gave us pans of the
dough. Now our job was to make small balls of dough dip them in some melted oil and stretch
the dough with our fingers till they were thin rounds. Put them on the plate and keep making
them till all the dough was used. She would then show us how to assemble the Banitsa. Put a
dough round down put the cheese on top and continue repeating the process till a large round
was tucked in a pan and oiled on top to be baked till brown.

After we all got cleaned up, we gathered at a nice outdoor covered area with a long wooden table
to have lunch. The host brought out a freshly made Banitsa, salad, poached eggs, sausages and
for dessert cheesecake with blue berries. Quite the feast. We had time to walk around the
gardens and thank our host for a wonderful time. Late in the afternoon we reached Grand Hotel
Plovdiv for two nights.

Today is Tuesday, Plovdiv: and we set out this morning on a walking tour of Plovdiv’s charming
old town, with its cobbled streets and beautifully restored colorful houses. Set on three of the
city’s seven hills, the old town features remnants of its Roman past, including the well-preserved



theater (c. 1st century CE), which can hold as many as 7,000 spectators and is still in use today.
We walked together to tour old town.

On the way we passed the Eastern Gate of Philippopolis one of the three entrances of the ancient
city that have been discovered in Plovdiv. The gate was built on the main road to Byzantium and
the Bosphorus. On our route we saw the temple of St. Nedelya an imposing three-nave pseudo-
basilica with a three-apse altar. The three naves are separated by six pairs of wooden columns.
We didn’t get to look inside the temple.

We entered Plovdiv's old town through Hisar Kapia a medieval gate built in the 11th century AD
over the foundations of a gate from Roman times (probably from the 2nd century AD). Hisar Kapia
is one of the three entrances (Eastern, Northern and Southern) to the acropolis of ancient Plovdiv.
During the rule of the Ottoman Empire revival houses were embedded in the remains of the old
stone walls around the gate.

We walked down the cobblestone street and passed Nedkovich House a historic 19th-century
residence built in 1863 for Nikola Nedkovich, a prominent merchant and public figure, the house
is a prime example of Bulgarian National Revival architecture with European classicism influences.
It houses a collection of rugs from the Chiprovtsi and Kotel schools, including large, 10-meter-
long carpets, as well as an authentic collection of intimate ladies’ underwear.

The next house we saw was the Dimitar Georgiadi House. It is built on the remains of ancient
Roman buildings, on sloping terrain and its foundations rest on a natural rock, which makes it
stable. Itis one of the most beautiful and impressive houses in the old town. Today it is working
as a historical museum. The house was built in 1848 by the Rhodopes master Haji George, who is
the ultimate architect of National Revival mansions, and is one of the best models of the wide
spread type of the Plovdiv "symmetrical house”. It was once owned by the Plovdiv merchant
Dimiter Georgiadi. It was ordered as a present to his wife by her father, the fabrics trader Georgi
Kendindenoglu.

The next house was the Plovdiv Regional Ethnographic Museum occupied since 1938. It was once
the 1847 house of the merchant, Argir Kuyumdzhioglu. It’s bigger than the other houses and
serves as a perfect home for the museum’s collection of Bulgarian folk culture items. The
museum’s facade is one of the most beautiful ones in Plovdiv’s old town. The museum features
six exhibitions, each occupying a separate room. You can wander through rooms filled with
authentic folk costumes, intricate jewelry, and reconstructed workshops for pottery and copper-
smithing.

Our guide took us to the Archaeological Complex ‘Nebet Tepe’. Nebet Tepe is one of the hills of
Plovdiv where the ancient town was founded. The earliest settlements on Nebet Tepe are dated
back to 4000 BC. The site was first settled by Thracians, later expanded by Philip Il of Macedon
and the Roman Empire. It is nowadays in the very heart of the city and offers magnificent views
of the center and other parts of Plovdiv.



We peeked inside Saints Constantine and Helena Orthodox Church. It is considered to be among
the oldest churches in the city. It was built in 337 at the site of an ancient pagan temple in the
acropolis on one of the fortified hills. The church is named after Emperor Constantine the Great
and his mother Helen. In 304, at the place where the church is today, upon the persecution of
Emperor Diocletian against the Christians, the martyrs Severian and Memons were decapitated.
Before them, 38 martyrs from Plovdiv were also persecuted because of their faith.

We passed the Lamartin House it was owned by Plovdiv merchant Georgi Mavridi. It was built by
some unknown master-builder in 1829- 1830 and is one of the biggest and most beautiful
symmetrical houses in the Old City. It was brand new and in its full splendor of a remarkable
architectural creation, when the great French poet and traveler Alphonse de Lamartine stayed
there in the summer of 1833, on his way back from a journey to the Middle East. According to his
travelogues, when he reached the city under the hills, a young and handsome man was the first
to reach him, and speaking in Italian, he explained to him that since he had touched him first, he
had to agree to stay at his home. Thus, on the evening of August 2, 1833, the French guest came
to the house of Georgi Mavridi on Dzhambaz Tepe. Lamartine was fascinated by the house, which
was furnished in European style. The building still exists today and although it is not the only one
where the Frenchman stayed, it’s the only one to preserve the memory and survive earthquakes,
wildfires and encroachments of ignorant rulers who destroyed many beautiful examples of
Bulgarian Revival architecture. It survived with the memory. Because Lamartine was the first
French diplomat to officially raise the issue of the freedom of Bulgarians and their right to have
their own state. He claimed that Bulgarians are fully prepared and worthy of their freedom.

With time on our own we went to The Temple of Saint Archangels (Holy Archangels Michael and
Gabriel) a small, peaceful, and historic Eastern Orthodox church located in the heart of Plovdiv's
Old Town, Bulgaria, often described as a hidden gem. It is noted for its artistic, traditional
architecture and is located on Djambaz Tepe, (one of Plovdiv’s hills). The church features
traditional Bulgarian Orthodox design with a dome, decorative brickwork, arched windows (some
with stained glass), and distinct blue floral patterns painted under the roofline. In front of this
holy place, there is a huge panoramic terrace, which reveals impressive views of the southern
part of the city under the hills.

Continuing exploring we went to the Roman Theatre of Philippopolis located at Roman Stadium
Square. The Roman theatre of Philippopolis is one of the world's best-preserved ancient Roman
theatres, located in the city center of modern Plovdiv, Bulgaria, once the ancient city of
Philippopolis. It was constructed in the 1st century AD, probably during the reign of Domitian.
The theatre can host between 5,000 and 7,000 spectators and it is currently in use. The spectator
seats are orientated to the south, towards the ancient city in the lowland and the Rhodope
Mountains.

Similar to all the theatres on the territory of the Roman Empire, in the theatre of Trimontium the
honorary spectator seats were inscribed. There were inscriptions not only for the representatives
of the city council but also for magistrates, friends of the Emperor, etc. The theatre was only found



in the early 1970s due to a landslide. This caused a major archaeological excavation, including the
removal of some 4.5 m of earth covering what was left hidden by the landslide.

Stopped to look at the bronze statue of Alexander Geirguev Nikolov (1916-1961), nickname Sasho
Sladura a famous Plovdiv violinist and musician. In September 2002 a monument of him was
erected in the space between the Academy of Music, Dance and Fine Arts and the Ancient
Theater. Alexander graduated from an Italian school in Plovdiv, the St. Augustine French College
in Plovdiv and then studied music at the Prague Conservatory. After returning to Bulgaria and
after the disbandment of the Royal Symphony Orchestra, he began playing as a solo violinist in
the orchestra of the restaurant at the Hotel Bulgaria,

Known for his wit and anti-socialist jokes, he was persecuted by the communist regime, sent to
the Sunny Beach labor camp in 1961, and killed. He was killed after beatings, ill-treatment,
humiliation and ridicule. Tonsillitis is written as the cause of death in the death certificate.

In the area was a bronze sculpture of the prominent 20th-century Bulgarian artist, Tsanko
Lavrenov (1896-1978) a notable painter influenced by symbolism and secession. The statue is
located on a bench at the entrance of Saborna Hall in the Old Town of Plovdiv. It depicts the artist
holding a large, empty picture frame through which visitors can pose for photographs. Itis one
of several emblematic statues in Plovdiv's city center, alongside others like the statue of Miljo and
the musician Sasho Sladura.

Walking back to city center we took photos of a mural on a building. The mural is a sgraffito piece
created in 1978 by artist Georgi Bozhilov, nickname Slona meaning “The Elephant” and architect
Petko Kekemanov. It depicts Hristo G. Danov, a prominent 19th-century Bulgarian publisher,
intellectual, and city mayor. Bozhilov was born in Plovdiv and graduated from the Higher Institute
of Fine Arts in Sofia in 1959, specializing in decorative and monumental painting. Petko
Kekemanov was an architect known for his work in Plovdiv, Bulgaria, rather than solely an artist.
He was part of a group that successfully advocated for the preservation of houses in Plovdiv,
leading to the creation of an architectural reserve.

We passed the Roman Stadium of Philippopolis located in the city center. Built in the 2nd century
AD during the reign of Emperor Hadrian, it was one of the largest sports arenas in the Balkan
Peninsula. The stadium could accommodate approximately 30,000 spectators and was used for
games and athletic competitions. Today, only the northern curved part of the stadium is visible,
with the rest lying beneath the city's main pedestrian street. The ruins are now a major tourist
attraction, surrounded by modern shops, cafes, and buildings.

We found the statue of Milyo the Crazy, located on the main pedestrian street. The statue
commemorates a real local character named Milyo, known for being easy-going, good-natured,
and allegedly smart, despite often being a laughingstock. He is depicted with his left hand cupped
to his ear, symbolizing his readiness to listen to anyone's secrets or stories. It is believed that
rubbing his legs brings luck in love.



