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ix
            INTRODUCTION

            THE DEAD ZONE

         

         ‘Do you know what’s going on over that border?’ asks the checkpoint guard, narrowing his eyes into an inquisitive glare. ‘Aren’t you scared?’

         I smile a broad, forced smile, showing my teeth and leaning back slightly in my seat to create the impression of being at ease.

         ‘Nope,’ I reply with a nonchalant shrug that I doubt would gull the most naïve inquisitor. The guard fixes me with a look that is almost sympathetic, and as he slips a cigarette neatly between his narrow lips, his dark, silent eyes seem to sneer, ‘Yeah, right.’

         The truth is I am scared. But not for the reason the guard thinks. It’s true that the city for which I am headed, Donetsk in far-eastern industrial Ukraine, was until recently under siege, bombarded by daily airstrikes and artillery fire from enemies staked out a couple of kilometres away in the sprawling countryside.

         Today, those hardy, damned souls still fighting in the Donbass War suffer weekly casualties amongst their number, the victims of pot-shots fired by soldiers under the command of the Ukrainian capital, Kyiv.

         The war in Donbass is still hot, active, alive. But it’s not bullets or bombs that frighten me.

         It’s him and his colleagues that I’m scared of. The guard – I have no clue as to his role here at the camp, since the place is crawling xwith officials all in different uniforms – looks to have been brought to life from the pages of a picture book on Soviet-era enforcers.

         His black, close-cropped haircut exaggerates the angular contours and high, handsome cheekbones of his face, and his deep, sunken eyes greedily swallow the space around them like black holes. Whatever mess I’ve walked myself into here on the fringes of Ukraine’s Donbass, neither he nor his colleagues are going to offer me any sympathy.

         One hour ago, I was hauled off the bus I had boarded early this morning in the nearby Russian city of Rostov-on-Don and told I was being denied further passage by the camp authorities, who are the ordained guardians of the self-proclaimed Donetskaya Narodnaya Respublika – the Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR).

         Instead, I was sent back to the customs house on the Russian side of the crossing, but as I wandered lost and bewildered around the camp, I was herded into line to cross back over the border by two dead-eyed officials who flatly ignored my protestations that I was attempting to cross the other way. ‘Welcome to Russia,’ they kept repeating as I tried to get my words in order in pidgin Russian. ‘Welcome to Russia. Welcome to Russia. Welcome to Russia.’ This is serious, because passing back over the border will be a one-way ticket. There will be no hope of reaching Donetsk from there. It will also leave me stranded in the Russian outback, a hundred miles from nowhere with the sky darkening and a biblical storm collecting in dirty black clouds overhead.

         I still don’t know how I negotiated my way out of the line back towards Rostov-on-Don. It’s possible that my mind responded to the stress and the chest pains that were soaring through my lungs by simply scrubbing the memory out.

         All I know is that, sat here in the dilapidated customs house in the nowhere land between Russia and the DPR, my options are limited.

         I am trapped in the dead zone between a super-state and an unrecognised military-ruled pariah republic, unable to move in either direction, xia diplomatic pawn that nobody seems to know quite what to do with. Here, my documents are not recognised, which renders me technically stateless. Legally, I am a non-entity. It’s checkmate. I no longer exist.

         I have plenty of time to reflect, whilst sitting in this crumbling room. My overwhelming feeling is that this has been coming to me for a long time.

         I’ve spent the past three and a half years negotiating some of the world’s most hostile international borders, entering territories that are not recognised under international law and that live in a constant state of conflict with the outside world.

         I’ve met paranoid border guards who regarded me with the deepest suspicion, merely for attempting to cross into their land, and who have treated my presence as an excuse to exercise a petty macho nationalism that ordinarily remains frustratingly dormant. In truth, I asked for my current predicament.

