Reflections on a Garbage Dump Excursion
By Ella Veres
Preamble:

Four months ago, November 2008, I returned from Transylvania, Romania where I worked with local people and the students from the Babeş-Bolyai University, Department of Theater and Television, The Cinematography, Photography, and Media Wing, on The Scourge of Alcoholism a material about Transylvanians’ rampant drinking problems. 

For the following days back in America, I slept and slept and slept. Then I plunged into tumultuous New York life during recession. Fellow artists would eagerly ask me how my trip was. I’d recount, I’d entertain, I’d marvel, I’d try to sort things out, and couldn’t. Even my travel notes would not gel into a coherent report. 
Finally a few days ago I was asked by Jasmine Dellal, to write on her blog about the Gypsy part of my fieldtrip experience, so here I am today, posting these travelogue entries. 
Written on November 20, 2008:
9. Groapa Ratului day. AA beggar. More stories from AA. Candles. Trip with Erasmus students. The Italian who knows not of Obama historical election. Pictures. Description of environment. Displacement: am I in Bucharest, at Otopeni?

Yesterday while killing time waiting for my tutorees who don’t flock on me to study for their upcoming SAT exam I talked to Maurice about the people who live in the garbage dump in Cluj’s suburb by the airport at Pata Ratului, they live in the garbage dump, scrounging paper, metal, food, clothing, they live there. Some, the third generation. Kids play in the mud, the muddy road, they laughed and hugged Paula and posed for our cameras, kids are happy, parents are upset. A reporter came and called them druggies on TV, and they work hard, the villagers said, they work hard at making a living on the dump. 

I read the news on internet. Some kids died last winter, the cardboard shacks got on fire from the improvised stoves, the garbage dump needs to be shut down because it’s not up to the European Community’s ecological standards. They gave the dump 4 million Euros to clear it, but the money vanished, all they bought were two second-hand bulldozers and now they’ll close the garbage dump and where will they go, the people? 

They lived there for decades. 

Some shacks are nice inside. 

I told Maurice I interviewed these people, and am upset on myself obsessing over the kids, their faces happy, paradoxical faces, not leaving my retina while going to sleep, I am not a busy body, I am not a shoe-goodie-do-good-shoes, I want to help, but then how? They need to learn they can help themselves, I can help with that. I can write a play. I can try raising some money. They want to buy the land, but from whom to buy it?! since the land was collectivized by communists, then after the fall of communism they gave it back to the previous owners, but no one showed up to claim it, so now they’ll bulldozer the huts. 

What to do? Go on Oprah? Write Johnny Depp to cough some money since he plays Gypsy pirates on and on? 

He is a father too! 

So here I am upset on myself that I didn’t even finish the alcoholism,--what finished?! didn’t even start writing down,--and now I embark on raising money for the Gypsies. 

Maurice said it is a tight/hard line, as he saw in Bagdad, he was there one year in Bagdad and saw kids in the garbage, that’s how they live. Who are we Americans to tell others what is happiness? Who are we?! 

So I should restrain, but it’s hard not to obsess…
So what to do with the Gypsies? 

I told Jeremiah of the Theater of the Oppressed about it and he bulged eyes and said I should do something otherwise he’d do and become famous on it. Fuck. So he brought this woman from Africa who lost her nose in a domestic violence shooting, he found money for her and brought her for plastic surgery to America for fame. That’s what bugs me. Do we help people out or all we want is fame?

Written on November 21, 2008:
My saris: I acquired them as I walked to the Gypsy organization located in the ruins nearby the train station in Bucharest. I wanted to buy a souvenir from Bucharest. I bought one from Cluj, two gorgeous pink gavroche caps from a store bustling with customers selling in-house manufactured hats and I was so happy that they were genuine Transylvanian hats, not the usual overpriced foreign fashions. 

Genuine Transylvanian caps. 

So I was walking the streets taking pictures of stray dogs sunning themselves on an abandoned lot, of ruins of cinemas juxtaposed with Daewoo car dealerships all glitter and prosperity, here a funeral home with colorful paper flower wreaths, there an old, gorgeous building with window gaps and no roof, like a skull. 

