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Bronze Medal Winner, 2016 Independent Publisher (IPPY) Book Awards: Best Regional Non-
Fiction - Europe. Finalist, 2016 Next Generation Indie Book Awards: Travel.An engaging
chronicle of a hiking and wildlife research expedition along the Carpathian and Sudeten
Mountains, from Romania to Germany, some 800 miles as the crow flies. (This volume, Part 1,
covers the first half of the journey, through Romania and Ukraine.) On the trail of wolves, we are
led deep into the misty hills, enchanting forests, and intriguing history of this fabled landscape,
where encounters with wolves, bears, and lynx; werewolves, vampires, and witches;
lumberjacks, shepherds, and outlaws; poets, tyrants, and saints; deities, demons, and sirens—
and such ancient peoples as Proto-Indo-Europeans, Dacians, and Rus’, and such imposing
historical figures as Attila the Hun, Vlad the Impaler, and Volodymyr the Great—provide broad
insight into the natural, historical, and mythological forces that have shaped, and continue to
shape, the nations, cultures, and psyches along the way. 63 beautiful color photographs also
emblaze this memorable trek.
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Inspired by WolvesThe wolf began its odyssey by exploring the territory of its pack in Romania,
deep in the enchanted mountain forests of Transylvania. Now it wanders further, loping along the
misty valleys, tumbling rivers, and ragged ridges of the Carpathian Mountain chain—the spine of
Central and Eastern Europe. I invite you to follow this wolf: to see what it saw, hear what it heard,
feel what it felt, and learn what it learned… and maybe, just maybe, to love what it loves.On a
late winter day in 2003, wolf tracker Peter Sürth negotiated his Isuzu Trooper up a steep, icy
forest road into the Bucegi Mountain Range of Transylvania. Peter and I were following the
steady beep from a radio collar that indicated a female wolf and its mate were resting
somewhere up on the rocky ridge above, perhaps after making a kill the night before.We were in
the midst of a thirty-day predation study being conducted by a team of scientists, students, and
volunteers called the Carpathian Large Carnivore Project (CLCP)—an experience I describe in
my previous book, Dreaming of Wolves. I had been in Romania for three weeks: a volunteer,
brought by the loss of my job, a search for meaning, and a deep interest in wolves. Peter had
been with the project for seven years: a professional, brought by a degree in wildlife
management, the project’s need for a jack-of-all-trades, and a passion for adventure. Peter was
now the CLCP’s chief wolf tracker and technician, but the project was coming to an end. In
another month he would be out of a job. As the car lurched and spun up the slippery slope, I
asked Peter what he would do next. I suspected that opportunities for wolf trackers weren’t
crawling out of the woodwork.“I’m thinking about hiking the Carpathians.”I paused for a moment,
wondering what was new about that.“The whole way,” Peter continued. “The Sudetes too. From
Romania to Germany. Next year if I can get sponsors.”I had no map in front of me, but I knew
enough geography to know this would be no trivial undertaking.“That’s a long way,” I replied.“Ya,



two thousand kilometers. I’ll get eco-volunteers to join me. We’ll collect scat. Maybe build a
genetic inventory of wolves, bears, and lynx. We’ll see where they live and learn how they move.
Identify corridors. Maybe we can also raise public awareness about the mountains and the
wildlife. Promote eco-tourism in the Carpathians.”After having chased wolves with Peter for
several days in this rugged Transylvania terrain, I figured if anyone could pull off such a feat, it
would be him. I had met the durable German only two weeks earlier—after receiving due
warning of both his pace and intensity—and he is an incredibly serious man not given to
chitchat. Nevertheless, Peter and I had developed a bond while trudging for hours through snow
up to our waists, up and down precipitous slopes, across deep ravines, and through dense
thickets on the trail of wolves. Peter covered rough terrain faster than anyone with whom I had
ever hiked; he seemed to almost fly above earthly resistance.“Wow! What an idea! Maybe you
could even establish a route that could be built into a trail, like the Appalachian Trail in
America.”“Ya, I was thinking of that.”“It’s crazy!”Peter smiled, and after a pause in which it
became clear he would offer no dispute, I added, “Do you think I could come? For a while
anyway?”“Ya, I think so.”It took a year longer than he had hoped, but by 2005 Peter had found
sponsors to provide camping and backpacking gear. Then he assembled a support team to
handle the day-to-day logistics: Jürgen Sauer, a forty-nine-year-old ex-high-tech worker from
Germany, and me, a forty-eight-year-old ex-high-tech worker from America. Eco-volunteers
would fund the expedition by paying a weekly fee to join us.We would start from a gorge deep in
the Southern Carpathians near Zarneşti, Romania (where wolves have lived for millennia) on
April 1st and were expected to arrive sixteen weeks later as special guests for the festivities of
“Wolf Day” in Rietschen, Germany, deep in the pine flats just across the border with Poland
(where wolves have recently returned)—about 1,300 kilometers distant as the crow flies. Peter
called the expedition “The Way of the Wolf.” This is one of its stories.1To fully experience a
landscape, one must travel through time as well as space, and through the imaginations as well
as the realities of its inhabitants. Thus, along with descriptions of spectacular terrain, colorful
people, stunning wildlife, and poignant experiences while on The Way of the Wolf, herein I offer
vignettes of the ever-fascinating history and folklore of the mountain peoples of the
Carpathians.In selecting from a dazzlingly rich past, I admit a bias towards the foundations of the
nations (or the nationalities—for not all the nations have had states) along our route, both
because they are fascinating and because they may not be well known by many readers in the
West. History classes when I was in school did not cover the geneses of these nations, even
though several became the largest states in Europe in their times, and even though at least
sixteen million people of Polish, Ukrainian, Romanian, Czech, Slovak, or Carpatho-Rusyn
descent now live in North America. As well, given the way things have gone during much of the
modern era, these early days are often viewed as golden ages, in whose glow national psyches
along the Carpathians still bask.In addition, the amount I write about each country is strongly
influenced by its linear hold on our path—the time we spent traveling through it: four weeks in
Romania and three weeks in Ukraine (for this volume, Part 1), and three weeks in Slovakia, one



week in the Czech Republic, and five weeks in Poland (for the next volume, Part 2); in no way is
the depth of my coverage indicative of the relative fascination that each nation holds. In the case
of Romania, I have chosen not to repeat treatments already covered in Dreaming of Wolves that
are valuable for understanding the cultural landscape of the country; in particular: brief histories
of the ancient Dacians, the Roma (also known as Gypsies), and Vlad the Impaler (also known as
Dracula), and a synopsis of Transylvanian vampire folklore.INTRODUCTIONRising at the heart
of Europe like a giant serrated shield above the grassy plains—magnificent ridges and snow-
capped peaks tossing up clouds and catching moisture to quench the thirst of shadowy forests
and luxuriant meadows where wild flowers and wild beasts and the animals of man flourish—the
Carpathian Mountains have deeply shaped the natural and cultural history of Europe as well as
the history of the collective human imagination. Their intimidating slopes and impervious woods
have splintered waves of Proto-Indo-Europeans, guided the expansion of the earliest Slavs, and
harbored the aspirations of peoples called Celts, Dacians, Romans, Huns, Goths, Gepids,
Vandals, Avars, Moravians, Poles, Czechs, Croats, Hungarians, Vlachs, Romanians, Slovaks,
Germans, Jews, Romani, Rusyns, Ukrainians, Gorals, and more. Carpathian ridges have
defended mighty kingdoms, Carpathian passes have channeled stalwart armies, and Carpathian
peaks have separated diverging societies—a sundering legacy still seen today in the numerous
national and provincial boundaries that Carpathian crests still form.Yet the Carpathian Mountains
are not well known in the West. If they conjure up images at all, Westerners likely picture them in
caricature, as a predominately vertical landscape bristling with precarious castles perched atop
improbable crags, where swirling mists shroud the depredations of vampires and werewolves,
and where blinding flashes of lightning animate bodies assembled by deranged professors with
strong accents and hunchbacked assistants. Even in nearby Western Europe, the term
“Carpathians” is still sometimes used as North Americans might use the term “sticks” or
“boondocks” to refer to remote and inaccessible places.If we examine a geophysical map of
Europe, however, the Carpathian Mountains look like a natural extension of the better-known
peaks to their west, the Alps. There is only a small break between the two, at a narrowing of the
Danube valley, near where Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Austria meet (the
Vienna Basin and the northwest corner of the Little Hungarian Plain). From here—literally from
the cobblestone courtyard of the imposing Bratislava Castle in the capital city of Slovakia as well
as from the northwestern suburbs of Vienna—the Carpathians start as two prongs of oak- and
beech-covered hills rolling up from the banks of the Danube, continuing in the same direction the
Alps left off, towards the northeast. They rise hill upon hill, steepen to ridge after ridge, and
fracture into range after range, their crests rising and falling in great undulations on a long and
majestic sweep back to the Danube, where they choke the waters with lofty cliffs called the Iron
Gates before climbing again to merge into the mountains of the Balkans. Heaving splendid
heights into the skies of eight countries—Austria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland,
Hungary, Ukraine, Romania, and Serbia—the Carpathians wrap the Transylvanian Plateau,
cradle the Carpathian Basin, and part the waters of East Central Europe, dividing those destined



