Eastern Europe Countries – 2013 Impressions

Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia, Hungary, Slovakia, Czech, (East) Germany, Poland  

Although a lot of travelers like to examine a region's past, opting to look at Castles, Cathedrals, Churches, and Museums, this report summarizes some history and adds some comments on living conditions that we found there.

Romania:  

The country is proud of its Roman heritage; the language uses the Roman alphabet; the people are very tourist friendly with great food and nice beaches along the Black Sea.  There are also interesting ski resorts in the Carpathian mountains.  The country is trying to become self-sufficient, but there are political problems here:  1. A large number of ethnic Hungarians left after the annexation of Transylvania after World War I.  2. The former Soviet Union province of Moldova is populated by Romanians.  3. The birth rate has dropped, except in the substantial Gypsy population..  Although Hitler targeted Gypsies in the extermination campaign, the population has recovered.  The Jewish population is almost non-existent.  The high Gypsy birthrate may have the Gypsy population exceeding the Romanians who are not Gypsy or Hungarian within the next 10 years.  The Gypsy culture is a productivity problem.  They have young arranged marriages; they do not believe in formal education or schooling; the culture is one of trained thieves at a young age.  Their attitude is “what can we take from society”.  Since they move around frequently, their numbers are difficult to count and they tend to ally politically with those that promise the greatest benefits (like labor unions).  They have been very supportive of socialist agendas.  Although the country used to be completely irrigated, the iron irrigation pipes have been sold for scrap metal.  Educated Romanians are leaving for higher paying jobs in more developed countries.

Bulgaria:  

The country has been heavily influenced over time by the various Turkish incursions.  The tobacco usage rate is quite high.  The former Communists seem to have become Socialist (and rich) and have taken over the government.  Elections do not appear to be legitimate.  Recovery from Communist rule has been slow; the country is quite poor.  The Romanians paid for two-thirds of the cost of building another bridge over the Danube at Vidin, besides the one at Ruse, but the Bulgarians have not yet connected the end of the bridge to their road system.  The railroads are slow, the roads are only slightly faster.  There are many damaged and abandoned buildings.  A large percentage of the economy consists of remissions from foreign workers.  The average income is still quite low; they are afraid of rising food prices.  The situation there seems rather hopeless, but the Bulgarian volleyball team just beat the USA!

Serbia:

There have been 115 wars in Belgrade, since it was founded at the strategic intersection of the Sava and Danube Rivers.  In general, the Serbs are on the side of the Russians as they share the same Eastern Orthodox church. They used to make a car, called the Yugo, but the factory was taken over by Fiat.  The country was spared the indignity of direct Soviet control after War II, so many of he dehumanizing features of the Soviet rule were avoided in the former Yugoslavia.  However, since 1987, economic progress has been hampered by bad leadership, fragmentation, wars, and relocation of peoples from what used to be the multicultural society of Yugoslavia.  Some Serbs are hoping that joining the European Union will help, others are not so sure.  The people seem quite athletic, tall, dark, and handsome.  They need to adapt to being a small country as opposed to the leaders of a larger Yugoslavia.  Can they do this efficiently?

Croatia:

This country was part of the Austria-Hungarian Empire before World War I and is therefore mainly Roman Catholic.  There are many desirable tourist areas along the Dalmatian coast.  Germans like to visit this area.  After the war 20 years ago, many Serbs were sent back to Serbia, and many Croats were sent from Serbia to Croatia.  The mayor of Vukovar, who was a Serbian prisoner during the war, preached reconciliation and cooperation as the path for the future.  Some people are happy that they were accepted for initial membership in the European Union on July 1, 2013.    

Hungary:

The country seemed quite authoritarian.  There was a four-hour delay in entering the country via river boat.  Everyone on-board was looked at and compared with passport photo.  There was no other investigation for the entire trip.  There was a police presence in all subway entrances.  The comment from the tour guide on Soviet rule was that they provided a good farm irrigation system, some blocks-long housing, and took much of the agricultural production.  Progress is apparent everywhere in Hungary.  Farm production is up.  Large non-smoking shopping malls are on the outskirts of Budapest.  There are many cultural events and restoration of iconic buildings.  Budapest was also the only place where we could get matching orange Budapest shirts.  Chris is the Buda (where royalty live)  and Louis is the Pest (the trading center). We explored the subway system and the extensive tram routes around the city, famous for the many spas there.  The entire city seems quite dynamic and was a cultural favorite of many of the travelers in our group.

Slovakia:

We only saw Bratislava, the capital, with its well preserved old town and interesting sculptures.  This is the only country on the list besides Germany that used the Euro and was a full common market member.  They do not like the Czech very much and were happy to have a peaceful divorce in 1993.  They then could have their own society and language.  The Czech do not like the Slovaks very much, and view them as uncultured.  According to Wikipedia: “Slovakia is a high-income advanced economy with one of the fastest growth rates in the European Union.”