         This isn’t the usual fare of a jobbing football journalist. The ebb and flow of life as a sports writer never managed to quieten my curiosity to discover a different kind of football. Eastern Europe was always an interest, I think because of the chaos of the region’s attempts to integrate with the free world during my lifetime. The building blocks of the world’s favourite game in the land of Communism are so utterly different from those that created the Hollywood football culture of Western Europe as to require a completely new vocabulary in order to understand them.

         During these years I have watched football in some of Europe’s most obscure outposts – cities, towns and villages with sad, troubled histories where the game has served as both a tonic and a lightning rod in the bloody process of post-Communist state-building. Sport and politics are familiar bedfellows here.

         I suppose I feel mournful for the heyday of Soviet and Yugoslav football that I missed out on experiencing. During the days of the Communist one-party state, the game was in most technical respects just xiione more state asset, controlled and manipulated by party apparatchiks who bent the rules or simply invented new ones in nakedly self-serving attempts to get ahead. A tiny closed-off elite controlled the football giants of Yugoslavia and the USSR, which meant that the best players were simply plucked from lesser sides by order of the Communist Party and inserted into the starting XI for Spartak Moscow, Dynamo Kyiv, Red Star Belgrade and a tiny handful of choice clubs that were run by the most powerful government ministries in the capital cities of Russia, Ukraine and Serbia. Match-fixing was a fact of life, as was the influence of the ‘shadow economy’, the illegal funnelling into clubs of private wealth creamed off by enterprising crooks from the rigid but grossly ineffective command economy.

         But the system also created wonderful, eternal rivalries: Red Star Belgrade v. Dinamo Zagreb; Dynamo Kyiv v. Spartak Moscow; Ararat Yerevan v. Neftçi Baku. These teams rarely meet in competition football now, and when they are thrown together by the serendipity of a European draw the diminished status and financial power of the former Eastern Bloc leagues means that the games have little more footballing significance than simple nostalgia for those who are lucky enough to remember. But these matches had a national as well as a football significance.

         When Dinamo played Red Star in Zagreb in May 1990, it caused a riot between Croat and Serb supporters that many believe was one of the key events in escalating what became the Croatian War of Independence. And as Thomas de Waal writes in his work The Caucasus: An Introduction, ‘people knew to stay off the streets of Yerevan and Baku whenever Ararat played Neftçi’.

         Football also had implications for the Yugoslav and Soviet treatment of nationality. Both states operated on a system of ‘ethno-federalism’, the dividing up of their vast territories into semi-autonomous political units that reflected the ethnic realities of those regions, where the ‘titular’ nations were given special privileges. Yugoslavia divided xiiiitself into six federal republics, the USSR into fifteen. Even though, in reality, the local governments in the republics did not have autonomy – particularly so in the case of the Soviet Union – the arrangement created two key sets of circumstances that would prove to be crucial in the way both sets of countries eventually broke up and have continued to develop into the twenty-first century.

         First, it built the governmental and administrative framework that would provide the infrastructure for state building when the moment came to grab independence. And second, it incubated and preserved a sense of cultural separateness amongst these titular nations; a feeling of destiny that eventually gave these republics the confidence to fight the failing central powers in Moscow and, more alarmingly, the minority nations in their own backyards.

         Why is football a useful lens through which to try and understand the bloodshed of the Soviet and Yugoslav collapse? The crushing power of central government in both countries destroyed civil society. The free press, political opposition, even art and literature that challenged central authority became non-existent. Football supporters in the Soviet and Yugoslav republics embraced their local clubs and local players as a form of collective self-expression.

         As the centre weakened and the regions became more openly nationalist, football clubs also became imbued with exaggerated meaning. In the words of one Georgian dissident, football became ‘the most valuable weapon in the fight against Soviet power’. When the fight turned away from Moscow and was directed inwardly towards local minorities – sparking the separatist wars that are the subject of this book – the game retained its peculiar, volatile meaning, and football clubs became great symbols of resistance and political expression.