for the Baltic from those flowing south and east to the Black Sea. And by precipitating twice as
much moisture as the surrounding lowlands, the Carpathians discharge innumerable torrents
that coalesce into such great and venerable courses as the Vistula, the Dniester, the Tisza, the
Prut, the Siret, the Mureș, the Olt, and the Váh.Today, throughout much of their approximately
1,600-kilometer (thousand-mile) length and 200,000 square kilometer (77,220 square mile) area
(both ranking second in Europe west of Russia), and among their 16 to 18 million human
inhabitants, the Carpathian Mountains preserve final vestiges of the “old life” of Europe.
Springtime still brings the sounds of bells, yells, whistles, and barks to the mountain slopes as
shepherds and their dogs guide cows, sheep, and goats to the lower pastures. Summer still
finds the flocks grazing higher, on flowery alpine meadows where their tenders camp in drafty
huts and make cheese, fend off wolves, and tell tales of vampires around their fires. In the fall,
enormous red-tasseled horses pull wobbly wooden carts along dusty roads, stacked high with
ricks of hay or bundles of sticks, or filled with scythe-grasping harvesters bound for the fields; in
winter, the same horses pull the trunks of trees down the icy slopes. Near villages the scent of
things burning almost always fills the air, as well the sounds of clucking hens, crowing roosters,
and, especially during the holidays, screaming pigs.As the Carpathian Mountains shape the
lives of their human inhabitants, so they shape the lives of the wild. Home to the largest
populations of large predators in Europe west of Russia, the forested highlands are a carnivore’s
delight. Nearly four thousand Eurasian gray wolves (Canis lupus lupus), eight thousand Eurasian
brown bears (Ursus arctos arctos), and twenty-five hundred Eurasian lynxes (Lynx lynx) hunt the
hills, mountains, and valleys, where a feast of spritely roe deer (Capreolus capreolus), stately
red deer (Cervus elaphus), earthy wild boar (Sus scrofa), or dashing hare (Lepus europaeus) is
seldom far off; a scramble up a steep rocky slope might even yield an agile and elusive chamois
(Rupicapra rupicapra).Recovered populations of Eastern imperial eagles (Aquila heliaca) now
scout for hares, hamsters, and pheasants from high airy circles, and here is one of the few
remaining refuges where European wildcats (Felis silvestris silvestris) can avoid the genes of
their domestic cousins. European bison (Bison bonasus; also known as wisent)—the largest
surviving wild land animal in Europe and once extinct in the wild—have recently been
reintroduced, as have Eurasian beavers (Castor fiber), which are thriving along upland streams
and rivers.With some 1,158 square miles (3,000 km2) of forest still virgin, and the southern
Carpathians of Romania guarding the largest contiguous forest remaining in Europe west of
Russia, the Carpathian Mountains harbor the last significant relic of the great primeval
woodlands that once spanned the subcontinent. For now, their dark sylvan halls, unruly fields,
and lofty alpine meadows provide a vital corridor between wild remnants of East Central Europe.
But for how long? Logging—legal and otherwise—is shrinking the old-growth forests. Roads,
vacation homes, ATVs, and ski resorts are invading the highlands. Tractors, pesticides, and
factory farms are replacing horses, hoes, and farmsteads. Only about seventeen percent of the
wild Carpathian landscape is formally protected, enforcement is spotty, and poaching of wildlife
is common…Wolves are quintessential emblems of wildness, symbolic of an absence of human



domination, a reminder that we do not control the cosmos. Wolves are part of the landscape, as
surely as the trees, the cliffs, and the rivers. And wolves must perceive a landscape as it is in
order to survive. But wolves must also learn from the past. They must be able to temper
unpredictability with experience. To perceive a landscape as a wolf, then, is to perceive it as it is:
shaped by the past, but ever changing. To perceive a landscape as a wolf is to perceive it as it is
—and will never be again.A Note about NomenclaturesThe nomenclature of the ranges, ridges,
and peaks of the Carpathian Mountains is almost as convoluted as the landscape. Appendix A
provides a summary of several systems of names along with the major geological divisions of
the chain. Although I will sometimes use one or another local name of a mountain or range to
refer to where we are on the expedition, I believe one can enjoy this narrative without getting
caught up in the multifarious and sometimes contradictory alternative labels that might be
applied from afar; I will also usually provide the names of the nearest human constructs—
counties, towns, and villages—when I know them, and often the more universal names of
rivers.A Note about EndnotesTo save fruitless thumbing to endnotes for those readers who are
not interested in sources, I have put brackets (“[]”) around endnote references for those
endnotes that contain only source specifications.ROMANIAMarch 25. Denver International
Airport.Here I am again, on a plane, heading to London… and then what?Why such dread,
when the unknown is precisely what adventure requires? It has been there, churning in my
stomach for the last two weeks, ever since I made my final commitment: “Yes, I will work on the
‘backup team’ (as Peter called it) for The Way of the Wolf expedition.” “Yes,” I could have added,
“I will sleep in a tent for the next four months, at who knows what uncomfortable and awkward
spots along the length of the Carpathian Mountains, amongst who knows what kind of bandits
and bears, finding food and water who knows where, cleaning myself and my clothes who knows
how, negotiating roads dominated by who knows what kind of crazy drivers” (see Dreaming of
Wolves).How will I shower? I really must shower once a week at least, especially when it’s warm.
In fact, my main concern is not how cold and frozen it might be in the beginning, but how hot and
muggy it will be at the end.My nights have crawled with fears, some reasonable, most not, but
my mind blowing them all out of proportion into anxious nocturnal shrapnel. Or so it seemed
when I arose and came to my senses. Riding along to the airport, I had a faint hope the bus
would spring a flat. I’d miss the plane and that would be that. A face-saving excuse, surely.I’m
even more apprehensive than two years ago. Is it because I know more now? Or do I just have
the attitude of a hobbit: Why put myself through hardship and uncertainty when I can stay safe
and comfortable at home?The answer is obvious. After my last experience in Romania, it’s safe
to say I’ll never again feel satisfied staying safe and comfortable at home. Is a need for
adventure coded in our genes? I suppose risk takers, over time, may have the better chance to
propagate… if they survive.Full moon over the wing,the dark expanse of Nebraska below.I was
under no obligation. Peter had found someone else for the backup team after I declined back in
January. His original plan of doing the expedition a year ago had fallen through when he failed to
get enough sponsors. I had moved on, even contemplating a return to a software job, when he



contacted me last fall. I was tempted—my old reliable backpack fighting the computer screen for
my loyalty—but after several exchanges with Peter, wherein I asked lots of reasonable questions
about how we would pull it off, I balked: “Well, I’d like to, but I don’t think it will work out… “ I
mitigated my disappointment in myself, and my guilt, by writing and editing publicity pieces for
the expedition.Then the software prospect fell through: All my conscience needed to start
asking, “Why not?” Of course I could find lots of reasons why not. But they were not enough. Not
enough to stop me from dreaming of wolves again. How many evenings had I lain awake
nostalgic for Transylvania? For the moon riding the clouds above the silvery ramparts of Piatra
Craiului; for the plaintive howls of Poiana and Crai asking to join Curly and me as we strolled
along the pot-holed road; for the cow bells, sheep bleats, and yells and whistles of the
shepherds… I even missed the constant scent of things burning. I was nostalgic for spontaneity
and a close connection with the earth. Had I forgotten the difficulties? Yes, of course. We always
forget the difficulties.As the bus rolled along to its inevitable destination at Denver International
Airport and I accepted the fact that its tires would remain inflated, my nerves finally quieted. The
decision had been made, I was on my way, there was no backing out… I was at peace. Then,
another wave of anxiety. Are the Buddhists right? Is there no real “self”?My self was being swept
back and forth by violent tides—inconsistent thoughts, feelings, desires, and fears, from one
moment to the next. Part of me wanted to go, part of me didn’t. So who am I? Am I a single
being? Or is inconsistency a proof of free will?“I can still back out,” I thought. “Just don’t get on
the plane. Do what you want and only what you want. What does it matter what others think?“But
what do I think?“I’m going, that’s what I think. Stop imagining the negative, start imagining the
positive. This adventure is beginning now. I’m taking the long way home… “But why this feeling I
won’t come back?Monday, March 28, Aarad, RomaniaJürgen, Thilo, and I are at a “two-star”
hotel (according to the sign outside) in Aarad, Romania, just over the border from Hungary. The
room is austere, with stark blue walls, somber brown carpet, small rickety beds, and a bathroom
whose cracked and missing tiles, moldy grout, wall-less shower, and rusty running sink make
you wonder whether you’d be any cleaner for cleaning there. But we had little choice, arriving
late last night after an all-day drive from Munich.Crossing the border yesterday was abrupt, like
walking through the wardrobe of Narnia, except into a land of wondrous squalor rather than
wondrous enchantment. I remember Thilo uttering a subdued moan as he scanned the
roadside, where mud, rust, and poverty ruled the landscape. Dilapidated shacks and the shells
of houses and lots of smoke—I don’t remember Romania being this bleak. Maybe part of it is the
season, with no snow and no greenery to hide the mud and marrings of humans. Or maybe
border towns are particularly decrepit. Or maybe it was just something I had previously become
used to.After our passport check at the crossing lots of unsavory looking characters were
hanging about, grouped under glaring neon lights and looking ready to pounce, so we drove on
through fatigue and the blackness of night. We took the first hotel a few kilometers beyond the
border, feeling lucky to have found one.I’m in a jetlag-induced fog as I try to remember the
events following my arrival two days earlier. Jürgen was waiting in the terminal of the Frankfort



