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ica Lacilu, the Magician’

By ERNST WURM

Retribution overtook the tyrant Romanian boyard, who oppressed
the serfs intolerably

THAT is what his neighbors still
call him. But Gica Lacilu, a big,
plump old citizen of seventy, who
lives comfortably with his placid old wife
under the fragrant acacias in the out-
skirts of the little village of Jalomitza, in
southern Romania, does not look like a
man with a mysterious past. Still, when I
asked him about the tales which the ad-
miring villagers told me of his youth, he
was flattered and confirmed them, adding
details which made nearly complete the
incident which earned him his title of
Magician. Nearly complete, I say; for he
was notably reticent about one part of it,
and left the story, so to speak, without
its key. A mystery story without its clue
is always exasperating; but I will set
down all I know of the case, and the
reader’s imagination may be able to give
it a certain completeness.

Even as late as when Romania won her
independence of Turkey, a date still with-
in the memory of Gica Lacilu and of
some of the rest of us, the country was
barbarous and lawless to a degree that
western Europe and America can scarcely
conceive. Men were born, lived precari-
ously and died without benefit of clergy,
physicians or police. The population was
three-fourths illiterate, and superstitions
were rife. The brutal feudal landlord
Gioranii de Joos tyrannized over the Ja-
romitza peasants with a mad violence
that would have been impossible if the
country had had any real organization, or

* Adapted by Roy Temple House (rom the Germaa.
232

the population any real information as to
their rights and the strength of their
united arms.

Gioranii de Joos had had a wife, but
she had died of terror and heart-break
years before. He had never had any chil-
dren except illegitimate children of
whose existence he was as ignorant and
as careless as a drunken auto-driver might
be of the dogs and chickens he leaves
maimed and helpless in his wake. He
had a way of riding through one of his
villages and scanning with his sharp black
eyes the face of every woman he passed.
If his glance fell on a particularly ap-
petizing young matron or a fresh and
graceful maiden, he would pull up his
horse, call the terrified woman to his side,
and order her to bring to his castle, at
such and such a time, some contribution
in kind, eggs or vegetables or the won-
derful, juicy melons for which the region
is famous. This, short of death, was the
most horrible disaster that could befall a
countrywoman of the Woallachian hill
country, but the universal fear of Gioranii
was so cringingly abject that the order
had never been disobeyed.

ONE day Gioranii de Joos rode rapidly
around the hill along whose base
straggled the long street of Jalomitza,
and came without warning on a young
girl who, when she saw him, turned red
and then pale and tried to look in the
other direction and seem oblivious of his
presence. The rider with the ugly eagle-
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beak and the hard lips stopped and stared
at the girl. But she quickened her pace
and ran into one of the huts at the end of
the street.

Gioranii's brow clouded with annoy-
ance at the hint of disobedience. He
turned and noticed an old peasant stand-
ing near, trembling with apprehension,
but careful, since he was caught in the
trap, to save his own skin by truckling to
the tyrant. The Boyard called to the old
peasant:

“Did you see a girl go into that house?”’

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Who is she?”’

“She is Marivara Guip, daughter of
Xerxe Guip.”

*“Call her out at once!”

The old man ran to the house as fast as
his cowardly old legs would carry him,
and disappeared inside. The Boyard wait-
ed. After a delay of several minutes, two
peasants came out of the house, but no
woman.

Gioranii choked with indignation. ™I
didn’t send you to bring out 2 man!”

*“This is Xerxe Guip.”

“What do you want of me, Xerxe
Guip?”

"My daughter cannot come out.”

“She just ran in, on good legs. Has
she forgotten how to walk?”

“She cannot come out, because Gica
Lacilu has forbidden her to.”

*And who is Gica Lacilu?”

“"He is my daughter’s bridegroom.”

The Boyard ceased raging and smiled,
a cold, terrible smile. He dismounted
from his horse, pushed the peasant rudely
aside, and strode over the threshold of
Xerxe Guip.

A young peasant, a magnificent figure
of a man, with a desperate black look on
his handsome face, stepped across the
Boyard's path. The mad rage welled up
in Gioranii again, and he lifted his whip.
Then he must have realized, even through
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his blind fury, that this man was not
ready to crumple before him as the other
peasants had always done, and that the
young giant's fist could strike a hard
blow. He paused, and considered the
situation.

The hut was only one great room, and
over Gica Lacilu's mighty shoulder the
Boyard could see Marivara Guip cower-
ing in the far corner. As if the young
champion between them did not exist, the
tyrant called to the girl:

“Why dida’t you come out when I
called you?"

“"Because she belongs to me and not to
you, Boyard!”

The young man had spoken, quietly,
unflinchingly. Gioranii could scarcely be-
lieve his cars. These words from a peas-
ant, from one of his serfs, his chattels!
Gioranii ground his teeth, and he lifted
his whip again. But once more he mas-
tered his rage. Still ignoring the auda-
cious peasant, he spoke to the girl in the
back of the room, in a tone of icy com-
mand:

“Tonmrrow, at midday exactly, you
will bring to the castle the two finest and
ripest cantaloupes in your father's field.
At midday exactly, do you hear? And
wear a better gown than the one you
have on now!”