         What are the technical facts of those inter-ethnic wars of independence? The Communist economy of the USSR was notoriously inefficient. The black market – where locally produced goods were xivshifted through private hands and taxes generally went unpaid – became the lifeblood of the republics. Political power, though nominally concentrated in Moscow, became de-centralised as local ethnic leaders built up feudal fiefdoms that, bit by bit, transferred real control from the Kremlin to Tbilisi, Minsk, Chişinău and Yerevan. These nationalistic overlords were the reason why the republics were successful when they grabbed independence after the USSR collapsed in 1991.

         But such figures are also to blame for the civil wars and ethnic fighting that followed independence. What began as an experiment in the 1920s – the Bolshevik policy of encouraging national expression amongst the USSR’s border peoples and the acknowledgement that such people had not been conquered by an empire, but rather welcomed as equals into a new kind of fraternal state in which national differences would eventually disappear beneath the powerful waves of class-consciousness – turned out to be, not just a defining feature of the union’s seventy-year existence, but the wrecking ball that would eventually bring it crashing down.

         The border guard snaps my attention back into the room by clicking his fingers and ordering me to my feet. Someone on-site at the camp has arranged to link my phone to a civilian’s 4G connection – it would, apparently, be illegal for one of the military officials to have done so. I can message my fixer in Donetsk city, and ask for someone to drive two hours to the border to negotiate with the camp’s commander on my behalf.

         I don’t know how this ends. The heavens have opened now, and I’m poked outside onto the muddy footpath and told to wait ‘a while’ before attempting the 100-metre path back to the Donetsk officials who turned me away the first time.

         Even if I make it into the DPR, I’ve no way of knowing if my message has been successfully received in the city.

         But then I suppose I’ve only got myself to blame.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            PART ONE

            RAISED BY WOLVES: KOSOVO

         

         
            Today there’s no sun peaking

            Only icy rain falling, and expecting screams from pain, she starts crying

            Who will assault her when that creaking door opens?

            But against her will, she must obey the stranger’s voice

            Andrew Crisci , Kosovan poet
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3I

         Just after midnight on the night of 27 April 1999, Genc Hoxha was woken by the sound of Serb soldiers breaking down the door of his family home.

         Along with his wife, parents, grandparents and two children, he was ushered outside into the street alongside other families in the neighbourhood who had been herded from their homes and into the night. It was freezing.

         Hoxha was thrown against the outside wall of his house, whilst his family were led away by the soldiers.

         One of the attackers began to interrogate Hoxha in Russian, correctly assuming that he couldn’t be understood. Hoxha knew enough to pick out a few words and realised that he was being asked to name his profession. He searched frantically in his mind but was unable to find the right words.

         What he eventually blurted out was ‘Oleg Blokhin’.

         The soldier paused at the mention of Blokhin, the Ukrainian who had been one of the USSR’s most gifted footballers. ‘You are a footballer?’ he asked.

         A boy from Gjakova in the west of the country, Hoxha had made his name with the city’s leading club KF Vëllaznimi in the 1980s, before moving on to play for KF Liria in nearby Prizren. In the Kosovan football league’s maiden season in 1991, he had been named footballer of the year.

         ‘Yes, I am a footballer,’ Hoxha stuttered in reply. The soldier looked at him.

         ‘I don’t want to kill a footballer,’ he said. ‘So, here’s what is going to happen. I am going to fire my gun twice into the air, and you are going to fall to the ground. You will stay there for ten minutes. Then you will leave this place.’

         4For a moment, Hoxha didn’t answer. ‘Can I go back to look for my family?’ he asked finally.

         ‘If you want to live, you will do as I have said,’ replied the Russian-speaking soldier. Then he fired his gun twice into the sky. As he did so, Hoxha fell to the ground. ‘Is it over?’ he heard one of the Serbs ask as the Russian-speaking soldier returned to the street. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘It’s over.’ Then they left.