We stopped to look at the Stefan Stambolov Square fountain. It is located directly in front of the
Plovdiv Town Hall. The fountain is also known by locals as the "Pelican fountain” due to the bird
statues that serve as spouts, or as "Kopchetata" (the Buttons) because of the unique button-
shaped seats surrounding it. It is a central and popular gathering place in the city center, often
busy with people. In antiquity, Roman baths existed in the area of the square, the remains of
which were discovered in the 1930s. During the Ottoman period, the Aladzha Mosque (Colored
Mosque) was erected on the site.

We saw the Roman Forum of Philippopolis located at the opposite end of Knyaz Alexander Street.
It is a rectangular forum surrounded by the ruins of several ancient administrative buildings at
the center of the ancient city of Philippopolis. It was the center of public, administrative,
commercial and religious life in the ancient city.

After lunch with the group, we had time on our own and went to the Bishop’s Basilica of
Philippopolis. The Bishop’s Basilica of Philippopolis is truly one of the most impressive ancient
Roman sites you’ll find in Bulgaria. It dates back to the 4th-6th centuries AD, when Plovdiv was
known as Philippopolis. The Bishop's Basilica is located near the City Park.

This isn’t just any basilica — it’s one of the largest early Christian churches in the entire Balkans.
What | found truly impressive were the mosaic floors, which span over 2,000 square meters. The
mosaics feature intricate patterns, floral designs, and over 100 different types of birds, all
depicted with incredible detail. A combo ticket gets you into the nearby small basilica, its story
and past similar to the larger one. An apartment was set to be built on the site when mosaics
were discovered, sparking a brief restoration in 1983.

On 26 September 2014, a project for the restoration and conservation of the basilica was
presented, according to which the remains of the ancient church will become a museum complex
of a modern type. Today we saw the reconstruction of the mosaic floors and marble columns on
two floors. The floor mosaics from ancient Philippopolis, which have already been excavated and
investigated, come from two basic periods: 2nd-3rd centuries and 4th-6th centuries. The first
period mosaics belonged to thermae and representative buildings and have an air of western
influence.

The Bishop’s Basilica of Philippopolis, houses over 2,000 square meters of 4th-6th century Roman
mosaics, renowned for 100+ unique, vibrant bird images symbolizing Paradise. Key, well-
preserved imagery features a "Fountain of Life" scene with two peacocks.

We purchased the combo ticket that allowed us to enter the nearby Small Basilica of Philippopolis.
The Small Basilica was discovered during rescue archaeological excavations, carried out in the
centre of Plovdiv from 1988 to 1989. It is located on the eastern outskirts of the fortified city of
Philippopolis, in close proximity to the fortification wall and to the east of the Bishop's Basilica.
The 5th century basilica floor is covered with polychrome mosaics laid in opus tesselatum,
depicting mostly ornamental-geometric and floral images.



What | was looking for was the deer (harts) mosaic near the old baptismal font. When the basilica
was restored, the mosaic floor was buried under the brick floor of the restored basilica, and the
new tripartite narthex’s foundations destroyed parts of the mosaics. A baptistery contains a deep
cruciform baptismal font (piscina) in its floor was added at the basilica’s northeastern corner. The
floor was initially covered with bricks over which was later laid a polychrome mosaic depicting
pairs of deer and birds surrounded by an intricate frame. Its exquisite polychrome figures of two
stags and a couple of doves - traditional Christian symbols, which, together with the piscina,
represent the Spring of Life scene. With its cross-shaped piscina and picturesque figurative
images, the baptistery is so far the only monument of its kind in Bulgaria that has been conserved
and displayed. The Small Basilica has been open to tourist visits since the beginning of May 2014.
The floor prominently features deer and birds, often associated with paradise in Christian
iconography.

The Small Basilica restoration was carried out with the support of The America for Bulgaria
Foundation (ABF). ABF is an independent, nonpartisan, and nonpolitical American grant-making
foundation working in partnership with Bulgarians to strengthen the country’s private sector and
related democratic institutions. ABF seeks to enhance the longstanding legacy of goodwill and
friendship between the American and Bulgarian people. Through its grants, ABF represents the
generous spirit of the American people and embodies the highest standards of US ethical
conduct, transparency, and core values.

Today is Wednesday we are traveling to the Black Sea resort of Varna, stopping en route in
Nessebar, “Pearl of the Black Sea,” whose entire ancient city stands as a UNESCO site. Indeed,
the site functions as a hybrid village/museum, where contemporary residents coexist alongside
three millennia of history and occupation by various cultures. We see ruins and archaeological
sites here, most of which date from the Hellenistic period. After time to explore and enjoy lunch
on our own here, we continue on to Varna and our hotel. We dine together tonight at a local
restaurant.

Near the entrance to the Old Town of Nessebar, overlooking the Black Sea was the Statue of Saint
Nicholas the Wonderworker, the patron saint of sailors and fishermen, as a guardian figure. This
sculpture has become a new symbol for the ancient settlement of Nessebar. The birds perched
on the statue are cormorants, which are common in the area. Itis a striking sculpture overlooking
the South Nessebar Bay harbor. Created by Stavri Kalinov a renowned Bulgarian sculptor.

Nessebar is a town in Burgas Province, on Bulgaria’s Black Sea coast. The cobbled streets of the
old town, which sits on a promontory, are lined with ruins such as Byzantine-era fortifications and
baths. The ruins of the 5th-century Church of St. Sofia include stone columns and large arched
windows. The 11th-century Church of St. Stephen houses hundreds of mural paintings and a
huge, richly decorated altarpiece.

We entered at the ruins of the fortress walls and stopped at the Church of Christ Pantocrator. This
medieval Eastern Orthodox church was built between the 13th and 14th centuries. It is known
for its picturesque architectural style, featuring decorative brickwork, stone, and ceramic



elements. Today, it no longer functions as a church but often houses art exhibitions. With time
on our own we ventured down the cobblestone streets lined with shops and restaurants. The
town is famous for its combination of cobblestone streets, traditional white houses with wooden
balconies, and ancient churches.

We stopped to look at the Church of Saint John The Baptist, is a cruciform church that dates back
to the 11" century and is a well- preserved example of Byzantine-era architecture. The Church is
a domed cruciform church, built of undressed stone. It is one of the best-preserved churches in
Nessebar. The structure of the church consists of two cylindrical vaults which intersect in the
center of the composition. The masonry is crushed stone and pebbles and the facades were
probably smoothly plastered. The altar space consists of three semi-circular apses. Four massive
pillars support the dome and form the cross. Inside the church the walls are smooth and
unbroken. The exterior is simple without decorative niches and ceramic plaques, typical of the
ornamental style. Bricks were used as a decorative element over the entrance, in the jagged
cornices and around the windows.

Some frescoes in the church have been preserved dating from later periods. The faded portraits
of the donor and his contemporaries on the southern wall and the fragments beneath the dome
date from the 14th century and the others are from the 16th and 17th centuries.

Next, we stopped at the ruins of the Hagia Sophia Church this Eastern Orthodox Basilica was
constructed during the 5th to 6th century. It was formerly known as the "Old Bishopric" and
served as the cathedral of the ancient city of Mesembria. It is situated in the old quarter of the
town which is part of the UNESCO World Heritage Site list. The Hagia Sophia Church predates
Istanbul's famous Grand Mosque of the same name by almost a century.

It is a three-nave basilica with a semicircular apse, a three-part narthex and an atrium (an inner
yard). The central nave is separated from the two side aisles with orthogonal stone columns and
brick arches. Above there is a second arcade. There are three arch windows over the apse at the
East Side and a two slopes roof structure, not preserved. The apse possesses a synthronon, which
can be seen today. Inside the church is plastered up and covered with frescoes.

We went inside the Church of St. Stephen a former Eastern Orthodox church that has been
converted into a museum. The oldest parts of the structure date back to the 11th century, with
significant extensions added in later centuries. The church has been restored and enlarged several
times and is difficult to be dated exactly. The eastern part is the oldest and probably dates from
the 11th century. Some centuries later the church was enlarged by adding a new structure to the
west,

The interior of the church is richly adorned with hundreds of murals by three artists, depicting
scenes from the life of the Virgin Mary, biblical miracles, and Judgement Day. A notable feature
is the painted wooden iconostasis that embellishes the altar area. Aniconostasis is a solid, tiered,
and often ornately decorated wall of icons separating the nave (congregation area) from the
sanctuary (altar) in Eastern Orthodox and Byzantine Catholic churches. Functioning as a symbolic



bridge between heaven and earth, this structure typically features three doors (the central Royal
Doors and two side Deacon’s doors) and displays specific, traditional iconographic scenes, most
notably Christ and the Theotokos.

We went over to look at the Black Sea. We found the historic watch tower situated at the end of
the harbor breakwater. Dating primarily from the Byzantine or Medieval eras, it is part of the
ancient fortifications that once protected this 3,000-year-old settlement. It is a cylindrical stone
tower, often featured in images overlooking the Black Sea and the ruins of the city's ancient walls.
It serves as a reminder of Nessebar's history as a fortified city, guarding against invaders. The area
around the tower offers scenic, panoramic views of the sea, the Old Town, and the nearby resorts
of Sunny Beach and Saint Vlas.

Located by the watch tower was the ruins of the Church of St. John Aliturgetos. It is a prime
example of medieval Byzantine architecture, featuring characteristic colorful brickwork. The
structure was heavily damaged during an earthquake in 1913 and is no longer an active church,
though it has been partially refurbished.