A cemetery of the past communism. 

No bombardment, just an era falling apart. 

I went to the thrift store that sells used western clothing by the kilogram. I found three silk saris. They come from London, the saleswomen told me. Where was I from? Oh, I live in New York now, but I’m from Transylvania. Oh, couldn’t I take them with me? No, sorry, I barely can take myself. I shop at thrift stores. 

But what a lovely pluck three gorgeous saris for 10 dollars. I showed them off later in the day when I arrived at the Gypsy Language Workshop at the Belle Letter Department. I told the students about my mother’s story, how she spilled the beans once when I did my genealogical tree while a student in American studies. Her grandfather was a Gypsy. But we should not tell our father. And when I gave birth to my son she asked me first thing if his skin was dark. 

The students marveled. 

I told them about self-hatred, internalized self-hatred. 

The teacher nodded. 

I told them about how similar it was with African-American self-hatred, as reflected in the straightening of hair, painful with chemicals. They were amazed. 

I told them how girls started doing cornrows only after a white star, Bo Derek, did it. Their grandmothers were doing cornrows all along, but now that was not good enough, they went to hair salons, paid 200 for cornrows. 

Or about Ethelbert’s daughter who drew Barbie dolls, blonde Barbie dolls as her portrait. He insisted she’d draw black portraits. When he went to her school to see children’s drawing exhibition, he knew which drawing was his daughter’s, because all the rest were white drawings done by black kids, only his daughter drew herself as black. 

Self-hatred. Internalized self-hatred. 

And here are the saris, so Gypsy colored saris, vivid purple and green and pink, so dainty, so rich, these are the Gypsy roots, see, we come from India. 

I do this for myself and for my son. 

When I got proposed by my son’s father I told him, “Listen, my great-grandfather was Gypsy. So you know.” He said it was alright, his grandpa on his mom’s side was Gypsy too, after all he’s a musician, isn’t he? My husband was a viola player. But the next day he said he just joked about his grandfather. He didn’t. He had black Gypsy eyes. My son has them too. 

*

I am not always boastful about being a Gypsy. 

We were sitting after that awful French play at the theater in Cluj, awful play, about two old people who had a cadaver in their bedroom that was inflating and also lots of mushrooms would grow around their apartment, so many they didn’t keep up with picking them.

Anyway, so I was saying to Istvan, the radio editor-in-chief, that I was nervous to see how they’d react when in one of the skits we presented I declared we were part Gypsy, but it didn’t seem to register with the students. It did alright. No one calls or writes. 

Istvan said about an episode: he was at a terrace having a glass of beer, and the Gypsy folks would come with a bunch of newspapers and ask you to buy and they’d put it on the table on top of your cell phone and… gone! 

Lucky him, they did this the night before and the grieving party was there and saw the scheme and caught them, so Istvan got back his phone, but they sent for the police to write a police report and so the cop wrote two Gypsy girls, and Istvan asked, “Is this relevant? If they are Gypsy or not Gypsy?” The guy looked at Istvan’s name, Rostas, which is a Gypsy name, and made a face. 

But now that Obama got elected, Gypsy leaders are encouraged. There was an announcement yesterday that a Gypsy woman declared herself the Obama of Romania and went for a place in Senate. Good for her.

Am I rambling about here? I do.
But I wanted to talk about my beautiful saris. Make me dream pretty of India. Last winter news came I’d go to a New Delhi conference and nothing came out of it, they didn’t pay the airplane ticket, only the stay there, but I alerted everyone in town I’d go to India, and then I deflated when I didn’t…
Written on November 25, 2008
Therapy: We talked about the Gypsy kids, so paradoxically happy in that mud, and the one who was older and so sad and softly refused to be photographed, saying he was dirty, and hid in his hut. So sad. I wanted then to help. 

How you go from this happy child to this sad child, who suddenly realizes the misery of his reality/circumstances, how to stop that. 

She said maybe I was thinking about my mother? Was my mother poor? Yes. They were 14 kids. I always remember how she said they were kicked out in the winter because they didn’t pay the rent and so the kids went to some child foster care institution until they got some money and could take them out of that place. 

