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Asamusicprofessorat
theUniversityofMassa-
chusettsLowell, ethnomu-
sicologistAlanWilliams
said thathis studentsdon’t
knowhe’s a recordingartist
aswell.
“Ididhaveanodd

momentperformingat
acoffeehouse inwest-
ernMassachusetts,” said
Williams. “Agroupof
students stumbledupon
theirprofessorwhen they
were just looking fora
nightout away fromschool.
Thankfully,weall gotover
the shockandhada lovely
time.”
His latest albumis “Float-

ingon theDreamline.”
Of the title,Williamssaid

thedreamline iswherever
our imagination takesus,
whichallowseveryone to
travelwithoutever leaving
home.
This interviewwith

Williamshasbeenedited
forclarity and length.

Q: When you tour, do you
plan gigs so you won’t be
on the road when school is
in session?
A:You’ve hit on one of
the biggest challenges to
balancing themusic and
the academic careers.
Essentially for eight
months of the year, I’m
locked in place, though I try
to play shows locally. And
whilemy jobdoes allow
for someblocks of time to
tour, it isn’t conducive for
booking the tour dates.
Thenet result is that I have
only infrequently traveled
to play, though I’ve had
wonderful brief excursions
to areas across the country.

Q: From your travels, what
musical trends have you

heard that grabbed your
attention?
A: I’ve seen brilliant collab-
orations between improvis-
ingmusicians anddancers
inAmsterdam, hybrid
medieval and electronic
dancemusic inCopenha-
gen andpunkbands playing
thenyckelharpa—afiddle
with keys— in Stockholm.
But I also know thatmore
recent generations ofmy
students from theU.S. have
muchmore broad listen-
inghabits and seemmore
predisposed to accept
and engagewithmusic
fromaround theworld
and across timeperiods. ...
Seeingmy students listen-
ing toK-pop,Congolese
street bands playingheavily
distortedmetallophones
andCambodianpop from
the golden age before the
KhmerRouge givesme
hope for the future.

Q: Have you worked on any
songs while on the road?
A:Absolutely. Anumber
of songs on the album
beganduring a road trip
in a rented camper van.
In themoment between
camp stove dinner and the
mosquito apocalypse, a
little guitar plucking at the
picnic table resulted in the
seedling of a song. I have
clearmemories of crafting
lyrics crammed into the
middle seat of an economy
class airplaneflight. And
I have developed the odd
habit ofwriting someofmy
most despairing or heart-
broken songswhile lying on
a beach.

Q: Have you visited places

for work that were so nice
that you traveled back
there later for a personal
trip?
A:For a fewyears, I found
myself frequently travel-
ing toEurope for academic
conferences, researchproj-
ects and guest lectures. I
made it a point to fly into
Amsterdambefore head-
ing tomyfinal destina-
tion. Therewas a spa (that
was) a short bus ride from
Schiphol airportwhere I
could steam, sweat (and)
soak away jet lag and then
headback to the airport
for a short flight. I often
extendedmy trips to
allowan extra day or two
to roam the city. The old
center ofAmsterdam is so
walkable.With each trip
I tried to explore someof
the surroundingneighbor-
hoods aswell.

Q: What is your favorite
vacation destination?
A:Formany years, Iwould
save upmoney to allow
formultiweek stays in
Hawaii. I never really took
to the tourist areas like
Waikiki, but I loved being
in someof the less trav-
eled areas ofMaui and later
theBig Island.Obviously,
theweather is a draw,
but the landscape is so
dramatic. Each islandhas
its owncharacter. I ended
upowning a little cottage
withnokitchenon theBig
Islandwhere Iwill retire
towhen I no longer have
the desire to travelwith a
guitar.

