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Hitchhiking into the south 

From Charlie 

I know Europe from two sides. In the 1980s, until I was 23, we were only allowed to travel to the 

eastern half of Europe, the socialist states. I lived in Berlin, capital of the GDR. Traveling was my 

passion so I explored all the countries I was allowed to go to. These were the Warsaw Pact countries. 

I went to Poland or Czechoslovakia once or twice a year, sometimes to Hungary and once I hitchhiked 

with a friend via Romania to Bulgaria. Every country had its special features for us young people. In 

Poland we bought big round lollipops. They had a patterned multicolored border and in the center on 

a white background were red, blue and yellow flowers. There I drank homemade vodka with friends 

and hoped not to go blind. At Easter we went to Prague to ring in the beer garden season at Ufleko 

with dark beer. I experienced the best punk concerts in Hungary and there I also spent my savings on 

colorfully printed T-shirts that looked almost like in the west. To go to Soviet Union, the big brother, 

it was not easy to be admitted. A visa was needed, which not everyone got. Me not. And Yugoslavia 

was considered a renegade anyway, still officially socialist, but too inclined towards the western 

countries, so the GDR government seemed too dangerous to confront its citizens with Western 

values. The front door was closed there. The world was small and manageable, later I felt restricted, 

but when this feeling got too strong, the wall fell, at the right moment for me.  

My most exciting journey during this time took me to Bulgaria - to the end of the world, the socialist 

one. My girlfriend Vera and I started the journey at the gas station in Berlin Schöneweide, the next 

accessible motorway exit. Each of us had a small backpack and in our hands we held a bigger 

cardboard sign that said "Bulgaria". Hitchhiking, the cheapest means of transport and absolutely 

normal in the 1980s. My mother was worried, but she didn't forbid it, it wouldn't have helped either, 

I would have left anyway. Friends gave us good tips: “Ride with the trucks, you can eat up kilometers 

there. But only get on with those who are driving alone, otherwise it can be dangerous.” The same 

dangers for young girls everywhere, that was clear. Vera was tall, almost six feet with a black mane of 

hair. I, on the other hand, was short with blond hair. Our skirts were long and self-dyed, the blouses 

were colorful and we were adorned with several necklaces and bracelets. We were hippies. We were 

lucky when hitchhiking, it only took us three days to get to Sofia. First we drove with an Austrian who 

wanted to load tomatoes in Hungary, then with a Hungarian truck to the Romanian border. There, a 

Bulgarian businessman drove us across the country in his luxury car. The journey took one day and 

one night. When we drove through a mountain village in the evening, the sun was already setting. 

Dark, dense forest lay to the left and right of the road. Suddenly several children and young people 

jumped onto the street. They stopped in the middle of the road, so the driver had to stop. Laughing, 

they surrounded the car. The smaller boys and girls pressed their noses to the car windows, some 

didn't even reach the window. The older boys jumped onto the front of the hood and from there 

onto the roof. It rumbled loudly. The whole car swayed. The younger children banged hard on the 

pane with their small fists. They held out their hands to us begging. Vera and I looked at each other 

anxiously with wide eyes. In all the chaos, the driver remained surprisingly calm. "It's normal around 

here," he said reassuringly. "The village chief will come soon, we'll give him a little money, then we 

can continue." He said he already knows that because he drives here once a month. That's exactly 

what happened. "I found that pretty intense," I said to the driver after we continued our journey. 

"What was that village?" “These are Roma, Romanian gypsies. The government no longer allows 

them to roam. They were forcibly settled in the forests. The problem is that they cannot feed 

themselves here. There is no work and they have too little money for sheep and goats. So the men go 

to the cities and work there in bad jobs. The women, children and old people stay behind and when 

the money runs out they have to beg. The cars that drive through here are their only way to get 
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money”. Vera and I looked at each other and I thought lucky we were in a car owned by someone 

who knew, maybe that could have gone wrong too. How good we were. 


