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Preface







 I shall be gone and live, or stay and die.


Shakespeare





Geneva, June 1953 – Khyber Pass, December 1954


IHAD LEFT Geneva three days previously, and was making my way at a leisurely pace when I found a letter from Thierry at the poste restante, Zagreb.




Travnik, Bosnia, July 4th


This morning, brilliant sunshine, heat; I went up to the hills to draw. Marguerites, young wheat, serene shadows. Coming down, met a peasant on a pony. He got down and rolled me a cigarette, which we smoked squatting beside the path. With my smattering of Serbian I gathered that he was taking bread home, that he had spent about a thousand dinars on finding a girl with sturdy arms and big breasts, that he had five children and three cows, and that one should watch out for thunder, which had killed seven people the year before.


Then I went to the market-place. It was market day: sacks made out of entire goatskins, sickles that made one want to scythe acres of wheat, fox skins, paprikas, whistles, shoes, cheeses, tin trinkets, sieves of woven rushes, still green, which mustachioed men were just finishing, and reigning over all this a collection of one-legged, one-armed, wheezing men hobbling on crutches.


This evening, had a drink under the acacias while listening to the gypsies, who surpassed themselves. On the way back, bought a large slice of almond paste, pink and greasy. Is this the East or what?





I looked at the map. Travnik was a little town encircled by mountains in the depths of Bosnia. He was planning to go back to Belgrade, where the Association of Serbian Painters (ULUS) had invited him to exhibit. I was to join him there towards the end of July, with the luggage and the old Fiat we had fixed up, and we’d go on to Turkey, Iran, India, perhaps even further… We had two years in front of us, and money for four months. The programme was vague; the main thing was just to get going.


From ten to thirteen I had stretched out on the rug, silently contemplating the atlas, and that makes one want to travel. I had dreamed of regions such as the Banat, the Caspian, Kashmir, of their music, of the glances one might meet there, of the ideas that lay in waiting… When desire resists commonsense’s first objections, we look for reasons – and find that they’re no use. We really don’t know what to call this inner compulsion. Something grows, and loses its moorings, so that the day comes when, none too sure of ourselves, we nevertheless leave for good.
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Travelling outgrows its motives. It soon proves sufficient in itself. You think you are making a trip, but soon it is making you – or unmaking you.


On the back of the envelope he had scribbled: ‘My accordion, my accordion, my accordion!’


He’d made a good start; me too. I was in a café on the outskirts of Zagreb, in no hurry, a flute of white wine in front of me. I watched as night fell, a factory emptied, a funeral procession passed by – bare-footed, black-shawled, carrying brass crosses. Two jays were squabbling in the branches of a lime tree. Covered in dust, a half-eaten pepper in my hand, I listened to the day joyfully crumbling away like a cliff inside me. I stretched out, gulping litres of air. I thought of a cat’s proverbial nine lives: it seemed to me that I must be starting on my second. 
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A Scent of Melons





Belgrade


MIDNIGHT WAS CHIMING when I stopped the car in front of the Café Majestic. A friendly silence reigned over the still warm street. Through the lacy curtains I saw Thierry sitting inside. He had drawn a life-size pumpkin on the tablecloth, and was killing time by filling in tiny pips. Obviously the Travnik barber hadn’t seen him very often. With his sideburns over his ears and his little blue eyes he looked like a jolly, if worn-out, young shark.


I gazed through the window for a long time before joining him at the table. We clinked glasses. I was happy to see this old project taking shape, and he to have a companion. He had found it hard to tear himself away. At first he had walked too far, without being in training, and weariness made him gloomy. Trudging along, sweating, through a countryside populated by incomprehensible peasants, he had questioned the whole enterprise. It seemed absurd, idiotically romantic. In Slovenia, an innkeeper who noticed his defeated look and his top-heavy rucksack hadn’t helped matters by saying kindly, ‘Ich bin nicht verrückt, Meister, ich bleibe zu Hause.’*


The month he’d spent drawing in Bosnia, however, had restored his balance. When he arrived in Belgrade, his drawings under his arm, the painters of ULUS had welcomed him as a brother and unearthed an empty studio in the suburbs, where we could both stay.


We got into the car, as it was quite a way from the city. After crossing the Sava Bridge, you had to follow two ruts along the river bank as far as a patch of land overgrown with thistles, where several dilapidated houses stood. Thierry made me pull up in front of the largest. In silence, we lugged the bags up a dark staircase. The smell of turpentine and dust caught in our throats. The heat was stifling. A powerful humming came through the half-open doors and echoed round the landing. In the middle of an enormous, bare room, Thierry – a methodical tramp – had settled down on a bit of swept floor, well away from the broken tiles. A bedding-roll, his painting materials, a gas lamp and, leaning against a primus stove, sitting on a maple leaf, there was a melon and a goat cheese. It was frugal, but so natural that I felt it had been waiting for me for years.


I spread my sleeping bag on the floor and went to bed without undressing. The umbels of hemlock climbed right up to the casement, open to the summer sky. The stars were very bright.




 





Loafing around in a new world is the most absorbing occupation.


Between the tall arch of the Sava Bridge and the confluence with the Danube, the suburb rose in clouds of dust in the fiery summer. It owed its name – Saïmichte (the fair) – to the remains of an agricultural showground, turned into a concentration camp by the Nazis. For four years, Jews, resistance fighters and gypsies had died there in their hundreds. When peace returned, the municipality roughly restored these lugubrious ‘follies’ for artists on state bursaries.


Ours – with its warped doors, smashed windows and capricious toilet flush – numbered five ateliers, ranging from the absolutely bare to the opulently bohemian. The poorest tenants, those on the first floor, were to be found every morning, clutching their shaving brushes, queuing for the washbasin on the landing. The concierge would be there too, his cap pulled down tight over his head; he had been wounded in the war, and his skin had to be stretched at the chin by some helpful soul while he carefully shaved with his one hand. He was a sickly man, more suspicious than an otter, with nothing to do but watch over a nubile girl, and pick up bits and pieces from the toilets – built in the Turkish style, so one emptied one’s pockets before squatting down – handkerchiefs, lighters, pens that distracted users might have forgotten. Milovan the literary critic, Anastasia the potter and Vlada, a peasant painter, occupied the ateliers on the ground floor. They were always ready to help us, serving as interpreters, lending a typewriter, a bit of mirror, a handful of rock-salt or, when they had sold a watercolour or an article, inviting the whole house to a noisy feast – white wine, peppers, cheese – followed by a collective siesta on the sunny, bare floor. Heaven knows they lived on meagre rations, but the black years of occupation and civil war had taught them to value the good things in life, and Saïmichte, although stark, had a bonhomie all of its own.


It was a jungle of poppies, blueberries and wild grasses which had laid siege to the crumbling buildings, and drowned in its green silence the shacks and stray encampments that had sprung up all around.


A sculptor was living in the house next to ours. Stubble on his chin, his hammers slung from his belt .45s, he used to sleep on a mattress at the foot of the statue he was working on: a bare-chested partisan, fist clenched round a machine gun. He was the richest man in the neighbourhood. Times had been kind to him; with monuments to the dead, red granite stars, effigies of resistance fighters battling against 125 mph winds, he had at least four years of commissions. It wasn’t surprising; at first the business of secret committees, revolutions become established, ossify, and rapidly become business for sculptors. In a country like Serbia, which was constantly in turmoil, there was already a large heroic repertoire on which he could draw: horses rearing, swords brandished, comrades-in-arms. But this time it was more difficult. The liberators had changed their style; they went on foot, their hair cropped short; they were wary, unprepossessing, and the spoonful of jam that the sculptor offered when we visited him, as was the Serbian custom, suggested a less martial, gentler world.


At the other end of this wasteland, an icebox beside a bar served as postbox and rendezvous for those who lived there, between the sky and the undergrowth, with their chickens and cooking pots. One could take away solid, gritty blocks of coarse ice cream and sorbets made from goat’s milk, their sour taste lingering in the mouth until evening. The bar had only two tables; when it was hottest, the rag-and-bone men of the area gathered around to sleep or sift their pickings. They were old men, with red, roving eyes; because they’d always sniffed the dirt together, they were like ferrets from the same burrow.


Behind the icebox lay the domain of a Ukrainian secondhand dealer, who had made a very clean niche for himself amidst his treasures; a big man, sporting a cap with ear flaps, he owned a mountain of worn-out shoes, another of light bulbs (some of them burning, others fused), and conducted his affairs on a large scale. A heap of battered flasks and empty oil drums completed his stock. The astonishing thing was the number of clients who left his depot with their ‘shopping’ under their arms. Past a certain degree of poverty, there was nothing that couldn’t be sold. In Saïmichte, one shoe – even with a hole – could make a deal, and the Ukrainian’s mountain was often scaled by the bare-footed, scanned by the sharp-eyed.


Westwards, along the Zemun road, Novi Beograd rose up above a sea of thistles, the foundations of a satellite city that the government had been determined to build, against geologists’ advice, on badly drained soil. But even so august an authority could not prevail against spongy land, and Novi Beograd, instead of rising out of the ground, persisted in sinking into it. Abandoned two years before, its false windows and twisted girders stood between us and the countryside. It was a frontier.


At five o’clock in the morning, the August sunshine pierced our eyelids and we would go off to bathe in the Sava, on the other side of the Saïmichte bridge. Soft sand beneath our feet, a few cows among the scattered bushes, a little girl in a shawl watching over goslings, and a tramp asleep in a shell hole, covered with newspapers. When day broke, the bargees and inhabitants of the area came to wash their clothes. We cheerfully scrubbed our shirts together, squatting in the muddy water, and all along the river bank, across from the sleeping town, there was nothing but the sound of clothes being wrung out, brushes, and snatches of song as masses of soapsuds floated away towards Bulgaria.


In summer, Belgrade is a morning city: at six o’clock the municipal watering cart sweeps away the refuse left by the market-garden trucks and the shops’ wooden shutters bang open; at seven, all the cafés are jumping. The exhibition opened at eight. Every other day I would go along to hold the fort while Thierry badgered recalcitrant purchasers all the way home, or went sketching in town. The entry was twenty dinars, for those who had it. The cash box contained only a handful of coins and Valéry’s Variétés V, left behind by the last exhibitor – its mannered style took on an exotic attraction in those surroundings, which added to the pleasure of reading. Under the desk, half a melon and a flask of wine awaited the friends of ULUS who would come along at the end of the afternoon and suggest a dip in the Sava, or translate a few lines of a review that had appeared in the evening paper.


‘…M. Verrnette… has certainly seen a lot of our countryside and his sketches are amusing … but he is too sarcastic and lacks some … lacks some … – how would you say this?’ said the translator, clicking his fingers. ‘Ah, I’ve got it, he isn’t really serious!’


Indeed, seriousness is the preferred mode of people’s democracies. The journalists of the Communist press, who arrived very early in the morning to work on their paper, had enough and to spare. They were young officials with squeaky shoes, who had mostly emerged from Tito’s resistance and whose new importance gave them legitimate enough satisfaction, though it also made them both arrogant and uncertain. Frowning, they would move from one drawing to the next, severely disapproving yet puzzled, for who was to say whether irony was retrograde or progressive?


