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Introduction

Moldova: Portrait of a Country is an invitation to journey into one of Eastern Europe’s
most intriguing and least understood nations. From its rolling vineyards to its layered
history and complex present, Moldova presents a vibrant tapestry woven from many
threads—ancient and modern, East and West, local and global. Landlocked between
Romania and Ukraine, Moldova has, for centuries, been a crossroads of people,
cultures, and empires—a reality that continues to shape its national identity and the
lives of its people today.

The story of Moldova is one of resilience and transformation. Archaeological evidence
reveals that this land has been home to human communities for nearly a million years,
bearing witness to the rise and fall of civilizations like the Cucuteni-Trypillian, the
Getae-Dacians, and eventually the Romans. Over the centuries, Moldova has found
itself at the heart of fierce struggles for influence: a principality contested by
Ottomans, Russians, and Romanians; a frontier between empires; and ultimately, a
nation fighting for self-determination in the modern era.

Yet Moldova’s narrative is not just one of political drama and shifting borders. At its
heart are its people: a diverse mix of ethnicities, languages, and faiths, united by
traditions and a shared sense of place. This diversity has created a rich culture, alive
with music, dance, craftsmanship, and cuisine, reflecting centuries of contact and
exchange. Moldovans are known for their hospitality and their profound connection to
the land—a quality that endures even as many seek opportunities abroad.

The challenges Moldova faces today are formidable. Demographic shifts, population
decline, economic hardship, and political complexity all test the fabric of this young
republic. The wounds of the Transnistria conflict remain unhealed, while tug-of-war
politics between Western and Russian spheres often dominate the headlines. Issues
such as corruption, reforms in justice, the independence of the media, and the health
of democratic institutions continue to shape the daily reality and future prospects of
the Moldovan people.

Yet there is also another, more hopeful narrative: that of a country on the move,
seeking deeper ties with the European Union, investing in new industries, and
navigating the 21st century with resilience. The younger generation, both at home and
within the global Moldovan diaspora, are reimagining what it means to be
Moldovan—balancing tradition and innovation, local roots and global aspirations.

This book aims to offer a comprehensive and nuanced portrait of Moldova: its land, its
people, its history, and its place in the world. Whether you are an armchair traveler, a
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student of history, someone with ancestral ties, or a potential visitor, you are invited
to explore Moldova’s landscapes, stories, struggles, and dreams. Welcome to
Moldova—at once ancient and new, familiar and mysterious, and eternally at the
crossroads.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Natural Landscape

Moldova, officially known as the Republic of Moldova, occupies a unique position in
Eastern Europe. This landlocked nation is bordered by Romania to its west and Ukraine
to its north, south, and east, placing it strategically at a historical crossroads for
various cultures and empires. This geographical reality has undeniably shaped its
distinct identity over centuries. The country's total land area is approximately
33,843.5 square kilometers (13,067.0 square miles), with a small portion, about 960
square kilometers (370 square miles), being water.

The Moldovan landscape is best described as a hilly plain, gradually sloping from the
northwest towards the southeast. The average elevation across the country sits at
about 147 meters (482 feet) above sea level. At the heart of Moldova lies the Codri
Hills, a region characterized by its heavily fragmented and elevated terrain. This area
also boasts the country’s highest point, Balanesti Hill, which reaches an elevation of
429.5 meters (1,407 feet). The term "Codri" itself is often used colloquially to refer to
the remaining forests nestled within these central hills, particularly those west and
north of the capital, Chisinau.

Venturing north, the landscape shifts to the Balti steppe, a relatively level plain
situated at an elevation ranging from 150 to 200 meters (500 to 650 feet). Higher
uplands also dot the northern scenery, including the notably eroded Medobory-Toltry
limestone ridges that run along the Prut River. The terrain’s irregular nature, with its
network of river valleys, ravines, and gullies, often results in erosion and river silting,
especially after heavy summer rains.

Water is a defining feature of Moldova’s geography, despite its landlocked status. The
country is nestled between two significant rivers: the Dniester (Nistru) and the Prut.
The Prut River forms Moldova's entire western boundary with Romania, acting as a
natural frontier. Meanwhile, the Dniester flows through the eastern part of the country,
creating a natural divide between the historical region of Bessarabia and Transnistria.
Though largely landlocked, Moldova also enjoys a brief, 200-meter (656-foot) border
with the Danube River at its southernmost tip, a small but strategically important
connection to Europe's second-longest river. Beyond these major waterways,
Moldova’s hydrographic network includes over 3,000 rivers and rivulets, with ten
exceeding 100 kilometers in length. The country also has approximately 60 natural
lakes and 3,000 reservoirs, along with an estimated 2,200 natural water springs.

Moldova’s climate is largely characterized as warm and moderately continental. This

translates into long, hot summers and winters that are typically mild and dry. The
average annual temperature hovers around 8 °C (40s F) in the northern reaches of the
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country, gradually increasing to about 10 °C (50s F) in the south. Summers are
genuinely warm, with July averages ranging from approximately 19 °C to 23 °C (upper
60s to low 70s F). In July, daytime temperatures can reach around 29°C (84°F) in areas
like Chisinau, Balti, and Falesti. Even at night, July temperatures in Chisinau remain
warm, averaging around 17°C (63°F). Conversely, January is the coldest month, with
temperatures seldom dipping below -3 °C (low 20s F). In Chisinau, average daytime
temperatures in January are around 2°C (36°F), falling to about -5°C (23°F) at night.
While generally mild, Moldova has experienced its share of extreme temperatures,
with recorded lows nearing -36 °C (-30 °F) in the north and highs close to 41 °C (100
°F) in the south.

Precipitation across Moldova tends to be quite variable, averaging around 500
millimeters (20 inches) annually. The southern regions typically receive slightly less
rainfall. Most of the precipitation arrives as rain during the warmer months, with June
and July often being the wettest due to thunderstorms. While winter snow cover is
generally thin, snowfall can be significant in January, with an average of 4.5 inches.

A true asset to Moldova is its exceptionally fertile soil. Chernozem, often referred to as
"black earth," covers approximately three-quarters of the country's land. This rich,
dark soil is renowned for its fertility and has historically supported the "breadbasket"
regions of Europe. The chernozem of the Balti steppe, in particular, was central to the
foundation of soil science in the late 19th century and has been the subject of
extensive studies on sustainable agriculture. While highly productive, continuous
intensive farming has led to some degradation, with some chernozem soils losing a
significant portion of their original organic carbon. However, efforts are underway to
restore their fertility and ecological function.

Beyond its agricultural potential, Moldova boasts a diverse flora, with over 1,500 plant
species identified across the country. Forests, especially prominent in the central Codri
Hills, cover about 3,000 square kilometers (1,150 square miles) of Moldova's territory.
These broad-leaved forests are characteristic of Central Europe, with hornbeam and
oak being the most widespread tree species. Other common trees include linden,
maple, wild pear, and wild cherry. While forests once covered a more significant
portion of the country, they now account for approximately 11% to 12.7% of Moldovan
territory, with efforts underway to expand forest cover. These forests are not only vital
to Moldova's economy and environmental well-being but also provide a critical habitat
for a significant portion of the country's biodiversity.
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