airport, holding a white poster with “The Way of the Wolf” neatly inscribed in big black letters.
Presaging a fountain of practicality, Jürgen noted in very hesitant and broken English that we’ll
be needing the sign for four months. “For eco-volunteers.”Yes, of course. Good idea.With thick
whitening hair, a pleasant though tentative smile, and a glint in his eyes, Jürgen seemed nice
enough. But he was older than I expected (my age), and seemed a tad too rotund for months in
the outdoors.“Sorry. Thirty-five years before I learn English. Not much since. Some in Asia,” he
said in his apologetic tone.“Your English is better than my German. I’m happy to meet you, and
thanks for picking me up.” I tried to speak slowly and enunciate clearly.A little more small talk
was followed by an uncomfortable silence as we navigated though the terminal. Well, I’m in it
now, I thought, as we grabbed my suitcase and backpack. The airport was my last link to my
comfortable, known life. The only honorable way home now will be through four long months,
thousands of kilometers, and surely many difficulties. As we walked along to his car hauling my
luggage, I stole furtive measuring glances at my new companion.That first night we stayed at
Jürgen’s parents’ neat townhouse in the small neat town of Babenhausen. Jürgen’s parents were
at least as pleasant as Jürgen, if a bit more rotund. His father spoke only a few words of English,
his mother a few more, but their hospitality was wonderful. His mother had made a memorable
road tour through the Western US—the Zion, Bryce, and Grand Canyon route. As jovial and
maternal as a mother could be, she immediately adopted me, quickly and efficiently serving up a
much appreciated and ample German meal for this travel-starved guest, with lots of potatoes,
eggs, and sausages. Although at home I try to eat only meat that has been “humanely
raised” (which hopefully also means humanely killed)—whenever I’m a guest I generally take an
attitude attributed to Gautama Buddha: I eat what I’m offered.In the evening, we viewed slides of
Jürgen’s motorcycle trip last summer through the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and northern
Romania to visit a friend. Apparently we’d be passing near the friend’s cabin during the
expedition, where maybe we could even cop a shower and sleep on a bed. The knot of fear I had
been carrying in my stomach started to ease. Maybe this whole thing is doable after all. Maybe
it’ll just be a long road trip.Next day, it was on to Munich in the project’s Passat station wagon to
pick up Thilo, a photojournalist who will be joining us for the first two months. Thirty years old,
with straight and fine dark blond hair, Thilo is very slender and very intense. His English is pretty
good, polished by a recent photography jaunt in the States, although his words occasionally
come with a piercing stare.Jürgen and I dropped our bags onto Thilo’s floor, and then we all
went out for food and drink. Munich beer is indeed good.That night Jürgen and I slept on Thilo’s
sofas, where I got my first introduction to Jürgen’s thunderous snore. In the morning we loaded
Thilo’s rather prodigious photography gear and off we went, already feeling the camaraderie of
heading into the unknown together.Tuesday, March 29, Zarneşti, RomaniaPeter’s house in
Zarneşti. The place is still Spartan. A bed in the bedroom and a table in the main room and not
much else. Zarneşti (pronounced “Zarneshte”) is a red-tile-roofed town of about 25,0002 souls
residing in rows of old stucco houses and a few decaying Communist-era apartment blocks. The
town lies below the soaring snow-dusted coniferous slopes of Piatra Craiului and is the former



home of the CLCP.Yesterday as we drove down the hill into town I was pelted by familiar scenes:
the same muddy, potholed streets; the same bundles of sticks on red roofs (storks’ nests); the
same swarms of chickens strutting about; the same scraggly dogs lounging around; the same
grey skies of March. I felt I was returning home. But I did spot a new restaurant on the road near
the Prombergers’ former residence. Development is invading even this remote Carpathian
outpost.Today I play tour guide, happy to revisit old haunts with Jürgen and Thilo and revive my
Romanian language skills. Visiting Cabanna Lupului (the solid and cozy log “Wolf Cabin”) and
Poiana and Crai (the two captive wolves I had cared for two years earlier) is nostalgically sad.
The wolves don’t disappear up the bushy slope as they would with strangers, but neither do I get
a warm and enthusiastic reception. They are aloof, tentative, and shy. I guess two years is a long
time for a wolf.The cabin has been sold to a local entrepreneur—the bike renter who once
loaned me a bike—and although people occasionally stay here (so I’m told), the place is empty
now. Formerly a home of activity, life, and warmth, the cabin is now deserted and neglected, with
its large ceramic stove cold and dead, and trash scattered about the forlorn yard. The new owner
is caring for the wolves until the Prombergers can relocate them to new facilities in nearby Sinca
Noua, where they are establishing an equestrian-based ecotourism business.I notice with some
satisfaction that the log rail fence I resurrected around the cabin yard has held up, and the new
house being built just upstream is yet only a few concrete blocks that look hurriedly slapped
together.We leave the cabin and hike across the valley and up the slopes to the cave monastery,
Coltii Chiliei, in the same fog and drizzle of two years ago. Two dark, twisted strands of scat
bristling with wild boar hair lay in the middle of the icy road leading up to the cave, almost surely
left by a wolf. A monk, who looks not particularly monkish in his trim jacket and dark wool beanie,
comes out to greet us and lead us to the sacred cave. I don’t know what sins of my companions
were forgiven, but since I had already been through the natural stone arch, mine were immutable
(see Dreaming of Wolves).Later we pay the obligatory visit to “Dracula’s Castle” in Bran, where
Thilo and Jürgen become sincerely interested tourists, climbing the narrow stairs, ducking
through low passageways, and photographing the imposing gothic hilltop fortress and the less
imposing but quaint and rustic peasant cottages of the open air museum. We then finish the day
with a celebratory and delicious dinner at Moserel’s guesthouse. There we meet Markus, our
eco-volunteer from Switzerland who will join us for the month-long Romanian leg of the
expedition, our only paying member for the first two weeks. Fiftyish, with short thinning-graying
hair and glasses that magnify and a moustache that punctuates a sense of humor in his face, he
appears fit and shakes our hands quite vigorously. I’m told he stays in shape via prodigious
hiking in the mountains of his homeland. Markus can’t tell me this himself because he speaks no
English.Poiana and Crai. © Jürgen Sauer.Bran Castle, also known as Dracula’s Castle. © Oana
Vinatoru / istockphoto.com.Wednesday, March 30, Zarneşti, RomaniaAt a planning meeting in a
forestry administration building in Braşov3, we go over maps and discuss plans with some
important looking officials, and meet Ana and Cata, the two Romanian members of our team for
the first month. Peter lays down a few rules:1. We are to always store our most vital piece of



equipment, Peter’s laptop, in the Land Rover, which we are never to leave unattended. If the
laptop is stolen, the expedition will be over. It is our only means of communication with eco-
volunteers—both those who have already signed on and those (hopefully) yet to come—who are
funding our expedition. The eco-volunteers will come and go usually on Fridays, and tentative
agreements have been, or will be, made as to what airports, train stations, or bus depots we will
pick them up and drop them off. With so much uncertainty we must stay flexible and responsive,
so our ability to communicate with both committed and prospective eco-volunteers is critical.2.
Those of us who drive the vehicles are not to exceed speed limits, where there are speed limits,
and in any case we are to drive conservatively, “not Romanian style” (see Dreaming of
Wolves).3. This is an international expedition and therefore we are all to speak English as much
as is practical, at least in group conversation.Thursday, March 31, ZarneştiTomorrow, April
Fool’s Day, is the Big Day. We’ll start from Zarneşti Gorge, where some kind of media event is
planned. As the expedition’s immensity in time and place looms, I know the milestones with
which I will measure my life will now be short, modest and simple: keep myself fed, hydrated,
and reasonably clean, dry, and warm. If I can manage these on a daily basis (at least), I’ll be fine.
I hope.Last night Peter funded our second delicious dinner, this time at the other CLCP-affiliated
guesthouse, Pensiunea Elena, run by Gigi Popa, his wife Elena, and their daughter Beatrice.
Gigi, a tall man with dark, receding hair and a long, sharp nose popping out from a thick, active
moustache, took the head of the table. He kept our glasses filled with schnapps, and between
frequent tilts of his own, accompanied by insistent gestures, smiles, and pleading looks to tilt
ours, directed particularly towards me (I was sitting next to him), entertained us with guitar
playing and singing. His rendering of American classics such as John Denver’s “Country Road”
was awkward and uninspiring, but when he covered Romanian folk songs his crooning became
beautiful and evocative, and I couldn’t help adding my tears to his. As he encouraged us to drink,
so I encouraged him to perform.It was a fun and convivial evening, yet accompanied by a
strange loneliness. The six of us were the only diners in the large, echoing room, which was dark
and cold excepting the area of our table. Since Markus spoke no English and is our single
paying client, and since everyone besides me spoke German, the team quickly broke rule
number three. I felt a little left out, but since our opportunities for meals have been sporadic, I
was content to concentrate on eating. I also resisted as much as possible Gigi’s wordless but
persistent pleas to imbibe.I only partially succeeded.This morning I feel the effects, not only of
last night’s revelry and lack of sleep but also lingering jet lag. Jürgen, Thilo, and I are camping
out on Peter’s floor. For us the expedition has already begun. But of all the dangers I had
imagined, I hadn’t considered a snorer to be one of them. Earplugs help, but not enough. The
floor literally vibrates in resonance with Jürgen’s breathing. I’m exhausted and have a headache
and a sense of dread about the prospect of ongoing sleep deprivation.The weather has been
grey since we arrived, but a couple of inches of fresh snow this morning have brightened things
up. In the afternoon, Thilo, Jürgen, and I take a break from the growing stress and revisit the wolf
cabin. Our photographer wants some shots of the wolves. This time I get the reception I had