Between eleven and twelve the poster at the door – a yellow sun in a blue sky – would attract all the kids from Terazié Avenue, on their way home from school. An exhibition of bread and jam couldn’t have been more successful: urchins with gap-toothed grins hopped along the picture cordon; dusty gypsy kids paid up with a scowl, and ran yelling from room to room, leaving their tiny bare footprints on the polished parquet floor.


From five to six, the blank hour would bring some ghosts from elegant neighbourhoods. Pathetic, gentle ci-devants, whose fluent French and retiring, respectful manner betrayed their bourgeois origins: old men with quivering moustaches carrying enormous shopping-bags, and matrons in tennis shoes, as tanned as peasants, would draw up chairs to the cash desk, extend a dry handshake and carefully sound us out, searching for an echo of their melancholy ruminations. Many of them, having returned after the October 1951 amnesty, were now living in the smallest rooms of their former residences, and in totally unforeseen circumstances. A music-loving former lawyer was copying out parts for a jazz orchestra, and an erstwhile muse of the salons would cycle off at daybreak to teach solfège or English in distant council flats. They would merely glance distractedly at the walls and, too lonely to go away immediately, but too proud to say so, they would launch into exhausting monologues – prone to last until closing time – on the tomb of King Alexander or on the ruined convents of Macedonia which we, who would understand, absolutely must see. And they would linger there, pressing, wearisome, confiding, giving more and more advice. But their hearts were no longer in it. They made an effort of will, but the spirit had gone out of them.


At dusk the whole street would go past the exhibition. The inhabitants of Belgrade had too few amusements to let any slip. Life was still frugal enough for people to be hungry for everything, and this appetite led to all sorts of discoveries. Theologians followed motor races, peasants – after a day’s shopping in Marshal Tito Street – would come along to discover watercolours. They would leave a sack of fertiliser, a new halter, or a sharp, oiled billhook at the door, peer at the tickets and take money from under their belts or caps. Then they strolled from drawing to drawing, with long strides, hands behind their backs, gazing at each one, determined to have their money’s worth. Used to the pasty clichés of the Mostar Daily or the Cetinje Echo, at first they were hard put to understand line drawings. Then from a familiar detail – a turkey or a minaret, the handlebars of a bicycle – they would work out the subject and would suddenly laugh, or look thoughtful, craning their necks to see whether they could recognise their station, their hunchback, their riverbank. Faced by someone sloppily dressed, they’d check their own flies. I liked the way they related everything to themselves, looked at things slowly, patiently, weighing up the work. Usually they would stay to the very end, quite at ease in their baggy breeches and farmyard aroma, then they would come politely to the cash desk to shake the artist’s hand or roll him a cigarette, which they stuck down with a single sweep of the tongue. At seven o’clock Prvan, the manager of ULUS, would arrive with the news. No, the state purchasers who constituted his main clientèle had still not made up their minds.


‘Oh well,’ he’d say, ‘tomorrow we’ll go and chew their ears…,’ and he would take us off to eat spinach flan at his mother’s. If we didn’t have customers, friends sprouted from under our feet. There was an immense store of personal generosity in Serbia, and though lacking so much, people were warm-hearted. France may well be – as the Serbs liked to tell us – the brain of Europe, but the Balkans are its heart, and there can never be too much of that.




 





They invited us into dark kitchens, into little, ugly, comforting sitting-rooms for enormous bellyfuls of aubergines, kebabs, melons which sprayed open under a pocketknife. Nieces and frail old relatives – because at least three generations would be sharing these cramped quarters – would have already, excitedly, set the table. There would be introductions, low bows, phrases of welcome in charming, old-fashioned French, and conversations with these old bourgeois who were passionate about literature, who killed time by re-reading Balzac or Zola, and for whom J’accuse was still the latest literary scandal from Paris. Spa waters, the ‘colonial Exhibition’… when they reached the end of their recollections, there would be silence, and then the friend who painted would go off in search of a book on Vlaminck or Matisse. All the dishes would be cleared from the table, and we would leaf through the book while the family looked on in silence, as though a ceremony they couldn’t participate in was taking place. This gravity touched me. During my years as a student I had earnestly potted ‘culture’, done my intellectual gardening, analyses, glosses, taken cuttings; I had dissected various works of art without grasping their dynamic value. At home the stuff of life was so well cut, distributed, cushioned by habit and institutions that there was no space for invention, it was confined to decorative functions and only thought of as something ‘agreeable’ – that is, immaterial. In Serbia, things were quite different; being deprived of necessities stimulated, within certain limits, an appetite for what was essential. Life was still demanding and greatly in need of form, and artists – by which I mean any peasant who knew how to hold a flute, or daubed their wagons with sumptuously mingled colours – were respected as intercessors, or bonesetters.


Thierry had not yet sold anything. I had written nothing. As frugal as our life was, our dinars were rapidly diminishing. I went to the newspapers in search of work and, thanks to our Saïmichte neighbours, was able to place a few jottings. The editors didn’t pay much, but they gave me a warm welcome. I was swiftly put at ease by finding in most of their buildings a grand piano, prominently placed with its lid up, for emergencies – as though the need for music was as imperious there as any natural need – and a refreshment room where, in the bracing aroma of Turkish coffee, one could freely discuss things. There was no prior censorship, and in principle the most heterodox opinions could be published… and sanctioned. The editor-in-chief, however, would prudently remove from the press anything with a whiff of heresy, and at least half the copy was never used. Sometimes, in order to create a good impression, the people in charge recklessly exaggerated the latitude they were given.
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‘In your country, women don’t have the vote. Give us a page on that – your feelings. Be quite blunt about them.’


I had no firm opinion, nevertheless I wrote that the situation was fine as it was, perhaps because after several weeks in Yugoslavia I could have wished to see the women a little less militant, and a little more intent on pleasing. I even called La Fontaine to my aid: ‘grace, which is something even more than beauty’. The ladies – it was for a women’s magazine – were certainly flattered; if they weren’t all beautiful, they were certainly graceful, but it wasn’t the kind of writing they were looking for.


‘We had a good chuckle,’ the editor said to me, somewhat embarrassed, ‘but the line you take is rather… how shall I put it … frivolous. There might be trouble.’


I suggested writing a fairytale.


‘That’s an idea: a fairytale without a prince.’


‘With the devil?’


‘If you like – but not a saint. I’ve got to keep my job.’ She shook her black locks, laughing amiably.


Belgrade is nourished by a rustic magic. Although it’s in no way a village, an influx of countryfolk pass through it and make it mysterious. It’s easy to imagine the devil behind the features of a well-off horsedealer, or a waiter in a threadbare waistcoat, wearing himself out weaving his weft and setting his traps, constantly thwarted by the formidable candour of the Yugoslavs. All afternoon I wandered along the Sava, searching for a story on such a theme, without success. As the deadline was tight, I spent the evening typing up a little fable in which the devil didn’t figure at all, and went off to deliver it to the editor, on the sixth floor of a dilapidated building. Although it was late, she let us in. I can’t recall the conversation at all; what struck me was that she wore high-heeled mules and a superb red dressing-gown. In Belgrade, such things were eye-catching. I was grateful to her for such a pretty outfit because, of all the aspects of poverty, one of the most distressing to me has always been the way it makes women ugly: cheap shoes as big as surgical boots, chapped hands, flowered materials whose colours run and blur. In that context, such a dressing-gown was a triumph. She warmed our hearts, like a standard flying. I wanted to congratulate her, to drink a toast to frivolity. I wouldn’t have dared to be so explicit. We left with such profuse thanks that she seemed rather surprised.


Four thousand dinars. We needed ten times that before we could leave the city, but it was something towards our hoped-for retreat to Macedonia. We needed to go away in order to work; Belgrade was beginning to overwhelm us.




 





Little factories lined the quays on the Sava. A peasant, his forehead pressed against a shop-window, endlessly contemplated a new scythe. In the upper town there were white buildings crowned with the red Party star, and onion domes. There was a heavy smell of petrol from the evening trams, packed with wide-eyed workers. A song floated out from a café, sbogom Mila dodje vrémé – goodbye, my darling, time is flying … Haphazardly, as we became used to it, dusty Belgrade got under our skins.


There are cities whose histories are too pressing to allow them to be carefully presented. When it was promoted to capital of Yugoslavia, the big fortified town was suddenly enlarged by entire streets, in that administrative style which was already not modern, and didn’t look as though it could be ancient. Up went the main post office, parliament, acacia-lined avenues and residential areas, where the villas of the first deputies sprang out of ground watered by bribes. Everything had gone ahead too fast for Belgrade to evolve the hundreds of details which make urban life enjoyable. The streets seemed occupied rather than inhabited; the mesh of incidents, gossip, encounters was rudimentary. There were none of those shady, concealed nooks that real cities provide for love or meditation. Elegant objects had disappeared along with bourgeois customers. Shop windows displayed merchandise that was scarcely finished: shoes gaping open like split logs, blocks of black soap, nails by the kilo or talcum powder wrapped up like fertiliser.


Occasionally a diplomat would drop by the exhibition and invite us to dinner, enabling us to rediscover that city patina which the town so lacked. Around seven o’clock we dumped the day’s dust in the Sava, hastily scraped our faces in front of the mirror on the landing and, dressed in faded suits, we strolled blissfully towards the handsome houses, their chrome taps, hot water and cakes of soap, which we’d make use of – under pretext of having to leave the room – to wash a stock of handkerchiefs and socks. When the person charged with this task eventually returned, beaded with sweat, the hostess would say maternally:


‘You aren’t well? It’s the Serbian food… nobody gets away with it, all of us… and recently…’


‘I myself –’ the minister would add, raising his hands.


We only half-heard the conversation, devoted to bad roads, incompetent departments, in short to the trials and tribulations which didn’t affect us at all; all our attention was focused on the smooth brandy, the texture of damask napkins, the scent of the lady of the house.


A traveller’s social mobility makes it easier for him to be objective. These excursions beyond our suburb enabled us, for the first time, to form a dispassionate judgement of that milieu; one had to be at a distance to distinguish its contours: its conversational habits, its absurdities and humour, its gentle ways and – once one had passed the test – its naturalness, a rare flower in any soil. It was sleepy too, and lacked curiosity; its life was already furnished in every nook and cranny by preceding generations, who had been more avid and inventive. There was a world of good taste there, and often of goodwill, but basically it was a world of consumption, where the heart’s virtues were certainly maintained but, like the family silver, were reserved for special occasions.


Returning, we would find our shack white hot from the day’s sunshine. Pushing open the doors, we came down to earth. Silence, space, just a few objects and those very dear to us. The virtue of travelling is that it purges life before filling it up.




