In Search of Uncle Vlad
Part One – An Unfortunate Incident 
Some of you might recall that last September I was invited to a wedding which required me to obtain a suit. Not owning this particular sartorial asset I was obliged to seek assistance through the ever-generous clientele of the QCC.

As a result of my request readers might also recall that my cry for help brought a rapid response from Melmoth on behalf of his Great Uncle Vlad sometime resident of the Princedom of Wallachia & Transylvania in what is now Romania.

The suit duly arrived somewhat mysteriously on my doorstep on the day before the wedding......although somewhat grey and dusty and sporting a few red stains it was a perfect fit. You can therefore imaging my dismay and that of my dear wife when on entering the church for the nuptials, the suit suddenly burst into flames and I had to dash to the nearest exit. Hurling myself to the ground I rolled like amongst the gravestones and managed to extinguish the flames.

As you can imagine, by this time the ceremonials were well under way and it would not have been fit and proper for me to interrupt the proceedings in my somewhat dishevelled state of dress. Fortuitously I had recourse to some few bottles left in the churchyard by the local ‘gentlemen of the road’ and took some solace for my misfortune in their contents. 
I was however, singularly mistaken to think that this was the nadir of my predicament. On hearing the church bells I recalled the task in hand and rose from behind the gravestone just as the happily wedded couple and their guests emerged from the church. I do not wish to dwell upon what happened next as it is too painful to recall but I was forced to make a hasty retreat from the churchyard.

On returning home I took time to examine the suit for signs of damage but to my amazement it was exactly as it was when I set out in the morning! Although I find this strange I was also much relieved that no apparent damage had been done to the garment which I re-wrapped and posted off to a poste-restant address in Romania.

However this was not the end of the matter. The whole episode played on my conscience and I increasingly felt some mysterious force drawing me to deepest Romania and The Carpathian Mountains of Wallachia & Transylvania. Perhaps I felt some need to thank the donor of the garment but also intense curiosity as to his situation.
Part Two – An Uncomfortable Journey

Thus it was that on a bitterly cold evening in one of the worst winters for many years myself and my dear wife boarded our carriage on the Serbian/Romanian border bound for the town of Sighisoara and the pursuit of Uncle Vlad.  My investigations had already revealed that this was his alleged birthplace although I was somewhat puzzled by the date of his birth and presumed that some kind of typographical error had been taken as fact.
The citadel of Sighisoara is a welcoming sight to a weary traveller and as we ascended the cobbled streets we took up rooms at a local tavern.  

In the morning and well-refreshed after a good nights sleep we sought out information on Vlad’s whereabouts. He was obviously well-thought of in these parts as there was a statue of him in the town square and a plaque on the wall of his birthplace as well as a restaurant named after him. 
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1  Vlad's Dad's Pad
After extensive enquiries we found that he was now believed to be resident further east in the vicinity of the town of Brasov (formerly known as Kronstadt).

Thus it was that we eventually arrived in Brasov on a Sunday afternoon a few days later. 
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2 Kronstadt (now Brasov)
Having secured suitable accommodation in the town I sought out a local guide who might be able to further assist me in my quest. There was a surprising amount of reluctance amongst the locals to help but eventually I found someone willing and we agreed a fee and to meet at 09.30 the next morning.

Much to my amazement it started to snow soon afterwards but I went to bed in good heart and after the travails of a difficult journey had a much-needed night’s sleep. 
The next morning I was shocked to find the streets under several inches of snow. 
After a passable breakfast and despite her protestations I decided that my journey into the mountains would be no place for my dear wife and thus she stayed behind.

My guide arrived promptly at the agreed time and we set off in his carriage towards Castle Vlad. I was still not sure whether I would be welcomed as the episode with the suit had left me rather embarrassed but I felt that duty called and that whatever else might happen I should at least pay my respects to the venerable gentleman.

As we ascended from the flat valley the snow got deeper and deeper until eventually we were forced to leave the carriage behind and proceed on foot. Our route took us into the narrowest of canyons where water had eroded a narrow defile through the ancient limestone rocks and which earth movements had contorted into bizarre shapes.
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3 The Route Through The Canyon
Soon we reached a wooden memorial cross (‘it was a tragedy – two young people caught in a storm’ was all my guide could say) half covered in the snow which was now knee-deep.   ‘Do you wish to turn back?’ asked the guide but having come so far retreat was impossible 

[image: image4.jpg]



4 The Memorial
Finally we reached the top of the mountain and I collapsed with fatigue but in front of me stood an amazing castle perched on an outcrop of rock. 