It was time for lunch so we went to the Familia Fish & Grill overlooking the North Port with sea
views. We found a table with a nice view and the food was wonderful. The cuisine offered fresh
seafood dishes. Mike had the mussels in white wine with garlic and dill and | had the large prawns
with a side dish of roasted potatoes. Mike also ordered skewers of peeled shrimp with sweet chili
sauce and some freshly baked ciabatta bread. What a feast! Went back to the coach to continue
on to Varna and our hotel. We arrived at the Rosslyn Dimyat Hotel in Varna and later we joined
the group for dinner. Dinner was at a local residence where the owner entertained the group
with his stories of wine making and we sampled several different wines. Plates of cheese,
tomatoes, olives, pickles, salad and bread were at each table. It was back to the hotel for the
night.

Today is Thursday we are now in Varna. Varna is a port city and seaside resort on Bulgaria's Black
Sea, next to the coastal resorts of Golden Sands, St. Konstantin and Albena. A bar-lined waterfront
promenade fronts 19th-century Primorski Park.

The Varna Archaeological Museum is among the largest museums in the country. It houses some
of the most remarkable and valuable monuments of world culture. It has become a cultural and
scientific center with many highly qualified specialists. Located in a stunning 19th-century New
Renaissance building that formerly served as a girls' high school, the museum showcases over
100,000 artifacts tracing the region's history from the Paleolithic Age through the Ottoman
period. It's famous for the "Gold of Varna,” 6,000-year-old Thracian jewelry discovered in a
necropolis, which is displayed inside the Archaeological Museum, along with Greek, Roman and
Ottoman antiquities.

The Varna Necropolis Treasure: This collection includes over 3,000 gold items (weighing roughly
6kg) discovered in a Copper Age burial ground. The most famous find is Grave 43, the burial of a



high-status male adorned with more gold than has been found in the rest of the world from that
entire epoch combined.

The museum houses the world's oldest, 6,500-year-old, Copper Age gold, discovered in the Varna
Necropolis. The most famous, Grave 43, features a high-status male skeleton adorned with over
3,000 gold items—including heavy bracelets, necklaces, a scepter, and a penis sheath—plus
copper tools, flint blades, and pottery, indicating a complex, hierarchical society. The "Varna
Man" (Grave 43): Excavated in the 1970s, this grave contained the highest concentration of gold,
weighing several kilograms. The skeleton is believed to be a leader, ruler, or master smith, lying
on its back with arm rings and a, likely ceremonial, scepter.

One artifact in a glass case was called “The Goddess of the Lake” the tentative name given to a
specific archaeological artifact found near the Varna Lake in Bulgaria. Itis a clay anthropomorphic
head, dating back to the Late Eneolithic period, specifically between 4500 and 4000 BC. The Varna
Necropolis is internationally recognized as a key archaeological site, famous for yielding the oldest
gold treasure and jewelry in the world. The "Goddess of the Lake" is one of the important finds
that help tell the story of this ancient civilization. It features a stylized face with elongated eyes,
a prominent nose, and a wide mouth. There are distinctive small circular holes along the jawline
and on the ears, possibly used for attaching ornaments or representing piercings.

On this morning’s tour we also went to the Dormition of the Mother of God Cathedral the largest
church building in Varna and the third-largest cathedral in Bulgaria. The cathedral is built in the
Byzantine style, with plans drawn up by the architect Mass of Odessa. It is known for its high,
gleaming golden domes and intricate stone carvings. The first stone was laid in 1880, and the
cathedral was officially opened on August 30, 1886 it is the residence of the bishopric of Varna
and Preslav and one of the symbols of Varna. The interior features a finely carved iconostasis, a
bishop's throne, ornate frescoes, and icons painted on the walls and dome.

We all walked down to visit the ruins of the Roman Thermae. Situated in the southeastern part
of modern-day Varna, it was known as Odessus during the Roman era. These ruins are the
remains of a massive public bath complex built in the late 2nd century AD during the Roman
Empire. It includes remnants of traditional Roman bathing areas for cold, warm, and hot water.

Time on our own the rest of the day Mike and | walked through the neighborhood to the National
Maritime Museum an outdoor museum located at 2 “Primorski” Blvd., is a comprehensive
institution founded on May 20, 1923, dedicated to Bulgaria’s maritime history. It features
extensive exhibits on the construction of the fleet, naval battles, and merchant shipping, including
a popular open-air display with a ship visitors can board. It is situated in the Sea Garden
(Primorski Park). The historic Bulgarian torpedo boat Drazki was on display a French-built torpedo
boat that entered service with the Bulgarian Navy in the early 20th century. Also featured were
a collection of anchor types, naval mines, vessels and a Mil Mi-4, a Soviet transport helicopter
often referred to by its NATO reporting name, "Hound", and a collection of sea mines and
cannons.



Located in the park was the Varna Aguarium a historic public aquarium and scientific institution
inaugurated in 1932. The building's architecture is in the neoclassical style, designed by architect
Dabko Dabkov. The exhibition focuses on the flora and fauna of the Black Sea, featuring over 140
fish species, along with Mediterranean and exotic marine life.

We strolled through Primorski Park past the Astronomical Observatory and Planetarium "Nicolaus
Copernicus”. We saw the ‘Fountain of the Sirens’ situated north of the Morsko Casino in the Sea
Garden Park. Construction beganin 1926 as part of a project to develop Varna's coastal area. The
project was initiated by Mayor Petar Stoyanov and park designer Anthon Novak. One of the most
emblematic and romantic spots in the park, the fountain features a central sculpture depicting
three sirens supporting a large shell, with three children playing on top. One child holds a large
fish while water spouts from its mouth.

We went to the waterfront to the beach and stopped in the Monkeys Restaurant located in the
central entrance of the Sea Garden. Good food and drinks and offered stunning sea views and
the busy beach. Walked back Rosslyn Dimyat Hotel where we will be staying tonight. On the way
we stopped for Mike to have a glass of Primator IPA (India Pale Ale) beer from the Pivovar Nachod
brewery.

Today is Friday: We leave Bulgaria today and head north into Romania. Along the way, we visit
two Bulgarian UNESCO sites: the late 7th-century rock relief carving of a horseman on the Madara
Plateau and the Thracian Tomb of Sveshtari, a 3rd-century BC architectural marvel with its painted
murals and carved female figures. This tomb features the only example of this type of decoration
found in the Thracian lands. We enjoy our last lunch in Bulgaria and then cross the border to
Romania where we continue on to Bucharest, arriving late afternoon. We dine together tonight
at a local restaurant.

We stopped to marvel at the famous rock relief the Madara Rider (or Madara Horseman) located
near the village of Madara in northeastern Bulgaria. The relief depicts a horseman triumphing
over a lion, accompanied by a dog at the horse's hooves. The man in his right hand, holds the
bridles of the horse, and in his left hand, raised upwards, he holds a glass or a drinking horn. The
lion squatted in front of him, is stabbed by a spear. This is a triumphant scene, indisputably
praising the head of state. According to recent research, the Madara Horseman represents
Bulgarian Khan Tervel (701-721), implied by the inscriptions around it, carved in Greek letters in
the Greek language.

It is a UNESCO World Heritage site, recognized as a unique monument of the First Bulgarian
Empire from the early 8th century. Carved approximately 23 meters up a 100-meter-high cliff
face, itis the only rock relief of its kind in Europe from this period. The monument features several
important historical inscriptions in Medieval Greek surrounding the carving. It lies within an
archaeological reserve that includes other archaeological monuments, up to 2000 years old. The
defined boundaries, and the protection zone, ensure the conservation of the property's
surrounding. After the ticket booth we climbed 200 steps to see the Madara Rider.



We leave this magical place and continue to the ‘Thracian Tomb of Sveshtari’, located near the
village of Sveshtari. This 3rd century BC tomb was discovered in 1982 and is recognized as a
UNESCO World Heritage Site. The Thracian tomb reflects the fundamental structural principles
of Thracian cult buildings. The tomb's architectural decor is considered to be unique, with
polychrome half-human, half-plant caryatids and painted murals. The ten female figures carved
in high relief on the walls of the central chamber and the decorations of the lunette in its vault
are the only examples of this type found so far in the Thracian lands. It is an exceptional
monument of the Getae, a Thracian people who were in contact with the Hellenistic and
Hyperborean worlds, according to ancient geographers.

In 2012, archaeologists uncovered a significant treasure near the village. The treasure included a
golden ring, 44 female figure depictions and 100 golden buttons, found in 150 tombs from the
4th century BC. It has been suggested that it is part of the site of the Getan city of Helis.

We enjoyed our last lunch in Ruse and then crossed the border of Bulgaria to Romania. We
arrived at our hotel the ‘InterContinental Athenee Palace’ in Bucharest located next to the
Romanian Athenaeum a famous concert hall in Bucharest. After settling in at our hotel we met
with our guide and fellow travelers for dinner at ‘Casa Romaneasca Restaurant’ a rustic dining
establishment with local Romanian dishes, often described as Haiducec.

Today is Saturday in Bucharest: Today we see the highlights of the Romanian capital on our city
tour that features Revolution Square and a visit to the Soviet-era 1,100-room Palace of
Parliament, the second largest government building in the world after the Pentagon. After
exploring this massive political center, we then head to the National Village Museum, with
Romanian monuments, buildings, and artifacts dating from the 17th to early 20th centuries.
Lunch is included today, and dinner tonight is on our own in this lively city.

Our guide walked us past the Central University Library inaugurated in 1895. Situated in front of
the library was the Equestrian Statue of Carol | on horseback on a granite pedestal.