Like the Gypsies said in the interview the police during communism would put their parents in prison because it was illegal to dig in the garbage dump, but that’s how they made their living, so they’d be in prison for 2-3 months, then again on the garbage dump, then again in prison. The authorities would take the kids away and put them in places for kids. 

But I was very technical while I interviewed, while I took the pictures. I was very keen on focusing on a good sound recording, on making sure the kids were framed well in the picture, the garbage in the background, dilapidated buildings yet all displaying satellite dishes. 

I made sure the pictures told the stories. 

Before I couldn’t take pictures of suffering. 

When at September 11, I could not take pictures of people in shock, ashes on their clothing, scratched, I could not. I walked into Ground Zero, not away from it, I walked into it…

Yes, the Gypsy kids like my mom. In scanty clothing, eating bread elbows. My mom was a maid when she was 11 and the mistress was mean to her, beat her, sent her to wash clothes at the frozen pump, her apron had icicles and her legs were blue with cold. The mistress gave her just one stuffed pepper, she told me crying when I fed her two when she visited us in Budapest. And she couldn’t go to school after eighth grade. Though her teacher insisted she was brilliant, my grandfather didn’t want to register with the Nazi party, as the teacher advised him, so she could get a scholarship and go on studying. But then later on the communists thought her fit to go on, and now she is a retired agronomist. 

I don’t know if Gypsy kids remind me of her. The village rather reminded me of my projects. I live in garbage too. People in my building put the garbage bags in front of the entrance because we don’t have enough garbage bins. For the last few days there was a shrine for a young man who died. They put bottles of liqueur and candles and several pieces of cardboard and a marker to write good words for the departed. 

Love and garbage together. 

We all live in garbage. 

The city is polluted. The continent is polluted. The entire earth is a garbage dump. We did it. 

Instead of helping these Gypsies who for decades recycled without knowing that it’s ecological to do so, instead of giving them the garbage dump, they shut it down and chase them away like vermin. 

We are all vermin. And vermin is good actually. It’s in the cycle of things. They break down the leftovers, they help putrefaction, they are part of nature, they should be told, vermin is beautiful, I’m proud I’m vermin. 

Someone will beat me if they read this, some Gypsy organization, clamoring that I make fun of Gypsies. 

No I don’t. I say give them the land, give them the dump. Give them IDs, give them birth certificates. Like politicians before some election year, they knew how to take them and give IDs to those that didn’t have, in a matter of hours, it doesn’t need to take a whole year, like they told me in Bucharest. No, in a few minutes, you are ready to vote for my party. 

The other thing that I am entitled to obsess about Gypsies is that the guy who owns the garbage dump, or manages it, I have to check out which, has the same name as me, VERES, so I have to clear my name!

Whichever way I go I have to do something about it.

An Eleven Year-Old Girl From Cluj-Napoca Died After She Was Crushed By A Garbage Truck
Translated on February 1st, 2009

A new tragedy take place three days ago at the garbage dump/ramp in Cluj. An eleven-year-old girl, Reghina Varga, who lived at the so-called garbage paradise, Dallas district, died after a heavy truck carrying residential garbage crushed into her. About four months ago a similar accident that happened at the garbage dump/ramp of Huedin township, caused a real Roma riot. The Rroms blocked the road and refused to allow the trucks access/passage/transit on their settlement mud roads/ulite.

In none of these cases the associations/organizations specializing in promoting and protecting the rights of Roma minority didn’t take action, stating that the families had to file an individual complain against the salubritate companies whose drivers were guilty. The cluj tragedy happened around 8:30 pm when an autoutilitara Mercedes brand, drove by a young driver 33-year-old, Beniamin Balacs, arrived with a garbage load to rampa Pata Rat, the place where hundreds of Rroms work sorting garbage on recycling types/ pe sortimente. Reghina Varga, say the witnesses, wore a pair of shoes too large for her feet and slid on the truck cupa/scoop?? Where she climbed to be among the first at sorting the garbage. “The driver didn’t even know what happened. We shall pay the funeral expenses. We haven’t had a fatal accident for the last five years,” declared yesterday Eugen Veres, the head of the Brantner company, the proprietor of the garbage truck. He also clarified/added that Reghina belonged to a large family, whose members all work at the ramp/dump and they are old citizens/ vechi locuitori of Dallas, after they lost their home to the ponzi/pyramid scheme Caritas