 





We had a new neighbour – French, of Serbian extraction. Anastase found life in Montparnasse too hard, and chose to return to Yugoslavia. He had just settled in with a sweet Parisian wife, whom everyone in the house secretly hoped would be a pushover, and who wasn’t. Anastase knew scarcely any Serbian. He had difficulty adapting to Saïmichte and its ways. A strong Parisian accent and a sort of shyly cheeky humour served him for aplomb. For fear of seeming bourgeois, he wouldn’t discard his scruffy jersey and his wife made herself a sackcloth dress of an austere cut that was very surprising there. She wasn’t able to wear it for long. After a week, papadaci (the fever-mosquito) had bitten her, and there she was lying on her bed, melting before our very eyes, in floods of tears, surrounded by gruff, helpful neighbours.


In short, Anastase went from one unexpected setback to another. Even the women completely disconcerted him: confident that his French style would make him irrestible, he had gaily assailed the concierge’s daughter in the shower. She had practically knocked him out.


‘If I’d got my hand between her legs…’ he said resentfully. Milovan laughed at him.


‘Haste will be your downfall, Anastase. Poor girl… French, French… she must have expected something wonderful, a little courtship, sweet nothings, a siege! And you fell on her to make love on the spot, just like everyone else!’


For the first few weeks, Anastase felt the ground give way beneath him. Everything was so different, right down to the politics. At the beginning, in order to pass the test and show he was right-minded, he gave vent to ferocious criticism of the Vatican – without raising the slightest interest. Why the Vatican? No one asked him much, and the subject concerned no one in Saïmichte; journalists in the extreme left-wing press in Belgrade were paid to do that sort of thing, so why do their work for free? His listeners regarded him with an astonishment that cut him off in mid-flow, and kindly invited him to calm down and have a drink. Confusion and loneliness are things the Serbs recognise at once, and they immediately come forward with a bottle, a few shrivelled pears, and their kindly presence.


Like us, Anastase benefitted from their generous dispositions; Milovan, Vlada the naïve painter and the ULUS people had fraternally kept his head above water. When he realised the kind of gang he’d stumbled on, he threw himself on them with frantic gratitude. Then he desperately wanted to distribute the coffee he’d brought back from France. You’d see him going down the corridors, carrying a steaming tray: this would earn him love. At last he’d hit on the right thing; coffee was rare, and Anastase made it perfectly. People did like him. It was as simple as that.




 





Friday service in the little church concealed behind the post office: a few sunflowers against a worm-eaten fence, and rabbit-skins stuffed with straw propped against the sacristy wall. Inside, a dozen old people in dusty sandals chanted the liturgy behind a screen. Two candles stuck in a bucket of sand feebly illuminated the altar. It was gentle and shabby. The dimness, the quavering, frail voices made the scene almost painfully unreal; I had the impression that a careless stage designer had flung it together a few minutes beforehand. This church seemed moribund: it would not be able to adapt, it could only suffer. The role it had played in the formation of the Serbian kingdom and the help it had given to the resistance prevented its being persecuted, but if the Party had done nothing to finish it off, it had done even less to succour it. Everyone knew that assiduous church attendance would do nothing to advance their careers.


At least it could flourish among the dead without fear of harm. In the cemeteries of Belgrade, families would go to place crosses made of purple beads on the tombs of partisans surmounted by the red star, or on Sundays to light tiny candles, their flames guttering yet not extinguished. The competition between emblems was carried on in silence, even as far as this. The Party’s emblem was flaunted everywhere: at the very least on fences, at the entrance to shops, stamped on gingerbread; sometimes even in villages in the depths of Bosnia, where a squad from the neighbouring headquarters would come and put up a ‘co-operative triumphal arch’ right opposite the mosque, a gross cardboard fake which rapidly lost its fresh paint and fell into peeling decrepitude. At the end of the week the peasants would hitch their wagons to the uprights; soon they would dismantle the arch piece by piece to patch their broken roof-tiles, the varnish sparkling under a leaden sun, and the clumsy totem would wilt like a cutting that hadn’t taken.


It’s very odd how revolutions which profess to know the people take so little account of their sensibilities, and fall back on slogans and symbols that are even more simple-minded than the ones they’re replacing. Although designed by the most brilliant Enlightenment minds, the French Revolution rapidly deteriorated into an inane parody of the Roman republic, with its Pluviose, ten-day ‘weeks’, the goddess of Reason (a street-walker being chosen to personify her at the ceremonies in the Champ de Mars). The same deterioration was observable passing from the warm, thoughtful socialism of Milovan to the Party machine: loudspeakers, straps and buckles, Mercedes full of ruffians, bouncing over the potholes – the whole apparatus already curiously old-fashioned, and as arbitrary as the heavy stage-machinery which brings down the flies at the play’s end, with dead gods and clouds in trompe l’oeil.




 





Nobody in Saïmichte talked about the past. Doubtless it had been difficult everywhere. Like old nags with short memories, the little inhabitants of the area drew from their forgetfulness the courage to live again.


In Belgrade, influential people were silent about the past, as though it were a dubious old man whose trial had brought too many people’s actions into question. Nevertheless, there existed a glorious Serbian history, Croatian and Montenegrin chronicles, Macedonian epics full of Machiavellian prince-bishops, conspiratorial philologists, partisans with many notches on their blunderbusses; there were splendid individuals, shadily employed, still unfit for consumption – like meat that needs stewing for a long time to lose its bitter taste – since they had generally profited from the brief respites allowed them by their Turkish or Austrian adversaries to fall on them in their turn.


While waiting to recover this patrimony, still ‘under seal’, official history began with the Nazi invasion. The bombing of Belgrade that had killed twenty thousand, the partisans, Tito’s insurrection, the civil war, the revolution, the breach with the Cominform and the development of a national doctrine had all occurred in less than nine years. It was from these brief, violent episodes that all the examples, words and myths necessary to nationalist sentiment had been taken. Obviously that period had not been lacking in authentic heroes, or in martyrs; there had been enough of both to re-name all the streets in the country, but nothing resembled one partisan so much as another, and eventually we got sick of perpetual references to the resistance – especially as the Serbs hadn’t waited until 1941 to acquire the qualities we found so attractive.


When we missed this truncated past, it was enough to open our Manuel de conversation franco-serbe to be sent right back to a bygone world.


Let me take this opportunity to malign these little tourist phrase-books. I had several of them during my travels, all equally unhelpful, but none went as far as the Manuel de conversation franco-serbe by Professor Magnasco, published in Genoa in 1907. It was anachronistic to a dizzying degree, and its playful dialogues were of the kind imagined by an author who dreamed of hotel life without stirring from his own kitchen. It consisted entirely of phrases about ankle boots, redingotes and minute tips, plus unnecessary remarks. The first time I went to use it – in a barbershop on the Sava quay, amongst cropped heads and workers in overalls – I opened it at: Imam, li vam navostiti brk? – ‘Should I wax your moustaches?’ – a question to which one was supposed to reply promptly: Za volju Bozyu nemojte pustam tu modu kikosima – ‘No, thank heavens! I leave that fashion to the ladies’ men.’


If that was already a glimpse of the past, the splendid antiquities in the Belgrade museum offered plenty of other resources for historical inquiry. It’s true that you paid for the pleasure by first walking through a gallery devoted to the works of the old sculptor [image: alt] all on heroic subjects or in heroic attitudes: tormented, hopeful, stunned. The musculature was Michelangelesque, reinforced by a diet of double fat and cabbage, tensed to the very temple as though to expel that little kernel that would prevent these athletes from thinking.


After that, however, there were astonishing things: a series of busts from Hadrian’s era – consuls, prefects of Mesia or Illyria – with a wonderful presence. Classical statuary is so often rhetorical and frozen, I had never seen it this explosive. To make them lifelike, the sculptors had marvellously rendered the sly precision of the Romans, their acidness and cynicism. Bathed in honeyed light, a dozen wily old magistrates, lively as tomcats, revealed themselves in silence. With set foreheads, sarcastic crow’s feet, and the lower lips of men who had lived well, they paraded sickness, slyness or greed with fantastic impudence, as if their sojourn in these foreign hills had relieved them forever of the burden of pretence. Even so, despite the wounds and scars collected on the Danubian frontier, these faces were basically serene. One felt they had come to terms with the twists of a life to which they must have clung, avidly, and the Mithraic altars found in southern Serbia showed that nothing had been neglected in order to get the supernatural on their side in this struggle.


Then we would find ourselves outside in the sunny street again, with the scent of melons, the big market where horses bore children’s names, and houses scattered in a disorderly fashion between two rivers – a very old encampment, which today is called Belgrade.




 





In the evenings, to preserve some essential moments of solitude, I would prowl on my own. I would go past the water, a book under my arm, and climb up Nemanjina Avenue, dark and deserted, as far as the Mostar, a pleasant café, lit up like a steamer, where all the Bosnian natives gathered to hear their magnificent music on the accordion. Scarcely had I sat down than the owner would bring me a pot of purple ink and a rusty pen. From time to time he would come and peer over my shoulder, to see how I was getting on. He was amazed to see a page being covered at one sitting. I was too. Since life had become so entertaining, I was hard put to concentrate. I would jot down some notes, rely on my memory, and gaze around me.


There would be bossy Muslim farmers’ wives, snoring on the banquettes among their bags of onions; truck drivers with pockmarked faces, officers sitting ramrod straight in front of their drinks, fiddling with toothpicks, or leaping up to offer a light and trying to engage in conversation. And every night, at the table by the door, four young whores would be chewing melon seeds, listening to the accordion player caressing delirious arpeggios on his brand new instrument. They had lovely, smooth, tanned knees, a bit dirty when they had just come in from practising their trade on a nearby embankment, and well-defined cheekbones where the blood throbbed like a drum. Sometimes they suddenly fell asleep, and sleep made them look extraordinarily young. I would look at their sides, covered in purple or apple-green cotton, lifted by their regular breathing. I found them beautiful in a harsh way, and troubling, until they shook themselves, cleared their throats with an abominable sound, and spat into the sawdust.


On my return, the sentry on the bridge would sometimes pick a quarrel. Although he knew perfectly well who we were, our insouciance made him bitter, and he would take the only revenge he could: delaying passers-by. He would shake his cropped head, breathing garlic and rakia, and demand imaginary permits. My foreign passport enabled me to get round this and to cross the bridge, but his rage would not be subdued and Vlada, who crossed much later and often tipsy, would suffer the consequences. He would be leaping from one strut to another, like a boy, thinking about the marvellous picture he could paint if he weren’t Vlada, if he hadn’t grown up here, if… when the sentry’s voice brought him rudely back to earth. They would both get angry and their quarrel echoed as far as the atelier.
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‘Five hundred dinars fine,’ the soldier would yelp, and Vlada would yell back, suggesting he return to his mother’s belly. The world was too tough for the soldier to leave it at that. We’d hear him shout ‘Five thousand!’ A dead silence would follow this figure, then the slow footsteps of Vlada, sobered up, returning to the house through the high grass and coming to knock at our door. He cursed his temper; with what he earned in a month, he’d never be able to pay. Tomorrow he would have to go back to the sentry-box, apologise, make an idiot of himself, arrange things with a peasant’s finagling and a bottle of plum brandy in his pocket.