We went to ‘Revolution Square’ is a square in central Bucharest, on Calea Victoriei. Known as
Palace Square until 1989, it was renamed after the Romanian Revolution of December 1989. The
former Royal Palace, the Athenaeum, the Athénée Palace Hotel, the University of Bucharest
Library and the Memorial of Rebirth are located here. Located in Revolution Square is the
‘Memorial of Rebirth’ that commemorates the struggles and victims of the Romanian Revolution
of 1989 that overthrew Communism. It features a 25-meter-high marble pillar with a metal
"crown™ on top. The monument was designed by Alexandru Ghildus and inaugurated in 2005.
The structure is sometimes colloquially referred to by locals as "the potato on a skewer".

We were met in the square and there a guest speaker spoke to us about his personal experiences
and participation in the 1989 Romanian Revolution. The Revolution was characterized by
widespread public uprisings that began in Timisoara on December 16, 1989, and spread to
Bucharest, culminating in the execution of Nicolae and Elena Ceausescu on Christmas Day 1989.



Near the square was the Union of Romanian Architects Building a striking, controversial landmark
that merges a restored 19th-century French Renaissance-style villa with a modern, 7-floor glass
tower. Designed by architects Dan Marin and Zeno Bogdanescu in 2003, it represents a unique
synthesis of architectural styles, rising from the ruins of a building burned during the 1989
revolution.

We walked to the coach and went to park near the Palace of Parliament. From the parking lot
you could see the ‘People’s Salvation Cathedral’ the largest Eastern Orthodox cathedral in the
world, standing 417-436 feet tall. The cathedral serves as the patriarchal cathedral of the
Romanian Orthodox Church, designed to last 1,000 years to act as a lasting national symbol.

We walked over to the steps to enter the ‘Palace of the Parliament (also known as Casa Poporului
or People's House). The Palace of the Parliament, initially designed during Communist times as
the People's House or the House of the Republic, is the seat of the Parliament of Romania, located
atop Dealul Spirii in Bucharest, the national capital. The building was designed and supervised by
chief architect Anca Petrescu, with a team of approximately 700 architects, and constructed over
a period of 13 years (1984-1997) in modernist Neoclassical architectural forms and styles, with
socialist realism in mind.

Known for its ornate interior composed of 23 sections, the palace houses the two chambers of
the Parliament of Romania: The Senate (Senat) and the Chamber of Deputies (Camera
Deputatilor), the Constitutional Court, along with three museums and an international
conference centre. The building has eight underground levels, the deepest housing a nuclear
bunker, linked to main state institutions by (12.4 mi) of tunnels. Nicolae Ceausescu feared nuclear
war. The bunker is a room with (4.9 ft) concrete walls said to be impervious to radiation. The
shelter is composed of a main hall — headquarters which would have had telephone connections
with all military units in Romania — and several residential apartments for state leadership, to be
used in the event of war.

Among the materials are 3,500 tonnes of crystal — 480 chandeliers, 1,409 ceiling lights and mirrors
were manufactured; 700,000 tonnes of steel and bronze for monumental doors and windows,
chandeliers and capitals; (35,000,000 cu ft) of marble, (32,000,000 cu ft) of wood (over 95%
domestic) for parquet and wainscotting, including walnut, oak, sweet cherry, elm, sycamore
maple; (2,200,000 sq ft) of woollen carpets of various dimensions (machines had to be moved
inside the building to weave some of the larger carpets); velvet and brocade curtains adorned
with embroideries and passementeries in silver and gold

The Palace of the Parliament has featured in a variety of films, most famously as the Vatican in
the 2018 horror film The Nun. Other films include War Dogs, starring Jonah Hill; Dying of the Light,
starring Nicolas Cage; and What About Love (2022), starring Sharon Stone and Andy Garcia.

We left and went for lunch at the historic Caru’ cu Bere restaurant, located in Bucharest’s Old
Town. Established in 1879, it is one of the oldest and most famous beer halls in the city, renowned
for its stunning Neo-Gothic architecture featuring painted vaults. The restaurant serves



traditional Romanian cuisine, including popular dishes like sarmale (cabbage rolls) and mititei
(grilled sausages). It offers a lively atmosphere often accompanied by live entertainment, such
as traditional music and dance. A string quartet of ladies played music for the customers.

Caru’ cu Bere is a symbol of Bucharest, the capital city of Romania, but the people who started
this story came from beyond the Carpathian Mountains, from Transylvania. In the year 1879, on
Calea Victoriei (the road of Victory) Street, there was a brewery named La Carul cu Bere (At the
beer wagon), run by lon Cabasanu. The origin of the brewery’s name is easy to guess, as the beer
was brought to the brewery by horse-drawn wagons. In this brewery, lon and Gheorghe Mircea,
the nephews of the owner practiced the art of beer craftsmanship. They were later joined by their
younger brother, Nicolae Mircea who in 1899 with help from a bank credit he started the
construction of the Caru cu Bere building. Today the building is classified as a Historical and
Architectural Monument.

Our coach driver took us past the Arcul de Triumf (Triumphal Arch) in Bucharest. Originally built
as a temporary wooden structure in 1922, it was rebuilt into its current stone and concrete form
between 1935 and 1936. The monument stands (89 feet) tall and features sculptures created by
prominent Romanian artists. Military parades are held underneath the arch annually on
December 1st, marking Romania's National Day.

We then headed to the Dimitrie Gusti National Village Museum, with Romanian monuments,
buildings, and artifacts dating from the 17th to early 20th centuries. It is an open-air museum
founded in 1936, showcasing authentic houses and farms from different regions of Romania. The
museum contains 123 authentic peasant settlements, 363 monuments and over 50,000 artefacts
from around Romania. Structures in the museum ranged from the 17th to the 20th century,
representative of different ethnographic regions

We went to see the Church from Timiseni, a traditional Romanian wooden church built in 1774 in
the village of Timiseni, Farcasesti, in Gorj county, before being moved to the museum. It features
a distinctive tall, steep, shingled roof and a slender spire. These traditional churches were often
built without the use of nails, using expertly carved wooden planks and beams. The interior of
the church contains 18th-century paintings on wood, including votive portraits of the painters.
We saw a traditional semi-buried (bordei) house, a style of dwelling partially built underground
to provide natural insulation against extreme temperatures. The roof is heavily thatched with
straw or reeds, blended into the ground level to appear almost invisible from a distance.

Interesting was a wooden historic windmill, dating back to the 19t century from Sarichioi, Tulcea
County transferred and reassembled in the museum in 1953. This type of windmill was used for
grinding cereals, customary in the Dobrogea landscape since the 16" century. There are other
such windmills in the village, one from Valea Nucarilor and one from Enisala. The one we saw
was built on a stone base, with an oak frame, and the walls and roof are made of fir planks. We
saw a wine press made in 1864 as an annex to the owner’s house and transferred to the museum
in 1991. The installation is sheltered under a shed (“kelter” in Saxton dialect) made of wood, with



aridged roof covered with scalloped roof tiles. The way it works was described on an information
panel by the wine press.

Afterwards we went inside the St. Nicholas Russian Church in Bucharest, Romania, which is also
commonly referred to as the "Students’ Church “located near University Square in the central part
of the city. This church was built between 1905 and 1909 with funds donated by Russian Emperor
Nicholas II. It was originally built to signify de-escalation in diplomatic relations between the
Kingdom of Romania and the Russian Empire. The church is known for its seven onion-shaped
domes and a gilded iconostasis that mimics one in Moscow's Kremlin. Since 1992, it has been
specifically dedicated to the students and professors of the nearby University of Bucharest.

Dinner on your own and afterwards we went back to the hotel for the night.

Today is Sunday in Bucharest: Today we set out to explore a vibrant vestige of Bucharest’s once-
thriving Jewish community. We visit the Choral Temple, a copy of Vienna’s Great Synagogue, and
one of the few active synagogues remaining in Romania. We then see the facade of Bucharest’s
Great (or Polish) Synagogue, built in 1847 and now the city’s oldest remaining temple after most
were destroyed during the Communist era. Afternoon is free for independent exploration.

The group voted on a side trip to visit the Palatul Primaverii (Spring Palace) in Bucharest located
on Bulevardul Primaverii No. 50 in District 1 of Bucharest. This residence served as the private
home for Romania's former Communist leader, Nicolae Ceausescu, his wife, Elena, and his family
from 1965 to 1989. It was built between 1964 and 1965 and features opulent design elements
including marble halls, a private cinema, gold-plated bathrooms and very large heated indoor
swimming pool with a sauna and spa. The house is known for its "neoclassical kitsch" style,
featuring Venetian mirrors, Murano glass chandeliers, handmade fabrics, Persian carpets, and
extensive mosaic work. Outside is a large manicured garden with peacocks wandering around.
Nicolae Ceausescu and his wife Elena from 1965 to 1989, hosted several high-profile international
guests during the Communist era. The mansion was designed to impress visiting dignitaries, with
many rooms decorated with lavish gifts from foreign leaders. The palace was opened to the public
in 2016, providing insight into the private life of the former dictator, often contrasting with the
severe hardship experienced by Romanians during that era.

After attempting to flee the 1989 Romanian Revolution, they were captured on December 22
Nicolae and Elena Ceausescu, the communist dictator of Romania and his wife, were executed by
firing squad on Christmas Day, December 25, 1989, following a swift, one-hour trial by a military
tribunal in Targoviste. They were found guilty of genocide, undermining the national economy,
and other charges, ending their 24-year rule. They were shot by a firing squad at a military base
in Targoviste. Following their execution, they were initially buried in unmarked graves in Ghencea
Cemetery, Bucharest. In 2010, their bodies were exhumed for DNA testing to confirm their
identity following legal battles by their children, and they were later reburied in a family grave.