Source: Romania Libera, August 21, 2007

Author: Bianca Felseghi

somnolent fragments
for paula
written on february 4th, 2009

1. last weekend i printed yellow leaves. i had to size them very precisely to match the frames’ size, to have no asymmetric margins, no white, only the image. so i measured with the oil cloth measuring tape, and with the blue plastic ruler, at times in inches, at times in centimeters, then i chose the right size paper sheets, yet there were some white surface around some of the leaves, so i resized two miniature portraits of the little boys from pata rit, how they looked up towards the camera, trusting, sad, dirty, with snooty noses, with little glittering eyes. i printed the images, i cut them to the millimeter, exactly, and after i was done with the leaves, it is so hard on me to take pictures of leaves and flowers, i keep on mumbling, have you gone mad, the country is on fire and the old hag is combing her hair, leaves is what we burn with desire for/obsess over?! and i feel guilty but i cannot stop, they are so beautiful, colors, forms, their multitude. anyway, i cut out the little children and i wanted to carry their miniature pictures in my wallet. my little boy grew up. he goes to college, but look i have two more little boys i worry about from far away. but i grew ashamed. the little boys have dear mothers who love them and take care of them and they do what they think is best for their children. yet as if they are somehow my children too.
2. early morning in the subway. people go to work; i go to get hold of some cardboard to frame the pictures. it snows and is windy in new york. i couldn’t eat so early. it’s too early for my stomach. i bite form a huge cookie. i baked it! it’s made out of peanut butter and oatmeal. it’s nurturing and crontz crontz. next to me, a young man thumbs a message on his cellular; others read the papers. mid couch there is a group of schoolers, first, second graders. probably they go to the art museum. they chirp, laugh, fidget. the teachers like mother hens gather them, but don’t chastise them. their small voices make me burst in laughter. the young man seizes me up. joyous children, they’re not timid, broken by discipline, they laugh and fidget full of life. my free children, well fed, washed, with his little muscles. my children.
but they aren’t mine. yes, they are mine too. the future lines up in the subway station, hold little hands and go to the museum. were we to be ants, in anthills, or bees in a beehive, maybe the children would be communal? phalanster.
Written on Sunday, February 15th, 2009

From my bed where I type if I look to my right, out of the window I see the American flag on the school across the street. Against the sky it flutters in the wind, at times rapidly, at times languidly. At times in its movement it disappears behind the corner tall building that cuts my view and then my heart gets worried, but then here it is again, its red and white stripes, it’s blue square sprinkled with white stars. I am in America.

If I look to my left, I see my many skirts freshly washed. Golden yellow, dark pink, trimmed with lace or silver, long to my ankles, fluttering Gypsy flag skirts. The guilty saddened remembrance of a Bucharest subway passage. Packed with people going up and down the stairs, streaming along the balcony in between them. In front of me a young mother walks briskly holding her skipping son by the hand. They are happy together. She is svelte. Her two long, thick blonde pigtails have red ribbons in them. She wears a flowery scarf matching her long wonderful pleated skirt. A loving Gypsy young mother with her skipping little boy. My son and I ten years ago it seems. We descend on the staircase. Two professional young women try to make their way thru the crowd. They wear French perfume, dressed in black well-tailored suits. In a low tone says one to the other, with a sarcastic sneer on her pretty face, “We have to slow down otherwise I might step on her rag.” Meaning the flowery skirt I admire.
I mean to admonish her, but I’m silenced. How much are we missing when we’re blinded by hatred. How can this sophisticated urbanite miss on the loveliness of the young mother? Same age, worlds apart. 

One, in the career suit of clambering ambition, the other, holding her son’s little hand, walking in a protective bubble of love, ignoring insults. The future will be better for my son. And I mean to walk briskly, svelte. 
Here’s the flag fluttering in the wind.