been expecting: Poiana and Crai are affectionate, even demanding pats through the fence. They
give Thilo ample opportunities, looking well fed and healthy in their thick winter coats, but Peter
says they don’t receive much social interaction with humans these days. I feel guilty when we
leave: Will I ever see them again after we depart tomorrow?Daylight ends with a wash of the
Land Rover. A spiffy start won’t hurt. Then I organize, loading my backpack with what I think I’ll
need during spring conditions in the mountains and putting the rest in my suitcase for later life on
the road. We haven’t enough boxes and bags and backpacks, so still many odds and ends to
squeeze into the vehicles, and still many questions about how things will work. I guess we’ll
figure it out as we go.Jürgen, Thilo, and I are on our own for dinner tonight, so I buy onions,
tomatoes, potatoes, and beans fresh off the vine at an open market to make a soup. This will be
a big role for me, dreaded in my normal life: shopping.Since Ana and Cata will be with us in
Romania, I won’t have to always drive, so I’ll start off tomorrow with the hiking team. This pleases
me. My body has dutifully obeyed my mind’s directive to exercise almost every day for the past
twenty-five years, and is now craving activity.Saturday, April 2. Near Sinca Noua,
Romania.Driving up the gorge to our start early yesterday morning was like driving backwards in
time into an earlier and darker hour and an earlier and colder season, as the browns and greens
of a promising spring morning froze into the blues and whites of a pre-dawn winter. We stopped
where several vans and SUVs were parked at a widening of the snowy track, dwarfed and
shadowed by soaring, frosted cliffs.Hopping from our warm seats we zipped up our coats,
donned our hats and gloves, and enthusiastically hoisted our carefully prepared packs onto our
backs for the start of our epic journey. Then we stood waiting in the cold. We watched our frozen
breaths hang in the air while Romanian and German TV and radio technicians adjusted their
cameras and microphones, and the reporters interviewed Peter and the mayor and other
dignitaries. A few cliques of excited and shy children—middle-school-aged students, I guessed—
hung about on the periphery, hands in their pockets and puffs of fog punctuating their
words.Finally, just as my toes were starting to freeze, Peter finished talking, waved for us to start,
and set off down the road with a grin as big as day. The vehicles started up with belches of blue
exhaust above the white snow and passed us by, leaving a sudden hush that let the sounds of
crunching snow and giggling children echo off the canyon walls. We followed with all the pent up
energy of weeks of planning and anticipation, practically bounding down the gorge.Several of
the braver children hustled closer for a chat. They spoke English surprisingly well, and the
bravest and most curious, a girl named Christina, tentatively asked between hurried breaths,
“Where are you from?”“America.”Almost leaping with joy, “Please, tell me about America!”“Well,
it’s not all like you see in the movies…”The rest of the children ventured nearer to hear our talk,
which continued all the way to back down to the warm and sunny spring morning waiting on the
outskirts of Zarneşti.We’re off! Peter, the author, and the Romanian children. © Jürgen
Sauer.Skirting the town, we took a path that cut across open terraces to join the road to the wolf
cabin. On our left the beige valley floor curved into an ever steepening and whitening evergreen
forest that lifted the frosty gray cliffs of Piatra Craiului vertically into the clouds. Hurrying to meet



our final appointment with the media at the cabin, Peter strode along far ahead. “He is a fast
walker,” Ana observed. Peter’s reputation had apparently reached the Romanian members of our
team.Reporters stood ready at the cabin with cameras and microphones, and at our sight they
rushed to interview the students, who in turn interviewed Peter, all under Poiana’s and Crai’s
cautious gaze. We hobnobbed with the paparazzi and celebrities (so I imagined) for what
seemed too long, those of us who could grabbing a bite to eat, until the crowd finally began to
disperse. Then Peter, Ana, Markus, Thilo, and I hoisted our packs, while Jürgen and Cata
climbed into the vehicles and drove off to set up a camp, somewhere on the far side of a
mountain ridge, somewhere near the village of Sinca Noua. It was about 2:00 p.m. We were an
hour behind schedule.Jürgen under the northern edge of Piatra Craiului. © Jürgen
Sauer.Shepherd watches The Way of the Wolf go by. © Jürgen Sauer.With the hubbub behind
us, we walked in the sound of our own thoughts, and in the glow from our well-wishers and the
warm afternoon sun, suddenly this whole thing no longer seemed so intimidating. We walked
briskly for about eight kilometers along the flat, easy road of the valley, the forbidden one that led
to the Cold Mountain artificial village film site. I finally got to walk it—and so had a bear, who had
flaunted the privilege by impressing its large paws in the mud alongside the road. Somewhere
before the alleged village, we turned aside to the right (east), cut up a sloping meadow, and
stopped to rest briefly in the sunshine. Taking seats on relatively dry patches of straw, we
soothed our bare feet in the snow.Then we began to climb. Our route took us up a slope that
steepened sharply into a thickly wooded wall, until the only possible path was an ice-choked
creek bed: one long semi-frozen waterfall trickling down through the brush. The time for Thilo to
easily roll his wagon full of photography equipment was over—surely a dubious strategy from the
get-go.So Thilo hoisted the front of the wagon while Peter took one rear corner and Markus the
other. I wanted to help, but it was obvious my leather hiking boots weren’t appropriate for the
watery conditions of the streambed, and both Peter and I knew that if I soaked them through, it
would be days before I could hike again. With no hindrance from the wagon, I at least had some
hope of picking a route through the snow on the sides of the waterfall that might spare my
boots.Wrestling the wagon up what had become essentially a cliff slowed our pace. The porters
tired, and we all knew our rendezvous with the backup team before dark was in jeopardy. At a
break in the action I suggested we leave the tangled ice flow and try what might be a more
reasonable slope to the left of the ravine. It was still steep, but mature trees had begun replacing
impenetrable brush and it was covered with mere snow rather than water and ice. Its contour
also hinted of rounding to a knoll, and anyway in the snow I could also help with the wagon. I
seized a corner and we scrambled quickly up the bank.Our new route paid off, and we even
stumbled upon an old forest road near the top of the ridge. Then, as we were stomping through
the deep snow, we hit our Holy Grail (!): a set of fresh wolf tracks slashing through the deep
powder, punctuated by a pile of scat resting against a tree. Our anxiety at the fading day was
swept aside by this “… record of wild intelligence, efficiency, and mystery so recently cast in the
sparkling snow of [the] still forest.”[4] Peter dumped his pack, retrieved a glass tube, and



carefully scraped a sample of the fecal matter using his sterilized popsicle-sticks.Weak golden-
red sunrays slanting horizontally across boles and branches put us soon on our way. We
continued plowing through the snow, traveling single file like wolves—though much less
efficiently—until the road and the daylight faded. So did any hope I had for dry feet—the wet
snow had finally produced its inevitable effect—and after we topped the ridge and started down,
the wagon with its attached people tugged and twisted me this way and that until my knees
began to kill.We kept coming upon extreme slopes thick with underbrush and fallen trees,
completely impassable with the wagon. I scouted ahead, but nothing was working. Darkness
and cold were falling fast, and we were exhausted and soaked from snow and sweat. Peter
scanned the terrain, looking for some lighter channel through the wood that might reveal a path,
or some recognizable undulation of the landscape. He had expected a trail down from the ridge,
but only a dense and chaotic cavalcade of trunks surrounded us. We had no phone connection,
so no way to know the support team’s location. In our optimistic preparations, to condition
ourselves for the rigors ahead we had packed our sleeping bags and pads, but not our tents or
tarps, and now there was not a flat or dry spot in sight. I discreetly searched Peter’s face for
some hint of confidence. It was obvious that four months of this would be impossible.Meanwhile,
the here and now demanded a change in strategy. We wouldn’t make it out before dark to the
relative comfort of a camp—to something resembling the images of dry tents and warm food that
were beginning to pervade my imagination—if we kept descending blindly into dead ends.The
wagon. If it wasn’t for the wagon, we could slip and slide down about anything.“Should we ditch
it?”My companions looked at me with puzzled expressions.“What?”Sorry. I’m trying to avoid
idioms, but this one slipped out.“The wagon…should we leave it here? We could climb back up
and get it tomorrow.”I avoided Thilo’s gaze, already figuring he wouldn’t be pleased with the idea
of leaving his entire net worth at some uncharted spot in this wilderness, even if just for a night.
And a sour glance from Peter, who is never loquacious, acknowledged the response I already
expected: Losing a day to retrieve the wagon would seriously hamper his ambitious schedule of
trekking twenty-five kilometers a day, six days a week, over the difficult mountainous terrain of
the Carpathians, some of it trackless wilderness. We desperately needed a good start in order to
believe in our entire plan for the next four months. To lose the first day wouldn’t be it.My
suggestion fell into the darkening silence. Not a dead dry leaf nor living green needle
stirred.Suddenly Peter broke the spell.“Ana and I will go down. Others stay here. If we find the
road, Ana will go get the backup team. They will bring the Land Rover while I find a good path
back up from below.”Peter didn’t say what would happen if they couldn’t find the road before they
couldn’t see, or how he could find a path clear enough for the wagon. But if there was any light at
all, even only starlight, it should be easier to find a path from below than from above. I could think
of no better plan, and nods and “okays” confirmed that neither could anyone else.As Peter and
Ana disappeared into the gloom, Markus, Thilo, and I took a few longing steps in their direction,
towards a slightly less intimidating grade, perhaps a better spot to spend the night in case the
plan didn’t quite work. If it didn’t, I knew I was in for trouble. My feet were soaked, and not only