Our guide took us to the Choral Temple (Templul Coral) in Bucharest, located on Sfanta Vineri
Street in the Jewish Quarter of Bucharest. Completed in 1866, the building was designed in the



Moorish Revival style by architects I. Enderle and G. Freiwald. It serves as the main synagogue for
the Jewish community in Bucharest and is a listed historical monument. The design was inspired
by the former Leopoldstadter Tempel in Vienna. The synagogue was devastated by the far-right
Legionaries in January 1941, but was then restored after WWII, in 1945. Until WWII, the Jewish
community was the largest minority in Bucharest, things changed radically after the communist
regime came to power. Most synagogues were closed or demolished, and the members of the
community migrated massively to Israel. The synagogue is still hosts daily religious services in the
small hall, being one of the few active synagogues in the city and in Romania.

We were met by a man that belonged to this synagogue. He took us inside the synagogue and
told us stories to learn about cultural and religious diversity, tolerance, and respect of the Jewish
community in the past and present. The temple was finally inaugurated in 1868 by Rabbi Antoine
Levy and is today the only existent replica of the Synagogue Tempelgasse from Vienna. Men and
woman were seated separately during services. Women typically attend services in a designated
balcony area, while men sat on the main floor. Today curtain panels are installed to separate men
and women. Our synagogue guide took us to the stairs leading to the balcony area with good
views of the main floor and the stained-glass windows.

Time on our own Mike and | went inside the St. Demetrius—Posta Church a Romanian Orthodox
place of worship located in the historic Lipscani district. It is dedicated to Demetrius of
Thessaloniki and is often referred to as a "swearing church™ (de juramant) due to its historical role
in judicial proceedings. It is also known as the “Church of Oath Taking” (Biserica de Juramant),
due to the solemn oaths people would swear near the altar. The current masonry structure was
rebuilt in 1852 after the previous church was destroyed by the Great Fire of 1847. The interior
features arichly decorated iconostasis, spectacular frescoes, and icons in the traditional Byzantine
style. We are always looking for fonts in churches. We found the wooden baptismal font in this
church. It was small with a cross on in a pyramid shape.

We walked around town and headed for the Pasajul Macca-Vilacrosse (Macca-Vilacrosse
Passage), a fork-shaped, arcaded street in central Bucharest. Builtin 1891, the passage is famous
for its distinct yellow glass roof and 19th-century architectural charm. It splits into two branches,
Macca and Vilacrosse, which are connected by a central rotunda. It is named after two individuals:
the Romanian of Catalan origin, Xavier Vilacrosse, who was the main architect of Bucharest
between 1840-1850, and the Macca family. During the communist era (between 1950 and 1990),
the city's main jewelry stores were located there, and it was temporarily renamed the "Jewellery
Passage". It recovered its original name in 1990. Today, it is a popular destination in Bucharest's
Old Town, lined with numerous vibrant bars, restaurants, and shisha cafes that offer a lively
atmosphere both day and night.

We decided to find AveForchetta, an Italian restaurant located at Strada Matei Millo 5, 010144.
We did not have a reservation but the hostess found us a nice table inside, they have tables
outside also. We ordered some great Negronis. For dinner we shared a caprese salad with
traditional buffalo mozzarella ball topped with crispy onions straws. Mike ordered a pizza and |



had a great chicken dish with fries, for dessert a yummy ice cream sundae. It was peaceful to
walk back to our hotel with the shops, restaurants and building all lit up at night.

Today is Monday in Bucharest: This morning we journey to the medieval walled town of
Sighisoara in Romania’s forested — and storied — Transylvania region. Upon arrival, we take a
walking tour of the Historic Centre, the best preserved in eastern Europe and a UNESCO site. This
12th-century town center originally built by the Saxons features cobblestone streets and lovely
architecture, but its past is not all benevolent: it is the birthplace of Vlad Dracula (otherwise
known as “Vlad the Impaler”), the Romanian ruler whose name and cruel deeds inspired the
character of Count Dracula. Our group took a train to Brasov and then had lunch at Restaurant
Romantik (also known as Restaurant Traditional Romantik), located in Brasov. They had Italian
food, but there is also an ample selection of traditional Romanian dishes.

We stopped to tour the Rupea Citadel, a medieval fortress located in Transylvania, Romania. It
sits on a basalt hill between the towns of Brasov and Sighisoara. The fortress was built by Saxon
colonists around the 1320s on the site of an older Dacian settlement called Ramidava. Historically,
it served as a strategic stronghold, refuge for villagers, and defense against invasions from the
Turks. The citadel is known for its thick walls, defensive towers, and tiered courtyards. The citadel
is designed with three concentric levels of defensive walls—the Upper, Middle, and Lower
fortress—each reflecting different stages of construction from the 10th to the 17th centuries.
Today, it is a well-restored site that offers panoramic views of the surrounding countryside.
Visitors can explore various structures, including a powder tower, a chapel, and a deep well.

Our group got back on the coach to go to the town of Sighisoara a historic, inhabited medieval
citadel located in Mures County within the Transylvania region of central Romania. Situated on
the Tarnava Mare River, it is known as a UNESCO World Heritage site. Renowned for its well-
preserved 15th-century fortified town structure, including the iconic Clock Tower, colorful houses,
and nine surviving guild towers. We took a trackless transport train into the town center and
then walked to where we will by staying at Hotel Sighisoara. We had a room with a terrace
overlooking a street in town with colorful Saxon architecture. Time on our own Mike and | walked
around time before dinner with the group. The town's structure features colorful, narrow houses
and defensive fortifications that showcase the culture of the Transylvanian Saxons.

We saw the Clock Tower (Turnul cu Ceas): Built in the 14th century, this 64-meter (210 ft) tower
served as the main city gate and council seat, now housing a history museum. Sighisoara has a
long history of protecting itself from the Turk. Historic Houses & Landmarks: Casa Vlad Dracula:
The reputed birthplace of Vlad the Impaler (Dracula), now housing a restaurant and museum.
Monastery Church: Located near the Clock Tower, this is part of a former Dominican monastery.

Down the cobblestone street is a bronze bust placed on a pedestal of Vlad the Impaler (Vlad
Tepes). He was the second son of Vlad Il Dracul and had the family name Dracul (Romanian for
Dragons). “Son of Dracul” in old Romanian is Draculea which gives you Dracula. Vlad the Impaler
was the inspiration for Bram Stoker’s fictional vampire — Count Dracula. He was famous for
impaling people. For those not familiar with this technique — it’s when a large spear is inserted



into the anus and then raised so the person slowly slides down the spear, while all the internal
organs are missed. It typically takes 2 days to die. Apart from his love of gruesome medieval
torture there isn’t much of a tie between Vlad the Impaler and the fictional Count Dracula. Count
Dracula is based in Transylvania, yet Vlad the Impaler was Prince of Wallachia and never owned
anything in Transylvania. However, his father Vlad Il had a house in Sighisoara, Transylvania. So
it’s claimed Vlad the Impaler was born and spent the first 4 years of his life here.

Amid sculpture gardens adorned with red wax begonias is a walkway with panoramic views of
lower town. Here is Sighisoara City Hall (Primaria Sighisoara): The modern city hall building itself
is an imposing structure in the old town. The building was constructed between 1887 and 1888,
featuring a baroque hall often used for concerts. While the current City Hall is from the late 19th
century, the city council previously met in the Clock Tower until 1556.

Dinner was served to our group at the outside dining area where we are staying at Hotel
Sighisoara. Dating back to the 16th century, Hotel Sighisoara features a traditional Romanian
restaurant. Goodnight for now.

Today is Tuesday in Sighisoara: In nearby Biertan today, we visit the elaborate hilltop fortified
church (ca. 15th century) then continue on to the early 14th-century storybook village of
Malancrav, where we enjoy a traditional lunch cooked over an open fire. Back in Sighisoara, we
have time to enjoy this lovely town as we wish before tonight’s private discussion of the town’s
impressive organ. Dinner is on your own.

Our guide took the group on a tour of Sighisoara. Mike and | had already gone to most of the
places he took the group to but we listened to what he had to say. We did pass the front side of
Sighisoara City Hall. We did see the back side the other day.

We went to Tailors' Tower (Turnul Croitorilor), located opposite the iconic Clock Tower, featuring
a prominent stone structure with large arched passageways. Built in the 14th century, this tower
is one of the main defense structures of the UNESCO-listed historic center. It historically served
as a gate guarding the western entrance into the upper city. The tower was named after the
wealthy tailors' guild, which was responsible for its maintenance and defense. It features two twin
arched passageways that allowed for vehicles and pedestrian traffic to enter the fortress. The
tower was heavily damaged during a great fire in 1676 when a gunpowder explosion destroyed
its upper portion.

Our guide took us to the coach at the bottom of the hill. We were heading to nearby Biertan
today. Before arriving in Biertan we stopped at a home that belonged to a gypsy family. We were
greeted by the lady of the house dressed in a traditional style clothing; she invited us into her
home. She had a long table with handled serving trays with cut up pasties. She had tea served
in gold trimmed demitasse cups. Chairs were set out around the room. At the front of the room
was the bedroom with a bed with a gold headboard. The theme looked French to me. The closets
were gold and white with mirrors. The bedspread was white decorated with red flowers and
ribbons. On the wall was a picture she told us of her daughter with her husband. On one side of



the room were tall glass-fronted China cabinets and a hutch that took up the whole side of the
wall. The cabinets were full of the ladies’ treasures. All kinds of dinner ware and cups, lots of
gold trims. | asked her about her wares and she was so proud to tell me that they were her
favorite items. She showed us a rack of headscarves, maxi skirts and peasant blouses with
intricate embroidery. The skirts were made by her daughter in vibrant colors.

