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There is an international travel group called Friendship Force. The organization was started in 1977 to combine a traveler’s desire to understand other cultures and ambassadorship. In other words, people could journey to see another country as unofficial representatives of the U.S. and get to know individuals and their communities by staying in their homes. The arrangement was reciprocal. It has been so successful that today there are hundreds of clubs on six continents. In 2018 my husband, Alan, and I took a wonderful trip to Romania with twenty-two others from the Greater Orlando Friendship Force club. 
Our Brasov hosts greeted us warmly. They housed us, fed us, entertained us, and took us to their favorite places for seven days. Their hospitality was beyond generous. A few bilingual people among us interpreted; English-speaking guides filled the gaps when we were touring. I thought I could rely on Google Translate to talk to our hosts, a Romanian Orthodox priest and his wife, but in the parish hall where they lived I had poor internet and no cell connection except in one corner of the entry. Consequently, there were many “conversations” involving contorted facial expressions, exaggerated body gestures and a lot of pointing. It was fun and interesting to me. I was primed for adventure. 
A short night later we arose for breakfast after which we boarded the bus that collected other members on the way out of town to our first outing--Bran Castle. One of the Brasov members and her son gave a travelog in English for the hourlong drive.  The castle, built in 1370, was the model for Bram Stoker’s Dracula. It’s a popular destination in Transylvania and I bought a T-shirt to prove it. We climbed around with the tourists listening to a babble of languages then rode to a ski resort through forested ravines on a winding mountain road then back down to Brasov and by now it was 3:00 in the afternoon. 
At a local restaurant they packed our starving bellies with so much food it made us sleepy. But our hosts weren’t finished with us yet. From the restaurant we walked to a house-museum of the composer who wrote the Romanian national anthem--eleven stanzas.  We looked at a display of recording methods from metal punch discs through CDs and looked through virtual goggles at a very old black and white film of a parade. You could use high tech to view low tech.
We left the museum for another room in the mansion. This one was a performance of operatic arias and songs sung by three sopranos with piano accompaniment. The room was small and warm. The chairs reclined a little. I chose two in the front row about five feet from the singers. We were by now very tired. I could see that Alan was fighting to stay awake. Each singer was introduced and performed in Romanian. Lovely voices but we couldn’t understand a word. Between songs I glanced at the people behind us. A couple of men in the back had tipped their chairs against the wall and were fast asleep. And then came the main event. She was dressed in a veridian satin gown with matching earrings. The program said she would sing the “Recitalul de la Ora Cinci”. She paused after her introduction, smiled dreamily at the assembly then unleashed a sound so powerful Alan’s thin hair swept straight back past his ears which quivered in painful amazement. He was wide awake and upright for the rest of the performance. He marveled, “I never knew the human voice was capable of such a volume!” 


2