did we not have shelter, but my sleeping bag was of the light summertime variety. I had only
room for one, and when I packed back in my comfortable home in the States, I was more worried
about summer heat than winter cold. I thought I could simply don lots of warm clothes during the
few nights in April when it might be cold.We stood and waited, for complete darkness or Peter’s
voice, whichever would come first. I guessed we had about thirty minutes until the former. There
was no moon, and we didn’t really think Peter would be able to find us after that, although I
supposed hollering might help.It won’t take much to set up a camp. We have little to set up. Take
off my waterlogged boots, put on the few dry winter clothes I have in my pack, crawl into my bag
and try to avoid sliding down the slope. I just hope the dampness will take its time soaking me. At
least the cold has stopped the snow from melting…We spoke in low voices, not only to listen,
but because disturbing the terrible frozen twilight seemed a weighty and needless task. I wiggled
my toes to fight off the numbness that I knew would be the end of them. As the minutes passed,
we became ever more still, until merely shifting our weight on our feet in the crunching snow
seemed to produce an uproarious din. The light was all but gone, and I was thinking about my
sleeping bag when I thought I heard a sound.“Did you hear that?” Thilo whispered.“I’m not
sure… maybe,” I whispered back.We held our breaths. Again, a faint sound. Suddenly a
tremendous whistle rent the stillness. It was Thilo. Then again, a little more certain now, definitely
a faint yell. We waited until we could locate the sound, then we leaped down through the snow,
Thilo’s wagon alternately pushing and dragging him. Finally, through the darkness I detected
motion. It was Peter.Raising our arms against invisible branches, we all crashed through the
wood, Peter leading the way down to the bottom of the slope and then along a creek bed. When
we finally got to the forest road, we thought the worst was over.Although the afternoon had been
sunny, now there was no hint of a star or light of any kind. The total blackness was disorienting. I
suppose the road might have been some small iota less black than the stygian woods on our
sides, but we had to feel our way. The track was rough and rutted, far too rough for Thilo to pull
his wagon, so he lifted the front while Markus and I took the rear.We groped along for what
seemed like hours, each step searing pain into my knees, my soaked feet, and my shoulders,
which now burned from the weight of my pack. A wolf, observing from the black void of the
forest, might reasonably observe, “That is not my way,” as we stumbled past with an occasional
groan. We halted at intervals so Markus and I could switch sides to relieve the asymmetry of our
torment. Yearning for the lights of the Land Rover, as something like time passed, my
expectation just settled into a vague will to complete the next step.Waves of fatigue and pain
suddenly rolled into a light. Then two lights. Two bright lights bouncing in the darkness. A vehicle
is approaching! Yes! Yes! Yes!But, what is this? Not a Land Rover? What the hell is a strange
vehicle doing out here in the middle of this wild blackness of Transylvania!?We couldn’t know or
care. We just trudged on—until, after some new black eternity, more lights. Another mirage? No,
this time it was a Land Rover. It was real, and dear Jürgen was in it!We had not the energy to
celebrate. We peeled our packs from our backs and threw them and the wagon into the vehicle
while Jürgen frantically explained that he had been searching for us for hours, driving up many a



rough forest road. “It’s ok, man!”The Land Rover filled so I still had to walk to our camp, but
without the weight of my backpack and Thilo’s wagon, and with the knowledge I only had about
a kilometer to go before a campfire, warm food (hopefully), and dry tents, my final slog felt like a
joyful skip.Our much appreciated backup team did indeed have a camp set up, much as I had
envisioned, with a fire going, soup boiling, and tents pitched. We had survived the first day. But
how much more of this could we take? Glancing up from my cup and watching my exhausted
companions standing around the fire shoveling steaming spoonfuls into their months with gloved
hands (there was only one place to sit), I began to wonder: Has anyone else done this? Has
anyone else traversed on foot the entire length of the Carpathian Mountains?I suppose we can
never know whether some unknown nomad unwittingly accomplished the feat sometime in the
distant past while on an extended hunt, or forced migration, or merely a protracted aimless
wander, but given the physical hurdles, the paucity of motivating factors, and the fact that the
mountains have been perpetually cut by numerous and usually conflicting tribal, cultural, and
political divisions, it is safe to doubt it. During their reign of terror in the Middle Ages, marauding
bands of Tartars on raids from their Crimean base into Central Europe for slaves and booty
would have covered a portion of the general route, but to ensure the swift passage of their small
horses, they would likely have kept to the mountains’ feet. And during most of the last century,
when the idea of hiking for the sake of hiking—hiking for recreation—first arose in the human
psyche, brutal invasions, insurgencies, counter-insurgencies, and intimidating national borders
would have made it highly improbable. Even today there is no single trail, no chain of
campgrounds, no established potable water sources, no accommodations or conveniences of
the kind that have come to be expected by most modern trekkers. I suppose it could be
compared to hiking the Appalachian Trail before there was an Appalachian trail, with the added
complication that one must pass through a multiplicity of cultures, languages, and nations.Yes,
staring into the flames and shuffling aching knees and sore feet, I couldn’t help but wonder. Will
we, or at least I, really make it?Our four tents, all donated by Marmot, are two-person jobs, and
Peter will share his with the canine member of our team, Shira. Terrified of Jürgen’s snore, and
realizing that precedent may endure, I claimed a tent with Thilo. Then I shivered mightily through
the entire night. A woolen base layer, a woolen shirt, a woolen sweater, a winter coat (fleece liner
and double nylon shell), fleece pants, a self-inflating open-cell pad, my 45° sleeping bag, and
the tent were no match for the bitter, damp cold which rose like a reanimated corpse from the
hard, frozen ground.We awaken to a thick layer of frost covering everything that is anywhere
near the river, which is steaming. It is minus 13º C (about 9º F). The hiking team—Peter, Thilo,
and Markus today—gets underway by about 10 a.m. We are proceeding northward along a
range of relatively low, rounded mountains known as the Munţii Perşani (Persian Mountains, part
of the Căliman-Harghita Mountains of the Inner Eastern Carpathians), which is about sixty
kilometers long, the highest peaks reaching near a thousand meters above sea level.In the
afternoon Ana and I scout for a campsite along a highway (E68) west of Braşov. The land is
mostly open, and dry and straw-colored, and after we’ve run the course of a quiet gravel side



road without any prospects (no water and no cover), Ana asks if she can drive the Passat.
Around thirty and petite with very short, blond hair, Ana grew up in the mountains of western
Romania. She now lives in Braşov, and speaks English very well, and has travelled throughout
Europe to participate in rock climbing competitions. Wiry and waiflike, I’m not surprised to hear
she won a few, but is now retired. She’s experienced at living and working in the outdoors as a
rock climbing and hiking guide, but is coming along primarily to help us navigate Romania’s
human landscape.Ana allows that she hasn’t had much experience driving a standard, and
since neither of our vehicles are automatics, I guess it’s time to see if she can manage. After she
starts the engine and tries to tease our car along the track, I can see she indeed doesn’t have
much experience. She evidently doesn’t have any at all, and while the car lurches forward and
starts negotiating a six or seven point turn I offer a variety of suggestions. We eventually jolt back
to the highway, but just as Ana’s about to gun us on, I notice another side road branching off that
I’d like to check out. “Turn!” I shout.My urgency was a mistake. We pitch into the angle between
the road and the highway and halfway into a ditch. By now Ana has had enough of my driving
lessons and is nearly in tears. I take the wheel. And the blame: There’s no question I’ve been too
impatient. I apologize and silently assuage my guilt by concluding that the start of an expedition
is not the best time for driving lessons.We finally find a place to camp in a sheep pasture—with
no water and no cover.Sunday, April 3. Bogata pass on E60, Romania.Except for a shepherd
and a flock of sheep last night, we’ve been left alone at our campsites, but this afternoon we set
up on a small sheltered depression just off a busy mountain highway. It is next to a small stream,
and a group of frolicking picnickers have dropped in to enjoy an hour or two of warm afternoon
sunshine.The others are all off, and I’m watching over our campsite. Peter and Markus have
started trekking, while Jürgen, Cata, and Ana have joined Thilo on a photographic tour back at
Piatra Craiului. I want to hike, but my knees won’t allow it. I’ll try tomorrow. With no springs or
clear running water for two days now, I’m putting my Katadyn filter to work on the tiny muddy
brook.I’m still wearing the same clothes I started with, even though I sweated heavily the first
day. With limited luggage space and more concern about sweating in summer than spring, I
didn’t bring many changes of winter clothing.Living out of two packs (a daypack and a
backpack) in a two-person tent with two people makes for a cramped lifestyle. The going would
be easier if I could remember in the morning where I had put things in the darkness of night, and
if I could remember in the darkness of night where I put things in the morning. Then I’d only have
to pull everything out of one of my packs half the time instead of pulling everything out of both of
my packs all the time. I expect that soon I’ll have a system down.After everyone’s in camp and
the campfire is lit and darkness has fallen and cars and trucks buzz by on the road above, we
enjoy a meal of polenta with tomatoes, onions, garlic, and Thilo’s lousy cheese. He had bought a
large wad at an open market in Braşov, but it is barely edible. We figure it will go down easier if it
is melted in with the tastier ingredients.This is fortunate for more than culinary reasons, as it
turns out.Camp 2: Shepherd’s Camp. © Jürgen Sauer.Monday, April 4. Bogata Pass.Last night
was very cold once again, but I added another layer and either didn’t shiver all night or wasn’t



conscious of it if I did. I was wrapped so tightly in clothes not designed to go over other clothes
and stuffed into a sleeping bag not designed for a person with so many layers that maybe I didn’t
have room to vibrate. In any case, I finally slept fairly well. Except I was interrupted when Thilo
kicked me so I would stop snoring. Only I wasn’t snoring. It was Jürgen, whose vibrations had no
chance of staying confined to the Land Rover, where he has taken to sleeping. I tried squirming
my lower half over to kick Thilo back, but I was too mummified.In the morning our tents and cars
and anything left outside are covered with a thick layer of frost. And stamped in the icy mud
about a hundred meters from our tents is a set of very fresh bear tracks. European brown bear
tracks. The same species as the American grizzly. Thus our good fortune at ridding ourselves of
the pungent cheese, tasty or not.After the sun climbs high enough into this ravine to warm us up,
Peter, Thilo, Markus, and I hit the trail, continuing northwards along the Perşani. We jaunt up a
gentle slope leading into a park-like beech forest.Tuesday, April 5. Near Vârghiş, Romania.Back
in Colorado, the feasibility of Peter’s plan to hike eighteen to twenty-four straight-line kilometers
a day, six days a week for four months across the convoluted terrain of the Carpathians, up and
down steep slopes, along treacherous ridges, through snow and mud and dense forest—some
of it trackless—was a subject of doubt amongst my friends and me, experienced hikers and
backpackers all. I can’t say there was much debate; our skepticism was universal. Yesterday I
learned how, just maybe, it can be done. I’ll call it Extreme Power Hiking (EPH). Ten straight
hours of marching fast, with one maybe thirty-minute break for a bite to eat and a couple of brief
pauses if we’re lucky enough to spot wildlife or the sign of wildlife (we spied foxes, roe deer, red
deer, an owl, and lynx tracks). No other stops. Not even for a moment. If you stop to take off a
layer, or tie your laces, or relieve your bladder, you’ll have to utilize your momentary deliverance
as a source of inspiration to quicken your step, or you’ll be left behind.At first the trails were
marked and mannerly and the grade gentle. The naked canopy, each leafless tree its own fractal
wonder, let in a fair amount of sun, so there wasn’t much snow. The ground was covered instead
by an amiable blanket of yellow, orange, and brown leaves: condensed glories of summers past,
which, rustled by our steps, released a scent of fertile decay.Then things began to change. The
trails began to get unruly, contradicting our map or simply fading into unmarked, wandering
aisles that forced us to bushwhack until we stumbled upon another line of blazes. The ground
steepened, and regardless of angle the trail rarely bothered to switchback. We trudged straight
up and down steep slopes so many times I lost count. After four or five hours—just about when
we learned that our next campsite was still at least nine straight and level kilometers away—my
knees began to ache. My strength was up to the pace, which now quickened even more so we
might be out before dark, but the pain in my knees on declines seared through me like fire. I
began sidestepping the descents to reduce the pain, which slowed me a bit, so I yelled to the
others, who were not waiting, to not wait, I would catch up on the climbs.We had no energy for
chatting, but once when I caught up with Thilo, he turned and managed a rare admission. “I’m
running out of power.” Not surprising, since his huge green pack stuffed with photography
equipment looked like a small refrigerator. I offered him the Red Bull he had given me to carry,