We were told by our guide to ask the lady questions we might like to know about gypsy life and
customs. The Roma people (often referred to as Gypsies) in Romania constitute one of the largest
minority populations in the country, with a rich, complex culture defined by strong family values,
traditional craftsmanship, and a history of both nomadic and settled life. Despite facing significant
historical and modern-day discrimination and economic challenges, many Roma communities in
Romania maintain distinct traditions, particularly in Transylvania. After the group was done
asking her questions we thanked her for the visit.

We stopped for lunch in Bucatari Mamei (Mom’s Kitchen), offering traditional cuisine, Malancrav,
Nr. 277. Situated in the heart of Maléncrav village. It was a rainy day but we were seated out-
side in a long-covered area. We had hearty vegetable soup, mounds of cooked cabbage and pork
stew on top of white rice. Dessert was a berry cake with a meringue topping. We all toasted with
small shots of some kind of local alcohol. The long entrance inside was full of plants and local
cookware and buckets. Lunch is over and we continue to our next stop.

We went to visit the Biserica Fortificata (The Fortified Church), Biertan, Transylvania, Romania. It
is situated on a hill overlooking the village of Biertan in Sibiu County. It was built by the ethnic
German Transylvanian Saxon community at a time when the area belonged to the Kingdom of
Hungary. Briefly Roman Catholic, it became Evangelical Lutheran following the Reformation.
Together with the surrounding village, the church forms part of the villages with fortified churches
in Transylvania UNESCO World Heritage Site. A hall church with three naves that retains a design
close to the original, it was the last such church built in Transylvania, and was constructed
between 1486 and 1524 on the site of an earlier Romanesque church. Dedicated to the Virgin
Mary and built in Late Gothic style with Renaissance touches, the structure was constrained by
the hilly landscape. It functioned as a dual-purpose structure, serving as a place of worship and a
sturdy refuge from invasions.

The King granted the town the right to bear arms when the Ottoman army was frightening the
surroundings. Instead of building fortresses around the towns, the Transylvanian Saxons chose to
fortify their churches. The church has three rows of exterior fortifications linked by nine gate
towers. The first, with four towers, dates to the 14th century; the second was built together with
the church, and has a series of reinforcing arches; the third, also with towers, is from the 16th
and 17th centuries. The clock tower to the north of the church also serves as a gate within the
inner fortifications. Four stories high, it has a wooden battlement and parapets.

One of the buildings | thought interesting was The Eastern Baxtion (prison for unhappy couples).
This small room was used between the 16th and 19th centuries by the Lutheran church to prevent
marital dissolution among Transylvanian Saxons. Couples seeking a divorce were locked inside for



up to six weeks, sharing only one bed, one table, one chair, and one set of eating utensils that
they had to share until they pledged to get along with each other. The goal of this confinement
was to force reconciliation, and it was reportedly highly effective, with only one divorce recorded
in 300 years.

Inside the Biserica Fortificata (The Fortified Church) is the large, intricate structure pictured is a
Gothic polyptych altarpiece, which is the largest of its kind in the region. We found the baptismal
font: This gothic font is partly sunk into the floor. Stylistically it can be dated to the 16™ century
due to the decorations with lilies. Inside the font chalice is a copper pot. A baroque cap from
more recent times covers the font. The richly decorated intarsia door of the sacristy has a
complex lock, displayed at the 1889 Paris World's Fair. Its central system blocks the door in
thirteen points, ensuring the safety of the valuables kept in the sacristy.

We left the church and went back to the medieval town of Sighisoara, Romania. Our group went
to visit the Biserica din Deal (Church on the Hill), the third largest in Transylvania. It is a significant
example of Gothic architecture in Transylvania, dating back to the 14th century. The church is
situated on top of the School Hill and is accessible by a covered wooden staircase known as the
"Scholars' Stairs™. This site is part of the Sighisoara Citadel, a UNESCO World Heritage site known
for its well-preserved medieval architecture. The area around the church includes an old
evangelical cemetery, adding to its historical atmosphere.

The Stairs were built in 1642 to connect the lower and upper parts of the citadel in Sighisoara.
The main purpose was to allow people to reach the church and the school. During the winter,
snow could make it difficult to reach the school and the church on the hill so a wooden cover was
placed over the stairway for easier access. Originally there were 300 steps, of which only 176
remain today. The School on the Hill is an educational institution. Itis located next to the covered
wooden Stairs, bears Schola Seminarium Republicae and is dated 1619. Its formal name is the
Joseph Haltrich High School (Liceul Teoretic Joseph Haltrich). The school was first mentioned in a
document from 1522, which referred to a rector scholae with the academic degree of
baccalaureus, to whom the City Council offered a coat worth four guilders for his merits and "to
try his best with the youngsters".

On top of the hill is the Biserica din Deal (Church on the Hill built in the Gothic architectural style.)
located 429 meters above sea level on the Schulfels (School Hill). Construction of the church
began in the 14th century and it is a prominent landmark of the city. It features a, 15th-century
crypt, and impressive, well-preserved interior, including old murals and the original altar.

Itis known for its well-preserved interior, which includes historic pews, frescoes, and a traditional,
albeit smaller, pipe organ. Our group visit was after hours so we were the only people present.
Alocal guide told us all about the church and especially its pipe organ used during special services
or concerts in the summer. We were led upstairs to where the organ was and he played some
tunes and also sang.



After a nice tour in the church Mike and | went to the Lutheran cemetery featuring unique, old,
and well-preserved funeral monuments. The surrounding graveyard is noted for being quiet,
atmospheric, and filled with old German (Saxon) inscriptions. Often described as hauntingly
beautiful, it features ivy-covered graves and winding paths through a wooded landscape. Many
gravestones bear German inscriptions and note the occupations of the deceased, such as "Chief
of the Guild" or "Master Carpenter,” reflecting the town's artisan history. Notable Monuments:
Includes graves of mayors, wealthy guild masters, and a monument to soldiers from World War |I.
The viewpoint from here offered magnificent views of Sighisoara and its surroundings.

Dinner on our own tonight we went to the restaurant ‘Casa Georgius Krauss’, located inside the
hotel. The hotel was built in a historic building (house), designated by UNESCO, dating back to
1513, where Georgius Krauss, famous writer and historian of that time. The setting features
classic medieval-style stone walls and vaulted ceilings. Nice dinner but be aware if you want
butter, you ask for butter and the waiter said, ‘how many” and | love butter so | said 4 pats. The
4 pats ending up costing us $3.00 apiece...ha. Left the restaurant and walked back to our hotel,
it was evening and the buildings were lighted that created a nice nocturnal ambiance.

Today is Wednesday in Brasov: We depart this morning for the stunning medieval town of Brasov,
ringed by mountain peaks and dense forests, and known as the birthplace of Romania’s national
anthem. Our city tour here includes the First Romanian School, a museum housing rare books
and Romania’s first printing press; and the famed Black Church, southeastern Europe’s largest
Gothic church. We then continue on to our hotel, where we check in mid-afternoon. We enjoy
dinner together tonight at our hotel.

Our guide took the group to the public bus station in the area known as Livada Posteir. We got
off at Piata Unirii (Union Square) in the Schei neighborhood of Brasov. In the square was a shrine
known as the Troita Capitanului llie Birt. This monument is a protected historical landmark,
classified as a chapel housing a stone cross, and was financed and repaired by Captain Ilie Birt in
1780. It serves as a prominent cultural and religious monument in the heart of the old city,
representing the historical merchant class and community leaders of the region. The chapel
features distinctive 18th-century painted frescoes on its exterior walls.

Known as Union Square (Piata Unirii) or "Prund™ Square (Piata Prundului) in the local language.
In the square was a local market selling their vegetables, cheeses, pickled vegetables, fruits and
wares. In the square was a mobile, self-sufficient coffee shop (Coffee-Bike) with a unique design.
Started in: 2010. Founders: Tobias Zimmer and Jan Sander. The coffee-bike also had fresh orange
juice “portocale”, Lemonade, Iced tea, coconut iced latte, iced mint macchiato a refreshing,
layered espresso beverage that combines the cooling flavor of mint with rich coffee. They also
had smoothies & frappes. Mike and I love to go to local markets.

Our guide took us for a visit to the First Romanian School, located on the grounds of the 15th-
century St. Nicholas Church, itself located in the historic district of Scheii Brasovului, in what is
now Brasov, Romania. This is the first school on the territory of present-day Romania where
Romanian language was used in teaching (in 1583; up to then, Romanians used Church Slavonic



language in education). The building was erected in 1495, but according to researcher Vasile
Oltean, the school had started to function before the 15th century. The first Romanian-language
classes were held in 1583. It was rebuilt in 1597. Outside of the school is a statue of Diaconul
Coresi a prominent 16th-century printer, translator, and priest who played a crucial role in
promoting the Romanian language in print.

Next to the school was Saint Nicholas Church, a historic Romanian Orthodox landmark located in
the Schei district of Brasov. One of the oldest Orthodox churches in the country. The original
church was established on the site of a cross with wood shingles which dated to 1292. The church
was originally established in 1292, with the current stone structure built starting in 1495. The
building features a blend of Gothic and Baroque architectural styles. The interior has frescoes
painted by the renowned muralist Misu Popp together with Constantin Lecca in 1849.