Czech Republic:

Prague and most of the Czech Republic were fortunate not to be bombed during World War II, except for the few airplanes that got disoriented trying to bomb some where else (like Dresden).  The Germans considered it Germany, the Allies considered it not German.  It was unfortunate to endure 45 years of repressive Soviet rule.  The Czech did forcibly remove 2.5 million Germans from the Sudetenland after World War II (using the old Nazi concentration camps); Germany has not forgotten and has resisted full European Union membership.  Since Prague has retained its Medieval charm, there are many visitors from all over the world.  There are also many Gypsy waiting for them.  The center of the old town is a large walking and bicycle area.  Even the original Charles bridge is being restored and does not allow motor vehicles.  The large castle (and Government space) overlooks the town and has the Czech guards that look like the Vatican guards.  There are several cultural opportunities every night of the week somewhere in the Prague area.  There is a Czech made car named the Skoda.  Volkswagen took over the plant, gave the car a restartable efficient diesel engine and some restyling.  We rented one of those and found it to be a quite good car.  It is selling well in Eastern Europe.  Other industries are cooperating with outside investors especially German, so it looks like the Czech Republic will become a more prosperous nation in the future.  We visited a few towns outside of Prague, and they seemed to be in good repair with modern conveniences.  Roads and rail service in the country are good.   The boundaries with Germany and Poland do not make any sense as the geographic features are indistinct.  The Czech were proud to state their beer tradition for the tourist market; there are many local breweries with several different varieties.  After all, the Czech are the leading country of the world in beer drinking per person.  The Czech also originated the polka form of dance, although parts of polka culture have been taken over by  people from Poland and Slovenia.

(East) Germany:

We only spent some time in the town of Dresden.  Some roads were impossible with several construction closures with no obvious detour.  The divided highway approach to town went through a long tunnel, over a bridge, through another long tunnel and then we had to guess where to go next.  There has not been much reconstruction here of original buildings.  It appears that the Soviet Union almost made no effort at investment in the area.  Since reunification, the Germans have tried to resurrect some of the town and its former culture, but there is a long way to go with much neglect to overcome.  The famous porcelain actually comes from a town 20 km downstream on the Elbe named Meissen.  Germany is a prosperous country with high salaries and expenses; they will continue to do well economically.

Poland:

Chris' mom was born in Poznan, which was part of German Prussia before 1919.  Her grandfather was drafted into the German army before World War I.  We stayed in “City Park” development which was the old army barracks before the war.   Her mother's cousin still lives there and Chris visited her with the help of two student interpreters recruited from the hotel staff.  Germans in this area and in Silesia were relocated back to Germany after World War II.  Poland seemed to be better treated by the Soviets than the other countries of Eastern Europe.  Despite the major conflicts of the wars, the town has been restored and rebuilt.  The Soviet style of buildings are not prevalent near the center of town.  There are several parks, lakes and open spaces.   English is not widely spoken; most people speak only Polish or maybe Russian.  There seems to be economic progress and Poznan is famous for the many trade fairs that are held here.  Recently, the fairs have had an emphasis on consumer electronics.  We did not visit the other four large cities of Poland.  Poland is the bridge between Western Europe and Russia and it appears that good progress will continue economically. 

Polish River Cruise:

According to the German map of navigable rivers in Europe, the Vistula River in Poland should be navigable by Grand Circle river cruise ships since the navigable width is 11.4 meters. The river starts near Krakow, continues to Sandomierz and then goes through Warsaw, Plock, Toran, Chelmno and into the Baltic at Gdansk.  The Polish independence movement, Solidarity, started there at the shipyards.  However, there appear to be some navigation issues from Warsaw to Krakow especially at low water levels.  Overhead clearance under the rail and road bridges along the river route may also be a problem.  The suggestion for this river cruise was made to the President of Grand Circle Cruise Lines, since we were on the President's Cruise and he was on-board.  I wonder if this cruise will be available in the future, and then, if enough travelers are interested.  It should be a very interesting trip through a country with a long history and much recent progress.  There are also proposals to widen the canal that connects the Bug tributary of the Vistula with the Dnepr River and then to Kiev.  This route would pass by Chernobyl.  Smaller barges can traverse the existing very long water route from Paris to Moscow through Germany (Deutche Mitteland Kanal), Poland, Belarus, Ukraine. and the Black Sea.  In 2014, both Grand Circle and Viking Cruise Lines will be offering a new river cruise around Bordeaux in southern France.  The attractions there appear to be Chateaus and Wine.  We have found that Grand Circle really tries to get travelers to understand the current and future issues that are occurring in places visited.