He turned abruptly, and without
another word he strode haughtily back to
his horse. His long, crooked legs swung
themselves in place again around the
belly of his mount, and without deign-
ing to cast a glance at the fearful vil-
lagers whose curiosity strove with their
apprehension as they slunk out of his
path, he scattered clouds of dust over
them as he galloped down the village
street.

FOR young Gica Lacilu the die was cast.
He knew that nothing could make his
case any worse with the Boyard than it
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already was, and he was determined to
defend the honor of his bride with his
own life, if necessary. Bellowing as furi-
ously as the half-mad lord of the manor
had done, he swore that he would kill the
girl if she carried anything to the castle,
tomorrow or any other day. But old
Xerxe Guip whimpered and protested
that the young man was calling down on
the heads of all the family persecution,
ruin and perhaps death.

Death? Instead of frightening young
Gica Lacilu, the word seemed to inspire
him and please him. All at once he grew
cheerful and compliant, and agreed with-
out further argument that the best solu-
tion of the matter would be for Marivara
to take the cantaloupecs to the Boyard at
noon of the next day.

In the forenoon Gica came for the girl
and insisted on choosing the cantaloupe
for her. Gica was a famous judge of
cantaloupes, and he spent a long time ex-
amining the finest-looking specimens in
the whole field, before he finally brought
in two magnificent big melons. But as he
was in the act of handing them to the
girl, he seemed to be struck suddenly by

a new idea.

“Wait a2 minute,” he said, “'till I take
them to the brook and wash them off, so
that they will be perfectly clean and very
inviting. You must urge him to eat one
of them at once. Tell him they are the
juiciest melons we have ever had, and
make him taste it! You smust make him
taste it at once, girl! If you don't
§! ”

And the young man’s face grew so
dark and threatening that the girl shud-
dered, and hastened to assure him that
she would obey him to the letter.

Bravely young Marivara made her way
to the ogre’s den, carrying her two lus-
cious big melons. She was taken at once
to Gioranii. The brute paid no attention
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to her burden, but devoured the beautiful
girl with his eyes, and drove the servants
furiously out of the room. Marivara
evaded his grasp, and held out to him
persistently the larger and more perfect
of the melons, till the Boyard, who was a
great glutton, laughed almost good-na-
turedly at her flattering interest in his pal-
ate, sliced the tempting fruit open with
his dagger, and thrust great, fragrant, re-
freshing fragments of the delicious flesh
into his enormous, slobbering mouth.

Then when the joy of eating began to
pall, he rushed at the girl. But Marivara
escaped him. And when, with her lace
collar torn and her long hair falling in
disorder over her shoulders, she fled out
of the room and ran through the long
hall and out into the court, Gioranii was
able to follow her only as far as the sta-
bles. All at once he was seized with
frightful pains and fell to the ground
roaring in agony. He writhed and cursed
and bawled for help, but he was in a
state where no one could help him but
God. Three hours later, three hours of
hideous suffering, he died. And no one,
in the castle or out of it, mourned his
death.

*"What had happened to him?”* I asked
the peasants who first told me the story.

“'Gica Lacilu had laid a curse on him,"”
was all they would tell me.

“What had happened to him?”* T asked
old Gica when be told it.

I had laid a curse on him,” said Gica,
"'just as the others told you.”

And this was all I was ever able to get
out of him. And I might have been
more insistent if, in order to profit by my
stay in Wallachia, I had not bought and
read with a good deal of care a German
volume on the history, ancient and mod-
emn, of the Vlachs or Wallachs who in-
habit that part of Romania. A paragraph
from the last chapter of this useful work,
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a chapter which treats of the manners and
customs of the modern Wallachs, runs as
follows:

“As a protection against the fevers
which are epidemic in this country during
the trying hot summers, the peasants of
Wallachia brew a strong and very mys-
terious drug whose formula seems to have
been successfully kept a secret from out-
siders. It is said to be a mixture of
powerful herbs and the juices of various
uncanny reptiles and insects, and there
are hints that ceremonies much like the
incantations of witches play a part in its
preparation, It is so powerful that when
taken for medicinal effect, a dose con-
sists of only one tiny drop. In any consider-
able quaatity it is a deadly poison. Many
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Wallachians appear to make use of it fre-
quently, but with the most careful precau-

tions and with the utmost secrecy. . . ."

I SHOWED the paragraph to a 'Walla-
chian acquaintance who knew Ger-
man. He turned pale and declared ve-
hemently that he had no idea what the
ignorant traveler was gabbling about. But
it was perfectly clear that I had touched
him in a tender spot, and I was very care-
ful not to mention the paragraph to Gica
the Magician.

Or to his cheerful old wife, who lis-
tened complacently and with something
approaching a smirk when her husband
told the story of which she was the
heroine.