We left the church and our guide took the group for a walk through Brasov. We saw Catherine's
Gate. It was named after St. Catherine's Monastery, which previously stood in the vicinity. Built
in 1559 by the Tailors' Guild, it is the only original gate from the medieval era that survives in its
authentic structure. The four small corner turrets on the main tower symbolize the "right of
swords" (jus gladii) once held by the city council. The gate was part of a larger defensive
fortification system designed to protect the city. We then went through Schei Gate (Poarta Schei).
It was built between 1827 and 1828 to facilitate traffic access for the Romanian inhabitants of the
Schei neighborhood into the fortress. The structure is designed in a classical Baroque or
neoclassical triumphal arch style. It features one large central arch for automobile traffic and two
smaller pedestrian passages on either side. The gate replaced an older entrance that was heavily
damaged by fire.

We walked down the street lined with buildings typical of the old town architecture. The buildings
generally have a traditional European architectural style, with features like pitched red-tiled roofs,
multi-story facades often painted in warm colors like the prominent yellow of the gate, and
regular window arrangements. The old town has largely escaped damage during WWII and
modern construction intrusions, preserving its authentic heritage. We passed the Brasov
Synagogue also known as the Beth Israel Synagogue. The building was constructed at the end of
the 19th century in a Neo-Gothic style with Moorish elements. The synagogue was built for the
local Neolog Jewish community and serves as a center for Jewish life in the city today.

| had been waiting for us to see Rope Street (or String Street), renowned as one of the narrowest
streets in Europe originally mentioned in the 17" century. Built as an access passage for
firefighters, between Poarta Schei and Cerbului street. Measuring (260 feet) long and varying in
width from (44-53 inches). Today, itis a popular tourist attraction known for the extensive graffiti
covering its walls.

We went inside the Black Church (Biserica Neagra) one of the largest Gothic churches in Eastern
Europe. It was built by the local Transylvanian Saxon (German) community of the city during
medieval times and represents the main Gothic-style monument in the country, as well as being
the largest and one of the most important houses of worship in the region which belong to the



Lutheran, i.e., Evangelical Church of Augustan Confession in Romania. Author Judit contends that,
contrary to a widely held view, the Black Church received its dark appearance not as a result of
the fire which affected much of the city in 1689, but only in recent times due to pollution. The
current popular name is apparently a 19th-century creation. The statue of Mary and Jesus faces
towards the old city hall and stands above the coat of arms of Kronstadt (Brasov), as the Virgin
Mary is the patron of the city. The twelve statues seen today on the choir buttresses are copies
created by local artists and placed there in 1937-1944, when the badly weathered 15th-century
originals were moved inside the church, where they are still on display.[26] The copies are
themselves seriously affected by the intensifying air pollution, five of them having been restored
between 2018 and the summer of 2021. The church also features a cast iron tabernacle in Gothic
style, a baptismal font completed in 1472 and donated by a merchant named Johannes Rewdel,
two large chalices (both dated around 1504) and several brocade chasubles (created between in
the late 15th and mid-16th centuries).

We walked back with time on our own to Council Square (Piata Sfatului). It is the central point of
the Old Town, surrounded by historic, colorful buildings and cafes. The area dates back to the
13th century and is located at the base of the Carpathian Mountains. The square also houses a
fountain, visible in the center of the image, and is overlooked by Tampa Mountain. The prominent
tower featured is the Council House (Casa Sfatului), which historically served as the town hall and
is now a museum. We went for lunch to Mori di Sicilia a small, cozy place with hand tossed pizza
and good Aperol Spritz. Sat outside on the street and people watched. Brasov, located in
Transylvania near the Carpathian Mountains, is deeply connected to brown bears, featuring bear-
themed art, statues around town. Due to the high density of wild bears in the Carpathian
foothills, bears are a local symbol, appearing on branding (like Ursus beer), souvenirs, and in
public art. | always want to stop and go inside bakeries. Went inside one in town and got to go
some cookies and slices of cake. The pretzels and pastries look delicious. Found a table outside
to rest and eat our cakes. A man approached us with a small boy and asked for money. | told him
instead would you like some cookies. Or yes, | opened by box and took the cookies out and
offered the cookies, they took them! Of course, we had to stop and get us each a cone of gelato.

We went back to Council Square to meet the group. | saw a place called Dracula Restaurant and
looked inside. The place was decorated gallery representing Dracula. | told Mike that they had
an IPA Dracula beer. We had time for him to drink a bottle. He thought the beer was great.

We all went back to Hotel QOSMO. Dinner was at the hotel where we could tonight pick anything
we wanted from the menu. We ordered from the menu but it took a very long time to get served.
A large group came in the restaurant and that was a problem. Some of our group felt they had
waited too long and left. Mike and | stuck it out and finally got our selections.

Today is Thursday in Brasov: We start the day face-to-face with a castle of legend as we visit
towered and turreted Bran Castle, built in the 14th century atop a 200-foot-high rock and once
believed to be the lair of Bram Stoker’s fictional Count Dracula. Although it’s likely that the author
did not know of the castle’s existence, the hilltop setting and weathered stone battlements here
still evoke an air of mystery and foreboding. We tour the castle, now a museum, and enjoy lunch



here as well. Nextis a visit to the fortified church of Prejmer. Along with the church and village
we saw on Day 13, Prejmer is part of UNESCO’s Transylvania historic site. Late this afternoon, we
return to Brasov, where we are free for dinner on our own.

Our guide took the group to visit the turreted Bran Castle. The fortress is on the Transylvanian
side of the historical border with Wallachia, on road DN73. Based on the controversial
information in the "Székely Chronicle of Csik™ (Hungarian: Csiki székely kronika), whose veracity is
guestionable, it can be concluded that the original fortification was built in the 11th century by
the Székelys, who were settled here by King Ladislaus | of Hungary, under the leadership of
Stephen Sandor (Hungarian: Sdndor Istvan), to protect this strategically important territory from
attacks by the Cumans and Pechenegs. It was likely subsequently destroyed during their next raid,
as the territory was ceded to the Teutonic Order in the 13th century, and construction of a new
fortification began.

The castle later served as a royal residence for Queen Marie of Romania. With the 1920 Treaty
of Trianon, Hungary lost Transylvania, and the castle became a royal residence within the Kingdom
of Romania after being given to the royal house by the Saxons of Kronstadt-Brasov, who had no
more use for it and no interest in financing the time-damaged property. It became the favorite
home and retreat of Marie of Romania, who ordered its extensive renovation. The castle is now
a museum dedicated to displaying art and furniture collected by Queen Marie. Tourists can see
the interior on their own or by a guided tour.

Marketed outside Romania as Dracula's Castle, it is presented as the home of the title character
in Bram Stoker's novel Dracula (1897). There is no evidence that Stoker knew anything about this
castle, which has only tangential associations with Vlad the Impaler, voivode of Wallachia, whose
byname 'Draculea’ resembles that of Dracula. Stoker's description of Dracula’s crumbling fictional
castle also bears no resemblance to Bran Castle. Bran Castle is not mentioned in the novel
Dracula, and there is no evidence that Stoker ever visited either Transylvania or Bran Castle.
Furthermore, the novel's description of the castle does not match Bran Castle. The claimed
connection between the castle and the Dracula legend is tourism-driven.

During Stoker's research on the region of Transylvania, he came across accounts of the atrocities
committed by Vlad Ill, and used the Dracula name after reading on the subject; but his inspiration
for Dracula was not solely based on the historical figure. It is largely due to American cinema that
Vlad Il is considered the inspiration for the Dracula character. [

At the bottom of the hill is a small open-air museum exhibiting traditional Romanian peasant
structures (cottages, barns, water-driven machinery, etc.) from the Bran region.

We were told by our guide to meet at Casa Din Bran — Inn Cuisine, located in the picturesque
village of Bran. Only 165 ft. from Bran Castle. We had lunch here and then left.

Next is a visit to the fortified church of Prejmer, situated in Prejmer village, Brasov county,
approximately 12 miles from Brasov city. The church and surrounding village are part of a



UNESCO World Heritage Site. Built by the Teutonic Knights, its high walls and 275 storage rooms
provided protection for villagers during Turkish raids. It is renowned as one of the best-preserved
fortified churches in Transylvania. Known for its thick walls, a surrounding moat, and 270 rooms
originally used to store grain and shelter local Saxon villagers during attacks. Around 1211, King
Andrew Il of Hungary permitted the knights to settle around Prejmer, where they began
constructing a church in 1218, in Gothic style. They were responsible for the Greek cross plan, the
only one of its kind in Transylvania, but found in a few churches in northeast Germany. Built
between 1212 and 1213, it was a crucial stronghold that survived over 50 sieges during its 500-
year history, only being captured once in 1611. Following their expulsion in 1225, the Cistercians,
who took over in 1240, finished the church.

The site is now a museum, visitors can see some of the wall rooms, climbing the many stairs and
walking the corridors that join them along the wall, eventually reaching the battlements on the
outside. The over 270 rooms could offer shelter to some 1600 villagers in case of attack. Entry
into the complex is made through a (98 ft) long tunnel protected by a portcullis with wooden
grilles strengthened by iron and powerful oak doors.

We left and boarded the coach passing the Three Holy Hierarchs Church. The church is situated
in the town of Prejmer, in the Brasov County of the Transylvania region. It is an Orthodox church
known for its distinct design, featuring two square bell towers and a larger third bell tower
situated above the chancel. The structure is topped with silver-colored domes.

We stopped at a special place in a neighborhood that had massive stork nests made out of sticks
and branches on the chimneys and rooftops of the buildings and houses. In many European
cultures, stork nests on buildings are traditionally seen as symbols of good fortune, family life,
and new beginnings. During their breeding season they often return to the same nests annually.
Storks are known to nest in various locations throughout the historical region of Transylvania,
Romania, which includes the area around Prejmer. The town itself is a known location for white
stork chicks and nests.