but he declined. “You can have it.”We slogged on, experiencing that perpetual fantasy on hikes in
the mountains when you’re hurting and tired: the next ridge must surely be the last. Wrong at
least a half-dozen times during the last three kilometers or so, I hobbled along on wounded
knees. These were now allied with sore feet, and I tried other strategies to descend the slopes—
such as kicking out my unbent legs like a soldier on parade—and by the time darkness had
completely wrapped me, I had fallen permanently behind. Alone and now with no need to keep
up, I slowed until I finally stumbled onto a wider forest road with a gentler slope that I figured
must be right. The dark wood began to lift, I spotted a flickering orange glimmer in the distance,
and I dragged my feet a little quicker.Limping into the camp I recognized most of our team from
the shadowy faces wavering in the weak glow of the Primus stoves, which reflected faintly off the
orange tents. Jürgen had obviously been at work, but where were Cata and Ana?Extreme Power
Hiking. © Thilo BrunnerTurns out they took an alternate route, which was lengthened several
hours by road washouts or some such thing. We had no campfire, nor cut vegetables, so we just
tossed in some noodles and instant soup for a few quick swallows before hitting our bags. We
had covered over twenty-five kilometers as the (very lucky) crow flies: At least thirty as the
Carpathian wolf lopes, ever up and down. Extreme Power Hiking.The night turned cold and left
its frozen white coat to dress this morning, which the sun is now removing. Shira is curled up and
conked out in the warm sunshine. Maybe she’s dreaming of staying put long enough to pounce
on field mice, as she likes to do when given the chance. Does the oblivious dog know what she
has signed on for?We have extra time to break camp this morning, and whenever we have it, we
seem to need it. We have it because today we are all riding to a small village called Vârghiş.
Even Peter, who is thus abandoning his plan of hiking every meter to Germany, although it is a
matter of only a few kilometers. We are crossing a break in the woods, and I guess Peter sees no
point in trudging along a flat dusty road where wolves wouldn’t likely tread, at least in
daytime.We find a place to camp on a grassy slope, the side of a ravine above the village. This is
our first time setting up in the light of day, and we have a broad vista of the valley, which
stretches between deciduous orange-gray hills on one side and evergreen hills on the other to a
hazy plain glittering with the silver steeples of distant villages. We’ll stay here tonight and all of
tomorrow. The hiking team needs rest, especially their feet, and anyway we are about a half-day
ahead of schedule. We’ll pick up the trail again in nearby Vârghiş Gorges National Reserve the
morning after tomorrow.Further up the road, two loggers are working with chain saws and a
horse team. Soon after spotting us, they desert the large brown horses, which show their
concern by contentedly munching the still dormant grass, and come down to chat, their arms
loaded with fresh cut firewood. The wood is green, but trim and neat and stacks wonderfully. We
compensate each with a cigarette, extras brought along for such purposes at the advice of Cata
and Ana. As the loggers shield the little white sticks in large calloused hands and light up and let
go a few puffs from out of their whiskered cheeks, their content seems to imply they got the
better deal. They offer us as much wood as we want, and one of them tells us of his dream to
build a guesthouse for the many tourists and climbers whom he hopes will someday be drawn to



the nearby caves and cliffs.Some seven and a half kilometers of limestone has been leached out
of the ground underneath the two-hundred-meter cliffs of Vârghiş Gorge. The largest cave, a 1.4-
kilometer long gash known as the Almas Cave (or alternatively, the Mereşti Cave), is the stuff of
legend. According to the local version of the story, this is the hole from which the Pied Piper and
his young charges emerged at the end of their long subterranean parade all the way from
Hamelin, Germany, in 1284. The story probably has its roots in the march of real “Saxons,”5 who
were invited to Transylvania by Hungarian kings seeking to bolster their southeastern defenses,
beginning in the twelfth century and picking up after the land was depopulated by the Mongols in
1241.The Saxons would go on to build the “seven fortified cities of Transylvania”6—hence the
region’s German name, Siebenbürgen (“Seven Cities”)—as well as stout churches in many a
country village. The Germanic immigrants not only helped defend Transylvania7, but their
energy and craftsmanship brought prosperity, and they were able to maintain their culture—their
neat, solid, and defendable houses; austere but pragmatic habits; modest dress; and language—
reportedly less changed than that of the kinsfolk they left behind—until well into the twentieth
century. Most returned to Germany in a migration that started with the upheavals of World War II,
continued after the downfall of Hitler in 1945 (when they became welcomed as German
citizens), and gained steam after the downfall of Ceauşescu in 1989 (when they became freer to
leave8). Their influence remains, however, in the architecture of the many Saxon villages and
towns that dot the Transylvanian Plateau (including Zarneşti), and in the tongues of a few.The
logger-entrepreneur wants to know our opinion of his guesthouse concept. Sounds good to
us.“Ah, maybe. But do you know that 150 bears from Braşov were recently brought into the
area? This might complicate my plans,” he says. “And yours, too,” he adds, nodding towards our
flimsy tents. We shrug and exchange furtive glances. Bears will be bears; what can we do?
Surely an incredulous story, which later both Peter and Cata, whom would know, confirm is not
true.In the afternoon, my first clothes-washing the very old-fashioned way: Not even a
washboard to scrub a couple of cotton t-shirts and a pair of wool socks; just some swishes and
squeezes in Jürgen’s portable “bucket” (a nylon sack), then wrung and hung to dry in the sun
and breeze on a pole wedged in the forks of two sticks planted in the ground.Usually when I hurt
my knees, they are fine the next day. Not this time. It was that first day. The wagon tug-of-war
definitely inflicted some damage. I think I’ll be on the backup team for a while.Wednesday, April
6. Near Vârghiş.Jürgen made The Way of the Wolf sign. Jürgen brought the camp shower.
Jürgen brought the portable water bucket and the nylon cord we use to hang things on or lash
things together. Jürgen brought the indispensable straps we use to secure our storage boxes,
poles, and other miscellaneous items to the top of the Land Rover. Jürgen brought the only
camp chair we have, so at least one person can sit when we eat and no dry horizontal spot can
be found. Jürgen brought the fire-starter we use when no dry kindling can be found. Jürgen
brought fire gloves and the metal grate we use to grill over the fire.In these early days of the
expedition I often feel lost as we set up camp, not knowing what should be done next. Jürgen
always knows. Or if not, he soon finds something. As the days pass, it becomes more and more



clear that this whole operation would be impossible without not only Jürgen’s equipment but also
his ample foresight and practical knowledge. Of similar ages, Jürgen and I seem to have been
thrown into this experience by similar circumstances. Like me, he was employed by a large high-
tech corporation for many years until he was laid off when the tech-bubble burst, although unlike
me, he was not an engineer. But Jürgen has an additional excuse: He was recently divorced
from his wife of more than twenty years. They have two sons in their early twenties, and I have
gathered from various comments that the divorce was not his idea. We have other differences
already alluded to: Jürgen is a fountain of practicality, I am not; and Jürgen masks his doubts, if
he has any, with at a veneer of confidence (at least), while mine are exposed for all to
see.Another relaxed morning. The hiking team, today reduced to Peter and Markus by Thilo’s
injured toe, sets off late, Jürgen dropping them off about halfway (5 km) to the gorge. They’ll be
on their own tonight, camping somewhere up on the bluffs, while we stragglers stay put, resting
aching joints, waxing boots, and hanging clothes (washed or not) and sleeping bags. After a
morning fog recedes, the sun dries us all.Yesterday we thought our only source of water was a
tiny, muddy runnel flowing down through the tussocks at the far side of our slope, so I spent a
good deal of the afternoon filtering. But today when returning from the village, we notice a pipe
sticking from a wall of the ravine, gushing crystal clear water. The first clean source we’ve found,
Jürgen and I waste no time grabbing our five-liter plastic water bottles and trotting down the hill.
The bottles are leftover from water we buy, which we reuse until they are beaten into misshapen
blobs. In between fills I shuck my travel-literature-induced paranoia and drink the refreshing
liquid straight from the pipe.Thus far I have seen no evidence that we, or at least those of us who
wish to, will have an opportunity for a shower once a week or so, as I had hoped and had been
semi-assured. I mean a real shower, with hot water and walls and a floor cleaner than mud. But
here we make do with the next best thing: a solar (i.e., black) shower bag. Brought by who else?
We construct a small enclosure from a tarp and several long, straight poles we cut from saplings
(which we’ll keep for the duration of our adventure). We hang the shower bag along the side of
the Land Rover, which forms the fourth wall, and spread a few sticks to keep our feet off the mud.
Only the first can expect a sprinkling anywhere near warm, since the water requires at least a
couple of hours of full sun to warm up. I’m not first, so mine is just a brief, cold, wetting, followed
by a brief, cold soaping, followed by a brief and even colder rinse. But a frigid shower is better
than no shower at all, and after five days of living, working, and sweating in the dirt, dust, and
mud, I almost feel I resemble my indoor self.In the afternoon, Jürgen and I join Thilo on a
photographic tour. Along the coarse road leading towards the gorge we pass a rustic farmstead,
with a rickety pen full of prostrate sheep and a recently plowed field undergoing further leveling.
A team of two large bony horses is dragging a wooden harrow under the guidance of a cone-
capped man in knee-high rubber boots, all under the rambunctious direction and
encouragement of a small tawny dog. In sharp contrast, a bit further on, a brand spanking new
though apparently vacant log house, with a dormered balcony, an eave-covered porch, and a
handsome peach-colored roof, sits in the middle of a solid, fenced-in yard. With no driveway and