For more from the reporter,
visit www.jaehakim.com.
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Williams
balances
teaching,
his music

Alan Williams is a college professor by day and a singer-
songwriter by night. ADRIEN BISSON

Romania is full of
surprises andwonderful
people.Andasyou leave
thecapital ofBucharest,
it gets evenbetter. In the
Romaniancountryside,
thenation’shistoryand
traditional culture liveon—
vividly.
Ahard-foughtpast is

evident in the fortress-like
churches scattered through
thecentral regionofTran-
sylvania. Inmedieval times,
big townswerewell-pro-
tected, but smallervillages
werevulnerable to invad-
ers. So industriousGerman
settlers, importedby the
local overlords to tame the
wild frontier, fortified their
churches.
Likemedieval fortresses,

theseSaxonchurcheshave
beefybastions, stout lookout
towersandnarrowslits for
rainingarrowsonenemies.
Entire communities could
take refuge inside—within
wraparounddefensive
galleries.
Today,mostofRoma-

nia’s ethnicGermansare
gone,havingemigrated in
the late 19thcenturyorfled
toGermanyafterWorld
WarIIorafter the fall of
communismin1989.But
their legacy liveson:Step-
ping inside thesechurches
feels like steppingback into
medievalGermany.Deco-
ration ishumble, pewsare
simplebenches, andBible
quotesare inGerman.
Thewhitewashedand

ramshacklechurchof
Viscri, hiddendeep in the
Transylvanianhills, is one
of theoldest (c. 1100).Most
of thepewsheredon’thave
backs, because traditional
villagewomen—whowore
starcheddressesand long
headdresses—wanted to
avoidcreases in theirbest
clothing.Thepewswith
backswere for the families
of thosewhowere from

elsewhere—usually the
minister and the teacher.
Farthernorth,Roma-

nia’sMaramureș region is
Europe’smost traditional
corner.While it takes some
effort to reach,Maramureș
iswellworth theeffort for
thosewhowant to seea
real, living, open-air folk
museum. It’s a rolling,
pastoral landscapespeckled
withhaystacks.
Thanks to its rugged

terrainand itsgreatdistance
fromBucharest,Mara-
mureșavoidedcommunist
farmcollectivization—so
people still tend their small
familyplotsbyhand.Horse
carts seemtooutnumber
cows.Men inoveralls and
distinctive strawhatspile
hayonto theirwooden
wagons.Womenwearbig,
puffyskirts just above the
knee, babushkason their
headsandbaskets laden
withheavygoodson their

backs.This region feels like
Europe’s versionofAmish
Country,wherecentu-
ries-oldwaysendure. It’s
not for thebenefitof tour-
ists— it’s just their lifestyle.
Wander throughany

villageandpeek into family
compounds.Eachone is
markedwithahuge, cere-
monialwoodengateway
—justbigenough fora
hay-loadedhorsecart to
trot through.Thegates are
carvedwithawhole iconog-
raphyof local symbols: star-
burst (pagansunworship),
wolf teeth (protection), bull
horns (masculinity), leaves
(nature), and—most impor-
tantly—the“ropeof life”
motif, ahelix-likedesign
suggesting thecontinu-
ityof life fromgeneration
togeneration. Insideeach
courtyard, you’ll usually see
—inaddition to themain
house—ahumblebarnwith
apaddock, agardenpatch,

andanold-fashioned,hand-
pulledwell.
You’ll be surprisedhow

oftenyou’re invited inside.
ManyMaramureș residents
areeager to showcuri-
ousvisitors theirhumble
homes. InRomania,meet-
ingpeopleoftencomeswith
awelcomingglassof the
fruity, 100-proofRomanian
moonshinecalledpalincă.
It’s strongstuff—kindof
like rubbingalcoholwitha
touchofplum.
Oneof themostmemo-

rable sights inMaramureș
is theMerry (as in “joyful”)
Cemetery. I’veenjoyed
avarietyof graveyards
throughoutEurope, but
I cansafely say that this
Romanianone isoneof a
kind. In 1935, awoodcarver
— inspiredbya long-forgot-
ten tradition—beganfilling
this cemeterywitha forest
of vividmemorials.Each
onecomeswithawhimsical

poemandapaintingof the
departeddoing something
heor she loved.
Although thecemetery

isdubbed“merry,”manyof
thepoemsaredownright
morose.Talesof young lives
cut shortby tragic acci-
dents,warriorsmowed
down in theprimeof lifeor
peoplewhosimplynever
foundhappiness, area
reminder thatdeath, and
life, are sometimesnothing
tobecheerful about.Even
if youcan’t read thepoems,
the images speakvolumes:
weaver… lovedbikes… tele-
visionrepairman…soldier
…hitbyacar…struckby
lightning…naggingmother-
in-law.
Andyet, eachmemorial