We would comfort him after a fashion, but on those evenings the city weighed us down. One would have liked to sweep away with the flick of a hand the miserable shacks in the area, the militia’s bad breath, the tragic squalor of the one and the wary torpor of the other. We suddenly needed happy looks, clean nails, urbanity and fine linen. With a stencil, Thierry painted two crowns on the enamel mugs we clinked together. It was our only form of sedition. Henceforth, we would be kings.


Bačka


The exhibition had closed. We now had enough money to dream of a trip north. Our friend Mileta, a young ULUS painter, had offered himself as interpreter and spurred us on; if we wanted to record gypsy music, we would have to go to the northern part of the country.


There are about a hundred thousand gypsies in Yugoslavia today; less than there used to be. Many had perished in the war, massacred or deported by the Germans. Many others, with their horses, bears and cooking-pots had settled in the poor suburbs of Niš or Subotica, and became town dwellers. There were still a few gypsy villages, however, hidden amidst the provinces along the border with Hungary; villages of clay and straw which appeared and disappeared as if by magic. One day their inhabitants packed up, abandoned them and went off to live somewhere else, in a more isolated patch. But no one in Belgrade could tell us where.


One August afternoon, the owner of an open-air café on the main road from Belgrade to Budapest, deftly grilled by Mileta, gave us the name of one of those phantom encampments: Bogojevo in Bačka, south of the Hungarian border, some sixty miles from the arbour where we were sipping tokay. We downed our wine and took the road for Bogojevo, Bačka. Summer was gently turning into autumn, and the last storks wheeled above the fields.


The Bačka roads belong to ferrets, to venturesome geese, to ramshackle carts covered in dust; they are the worst roads in the Balkans. So much the better for Backa which, protected by its ruts, had been bypassed by the war; just as well that we were in no hurry to see the end of that countryside. The plain already belonged to horses, green pastures stretching out, broken here and there by a solitary walnut-tree or the antennae of a wellshaft with its pendulum. This is a province where they speak Hungarian. The women are lovely, and on Sundays wear a costume of melancholy opulence; the men – small, talkative, helpful – smoke slender, lidded pipes and still go to mass in silver-buckled shoes. The atmosphere is capricious and sad. It takes only an afternoon to be spellbound.


It was night by the time we reached Bogojevo. The village, prosperous and silent, huddled round a heavy, freshly whitewashed church. There were no lights, except at the inn, from which came the muffled sounds of a last game of billiards. Inside, three peasants in black suits played in silence, devising rapid and astute shots, and their enlarged shadows danced on the white wall. An old portrait of Lenin in a cravat hung above the counter, opposite a crucifix. Alone at a table, a shepherd in a cloak dunked bread in his soup. It was a singular gathering, but there was no trace of gypsies. We were mistaken about Bogojevo. There were two neighbouring villages: peasant-Bogojevo and gypsy-Bogojevo – pastoral and mountebank – who apparently didn’t get on very well. The three billiard players, questioned on the doorstep, gestured vaguely towards a loop in the Danube, sparkling a stone’s throw away. Our slip would be held against us. We had time to book the only room, then we were off again.
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Behind the river bank, gypsy-Bogojevo was already asleep, but a few steps from the encampment, at the edge of a tumbledown bridge, in a shelter covered with bindweed, we discovered a few of the men who were spending the night drinking and singing. From the kitchen, lit by an oil lamp, came flashy, gay music. We stood on tiptoe to peer in the window: near the lamp, a fisherman was gutting eels while a buxom country lass revolved barefoot in the arms of a soldier. Sitting in a row behind a table covered in half-empty litre bottles, five gypsies in their forties, five dirty, tattered, wily, distinguished gypsies, strummed their patched instruments and sang. Flat, black hair, long at the nape. Asiatic heads, but rubbed by all the byways of Europe, and hiding the ace of clubs or some getaway key beneath their moth-eaten felt hats. It is very rare to surprise gypsies at home; this time we couldn’t complain, we had found their lair.


When we appeared in the doorway, the music ceased. They put down their instruments and stared, astonished and suspicious. We were newcomers to a country where nothing came; we had to say the password. We sat down at the table, ordered wine, smoked fish and cigarettes. When the soldier left with his girl, they became more relaxed, understanding that we were all vagabonds, and set to cleaning their plates very carefully. Between rounds we talked, in French to Mileta who spoke in Serbian to the owner who translated it into Hungarian for the gypsies, and back again. The atmosphere loosened up. I brought out the tape recorder, and the music started up again.


Gypsies usually sing the folksongs of whatever province they’re in: czardas in Hungary, oros in Macedonia, kolo in Serbia. They borrow their music, like so much else, and doubtless music is the only thing they return. It goes without saying that there is also a real gypsy repertoire; they are very discreet about that, and it’s rarely heard. But that evening, in their hideout, they played that very music on their battered instruments, the old melodies that their village cousins had long since forgotten. Crude, rousing, vociferous songs in the Romany tongue, which told of the ups and downs of ordinary life, poaching, small windfalls, the winter moon and empty stomachs.






Jido belku peru rošu


Fure racca šiku košu


Jido belku peru kreč


Fure racca denkučec


Jano ule! Jano ule!


Supileču pupi šore…







The Jew with the mop of red hair


Stole a red hen and a duck


The scarlet Jew with his little curls


Disrobed a duck in the corner.







You have plucked their legs


For your mother to eat


More tender than the heart of red roses


Hola Janos! Hola…








We listened. While Janos made off with his plucked poultry and the gypsies chanted his flight on their squeaky violins with childlike exuberance, an old world emerged from the shadows: nocturnal and rustic, red and blue, full of succulent, cunning animals. A world of lucerne, of snow, and of ramshackle cabins where the rabbi in his caftan, the gypsy in rags and the priest with his forked beard whispered their tales around the samovar. A world whose mood they would alter quite casually, without warning passing from wild gaiety to agonizing shots from a bow…


Tote lume ziši, Simiou fate de demkon šie… – all the same, the whole world told me: marry your neighbour’s daughter…


Did the new bride go off with someone else? Was she less of a virgin than had been promised? The story didn’t matter; they suddenly wanted to be sad, no matter the theme. In the time it took to smoke a few cigarettes, they made their strings sob for the simple pleasure of turning one’s soul upside down.
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Merely a temporary slowdown. A minute later, the two fiercer men whom we – for recording purposes – had relegated to a place behind their colleagues, led off at a furious pace. A return to the liveliest style was to be feared and indeed took place as we departed, with no regard for the fisherman and proprietor of the shack, who was yawning in the corner, rubbing his eyes.


It was late when the bells for High Mass pealed out and woke us. Doves were pecking round the inn courtyard; the sun was high. We had café au lait in the square, in large white bowls with gold rims, while looking at the women on their way to the church adorned with flags. They wore flat shoes, white stockings, embroidered skirts like corollas puffed out over lace underskirts, laced-up bodices and on top of their chignons, a flutter of ribbons fixed on to a little cap. Beautiful and slender, they were drawn in a single, flowing line.


‘They lace themselves so tight,’ whispered the innkeeper, ‘that every Sunday two or three of them faint before the Elevation.’


He lowered his voice respectfully. It had to be a flourishing civilisation to speak about women in that tone of mystery. With its tanned daughters, its fresh starched linen, its cows out to pasture and the neighbouring gypsies as leaven in the dough, peasant-Bogojevo had plenty to be pleased about.


Around midday we went back to the cabin by the bridge, where two of the previous evening’s virtuosi were waiting to take us to the encampment. They were sitting, fresh as daisies, beside an old Hungarian peasant to whom they were trying to flog a horse. We played back the recording to them. It was excellent: their voices timid at first, soon lapsing into rustic bellows, irresistibly gay. They listened with their eyes closed in pleasure, smiles on their hatchet faces. At the end of the table, the old man’s face began to light up. The tape-recorder and our presence made him listen to the familiar music with a new heart. When it stopped, he got up and introduced himself to everyone in a composed manner; he also wanted to sing, Hungarian songs. He had picked up the gauntlet: he condescended to compete. We no longer had a band? No matter – he simply wanted to sing. He undid his top button, placed his hands on his hat and with a strong voice chanted a tune whose development was quite unpredictable yet seemed – once we’d heard it – perfectly clear. The first verse told of a soldier who, on returning from the war, requested a pancake to be kneaded until it was ‘as white as this man’s shirt’; the second told how






The cock crows, the dawn breaks


I long to enter the church


The candles have been burning for a long time


But neither my mother nor my sister are there


Someone has stolen the wedding rings…








Absorbed in his song, the old man assumed a miserable expression while the gypsies were convulsed with laughter, as though they were not unconnected with this disappearance.


Gypsy-Bogojevo is below a dyke, in a solitary meadow kept green by a stream. Around the village, ponies are tethered beneath clumps of willows or sunflowers. Two rows of little cottages form one wide, dusty street where a litter of black piglets were charging about and tumbling over, sunning themselves belly up. Something had just been butchered; on each doorstep a bundle of blue entrails smoked in a stoneware pot. The village was silent but in the middle of the deserted street three chairs had been set out for us, around a rickety table covered with a red kerchief, like a splash of fresh blood. We set up the machine and looked up to meet a hundred pairs of magnificent eyes; the whole tribe was on tiptoes around us. Grubby faces, naked children, old women smoking pipes, girls covered in blue glass beads, adjusting their dirty, gaudy rags.
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When they recognised the voices of their husbands and brothers, the violin of the ‘President’, there was a great murmur of surprise then several shouts of pride, swiftly suppressed by cuffs from the old people. Bogojevo had never heard its music issuing from a machine; enveloped in great affection, the camp’s artists basked in their hour of glory. Naturally everyone had to be photographed, especially the girls. Each one wanted her photograph taken on her own. They pushed and pinched. Soon a scuffle ensued – nails, curses, slaps, split lips – which ended up in a whirl of gaiety and blood.


The ‘President’ with his violin and a young, weaselly acolyte accompanied us as far as the dyke. They walked along slowly, a dahlia behind their ears, totally absorbed in their surprise concert. In Serbian, they asked us to come back.


At peasant-Bogojevo, everyone must have been dining or sleeping behind their blue shutters. Nothing moved in the square, except a tall column of red dust which danced upwards and then crashed into the wall of the church. We crawled along the road leading to the Backa Palanka ferry. The silent countryside drowsed in the heavy, fruity light of summer’s end.


One day I would return – on a broomstick, if necessary.


Bačka Palanka


On the other side of the Danube, beyond the ferry landing stage, the country became hilly again. On a steep slope bordered by wheat fields, a man with the ruddy complexion of a butcher sprang out of the wheat and barred the road. He was shouting something in Croatian. We gestured to him to get in. He hurled himself between the front seats and the back and set about covering himself with everything in reach – bags, quilts, raincoats – until he was almost completely concealed.