Today is Friday returning to Bucharest: Returning to Bucharest today, we stop in the mountain
resort of Sinaia, “Pearl of the Carpathians,” where we visit exquisite Peles Castle, former summer
home of Romanian royalty.

Our guide took us to Peles Castle. We walked through the la Tunuri-Villa Economat area, a historic
building complex located within the Peles Castle estate, situated in the Carpathian Mountains
near the royal castle. The buildings are designed in a traditional, picturesque style, reminiscent
of German or Romanian heritage houses. We then walked the path to Peles Castle. It was built
as a summer home for Romania's royal family, commissioned by King Carol I, and construction
lasted from 1873 to 1914. The architecture is a mix of Neo-Renaissance and Alpine styles,
featuring a prominent tower, half-timbering, and intricate decorations. Today, it operates as a
museum and is one of the most visited tourist attractions in the country.



When King Carol | of Romania (1839-1914), under whose reign the country gained its
independence, first visited the site of the future castle in 1866, he fell in love with the magnificent
mountain scenery. In 1872, the Crown purchased (1.9 sq mi) of land near the Piatra Arsa River.
The estate was named the Royal Estate of Sinaia. The King commissioned the construction of a
royal hunting preserve and summer retreat on the property, and the foundation was laid for Peles
Castle on 22 August 1873. Several auxiliary buildings were built simultaneously with the castle:
the guards' chambers, the Economat Building, the Foisor hunting lodge, the royal stables, and a
power plant. Peles became the world's first castle fully powered by locally produced electricity.

The cost of the work on the castle undertaken between 1875 and 1914 was estimated to be
16,000,000 Romanian lei in gold. Between three and four hundred men worked on the
construction. During the construction phase. After the forced abdication of King Michael | of
Romania in 1947, Communist Romania seized all royal property, including the Peles Estate. The
castle was opened as a tourist attraction for a short time. It also served as a recreation and resting
place for Romanian cultural personalities. The castle was declared a museum in 1953. Nicolae
Ceausescu closed the entire estate between 1975 and 1989, during the last years of the
Communist regime. The area was declared a "State Protocol Interest Area", and the only persons
permitted on the property were maintenance and military personnel. The castle remained closed
until the 1989 Revolution when Peles Castle was made a heritage site and reopened to the public.

With a wealth of artwork in over 160 rooms, including thousands of paintings and sculptures,
today exhibiting these many pieces to the public. The castle was featured in the Netflix original
film A Christmas Prince and its two sequels, A Christmas Prince: The Royal Wedding and A
Christmas Prince: The Royal Baby. It was also featured in the Hallmark Channel movie A Princess
for Christmas (2011) and Royal Matchmaker (2018).

The most notable grand rooms are: The Hall of Honour completed in 1911. It spreads over three
floors. Walls are dressed in exquisitely carved woodwork, mostly European walnut and exotic
timbers. Bas-reliefs, alabaster sculptures, and retractable stained-glass panels complete the
decor. The hall also contains the Ancestors Gallery, a collection of paintings commissioned by King
Carol from the "Kunstler-Compagnie™ which depict the ancestors of the House of Hohenzollern.

The Grand Armory or The Arsenal: where 1,600 of the 4,000 pieces of weaponry and armor
reside. One of Europe's finest collections of hunting and war implements, time lined between
14th and 19th century, are on display. The king added pieces used in his victory against the
Ottoman Turks during the War of Independence. Famous are the complete Maximilian armour
for horse and rider and a 15th-century German "nobles only" executioner's sword. Also on display
are a wide array of polearms (glaives, halberds, lances, hunting spears), firearms (muskets,
blunderbusses, snaphaunces, flintlocks, pistols), axes, crossbows, and swords (rapiers, sabers,
broadswords, and many others).

The Small Armory: where predominantly Oriental (mostly Indo-Persian, Ottoman and Arab) arms
and armor pieces are on exhibit, many of them made of gold and silver, and inlaid with precious




stones. Included are chainmail armor, helmets, scimitars, yataghans, daggers, matchlocks, lances,
pistols, shields, axes, and spears.

The Playhouse: decorated in Louis XIV style, with sixty seats and a Royal Box. Architectural
decoration and mural paintings are signed by Gustav Klimt and Franz Matsch.

The Florentian Room: It combines revived elements of the Italian Renaissance, mostly from
Florence. Most impressive are the solid bronze doors executed in Rome; ateliers of Luigi Magni;
and the Grand Marble Fireplace executed by Paunazio with Michelangelo motifs.

The Moorish Salon: It was executed under the guidance of Charles Lecompte de Nouy, and is
meant to embody elements of North-African and Hispanic Moorish style. Mother-of-pearl inlaid
furniture, fine Persian Sarouk and Ottoman Isparta rugs, and Oriental weapons and armor are
perhaps the most expressive elements. The salon has an indoor marble fountain.

The Turkish Parlor: It emulates an Ottoman "joie de vivre" atmosphere—a room full of Turkish
izmir rugs and copperware from Anatolia and Persia. It was used as a smoking room for
gentlemen. Walls are covered in hand-made textiles like silk brocades from the Siegert shops of
Vienna.

In something remarkable in comparison to most recent-era royal families, the monarchs shared a
bedroom.

Originally personal property of the royal family, Peles Castle was nationalized when King Michael
| was forced to abdicate and into exile by the Socialist Republic of Romania in 1947. In 1997, the
castle was returned to the royal family in a long judicial case that was finally concluded in 2007.
Michael | subsequently said the castle should continue to house the Peles National Museum, as
well as being occasionally used for public royal ceremonies.

We left Peles Castle and stopped for lunch at Restaurant Vanatoresc Furnica in Sinaia, Romania.
It specializes in Romanian, Central European, and traditional game dishes (such as venison and
wild boar), with highlights including excellent service and a unique, intimate atmosphere. Bear
skin rugs were used as wall coverings. A taxidermy fox with a pheasant in his claws was displayed.
The menu had bear and boar meat selections. | had some kind of skewers and rice, | am sure |
didn’t want the bear or boar meat.

After lunch together, we head to Snagov Monastery, perched on a tiny island in Snagov Lake near
Bucharest and, legend has it, burial site of Vlad the Impaler. We parked and walked to the
monastery across a long bridge. At the end was a traditional Romanian wayside cross, known
locally as a "troita". We were met by a man and two golden retrievers. We walked through the
entrance gatehouse to the monastery. Founded in the 14th century, it served as a major spiritual
and cultural center in the region. The current church is built of brick with four towers and
features, among other things, a 19th-century portrait of Neagoe Basarab. The monastery is
probably one of the late foundations of Mircea the Elder, being first documented in 1408. It has



been rebuilt several times by other rulers, among whom we can mention Vlad Tepes, Mircea
Ciobanul, and Neagoe Basarab.

Around the year 1456, a prison was built on the island, along with defense walls, and a bridge
connecting the island to the mainland, with orders from Vlad IlI. it functioned until around 1856,
being used by Wallachian Voivodes to imprison traitors and thieves. There are tunnels
underneath the island, apparently also made during the reign of Vlad Ill, which lead to the
mainland.

It is famously associated with the burial site of Vlad the Impaler (Vlad Dracula), although this
connection is historically inconclusive. Inside, the church is decorated with frescoes and contains
a grave reputed to be that of Vlad Dracula. In the nave, in front of the royal doors, lies the funeral
slab of the voivode Vlad the Impaler, who was killed in 1476, in the forests near Ciolpani.

Final Resting Place of Vlad the Impaler

The monastery is also famous because of the burial place of Vlad Tepes in its premises. This is the
belief of the locals, to which were also added the opinions of specialists Alexandru Odobescu and
Nicolae lorga. According to the legend, after the death of Vlad Tepes, which occurred after the
battle with the Ottoman Empire in 1476 (who had supported the Danesti in obtaining the throne
of Wallachia), the monks of the monastery would have found and hidden the ruler's body.
Respectively, they would have given him a Christian burial after the "cleaning of the waters". The
funeral would have taken place secretly and without any pomp because of the new ruler installed
by the Ottomans, who was from the House of Danesti.

The tomb in front of the altar, researched by archaeologist Dinu Rosetti between 1933 and 1934,
no longer contained anything. There are two theories about this. The first theory suggests that
the remains were stolen and moved to another place. Another theory, more supported by locals,
suggests that due to the watery, swampy conditions of the island, the voivode's body quickly
decomposed, and thus nothing is left, as his remains became one with Lake Snagov. Another
coffin was found close by, with a clothed body and accompanied by several objects - specific to a
ruler. However, these disappeared after they were taken to the History Museum in Bucharest,
before analysis could be done.

There are also historians who state that his grave could rather be at his foundation in Comana,
Giurgiu, however, there are no sources that discuss this as a possibility.

The area is a protected nature reserve and a popular spot for relaxing, walking, and boat trips.
We returned to InterContinental Athénée Palace, relaxed and then went to our farewell dinner. |

think we went to Beyti Restaurant that serves contemporary Turkish cuisine. We said goodbye
to our guide and fellow travelers.



Today is Friday in Bucharest: Early this morning we are transferred to the Bucharest airport for
our return flights to the US.

It was a rewarding trip that we will have wonderful memories of for a long time. Our guides in
Bulgaria and Romania were excellent. We had a great coach driver that took us all over Bulgaria
and Romania. Looking forward to new adventures in 2026.

Audrey & Mike Lambert