is apoignant celebrationof
individual lives, a chron-
icleof villagehistory, and
an irreverent raspberry in
the faceofdeath.And it’s
all paintedacheeryblue to

match theheavenswhere
the souls areheaded.
Traveling in theRoma-

niancountryside, you’ll find
bothevocative remindersof
thepast and time-warp life-
styles, seeminglyoblivious
to themodernworld that’s
thenormelsewhere.More
thananywhereelse I’ve
found inEurope, this is a
placewhere,whenyouslow
downand let adventures
unfold, theywill. InRoma-
nia, you’ll find that rather
than famous sights, it’s the
happyandunpredictable
serendipity that leavesyou
with lifelongmemories as
souvenirs.

Rick Steves (www.
ricksteves.com) writes
European travel guidebooks
and hosts travel shows on
public television and public
radio. Email him at rick@
ricksteves.com and follow
his blog on Facebook.

Serendipity resides in rural Romania

Whether dotting the countryside — or piled onto horse-drawn carts — you’ll find haystacks all over the Romanian region of Maramures. CAMERON HEWITT
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A:You’re absolutely right to
be frustrated—Travelpro
stoppedmanufacturing the
replacement parts for your
suitcase. It shouldhave
offered you a comparable
replacement or refund.
This iswhat “lifetime
warranty”means—not
“lifetimewarranty unless
wedecide to stopmaking
parts.”
Travelpro’s limited

warrantycoversdefects in
materials andworkman-
ship formajorcomponents
likewheels, zippersand
handles.
TheMagnuson-Moss

WarrantyAct,which is the
federal lawthatgoverns
warranties, requires
companies tohonor
theirwrittenwarranties.
Travelpro’sownwarranty
language specifically covers
a retractablehandle,which
is exactlywhatyour situ-
ationentails.Acompany
can’t simplyabandon
theirwarrantyobligations
because it’s inconvenient.
In fairness toTravelpro,

theRollaboard lasted for28

years,which is a long time
for luggage.Toput this into
perspective,my luggage
lasts for aboutayear. (But
I liveoutofmysuitcase.)
Typically, thewheels are
thefirst thing togo.Modern
handlesarepractically
indestructible.
It looks likeyou talked

toTravelpro’sAIchatbot
whenyouwere trying to
get this resolved. I’ve found
better resultsbykeeping
everything inwritingand
dealingwith realhuman
representatives.Whenyou
email abusiness, it also
creates apaper trail,which
is essential to resolvinga
problem.
Youalsocouldhave

escalated this toTravel-
pro’s executive team. I
publish thenamesand
contact informationof the
company’s executiveson
mywebsite,Elliott.org.The
Travelprocontactpagehas
the information that you
need to reach thedecision-
makers.
I’veownedTravelpro

luggagebefore, andI’ve

found thecompany tobe
responsive, so Iwascurious
aboutwhathappenedhere.
CouldTravelpro really

weasel outof a lifetime
warrantyobligationby
saying that itno longer
manufactured thepart?
Ididn’t seeanyfineprint

in itswarranty suggesting
that it coulddo this. I think
most reasonablecustom-
erswould take“lifetime” to
mean,well, exactly that.
I contactedTravelpro,

andarepresentative said
that thecompanyneeded
moredocumentation from
youaboutyourbroken
handle. It also reviewed
yourcaseandagreed to
sendyouareplacement
suitcase. Soapparently,
“lifetime” reallydoesmean
fora lifetime!

Christopher Elliott is the
chief advocacy officer
of Elliott Advocacy, a
nonprofit organization that
helps consumers resolve
their problems. Contact
him at elliott.org/help or
chris@elliott.org.
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Attempts to repair suitcase with
lifetime warranty unsuccessful

By Christopher Elliott | KING FEATURES SYNDICATE

IpurchasedaTravelproPlatinum29-inchsuitcase
witha lifetimewarranty in 1998.Thebaghandlebroke
and is inoperable.

Myattempts toget it repairedhavenot succeeded
because theparts arenot available tomake the repair.

I thinkTravelpro should replace thebagwithanew
onebecause Ipaid forabagwitha lifetimewarranty.
WhatcanIdo?
—DavidTashji,Westford,Massachusetts
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