‘He wants to be driven to the police station,’ said Mileta. ‘He has deflowered a girl and as he’s a married man, the family has been after him for two weeks. They’re Montenegrins – there are lots of them around here, the government gave them land. He’s been on the run since sun up.’


Indeed on approaching the village, we came across a small band of wiry, weather-beaten, moustached men, with guns slung across their backs, who were pedalling along on high bicycles and scanning the fields. We exchanged polite greetings, which had our fugitive in agonies. When we drew level with the station, he leapt from the car, knocking Mileta aside, and dived for the doorway. Once our man was safe, I began to feel sympathy for the Montenegrins, the squad of uncles and cousins showing solidarity, going about their business, resolved to comb the countryside; I liked their slightly distant, correct manner of greeting. I longed to go down south.


On our return to Saïmichte, we spent half the night looking at the map. South-west of Niš a road lined with rasping, sunlit names descended towards Kosovo and Macedonia. We would take that one.


Return to Belgrade


Going from the upper city to the Sava quays, the road went past a hillside covered in wooden houses, wormeaten fences, sorb-apple trees, tufts of lilac. It was a gentle, rustic corner, inhabited by tethered goats, turkeys, and little children in pinafores playing silent games of hopscotch, or drawing on the pavements, with charcoal that didn’t work very well, shaky graffiti, full of experience, as if drawn by old people. I had often been there, following the setting sun, empty-headed, light-hearted, scuffing the stalks of maize, breathing in the odour of the town as if I might die the next day, giving in to that power of dissipation so often fatal to those born under Pisces. At the foot of the hill a tiny café set out three tables along the river. There they served a fragrant plum brandy which trembled in the glass with each passing cart. The Sava flowed peacefully on its brown way under the nose of the drinkers, waiting for night. Across the water you could make out the powdery scrub and the shacks of Saïmichte, and when the wind blew from the north I could sometimes even hear Thierry’s accordion, Ça gaze or L’insoumise, airs from another world whose frivolous sadness was somewhat out of place.


I went back on the last night. On the quay two men were cleaning out enormous barrels which reeked of sulphur and sediment. The scent of melon was certainly not the only one you inhaled in Belgrade. There were others just as prevalent: the odour of heavy oil and black soap, of cabbages and shit. It was inevitable: the city was like a giant sore that had to run and stink before it could heal, and its robust blood seemed strong enough to heal, come what may. What she could give already counted for more than what she still lacked. If I didn’t manage to write anything substantial there, it was because being happy took up all my time. Besides, we cannot judge as to whether time is lost.


The road to Macedonia


The road to Macedonia passed through Kragujevac in Šumadija, where our friend Kosta the accordionist was waiting for us, with his parents. Šumadija is Serbia’s land of Cockaigne: a sea of hills planted with maize and rape seed, wheat, orchards where glowing plums fall in circles on the dry grass. It is a province of rich farmers, stubborn and spendthrift, who paint sbogom – goodbye – in gold on the back of their wagons and distil the best plum brandy in the country. Walnut trees tower over the centre of the villages and the bucolic atmosphere is so strong that it infuses even the sons of the bourgeois who go to the main secondary school in Kragujevac. Kosta was thus always rustically pigheaded, and moved his neck or shoulders in a rural expression of embarrassment. His silences were rustic too. We didn’t know much about his family: his father was a doctor at the local hospital – talkative, he added, before lapsing into his muteness – and his mother large, gay, and practically blind.


At Kragujevac, however, everyone seemed to know who was expecting us. A bunch of urchins, perching on the car, directed us right to the door. With exclamations of welcome, handshakes, very blue eyes and some spluttering, we were ushered into a big, shabby room. Plush, a black piano, a portrait of Pushkin and a laden table – and, sitting in a shaft of sunlight, a grandmother bent with age who took our hands in a grip of iron. A moment later the doctor sprinted in: a warm man, this doctor, and lyrical, with forget-me-not blue eyes and a naïve moustache. He knew Geneva, spoke stentorian French and thanked us for Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as though we had created him ourselves.







Beer to whet the appetite, salami, cheese-cake


covered in sour cream





We hadn’t been at the table an hour when Kosta strapped on his instrument and the doctor joined in with his violin. Next to the sideboard where she had piled the plates, the maid began to dance, clumsily at first, the upper half of her body immobile, then faster and faster. Kosta went slowly round the table, his blunt fingers flying over the keys. He inclined his head, listening to the keyboard as though it were a stream. When he stopped walking, just his left foot kept time, his placid face seeming scarcely concerned with the rhythm. Such restraint marks out real dancers. We, who didn’t know how to dance, felt the music creep over our faces and dissolve in vain. The doctor made his violin sing its utmost; the bow was drawn scarcely an inch across the strings, while he sighed, perspired, swelled with music like a mushroom in a downpour. Even the grandmother, although completely crippled, bent one arm behind her neck and stretched out the other – in the dancer’s position – and nodded her head to the measure, smiling with all her gums.
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Crumbed cutlets, meat rissoles, white wine





The kolo is the circle dance that all Yugoslavia dances, from Macedonia to the Hungarian border. Each province has its own style; there are hundreds of themes and variations, you only have to leave the main roads to see it danced everywhere. Sad little kolos, improvised on station platforms, between the poultry and the baskets of onions, for a son going off to join his regiment. Sunday kolos under the hazel trees, much photographed by Tito’s propagandists, who took great care of this national heritage and sent their ‘specialist’ officials into the depths of the countryside to collect the cunning rhythms of the peasants, their lightest syncopations and most ingenious dissonances. Obviously this promotion of folklore is to the musicians’ advantage, and a good flute or accordion style is real capital here.




Bacon, pancakes with jam, double-distilled plum brandy





At four o’clock, we were still at the table. The doctor had put down his violin and was singing at the top of his voice, rapturously pouring out drinks. He was one of those men of booming amiability who was deafened by his own noise and often ended up being taken for a ride. As for the mother, who could see virtually nothing, she touched our faces with her fingertips to assure herself that we were really there, laughing fit to take off into the air. You would think that she was the guest. During the pauses, I could hear at the end of the passageway water dripping into a bathtub full of flagons and melons, keeping them cool. Going out to pee, I reckoned it up: a month’s salary, at least.


The Serbs are not only marvellously generous, they also maintain the ancient sense of a banquet: an occasion for rejoicing that is also an exorcism. When life is lighthearted: a banquet. Is it too heavy? Another banquet. Far from throwing off the old Adam as the Scriptures exhort us, he is comforted by enormous glassfuls, surrounded by warmth, gorged on splendid music.


After the cheese and pie, we thought we had reached the end of our efforts, but the doctor, ruddy-faced in the dusky light, was already sliding enormous slices of melon on to our plates.


‘It’s nothing but water,’ he said encouragingly.


We dared not refuse for fear of bringing bad luck. Through a sort of haze I heard the mother still murmuring ‘Slobodno… slobodno!’ – help yourselves, dig in! – and then fell asleep upright in my chair.


At six o’clock we took the road for Niš, which we wanted to reach before nightfall. The air was fresh. We left Serbia like two day-labourers, the season over, money in our pockets, memories full of new friendships.


We had enough money for nine weeks. It was only a small amount, but plenty of time. We denied ourselves every luxury except one, that of being slow. With the top down, the accelerator only just pulled out, perching on the backs of our seats and guiding the steering wheel with our feet, we pottered along at twelve miles an hour. The countryside never changed without warning; there was a full moon, rich and prodigious. Past fireflies, roadmenders in Turkish slippers, modest villages dances under three poplars, calm river banks where the ferryman wasn’t up and the silence was so perfect that the sound of our own horn startled us. Then day broke, and time slowed down. We had smoked too much, were hungry – the grocers we passed were still shut – chewing without swallowing a crust of bread discovered among the tools in the boot.


Around eight o’clock the light became lethal, and as we passed through hamlets we had to keep a lookout for the old men in police caps who were dazzled and inclined to dash clumsily across the road, just in front of the car. By midday the brakes, our skulls and the engine were very hot. However desolate the countryside, there was always a clump of willows we could sleep under, hands beneath our necks.


Or an inn. Imagine a room with bulging walls, torn curtains, cool as a cave, where flies buzzed around in a strong smell of onions. The day would find its centre there: elbows on the table, we’d make an inventory, telling the story of the morning as though we’d each seen it separately. The mood of the day, which had been dissipated by the acres of countryside, was focused by those first mouthfuls of wine, by the paper cloth to draw on, by the words formulated then. Appetite was accompanied by emotional salivation, proving that food for the body and the spirit are closely allied in the sediment of travel: plans and grilled mutton, Turkish coffee and memories.
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The end of the day would be silent. We had spoken our fill while eating. Carried along on the hum of the motor and the countryside passing by, the journey itself flows through you and clears your head. Ideas one had held on to without any reason depart; others, however, are readjusted and settle like pebbles at the bottom of a stream. There’s no need to interfere: the road does the work for you. One would like to think that it stretches out like this, dispensing its good offices, not just to the ends of India but even further, until death.


When I went home, there were many people who had never left who told me that with a bit of imagination and concentration they travelled just as well, without lifting their backsides off their chairs. I quite believed them. They were strong people: I’m not. I need that physical displacement, which for me is pure bliss. Moreover, happily, the world reaches out to the weak and supports them. When the world – as on some evenings on the Macedonian road – is made up of the moon on the left hand, the silvery waves of the Morava on the right, and the prospect of looking for a village over the horizon in which to spend the next three weeks, then I would be sorry to dispense with it.


Prilep, Macedonia


There are only two hotels in Prilep. The Jadran is for Party members, and for unlikely travellers there is the Macedonia, where we spent the first evening haggling over our room. Unless I’m in a hurry, I really like this practice. After all, it’s less greedy than fixed prices, and engages the imagination. It is more than a matter of explanations; on both sides there are needs which must be squarely confronted in order to reach a solution neither will wish to go back on. It was easier because the Macedonia was almost empty. It was a Saturday evening, however, and the management had gone to a lot of trouble; the courtyard restaurant was hung with coloured light bulbs and there, among the fallen leaves, a conjurer in a smoking jacket had been produced for a handful of tired, distracted peasants. The evening wind cut off his patter as it left his lips, and the doves bursting out of his top hat didn’t raise a smile in the audience – as if this slender miracle were no match for their worries. We waited for him to finish, then took our bags upstairs. Two iron bedsteads, paper flowers, a little table, a blue enamel washbasin and through the open window the smell of stone from the mountains, which lifted their spine against the black sky. Good: we’d wait for autumn in Prilep.