no neighbors, this is apparently one of the new vacation homes beginning to invade the
Carpathian countryside.We then visit the villages back down in the dusty plain, and become
semi-lost amidst their similarity. Each hosts a gleaming, silver-tipped steeple rising above the
plain, and rows of white stucco houses and hipped red-tile roofs either side of the streets,
behind solid walls of tall wooden fences pierced by even taller, ornately carved, painted, and
even roofed gates.As the sun starts to sink towards the wood behind us, we don’t have to figure
out where the hiking team might finish for the day. We’ve received no text messages modifying a
plan we made in the morning. We don’t need to gather enough food for seven people, nor must
we find a suitable campsite with enough flat, dry, relatively brush-free ground for four tents. Nor
must we set up tents and hurriedly cook the food, which, although it is not supposed to be
always and entirely our job, is the only polite thing to do when the hiking team comes stumbling
in after dark—cold, weary, and hungry after ten hours of EPH. So we, the support team, have our
first opportunity for a carefully prepared evening meal, and we make the most of it. Ana begins
simmering beans in late afternoon, and by twilight we have turned them into a tasty and robust
vegetarian chili meal. As innumerable stars begin to light the infinite black dome above us, our
food, chatter, and fire keep the biting chill slightly at bay.Thursday, April 7. On the road from
Vârghiş to Vlâhiţa.We arise a little late on our familiar slope, play a game of horseshoes with a
single rusty horseshoe found in the mud while our tents and sleeping bags dry, examine a set of
fresh bear tracks nearby, and then set out for a town called Vlâhiţa (pronounced “Vlahitsa”),
some forty kilometers on, where we expect to meet the hiking team tomorrow night. Along the
way Ana will investigate any guesthouses we might encounter, interviewing the owners to build
our database.First we stop at a tiny magazine (shop) in Vârghiş to say a moist-eyed goodbye to
a helpful and friendly clerk with whom we have bonded during our day-and-a-half dalliance
above her village. Around thirty with dark hair—was that longing for a pre-Trianon past we saw in
her proud blue eyes when she told us of her Hungarian heritage? (There are still claims of
discrimination, though nothing as blatant as occurred during the 1980s, for example, when
Ceauşescu’s officials didn’t allow Hungarian names for newborn babies.) Or does she simply
want more than this remote outpost can offer? She speaks more than a few words of English,
although she didn’t let on until our struggles with Romanian had had the chance to brighten her
face with smiles.The gravel road to Vlâhiţa dictates caution, but we are in no danger. Cata, who
leads in the Passat with Ana, takes his responsibility seriously. Thus we often tool along at about
ten kilometers an hour.It’s another sunny day, and the earth is parched and the road dusty.
Around midday we arrive in a village called Ocland, the seat of a “commune” 9 by the same
name. We pull into a surprisingly trim establishment amidst the mud, a large yellow stucco house
with a bright red tile roof and an elegant colonnaded porch capped by a white-balustered
balcony; its sign in red, white, and blue proudly declares “Siculus Pensiune.”The proprietors
welcome us warmly, and while Ana interviews the wife, the husband, whose name is Csabo, a
forty-something amiable and slightly round and balding well-dressed businessman, shows us
around the dusty village. According to him Ocland is a “sister city” of its apparently famous



namesake in America: Oakland, California. (This might surprise the residents of the latter, for I
have found no evidence that Oakland has a sister city anywhere in Romania).Ocland sits in the
midst of Szekely Land (also called Széklerland)—an informal designation for this region of
Transylvania where most of the Szekely people of the world reside, and where they form a
majority of the population10. Széklers are a Hungarian ethnic group, who, according to legend,
descend from Attila the Hun. In this they join a sizable club, but it could hold some truth. When
Attila ruled the jumble of “barbarians” that formed the Hunnic Empire in the fifth century AD, the
Great Hungarian Plain, just down the rivers from Transylvania, was his preferred base. And in
summer, if the Hun king wasn’t out slaughtering, he probably fled the searing plain for these cool
Carpathian hills. Refugees from his oppression, meanwhile, slunk to remoter alpine recesses.
Until the tables abruptly turned.From the time an explosion of war technology—the saddle, the
composite recurve bow, and mass-produced bronze arrowheads—first enabled lots of riders to
shoot lots of arrows from atop galloping horses with some accuracy (around 600 BC), farmers
and pastoralists working the slanting pastures and rippled fields of eastern Carpathian slopes
lived ever in fear of clouds of dust and thunder of hoofs rising above the eastern plains.
Scythians11, Sarmatians12, Huns, Avars13, Bulgars14, Magyars15, Pechenegs16, Cumans17,
Mongols, and Tartars18 all would come in their turn, but it was the Huns —towing cities of felt
and hordes of livestock—who first made it substantially up and over the passes.According to
Maenchen-Heflen[19], a leading scholar of the Huns, the main army of nomads made it down
onto the Great Hungarian Plain, sometime around AD 410, by descending the valley of the Tisza
River, which cuts through the mountains along the northern border of Romania. This would put
them crossing the Carpathian divide by way of the Yablonitsky Pass (also transliterated
“Jablonica”, and also called the Tartar Pass), at the headwaters of the Prut River in today’s
Ukraine.As the pointy-capped warriors led their short, sturdy, thick-necked steeds (something
like Przewalski’s horses) up the stony path, the cold mountain winds ruffling the patchwork fur of
their rodent-skin coats20, they were likely anxious for the other side, for someplace flat and open
where they could continue terrorizing from the backs of horses. Like other equestrian invaders to
come, the Huns didn’t much care for treed slopes, where they couldn’t array themselves in large,
mobile formations or engage in feigned retreats, and where their enemies could hide behind
trees, rocks, and ridges and shoot back21. Enticed by rumors of wealth for the taking along the
frontier of the now divided Roman Empire, however, the Huns must have sensed paradise when
they finally broke onto the plains on the other side. It was a perfect place to graze their livestock,
raise their families in their tents and wagons, and raid the wealthy imperialists the other side of
the Danube. So that is where they set up shop.The Huns had first reached the steppes of
Ukraine a generation earlier, after, according to legend, they had been guided across the
enigmatic “Maeotic Marshes”22 by a doe they were meaning to eat. Once through, they left the
deer and drove other bands of barbarians (so called by “civilized” folks who cheered from
stadium seats while humans were torn apart by large carnivores imported from around the
world) ahead of them like a bow wave in front of a rushing ship23. Swollen with recently



conquered reinforcements such as Alans24 and Goths, the tumultuous tide crashed against the
foothills of the Carpathians, forcing less compliant barbarians through the valleys and over the
passes until they (the other barbarians) washed up against the Roman limes25. Thus, when the
Huns finally started up into the hills themselves, they encountered straggling Gothic and
Sarmatian refugees, a related Germanic tribe already there known as the Gepids, and remnants
of previous glories: “Free Dacians” such as the Carpi (see below) and the Germanic Vandals26—
an assortment of survivors eking out a living on the rugged landscape, isolated from the
intrigues and travails of the lowlands below. Though the Huns quickly set straight who was boss,
they didn’t much bother with the stubborn highlanders, except for collecting tribute and forcing
conscripts to join their battles.In those days (as always), martial advantage went to those with
the best weapons, the most determination, ruthlessness, and discipline, and the best leaders—
i.e., those with the best motivational, organizational, and tactical skills. The Hunnic warriors
effectively thrust lances, tossed lassos, and fought in close with swords. In their later campaigns
against the fortresses of the Romans, they launched boulders, battered gates, and scaled walls
with engines and towers designed by engineers plucked from the ranks of their Roman
prisoners. But it was shooting arrows from the backs of horses that was the forte of the Huns.
They reportedly did it better than anyone else at the time. Their composite bows, strengthened
with laminates of bone and sinew, were not new, but they were longer than anyone else’s by a
foot and a half, producing more power and better range. When you can hit without being hit, you
win.With enduring reputation, the Huns were ruthless (though this was before the era of chivalry
in Europe: there were no gentlemen soldiers). Roman observers—not exactly unbiased—
described the invaders as short and stocky (probably not a disadvantage on horseback) and
added many an uncomplimentary attribute: “savage,” “cruel,” “ugly,” “barely human,” and
comparable to those other savage beasts—evil incarnate throughout the ages—wolves. But the
Huns were not likely concerned with their image. After all, they inflicted disfigurations upon their
young: forcing their heads to grow into unnaturally oblong dimensions, and scarring their cheeks
and chins with swords (of the males at least) to prevent the growth of beards27.For most of their
century in Central Europe, the Huns were not particularly aligned in their goals. Roving bands
operated independently, going around hitting those from whom they could take and helping
those from whom they could take28. Attila, however, changed this MO. After killing his brother in
AD 434, most Huns (though not all) and their many subject peoples fell into line behind their first
singular leader as he led them on rampages all over Europe. From Constantinople to Paris,
Attila’s army helped one foe fight another, while seizing booty and slaves and extorting ransoms
and bribes.The fun was not to last. Some nineteen years after Attila had topped the Hunnic
ladder—and some three years after his western ambitions had been halted by a Roman and
Visigoth alliance at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains—the “Scourge of God” suddenly died,
reportedly from a nosebleed after an amply lubricated matrimonial celebration29. This was
certainly not the first of Attila’s nuptial engagements—the ruler of central Europe was used to
getting what he wanted, which was always gold, but also numerous women, who gave him many



