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Introduction

Transylvania, isolated by its girdle of mountains and swathes of thick woodland, has
long kindled the world’s imagination. Yet to those who step beyond tales of fangs and
fog, the region reveals itself not as a haunted land of shadows, but as a living,
breathing tapestry of traditions, histories, and daily rituals, woven together by
generations of people who have called this enigmatic heartland home. The allure of
Transylvania lies not in myth alone, but in the gentle cadence of its rural rhythms, the
diverse languages that echo through its valleys, and the resilient spirit that shapes
village and city life alike.

In this book, we set out to peel back the layers of legend and misperception. Far from
being defined solely by the story of Dracula, Transylvania is a crossroads of
civilizations, where Romanians, Hungarians, Saxons, Roma, and other peoples have
mingled their customs, gods, and stories for centuries. Its fortified churches and grand
castles stand as tributes to both conflict and coexistence; its festivals, dances, and
recipes are living archives of shared experience. The land’s architecture, cuisine, and
folk beliefs serve as silent witnesses to centuries of migration and change, revealing
what it means to build a sense of belonging in a place both isolated and cosmopolitan.

In these pages, we travel from the grassy Transylvanian Plain to the forested fingers of
the Carpathians, from the cobbled streets of Sibiu to the winding roads of Szeklerland
and the lively Roma settlements that fringe the woodlands. We listen in on the
morning stirrings of villages, join in the swirl of spring and harvest festivals, and sit at
crowded tables heaped with dishes that have passed, recipe by recipe, from one
generation to the next. Our journey is guided not just by the chronicles of historians,
but also by the voices of villagers, musicians, artisans, and elders keen to share their
memories and wisdom.

The chapters that follow blend detailed historical research with the immediacy of
personal narratives and the quiet wisdom that resides in tradition. Rather than offering
a festival of curiosities, this book aims to honor the complexity—and the
ordinariness—of Transylvanian life: its labors and delights, its anxieties and
aspirations, its enduring connection to land and season. In an era when the region’s
landscapes and customs face the pressures of modernization and global change, the
need to look closely and listen deeply has never been more urgent.

Above all, Hidden Highlands invites you to see Transylvania with new eyes: to
appreciate its delicate balance of old and new, isolation and openness, memory and
reinvention. Whether you are a traveler eager to explore its byways, a lover of cultural
history, or someone who seeks to understand how landscapes shape—and are shaped
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by—the people within them, this book offers a passage into the soul of a place too
often caricatured or misunderstood.

Let yourself, for a while, dwell across the woods. Through stories, images, and lived
experience, discover a Transylvania that is at once ancient and alive—a region whose
true magic lies in its people, their traditions, and the quiet, enduring beauty of daily
life.
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CHAPTER ONE: Across the Woods: The Geography
and Spirit of Transylvania

Transylvania, a name whispered in various tongues as Erdély in Hungarian and
Siebenburgen in German, literally means "across the woods" or "forest region." It's a
fitting description for a land historically defined and sheltered by its formidable natural
borders. Tucked into the central part of Romania, the region is cradled by the majestic
arc of the Carpathian Mountains to the east and south, and by the rugged Apuseni
Mountains to the west. This mountainous embrace has long shaped Transylvania’s
unique character, influencing its climate, its people, and its enduring sense of a world
apart.

Imagine a vast natural fortress, where rolling hills and extensive woodlands dominate
the landscape. This isn't a flat, open plain, but a hilly plateau, rising to meet the
imposing peaks that guard its borders. These mountains aren't just scenic backdrops;
they are the heart of Romania, a curved backbone that has played a pivotal role in the
region's history, often providing refuge and a natural defense against invaders. The
very contours of the land tell stories of survival and resilience.

Within this mountainous embrace lies a varied terrain, from the fertile Transylvanian
Plain to the countless valleys carved by rivers flowing through the highlands. The
landscape transitions from dense forests—making up about 40% of the land—to vast
pastures, sprawling farmlands, and even vineyards, particularly in areas like those
surrounding Alba lulia. This mix of geography has fostered a diverse array of
livelihoods, from shepherding in the high pastures to cultivating crops in the fertile
lowlands.

The Carpathian Mountains, with peaks like Moldoveanu reaching over 2,500 meters,
dictate a climate of warm summers and cold, often snowy, winters. While the snow
might not always be abundant, the chill certainly reminds you that you are in the heart
of Europe, far from any moderating coastal influences. This distinct seasonality deeply
influences daily life, shaping agricultural cycles, traditional festivals, and even the
architecture, with homes built to withstand the elements.

Beyond the natural beauty, Transylvania is rich in natural resources. Underneath its
picturesque surface lie deposits of natural gas, coal, salt, and various metal ores like
iron and non-ferrous metals. These resources have, throughout history, attracted
various powers and contributed to the region's economic significance, even as
traditional agrarian life persisted.
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Transylvania, as a historical region, encompasses a significant portion of modern
Romania, roughly corresponding to nine counties. While its core is defined by the
central plateau and its surrounding mountains, broader definitions can include the
western and northwestern Romanian regions of Crisana and Maramures, and
sometimes even Banat. This fluid definition speaks to a complex history where borders
have shifted and identities have intertwined.