 





Here in a town full of artisans, having a luggage-rack made for the car should have been easy. Forget it. First of all the ironsmith had to grasp what was wanted, and he didn’t understand Serbian. So, draw it. But I’d forgotten my pencil, he didn’t have one, and the curious crowd already gathered round the car patted their pockets… they didn’t either. Pencils were not something to be carried around lightly. While an onlooker accompanied me to a neighbouring café to enquire, the crowd continued to grow and comment: he’s going to draw something… he’s twenty-three. Some touched the windscreen with timid fingers, others sniggered at nothing in particular. I launched into a sketch as precise as I could make it, and the black face of the ironsmith cleared, then reddened when he recalled that he didn’t have a blowtorch. He drew one on my sheet of paper, put a cross, and looked at me. A murmur of disappointment ran through the crowd, then an old man pushed through to the front; he knew a boy who had returned the previous day from Germany with his van, and he had a blowtorch. So I went in search of this friend at the other end of the village, guided by the old man. He was completely bald, had mad eyes, a hooked nose, and trotted along barefoot in a ragged black suit. He had the air of a miserable, defrocked priest. He spoke American quite well, and said that he was called Matt Jordan. He had lived in California for thirty years. Charlie Chaplin was his schoolmate. As he pattered along, he supported his statements by showing old, sweat-stained American postcards. Nevertheless I had the impression he was lying all the time, and when I realised there was a band of kids fifteen yards behind us, imitating him, I began to fear that his services would not help negotiations. Fortunately the man-with-the-torch spoke intelligible German and we could do without intermediaries. He had been a prisoner of war, married in Bavaria, and had just returned to the country with his wife and children. He had over-celebrated his return the previous evening, held his head in his hands and kept shivering. Not that he had drunk a great deal, he said, aber er hat gemischt. His blowtorch was new; he handled it as delicately as an icon, and he agreed to lend it in exchange for some good petrol for his van. Fine. Back to the ironsmith, who seemed to agree. The crowd, still dense, shouted encouragement; they were very pleased to see matters advancing. But when it came to the price, they were let down. The man was asking for five thousand dinars, an outrageous sum which bore no relation to the work involved. He knew it, too, but iron was rare and the State took at least half of whatever he got. He went back into his workshop, crestfallen, and the crowd dispersed. I had lost my morning, he had lost his, but how could I be cross with him? What’s to be done when nothing is available? Frugality is one thing, and enhances life, but such continual poverty deadens it. Ours didn’t: we could give up the luggage-rack, and obviously we could even give up the car, and all our plans, and go and meditate on top of a pillar…without solving the ironsmith’s problems one bit.




 





Prilep is a little Macedonian town, in the centre of a circle of wild mountains west of the Vardar valley. The dirt road coming from Veles goes through it and is interrupted twenty-five miles south by a wooden barrier covered in bindweed; this is the Greek frontier at Monastir, closed since the war. Westwards, several bad roads lead to the Albanian border, not very safe and hermetically sealed.


Within its belt of cultivated fields Prilep spreads out its cool cobblestones, lifts up two bleached white minarets, façades with bulbous balconies corroded by verdigris, and long wooden galleries where, from August, they dry some of the best tobacco in the world. In the main square, between the white and gold jars of the pharmacy and the tobacconist, a militiaman drowses, a gun at his feet, outside the ‘Liberty’ shop. The two rival hotels confront each other amidst the racket from the Jadran’s loudspeakers, which broadcast the ‘Hymn of the Partisans’ and the news three times a day, without rousing the peasants asleep in their carts.


The stranger who entrusts his head to the pillows of the Macedonia for a night takes away – besides the familiar flea – the image of a carefree town, with its roaming donkeys, perfumed with drying tobacco and over-ripe melons. If he lingers, he will perceive that things are a great deal more complicated, because over a thousand years Macedonian history has managed to set races and hearts at odds. For generations the Ottomans divided and ruled villagers crushed by taxation. When the Turkish empire weakened, the ‘Great Powers’ took up the baton; this burnt country was useful, and quarrels could be settled by third parties. You armed the terrorists or the counter-terrorists, the clerical party or the anarchists, and too bad if the Macedonians themselves no longer had breathing space.


In Prilep there were Turks whose settlement went back to Suleiman’s time, living in their own communities, sticking to their mosque or field and dreaming only of Smyrna or Istanbul; Bulgarians who had been forcibly enrolled in the Wehrmacht during the war, and had nothing left to dream with; Albanian refugees; Greeks from Markos’s army, whose status was uncertain and who hung about in cafés for the day’s handout; the Party hacks who sat around under the Jadran’s flypapers and didn’t stint on alcohol; and dour Macedonian peasants with their crooked backs, who thought – not unreasonably – that they always bore the brunt of everything. To round off this miniature Babel we should add the barracks, at the entrance to the town, where the conscripts from the north understood not a scrap of the local dialect and surreptitiously gazed at photos of fiancées or village parents.
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On a sunny slope, fifteen minutes’ walk away, there is the site of an old city. It was called Markov Grad. When the water that had fed it dried up, the inhabitants abandoned it to build Prilep. You can see a baptistery there, together with several fourteenth-and fifteenth-century convents. They are almost all locked up, or converted into cheap lodgings with the washing drying outside, but no one in Prilep offers information about the place. It belongs to a bygone era.




 





After our first meeting, old Matt Jordan was always at our heels. He lay in wait in shadowy porches to cut across our path, or coincided with us in a café to unfold in melancholy slang the memories which never had the ring of truth.


‘One day I will tell you my big secret…nobody knows…shhh.’


A political secret, it appeared, enough to set the country alight; he would tug at our sleeves with that greedy look of mythomaniacs who need to see people swallow their whoppers in order to enjoy them to the full. I knew from the hotel keeper that it was the police who had shaved his head so closely; he had just spent a week in the local prison for preaching against the regime. In many respects his bitterness was understandable, but it was not so much on account of the regime as on account of the life he led. With his skull like a lump of sugar, his complexion like pumice stone and his sunken eyes, he simply radiated misfortune; indeed perhaps he fulfilled a sacred function in the town by concentrating every form of bad luck in himself. He had nothing to do all day but warm his bag of bones in the sun. He even had a smidgeon of garden and a house which, by dint of persistence and pleading, he ended up getting us inside.


It was a lugubrious house, surrounded by acacias, and smelling of free dental care. He waited for us on the gravel to shake hands and then, once inside, shook them again, as is the custom there. As soon as I sat down, I regretted coming. The blinds were drawn, the room lit by an oil lamp giving on to a dim kitchen where we could hear whispering and chewing. Neighbours coming in from the garden piled into the kitchen and soon emerged, their cheeks stuffed, to pass in front of Matt, who kept bowing. He was delighted to be at the centre of this stifling coming and going: it was his father’s funeral feast, which had already been going non-stop for two days. When he judged that we were sufficiently impressed by this file-past, he clapped his hands and two lurking boys emerged from the shadows to kiss our hands. They were his sons. He poked them until they stammered out some words in English. They were visibly afraid of the old man, and never looked him in the face. The smaller one managed to escape under pretext of laying the table, but the elder didn’t have that excuse and remained on the carpet. Because his father prevented his going to school, even though he was over thirteen, he spent his days doing sewing which he was made to produce for us on the spot. It was an enormous Serbian flag on which was written, in letters of felt, Love thy king … love thy country. Clumsy appliqué work in embroidery wool surrounded the motto. Matt was pleased and stroked his head until the boy, ashamed of this girl’s task and on the verge of tears, fled with his work under his arm.


We went to the table: sour cabbage, bread soup, gritty potatoes which must have been frozen in the earth under a curse. I could hardly swallow a mouthful; the whole plate stank of death. We had to, all the same, because there were half a dozen old women in the kitchen, with straggling locks escaping their black kerchiefs; they kept a grip on the table for at least two hours, chatting away as they ate the stew. These were the mourners. I didn’t understand whether the corpse was still in the house or not, and had no desire to be enlightened. Matt filled our glasses with a transparent liquid and invited us to drink a toast.


‘Home-made whisky,’ he explained, smiling gummily. It was murderous gut-rot, without warmth or light, again with that sweet stink that flooded the mouth with saliva; the soul instinctively associated it with bad luck. I scarcely dared glance at the kitchen for fear of seeing one of those farting hags astride a broomstick.


Once we had crossed his threshold and eaten his bread, he had us for an hour at least. There was time to show us certain ‘confidential’ documents, postcards from the turn of the century: green trams below the first skyscrapers, Garden Party at Belle-Isle, Michigan, women in ankle boots under orange trees. Then photographs: a young man in uniform against a background of luxurious shadows.


‘This is me at West Point.’


But on closer inspection, those stripes could have been mistaken for those of the Salvation Army. Here he was again, in the midst of men in pointed hats at the annual banquet of the magicians’ club; the pale face in the second row, a cheek bitten off by shadow, was Charlie Chaplin.


When he thought we were taken in, he no longer bothered with reality. One story followed another, each madder than the last: the police spied on him day and night, he was a conspirator, the real Tito had died long ago. Moreover, he had evidence: in an old biscuit tin he had hidden Christmas cards, and he showed us an example – ‘Merry Christmas 1922, from Mr and Mrs Boshman’.


The arrival of a visitor interrupted this painful session. It was a Methodist pastor, who had come to do his duty by the deceased. He took in the situation at a glance.


‘I see that our friend Matt is carried away with his crazes,’ he said in German.


The pastor had studied in Zurich and seemed to have all his wits about him, or as many as necessary, but age, solitude and the exercise of a barely tolerated ministry had made him more fearful than a cockroach. He had several Methodist families in Prilep and half a dozen others scattered through Kosovo. We asked him about his parish, larger than a province, but couldn’t get anything out of him other than a weary allusion to Sodom and Gomorrah.


I wondered whether his competitors fared any better in gathering souls: the Orthodox priest who prudently scrubbed his sermons and paid his Party dues; the Muslim imam who took snuff with the faithful on his doorstep in the evening, cultivating a faith thinned by exile; and the Marxists with their choir, youth group and the new swimming pool, who won recruits without too much difficulty. Each one fought the others’ opinions with the means at their disposal, but they all shared one sentiment: Bog had departed from the town.


‘If you want to know Prilep,’ added the pastor, ‘here’s a local proverb: “Everybody suspects everybody but nobody knows who the Devil is”.’ And the two old men smothered a laugh in their handkerchiefs.




 





‘Don’t go to see the priest,’ said the hotel keeper, ‘he isn’t very bright.’


It wasn’t his intelligence that interested me, but his function. He represented the sacred, and the sacred – just like liberty – is not a preoccupation until one feels it is under threat. Besides, the priest traded in candles, whose quivering flames evoked all one’s desires, and kept the keys of a wooden church that was all shadow and silence. To open it, he spent ages chivvying a vast, echoing lock, relieved you of some small change, and then left you in the blue, dark gold and silver. When the eye got used to the gloom, it could make out a puffed-up wooden cockerel above the altar, a touching object, its wings outstretched and its beak open to crow St Peter’s betrayal. Its presence was warming yet defeated: as if sin, childhood and human weakness constituted capital on which God, through forgiveness, drew the interest.
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The Turkish mosque expressed rather the placidity of adoration. It was a squat building, adorned with two minarets in which storks nested. The interior was roughcast chalk, the paving stones covered in red carpets, the walls decorated with verses from the Koran cut out of paper. There was an agreeable coolness and absence of solemnity, which by no means excluded grandeur. Nothing suggested – as in our churches – drama or absence; everything indicated a natural linkage between God and man, source of the guilelessness in which sincere believers unendingly rejoice. To pause in this place, bare-footed on the rough wool, was like bathing in a river.