‘Castle Vlad’ said my guide as he pointed towards the magnificent historic bastion. ’Only one more hour to go now – it’s easy’. By now we had been walking for over four hours but the sight of my ultimate goal sustained me as we finally descended from the lofty heights towards the castle entrance.  
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5 Castle Vlad
Ominously there was no sign of life from within and curiously there was no flag flying to suggest a presence. After recovering from my exertions I decided on a quick reconnaissance of the grounds and even checked out the garden latrine for signs of life. 
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6 The Garden Latrine
Eventually on a servant’s entrance we found a notice pinned to the door which my guide translated for me as ‘GONE TO BUCHAREST UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE’
You can of course, imagine my dismay at this turn of events. By now it was mid-afternoon and the forests hereabouts still harbour wolves and other beasts so a re-tracing of our steps was not an option which I favoured. After discussions with my guide we agreed that a longer but safer route around the edge of the mountain was a better option and off we went.

Several hours later we seemed to be no nearer our starting point but at least there was the welcome presence of a village from where we obtained refreshment before proceeding downwards. 

By now it was dusk and as the forest trees closed in around us I became increasingly concerned for my safety. On this occasion, however, luck was with us as a passing carriage from the village descended in our direction. My guide hailed the driver who immediately came to a halt. Some words of Romanian were exchanged and the door was thrown open. Regardless of the advice my mother gave me the offer of a lift was not to be refused and I joined my guide in the back seat.

At this point the reader might be expecting an unpleasant ending to my brief saga but on this occasion you will find yourselves disappointed as the journey proceeded without further incident and I arrived safely back to Kronstadt and the welcome embrace of my dearest companion.

Part Three - Bucharest  
So it was that our journey continued eastwards through the snow covered Carpathians towards that great plain which continues without interruption to the Black Sea and the Danube Delta. Over the centuries the Mongols, Ottomans and Gypsies from India had made their way across these lands until thwarted by a combination of mountains and Uncle Vlad’s ancestors. The roads of this country, now lined with cultivated fields and agricultural villages, were regularly the scene of mass executions and impalements.

On arrival in Bucharest we found suitable accommodation and once more sought out information as to Vlad’s whereabouts. This proved to be the least difficult part of our whole endeavour as it turned out that his current residence was but a mere 15 minutes walk away from our rooms. 

And so it was later on that same evening we found ourselves outside Vlad’s current abode. However once more the place appeared to be deserted with no signs of life within. 
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7 Club Dracula

I gave the stout wooden door a mighty knock but with no response I turned to leave. At that moment a panel in the door slid back on the door to reveal the face of a young man who enquired as to the nature of our business. ‘We are seeking Uncle Vlad lately of Castle Vlad near Kronstadt and long-term provider of clothing for the discerning gentleman’ was my reply. ‘If that is the case come in’ was the reply and the door was opened ‘Please enter of your own free will’.  
The building in which we found ourselves was dimly lit by candles with various family photographs displayed and the skins of unfortunate animals displayed on the walls. 
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8 Family Portraits
We were shown to a table and asked to be seated.  Our host asked us if we required food & drink and after a whole days travel his hospitality was most welcome.

Soon we were given wine and a most delicious meal of chicken and potatoes but all attempts to obtain information regarding Uncle Vlad were met with evasive answers and further questions as to our reasons for seeking him out.  
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9 Dinner with Vlad?
Eventually I decided that it was time for us to leave and our host, surprisingly, made no further attempt to detain us further.

Part Four – A Welcome Return to England
And so it is that I have finally returned to Devon having failed in my quest to locate Uncle Vlad and express my personal thanks for his generosity. 

On reflection, however, I find the whole affair most perplexing not least in the apparent errors relating to Uncle Vlad’s alleged birth in 1431 and his death just forty five years later. You do not have to be a mathematical genius to work out that these figures just don’t make sense.
Further strange things have happened since our return from Romania but I shall not bore you further with trivial details.  

Postscript
A strange envelope has justy arrived from Romania. Contained within it are a copy of pre-paid open ticket to Bucharest and offer of unlimited accommodation at the Snagov Monastery. It is an offer I will keep in hand for later in the year. 