children. In a story attributed to Priscus, a contemporary Eastern Roman historian, Attila’s
invasion first into Gaul and then into Italy was at least partially motivated by his desire to claim
the hand of a Roman princess—Honoria, the daughter of the Emperor Valentinian I—who had
offered herself to him, or so he assumed when she asked him for help, and who would
presumably bring a handsome dowry. She wanted the Hun to somehow prevent her forced
betrothal to a Roman senator, and perhaps spite her imperious brother who had made the
arrangement30.Valentinian threw a fit and the wedding never happened, but plenty of others did,
until the last—reportedly to a young Gothic beauty—did him in in AD 453. An ironic end for the
alpha-male warrior-king who set Europe astir for centuries. (Whether the bride spiced herself up
with black lipstick, eye shadow, and nail polish was not recorded, although a report some years
later identified her, rather than a nosebleed, as Attila’s likely killer.)To find the resting place of
Attila, not to mention the site of his “palace”—which may have been nothing more substantial
than a glorified tent—somewhere down below on the fertile plains of Hungary, perhaps
somewhere along the Tisza River, has been the lifetime goal of many an archeologist, the
transcendental quest of many a treasure seeker, and the dreamy fancy of many a rustic plower
of soil. For, according to the poetic image painted originally by Priscus31 and since embellished
by legend, after Attila’s entourage had duly cut their hair and slashed their faces and rode circles
around the silken tent where his body lie in state, singing praises and lamentations, they interred
the body in a coffin of gold within a coffin of sliver within a coffin of iron. Then, under darkness of
night, they took the heavy burden to a river, temporarily diverted the waters, dug a hole, and
lowered the shiny coffin along with reams of treasure into the ground. Those who did the dirty
work were then put to death so no one living would know the location.With Attila gone, discord
among his sons spurred the subjected peoples who had stayed relatively hidden and
independent in the mountains—especially the Goths and Gepids—to come down out of the
Transylvanian hills. Led by a Gepid king named Ardaric, formerly a right-hand man of Attila32,
they routed the bewildered Huns. A few refugees probably managed to hide themselves in the
wooded highlands, and it was these who, according to their ancient legends, eventually became
the Széklers. Modern historians are fairly confident of different origins, either Finno-Ugric (an
early branch of Magyars who settled the Carpathian foothills of eastern Transylvanian before
their kinsmen reached the Great Hungarian plain further west at the turn of the ninth century) or
Turkic (possibly a group of Avars who had sought refuge from Charlemagne a century earlier).
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John P. Jones III, “The lure of “It’s never been done before…”. A new route to India, by going
west; the South Pole; a Westerner crossing the Rub Al Khali; the Moon; Mars. That wonderful
lure that has been the impetus for so many exploratory trips. Surely though, in Europe, “the Old
World” as Rumsfeld once mocked, it’s all been done, at least in terms of geographic exploration.
Not so, figured Alan E. Sparks, an ex-high tech worker, at age 49. Had anyone ever walked the
entire length of the Carpathian Mountains, some 2000 km? It was most unlikely. Sure, for a
millennium, or more, the passes in these mountains had served as conduits for migrants from
Asia, impelled by varying intentions. But since actual walking had become a pastime, in the 20th
century, there were the bitter wars, and sharp, antagonistic political entities that would have
deterred even the most ardent modern-day explorer.Sparks, an American, who lives in Boulder,
CO and Portland, ME, as well as Krakow, Poland, was no stranger to the Carpathians. He had
worked on the Carpathian Large Carnivore Project (CLCP). His first book, "Dreaming of Wolves",
written in 2010, depicts that work. In 2003, Peter Suth, a German, proposed the hike, provided
funding could be arranged, and Sparks requested to come along. And so, on April 02, 2005,
they and their team started from Zarnesti, Romania, with the objective of walking all the way to
Reitschen, Germany (which is near the borders of Poland and the Czech Republic). They
intended for the trip to take four months, by walking six days a week, some 20-25 km, “as the
crow flies,” a day. It didn’t work out that way. This is only volume one of the hike, which is dubbed
“The Way of the Wolves,” and covers the four weeks in Romania and the three weeks in the
Ukraine. Volume two, still not published, will cover the three weeks in Slovakia, the one week in
the Czech Republic and the final five weeks in Poland.The author’s work recalled the works of
Patrick Leigh Fermor, who also took a long European hike. In the early 1930’s, Fermor walked
from Holland to Constantinople, let the tale “ripen” for more than four decades before publishing
his account, commencing with 
  
A Time of Gifts: On Foot to Constantinople: From the Hook of Holland to the Middle Danube
(New York Review Books Classics)

  
  
published in 1977. Sparks waited only a decade. In the interims, both appeared to have done



much research on the history and ethnology of the people in the areas traversed. And that is the
strongest aspect of the book. Who are the Ruthenians, for example? I learned that the term
itself is an “exonym,” meaning that those who are called Ruthenians by others never use the term
themselves. The author provides a reasonable history of Rus… and its various transformations,
from the original trading center at Kiev. Rusalki are female spirits in the waters that might lure you
in, with adverse consequences. And, of course, there was much about Dracula, Vlad the Impaler
in Transylvania. Sparks provides comments on the prevalence of the old customs. There are a
number of good and inspiring pictures, including those of old wooden Ukrainian churches found
along the way. All good stuff, about an area of the world that has been of interest, but of which I
have a limited understanding.Despite much insightful knowledge of the area, I had a number of
problems with the planning of the hike itself, as well as the account. Why, oh why would you
commence a four month hike, in April, when one should know that most of the first month the
hiking would be in snow? This necessitated abandoning the actual hike, and using support
vehicles on a number of occasions. Much time and energy was spent trying to find each other:
that is, the hikers and the support vehicles. Why? Sparks says: “Thankfully, our expedition
occurred before the affordability of GPS made the adventure-reducing gadgets ubiquitous” p. 76.
But affordable GPS were readily available at least a decade prior to 2005 – I had an essential
one. It’s just no fun for two groups to keep missing each other… detracting from the all-important
time to “smell the roses.” Sparks himself bailed from most of the hiking, due to knee problems.
There was far too much written about the food, and almost nothing about the issues related to
the scientific portions of the expedition. The hike depended on “eco-volunteers” paying to
accompany the hike, but there was no discussion about the interactions with them, nor the
actual finances of the trip. There is an excellent “topo” map of the Carpathians range, but there is
NO map of the actual hike itself! And there is the hint of romance along the hike with a translator;
she has read Tolstoy, Kafka, Mann and Shakespeare, BUT… she is only 18. Hum.For sure, I’ll
read volume II… the lure of “it’s never been done before” is just too strong. For volume I, 4-stars.”

Barbara D., “Who knew? Carpathians Revealed!. A great book. A lengthy read.Well worth it. It's
packed with a plethora of geographical, historical and cultural info in it's many pages and
appendices; which is what makes it a great book. Otherwise, I would be looking up the info
onliine. Very thorough. Author obviously put his heart and soul into the book. I am a US born
Carpatho-Rusyn (a what?). Love hearing about the author's travels (roughing it) through the
Carpathians while gathering biological data on the wildlife. I love this book. It's been an
adventure for me.  It brought the Carpathians to me.”

Reader, “Travel and adventure do not usually appeal to me, .... Travel and adventure do not
usually appeal to me, but in this case, I was drawn by the chance to see into the Carpathian
mountains. My immigrant grandparents came from there, and I have seldom been able to learn
much about their roots. I was lucky here. The travel narrative is engaging, and it is well-written.



What stands out, though, is the interweaving of the regional history and culture, along with
photographs that truly give a sense of the writer's experiences.I look forward to "part 2" which
will describe the rest of the journey.”

david murray, “Unexpected Adventure: Wounded Beauty of Eastern Europe. It fails as a coherent
whole, because it is a compound of two books, travelogue and compendium of history. But it
completely delights as an adventure and a tour of a gripping, beautiful world. The vignettes
haunt me weeks later; if you know this land of deep history, myth, and utter tragedy, and wish to
see it today, the book is indispensable. I have just shared with Ukrainian friend to her delight.
Hope that the journey goes on to another volume.”

Daniel J. Matyola, “A great cultural trip. The main story -- a hiking trek along the Carpathian
Mountains -- is combined with vivid stories and details of the people who live in this isolated
area in the heart of Europe. The added materials at the end concerning the history, language
and culture of the Rusyns and other peoples of the area are extremely well written and simply
fascinating.”

Erik D. Osbun, “It is worthwhile to know more about the Carpathian mountains .... It is worthwhile
to know more about the Carpathian mountains. I am looking forward to the authors' second book
covering a different part of these mountains.”

Matthew C. Dion, “A great story! Alan Sparks shares his adventure in places .... A great story!
Alan Sparks shares his adventure in places most us cannot go. The cultural historical back story
is included and very illuminating. I am anticipating the second part of the journey.”

Frequent Shopper, “An excellent contemporary travelogue about the Carpathians of Central
Europe. An excellent contemporary travelogue about the Carpathians of Central Europe, its
history and the footprints of the varied cultures that inhabited it.”

Anil Sinha, “perrrfect. reminds me vividly of my trip to Ukraine Carpathian Rakhiv”

The book by Alan E. Sparks has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 30 people have provided feedback.
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