There were not many Turks in Prilep, but they were well organised. It was through Ayub, the barber, that we entered their society. He was our age and knew a few words of German. We made friends. Since we’d said that we liked Smyrna, where his family came from, he insisted on shaving us for free. So every other day we went along and stretched out in his cracked leather chairs; covered in soap, we faced the black and white photos of Istanbul surrounding the mirror. Gradually we were accepted and one day Ayub and his friends invited us to spend Sunday outdoors with them. Wine, music, hazelnuts… we’d go in a cart… there would be a chamois, poached by the miller. All this he explained by gestures, his German not being adequate to such marvels.


At daybreak we found ourselves at the exit of the town with a lot of strangers to whom we were known – being ‘the foreigners’. Husky salaams, blue suits, ties with enormous spots, handsome heads flecked with blood from the morning shave, and an old cart packed with food, amongst which they had squeezed a violin and a lute. Off to one side stood an urchin holding two green and purple bikes, borrowed by Ayub in our honour. Once we were all assembled each person – as was the custom on Sundays – released the dove he’d brought, and we took the road to Gradsko on our multicoloured bikes, followed by a cartload of revellers.


Bicycles were rare in Prilep. They were a luxury only the well-off could afford, and an inexhaustible subject of conversation. In cafés you heard sober men passionately discussing the different makes, the softness of saddles or the hardness of pedals. Those lucky enough to have a bike painted it in several carefully designed shades, spent hours polishing it, kept it beside the bed in their rooms, and dreamed about it.


After a mile or two we passed a hedge of plum trees in a hollow and came out on to a meadow bordered by poplars. At the end of the field, the miller sat cross-legged in front of his mill, finishing the sharpening of his millstone. He was waiting for the group to arrive before replacing the stone, which weighed a good six hundred pounds. Six of us returned it to its socket, the miller set the waterfall, tipped the grain, and the grinding began to whiten the joists. Then he spread out hides on the grass, around a basket of tomatoes and onions, and filled a blue enamel coffee pot with rakia. We began on our feast, sitting on our heels; Ayub had the lute between his thighs, and the veins in his neck swelled with effort as he soothed us with a very high-pitched sobbing. He did well. In the intervals you could hear sighing from the heart of the mill; it was the cooking pot in which the chamois was simmering on a bed of aubergines, sending up puffs of steam into the autumn sky.


The cries, the choruses, the barber’s strident amanes* which could be heard as far as Gradsko attracted all the stray hunters to our meadow. The Muslims joined the circle, soon popped peppers into their mouths and let off several rounds of buckshot as a sign of satisfaction. The Macedonians, somewhat less welcome, gathered by a tree stump a little way off, their guns across their knees, catching in mid-air the cigarettes the miller threw them, and firing off one or two salvos in a timid attempt at togetherness. The raki continued to circulate. We had to drink to the Turks’ health, to our own, to the horses, to the confusion of Greeks, Albanians, Bulgarians, militia, military, and the godless in general. All the bad temper lingering amid the Macedonian hills was dissipated in remarks of astounding obscenity.


It was a successful Sunday. The inebriated miller had stuffed in several cartridges and fired point-blank on at least half his hens, which he staggered into the mill to pluck, while his friends, with the smiles of the elect, passed around guns which went off in every direction.


The chamois having been picked to the bone, everyone lay back in the clover for one of those siestas in which you feel the earth pushing up along the length of your spine. Around six o’clock, as none of the sleepers had stirred, we returned to Prilep. Our bikes struck sparks. Legs aching but clear-headed, we really wanted to work. Our full stomachs swelled in rustic satisfaction; there’s nothing like the spectacle of happiness to get one off to a good start.


It was as well that the Turks made the best of Sundays and the fields, because the inhabitants of Prilep gave them a hard time in town. The Macedonians, who felt exploited by Belgrade, turned on Islam which had ground them down before. They were wrong, of course; the few Turks in the town formed a guileless, close-knit family whose soul was less troubled than their own.


Between their minarets and their redeeming gardens, the Turks formed a pastoral island well fortified against nightmares; a civilisation of melons, turbans, gold paper flowers, beards, bludgeons, filial respect, hawthorns, shallots and farts, with a pronounced taste for their plum orchards, which were sometimes invaded by bears seduced by the smell of early fruit, which would give them terrible diarrhoea at night.


The natives of Prilep preferred to keep their distance, depriving themselves of the Turks’ help and bullying them on the sly – like all peoples who have suffered too much and then seek justice too late, at cross-purposes, and without regard for their own interests.




 





The Macedonian dialect includes Greek, Bulgarian, Serbian and Turkish words, not to mention local terms. They speak faster than the Serbs and interlocutors are less patient, which meant that the phrases we had picked up in Belgrade didn’t get us very far. When the coffin-maker asked Thierry the time, it was always the same: one indicated that he couldn’t say it, but pointed to his wristwatch; the other indicated that he couldn’t read it. At least we always reached an understanding as to what was impossible.


While planing his boards, the coffin-maker chatted to his mate in the shop next door, who, by happy coincidence, made guns. Death never entered their conversation, which was studded with bursts of laughter and those words – which by dint of seeing them spelt out in toilets or as graffiti – one couldn’t help but know. As for the coffins,  they were simply wicker constructions covered in plywood or even cardboard, beautifully decorated: orange, black and blue with great daubs of gold and silver-painted trefoil crosses. It was sumptuous rubbish that a child could demolish with one kick. But where trees were rare, why consign good wood to the earth?


By working with death the carpenter ended up resembling it. At siesta time, he rested on a plank supported on two trestles, his chin in the air, his large hands joined over his stomach. You could scarcely see him breathing. Even the flies were deceived. The plank was narrow: if he stirred, he would fall; if he fell, he would die.


On holidays he would exhibit his wares in the street, like the florist or the confectioner, at all prices and for all ages. The display was a bit macabre, but no one else in town had such beautiful colours. Sometimes a peasant woman dressed in black would come along, bargain vigorously, and then walk off decidedly, a little coffin under her arm. It wasn’t so striking because there life and death confronted each other every day, like two shrews with no mediator to mollify their quarrel. Tough countries trying to make up for lost time don’t permit such niceties. In Prilep, when someone isn’t smiling they are either asleep or gnashing their teeth. Moments that aren’t taken up by weariness or anxiety are soon stuffed with satisfaction, like an explosion meant to be heard a long way off. Nothing is neglected that might aid survival; hence the intensity of their music, which is some of the most powerful in the land. Those taut, anxious voices suddenly become sunny and take on a kind of imperious urgency which sends musicians rushing to their instruments. In short, one is perpetually on the alert… it’s a war in which one must neither dawdle nor sleep.




 





I had plenty of time to think about it at night, battling with the fleas. They devoured me. I saw them everywhere in town: the grocer leaned over to slice the cheese… a flea came out of his shirt, crawled over his chin without his flinching, travelled across his Adam’s apple and disappeared into the flannel. If I lost sight of it for a moment, I just had to be resigned: that flea was for me. In the evening, turning back the sheet, a red dust cloud flew towards my face; neither DDT nor lashings of water had any effect. At the other end of the room, Thierry had ten hours sleep a night, hands under his head, and not a bite.


Those insects, or the heavy wine I used to drink in an effort to knock myself out, or the happiness of being away, used to wake me before dawn. The room would be bathed in shadow and the smell of turpentine and brushes. I would hear Thierry, wrapped up in his sleeping bag, dreaming aloud: ‘Don’t shit on my paintings… eh! flies!’ I envied the way he had calmly gone back to painting. I was still pretending to write, trembling in front of my notes like a kid in front of a cop. I would go downstairs, shoes in hand. My stomach clenched, my mind sharp, I tramped the cold dust of the streets, swept by gusts of air that bore the scent of stone from the mountains. The sun hadn’t risen, but stooped grey forms were already at work in the tobacco fields. You could hear the donkeys braying around the town, the cocks crowing by the roadside, then the pigeons on top of the minarets as the sun touched the first crests. One surprised the town swimming up through the mists of a September dawn in lovely innocence, with a kind of fresh courage. I could easily forgive it the fleas, the apathy, duplicity and fears, and wished it a better future.


Returning through the hotel courtyard, I would come across the maid whose job it was to clean out the toilets. A sturdy, ruddy, strapping girl, firm on her large bare feet, she lugged the shit around and talked to herself, greeting me in the hallway with raucous morning playfulness. One day I absently replied to her in German. She stopped abruptly, put down her overflowing buckets and smiled at me, revealing her chipped teeth. I would have preferred her to put down her load a bit further away, but it was a lovely smile, unexpectedly impish and feminine from such a great sow.


‘So… du bist Deutsch?’ she said, raising her eyebrows.


‘No.’


The hands she had crossed on her pinafore had lost their nails, and I noticed that her toenails were horribly squashed.


‘Ich bin Jüdin und Makedonin,’ she said, ‘aber Deutschland kenn ich gut. Drei Jahre…’ she raised three fingers ‘…während des Krieges, im Lager Ravensbrück… sher schlect, Kameraden kaput. Verstanden?… aber Deutschland kenn ich doch gut,’* she finished, with a sort of satisfaction.


After that, whenever our paths crossed she made some sign or winked conspiratorially; having both been to Germany – however different the circumstances – we had that at least in common. I have never forgotten that woman, nor her way of coming to terms with her memories. Beyond a certain degree of hardship or misery, life often revives and heals the scars. As time passed, deportation had become a kind of voyage and even, thanks to the almost terrifying capacity of memory to transform horror into courage, a voyage that she could easily mention. Any way of seeing the world is good, as long as one returns. It was a shaming paradox for her erstwhile tormentors: the period in Germany had become her main source of pride, an adventure which might be envied by all those unfortunates in Prilep who had to make do with being tormented at home.




 





Midday: an onion, a pepper, hard bread and goats cheese, a glass of white wine and a cup of bitter, frothy Turkish coffee. At night: mutton kebabs, and the small luxury of a plum brandy under the sorb-apple trees, which hiked up the price of the meal a bit. Adding the excellent local cigarettes and postage, the two of us could live on seven hundred dinars (about £2) a day.


If one was thirsty, it was best to go for melons, chosen by rattling them against the ear. It was better to avoid the water. The natives didn’t make great claims for theirs anyway, they thought it had a poor, common taste. I never noticed that, but who cares in our countries about the taste of water? In Macedonia they were crazy about it; they would urge you to walk five miles to reach a stream where the water was excellent. They didn’t much like Bosnia, but honesty obliged them to admit that its water was incomparable, refreshing, etc… a dreamy silence would descend, and they’d cluck their tongues.