Travel through Transylvania and you’ll encounter a landscape dotted with villages
where time seems to slow down. These are not merely picturesque backdrops; they
are living communities where ancient ways of life endure. From the rooster’s crow at
dawn to the cattle returning from pasture at dusk, the rhythm of daily life is deeply
connected to agrarian cycles and communal activities. Main streets still feature
drinking troughs and wells, and antique farming tools are not uncommon sights. Fruit
trees line the pathways, offering shade for farm animals, a testament to a deep
attachment to rural life that has its origins in the Middle Ages.

This adherence to traditional ways is particularly evident in the haymaking culture, a
practice that reflects a profound connection to the land and its rhythms. In many
remote villages, life feels like a step back in time, a tangible link to a past where self-
sufficiency and community bonds were paramount. It's a striking contrast to the fast-
paced world outside, offering a glimpse into a rarity in our always-connected age.

However, Transylvania is not solely a land of pastoral scenes. It also boasts vibrant
cities and towns that serve as cultural and economic hubs, each offering a unique
window into the region’s diverse life. Cluj-Napoca, the second-largest city in Romania,
is often considered the capital of Transylvania, a dynamic urban center with a rich
history. Other well-preserved medieval cities include Brasov, Sibiu, Sighisoara, Targu
Mures, Bistrita, Alba lulia, and Medias. These cities are not just historical relics; they
are living spaces where the past and present merge.

Sighisoara, for instance, is a perfectly intact 15th-century gem and a UNESCO World
Heritage Site, with its cobbled streets, colorful houses, and nine fortified towers. It's
also famously known as the birthplace of Vlad the Impaler, who inspired the Dracula
legend. Brasov, nestled against the Carpathian peaks, showcases Gothic, Baroque,
and Renaissance architecture, and its Old Town provides a great introduction to
Transylvania with its mix of Romanian, Saxon, and Hungarian influences. Sibiu,
another significant cultural center, was even a European Capital of Culture in 2007,
showcasing its 800 years of multicultural history and strong Saxon influence.

These urban centers, with their impressive architecture and lively atmosphere, stand
in stark contrast to the quiet villages, yet both are integral to the fabric of

Transylvania. They are reminders of the region’s long history as a crossroads, where
different cultures and architectural styles have converged and shaped the landscape.
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The fortified churches and medieval castles, seen across the region, are not just
architectural marvels but tangible symbols of this complex history, built to protect
communities from invaders like the Ottomans and Tatars.

The name "Transylvania" itself hints at this historical isolation and protection. The
Latin "trans-sylvania" translates to "across the woods," and this begs the question:
"across the woods for whom?" For the Hungarians, whose adopted homeland was the
vast prairie of the Pannonian Basin, Transylvania was indeed across the imposing
forested Carpathians. This geographical separation played a crucial role in the region
developing its own distinct identity, often maintaining a degree of autonomy even
when under the suzerainty of larger empires.

This physical isolation, however, did not lead to cultural stagnation. Instead, it fostered
a unique blending of cultures. While the majority of the current population is
Romanian, significant minorities of Hungarians and Roma, along with smaller numbers
of Germans and others, have contributed to a rich tapestry of ethnic, linguistic,
cultural, and religious diversity. Each group has left its indelible mark on the land,
from the architectural styles of the Saxon fortified churches to the distinct dialects
spoken in Hungarian-majority areas.

The Transylvanian Saxons, for example, were invited by Hungarian kings in the 12th
century to settle in the region, bringing with them advanced administrative and
manufacturing skills. They established powerful and wealthy citadels, naming their
new home Siebenblirgen (Seven Fortresses) after the major walled towns they built,
such as Bistrita, Brasov, Cluj-Napoca, Medias, Sebes, Sibiu, and Sighisoara. These
settlements, often centered around fortified churches, became vital defensive
outposts and economic hubs, leaving a lasting legacy in the region’s architecture and
cultural landscape.

The Hungarian population, particularly concentrated in the eastern counties of
Harghita and Covasna, forms a majority in those areas and has maintained a strong
cultural identity, with Hungarian spoken widely. The Roma people, traditionally
nomadic, have also made Transylvania their home for centuries, bringing their own
vibrant customs and artistic expressions, with many now settled in fixed locations
within villages and towns. This confluence of peoples, each with their own history and
traditions, has created a dynamic cultural mosaic, making Transylvania a truly unique
place.

The spirit of Transylvania, therefore, is one of resilience and adaptation, shaped by its
rugged geography and its complex human history. It's a land where ancient traditions
coexist with modern realities, where the echoes of past empires resonate in the daily
lives of its people, and where the natural landscape remains a powerful, defining
force. The "Hidden Highlands" are not just a geographical description; they are an
invitation to explore a region where every valley, every fortified church, and every
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shared meal tells a story of enduring life across the woods.
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