There were other things to watch out for: bruised fruit which flies had visited; some bits of fat that instinctively – unless it would cause offence – one left on the plate; handshakes after which one avoided rubbing one’s eyes, for fear of trachoma. There were warnings, but no iron rules: it was just a case of listening to the body’s music, unnoticed for so long, which gradually returned and with which one needs to be in harmony. Remember too that a local diet contains its own antidotes – tea, garlic, yoghurt, onions – and that health is a dynamic equilibrium, made up of a set of infections that are tolerated to a greater or lesser extent. When they aren’t, one pays for a dodgy radish or a mouthful of polluted water with days of cyclonic diarrhoea. With sweating foreheads, we’d rush to the Turkish-style toilets and resign ourselves to staying there, despite hammering on the door, because dysentery grants only brief respites.


When I found myself in this low situation, the town would get me down. It was very sudden: it was enough to have a lowering sky and a few drops of rain for the streets to be transformed into quagmires; then dusk fell and Prilep, so attractive an hour before, would become soggy like cheap paper. Everything in it that was misshapen, nauseating and deceptive would emerge with nightmarish clarity: the sore flanks of the donkeys, feverish eyes and ragged jackets, rotten teeth and those shrill, wary voices moulded by five centuries of occupation and conspiracies – right down to the mauve offal in the butchers’ shops, which seemed to be calling out for help, as though meat could die twice.


First, as is only natural, I would defend myself by hate. In my mind I poured acid over the street, cauterising it. Then I tried opposing disorder by order. Retreating to my room, I swept the floor, scrubbed myself down, dealt briefly with pending letters and went back to work, forcing myself to expunge the rhetoric, the patching-up, the tricks. It was a modest enough ritual, probably with a long history, but you make the best of what’s to hand.


When I’d got over that, I would see through the window, in the evening sunshine, the white houses still steaming from the downpour, the mountain chain spread out beneath a washed sky, and the army of tobacco plants which surrounded the town with their reassuring, sturdy leaves. Once again I would find myself in a solid world, at the heart of a gilded icon. The town had revived. I could dream. For ten days it would be likeable, until the next bout – the vaccination process continued.




 





Travelling provides occasions for shaking oneself up but not, as people believe, freedom. Indeed it involves a kind of reduction: deprived of one’s usual setting, the customary routine stripped away like so much wrapping paper, the traveller finds himself reduced to more modest proportions – but also more open to curiosity, to intuition, to love at first sight.


So one morning, without knowing why, we followed in the steps of a filly that a peasant was taking to wash in the river. A high-stepping filly, with eyes like chestnuts beneath half-open lids and a faultless coat under which the muscles rippled with seductive majesty: she was the most womanly thing I had seen in Yugoslavia. The shopkeepers turned to look at her in the street. We silently followed her fresh footprints in the dust, like two old lechers, our hearts in our throats. We were literally rinsing our eyes. Because the eye needs those new, whole things that only Nature provides: the swollen tobacco shoots, a donkey’s silken ear, the shells of young tortoises.


Nature renews itself with such vigour there that man, by comparison, seems to have been born old. Faces harden and alter suddenly, like coins flattened on a railway track: tanned, scarred, worked on by stubble, smallpox, weariness or anxiety. The most striking, the most handsome, even the boys’ faces, look as though an army of boots has trampled over them. You never see, as at home, soft, thoughtful, healthily unformed faces, whose future is yet to be written on them.




 





Only the old people had some freshness, a second round, wrung from life.


At daybreak, in the allotments surrounding the town, we often came across Muslims with carefully trimmed beards, sitting on a rug amidst the beans, silently inhaling the smell of the earth and savouring the early light with that talent for self-contained moments of refreshment and content which the countryside and Islam develop so soundly. When they saw us, they would hail us and invite us to sit down, take a knife from their trousers and cut one of those slices of melon that would leave a pink, sticky mark from mouth to ear.


In this way we encountered the mullah of the mosque, who knew a bit of German. He rolled us cigarettes and then courteously introduced himself, indicating the minaret. And we…?


‘Painter and journalist…’


‘Ganz wie Sie wollen – just as you please,’ politely replied the mullah, to whom these professions were of no account, and returned to his meditation.


Another morning, as I crouched in the public gardens to photograph the mosque, with one eye shut and the other on the view finder, something warm, rough and sandy-smelling rubbed against my head. I thought it was a donkey – there were lots around, familiar beasts who nuzzled one’s armpits – and calmly went on with my photo. But it was an old peasant, who had tiptoed over to rub his cheek against mine to make his seventy-and eighty-year-old mates laugh. He went off doubled up with laughter; it made his day.


The same day, through the window of the Jadran café, I glimpsed another of those old trolls with a fleecy-lined cap, a few crumbs of passa-tempo (toasted sunflower seeds) in his beard, blowing on a small wooden propeller in a charming way. Thank Heavens for such freshness of heart!


Those old jokers were the lightest spirits in town. As they became whiter and more stooped, so they became more distinctive and detached, and came to resemble those stick figures that children draw on walls. Such men scarcely exist in our societies, where the mind is developed at the expense of feelings, but there not a day passed without our meeting one of those pithy, mischievous, rash creatures, carrying hay or patching slippers, who always made me want to hug them and burst into tears.




 





The accordionist who played for the dances in the Macedonia’s garden on Saturday nights wasn’t bad, but his instrument’s cracked bellows sent a jet of cold air into his face, which made him play with his eyes almost shut. Thierry lent him his own accordion, ‘a hundred and twenty bass’, powerful enough to raise the dead, and the accordionist had played so much and drunk so much that we had to get together in fits of laughter to take it away, in case he fell flat on his face with it. Here, as in Serbia, music is a passion. It is also a password for a stranger: if he loves it, he’ll make friends. If he records it, the whole world – including the police – busies itself touting for musicians.


Thus several days before we left, the singing teacher came early to shout under our window that he had the best bagpiper in the land locked up in his classroom. We followed him, a bit embarrassed. We hadn’t meant anyone to go to these lengths, but his catch was quite something: a balding old man, his eyes gleaming with mischief, drowsing beneath the blackboard with his bagpipes between his knees. He was called Lefteria – which roughly means ‘Liberty’ – and for thirty years he had roamed the roads of Macedonia, playing at weddings and baptisms. He looked mortified at having been penned in by the teacher. We had to invite him to the Jadran and offer him four rounds before he’d consider playing. Meanwhile a real court had gathered to hear him: the coffin-seller, the post-office worker, the Party secretary, all the boys in their thirties, who showed him great respect.


The sun was at its zenith and the heat was tremendous. The bagpipe was stinking, its skin and badly tanned leather attracting a horde of flies which formed buzzing haloes around heads beaded with sweat. The bagpipe was an entire sheepskin, finished with an embouchure towards the top, and below, a droner and a pipe with five holes on which his fingers manipulated the acid gusts of air expelled from the sack. He played a wedding song, addressed by the bride to her husband on crossing the threshold of her new home:
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‘You have parted me from my father and brother


You have taken me away from my mother


Ah! Why did I fall in love with you?’








Macedonian tunes usually have something scholarly and ornate about them, reminiscent of church music. Even in the most vigorous ones there is an air of Christian melancholy. One would think that in the era when there was nothing but scrub, Byzantine monks must have chanted their canticles and psalms in the same harsh, piercing, bloodstained voices. The bagpipe, however, was an exception. It cannot have changed since the time of the House of Atreus. It is antique, the bagpipe, and made to express immemorial things: the cry of the jay, the sound of a downpour, the panic of a girl pursued. And it is really Pan’s instrument because the heart of the blower, the skin and the mouthpiece all belong to his reign. The old man played faster and faster. We were carried away. When he came to the final dance, an imperious cackling welled up from the depths of the ages, the room was black with people, and all the backsides and big toes in the café were wiggling.


After that day, the operator of Radio Prilep, who made up the programmes as he pleased, sent a little French music over the loudspeakers in the square to please us. When the sun abandoned the boiling street and the town looked out through half-closed eyes, the quivering of Ravel’s quartet stole trembling across the carts and roofs, and we savoured fifteen minutes of dandified capitalist broadcasting, kindly provided by a good Marxist.




 





There were plenty of militants in Prilep. The most fortunate rose in bronze above the dusty squares, one hand on the book of doctrine, or sat in Skopje in the Macedonian government. The others were several powerful men in the militia, whose names were spoken in whispers, and lots of native children who had bravely thrown themselves into the Resistance and seemed bewildered to have accomplished the revolution.


This wasn’t their first one, however. Prilep had always been a recalcitrant town which struck against the state at the level of the commune or the region. Since at least the tenth century men had taken to the maquis under someone or other’s heel, and had honourably held the mountains, which sometimes bore their names. Irregular status has always been the recourse of the discontented. Now it was over: since the Maquis had taken power, there was no more question of the maquis. That was the past, and the town’s Communists had no truck with the past.


Above all they were concerned with youth, and with their very active propaganda. The choir was theirs. The football team, the Sunday competitions, the buses crammed with aggressive players – all theirs; the new swimming pool as well, worth several points in this burnt, dry land. From six o’clock there was a crush of young people. At first it was good to see them so well-built, muscled to the chin. Then they seemed all too similar, young brutes whom one could already imagine as policemen. Then we murmured to ourselves the words ‘state machine’, and this hackneyed formula was somewhat soothing… until we realised that it was, after all, very seductive for young people who didn’t have machines, or a state.




 





The eve of our departure for Greece, Ayub, the Turkish barber, invited us to his place – to show us his radio. It was a superb set that he had ordered from Salonika after several years saving; he had covered it, not in gold, but in mirrors. He easily located Suisse-romande for us… It was only six weeks since we’d left, but the well-fed, pedagogic voices of the announcers gave us a start. They were definitely the blackboard voices of home. I scarcely dared open my mouth to speak for fear of hearing myself sounding just like them. I wondered how many roads we’d need to travel and what mischief we’d have to get up to in order to lose that pastoral tone.


Ayub was delighted by our attentiveness; he’d scored a hit, his radio hadn’t let him down. For him, however, everything worked well: the coffee was boiling, the donkey in the courtyard was well-groomed, and he assured us that his wife was perfection – which we took on trust since, as a good Muslim, she refused to appear.


‘And your father?’


‘Er sitzt und raucht – he sits and smokes,’ replied Ayub, completing the idyllic image of his family.


We returned to the hotel, the moon at our backs. Ayub accompanied us and in the darkness his carefully waved hair gave off whiffs of a flat perfume that was faintly nauseating. Just as we reached the municipal gardens, where the local cinema was showing a Western in the open air, the central fuses crackled and the town went out like a candle, the screen too, and a great sound of frustration rose up from the audience.


‘Elektricität Prilep… extra – prima,’ sighed Ayub.


It was easy for us to chuckle: our bags were packed and we were leaving the next day.
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* ‘I’m no fool, Meister, I stay at home.’







* Choruses of Turkish origin which ended with the words aman, aman.







* ‘I am Jewish and Macedonian,’ she said, ‘so I know Germany well. Three years… during the war, I was in Ravensbrück camp…
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