         Once he was sure the soldiers would not return, Hoxha went to a neighbour’s house to start the desperate search for his family. Time passed in a blur.

         ‘I had assumed that the Serbs had taken them down onto the main street, away from the house,’ he tells me. Throughout our meeting, what strikes me most is the calmness of Hoxha’s bearing, as he matter-of-factly retells the tale of the day that Oleg Blokhin saved his life.

         ‘At first, I thought maybe it would have been better if they’d killed me. I went over the road to my neighbour’s house, he was a footballer also, and we just moved then from house to house, waiting for the Serbs to return.’

         By this time, the streets of Gjakova were ablaze. Hoxha’s own house was burned to the ground that night as the attackers scorched the earth that had borne witness to their crimes.

         ‘Everything around us was burning, but we kept moving. The only thing we could do was move. We weren’t going anywhere. Just trying to stay alive, waiting for the Serbs to return.’

         By 3 a.m., three hours after the massacre had begun, the remaining Serbs had left Gjakova. In those first few hours of 27 April, 379 people were killed.

         With the village smouldering, the remaining residents began the march into the centre of Gjakova, the war’s latest refugees, but they would be far from the last.

         5‘We began the trek out of Gjakova towards Albania,’ says Hoxha. ‘Then two of my neighbours came and grabbed me and said, “Follow us.” They didn’t say why, they just pulled me away.

         ‘They brought me to a clearing within the crowd, and there were my wife and children. Everyone just started to cry. Everyone was hugging and crying. It was very emotional. After that we got on trucks and left Kosovo for Albania.’

         The Gjakova massacre, committed in the village of Meja just outside the town, is thought to have been the worst atrocity during Kosovo’s civil war, in terms of the number of people killed. A little over six weeks later, the first NATO ground troops entered the country, which signalled the end of a three-month aerial campaign and pushed Kosovo tentatively in the direction of peace.

         II

         A cold wind blows in from the Klina highway, and as the sun starts to fade in the sky, the little Kosovan town of Skënderaj feels like a dot on a wild landscape. Spring has started. The cold, though, is perishing.

         Dust clouds rise up off the road where the route in and out of town joins a tarmacked forecourt from where the last bus service of the day has just departed for the capital Pristina. Two children kick a well-worn football against the wall of the bus station, its leather panels flapping as it bounces off the corrugated steel. The stitching has long since disintegrated from months, perhaps even years of being kicked around on the dirty concrete.

         6The dull throb of history beats endlessly beneath the soil of Skënderaj. The town is in the district of Mitrovica in northern Kosovo. It is a crumbling wreck.

         The drive north out of the capital Pristina and up into the battered countryside offered the first sobering indications as to what went on here at the end of the last century.

         Much of the roadside is lined with rubble, great hulking shards of grey mortar and discarded brick. Huge fields, thick with cloying marsh and mud, roll away into some undeterminable distance, maybe to the horizon and back. It isn’t clear what purpose they serve, save for dividing up the forsaken villages and townships that have been left out here in the wild in the middle of nothing and nowhere.

         The road winds through the village of Likovac, which was used as a Serb military base during Kosovo’s brutal civil war and is just kilometres from Gornje Obrinje where another of the conflict’s most despicable massacres took place. Today, crumbling villages form a backdrop to martyrs’ cemeteries that mark the roadside with memories of the dead.

         There is something deliberate about how these memorials have been placed along the route between Pristina and Skënderaj, they serve as a reminder to all that pass by that the last war of the murderous twentieth century was as blood-soaked as any that came before it.

         At the edge of this sprawling mass of rural nothingness, Skënderaj awaits.

         I’ve driven out here from the capital with a friend of a friend, a cameraman from the local TV station RTV21, named Sahit. He is manning the media gantry today in Skënderaj for the Superleague match between FC Prishtina – former champions but with fading fortunes – and local side KF Drenica; a relegation battle that promises blood and sweat, but little quality.

         7Sahit speaks a small amount of English, just enough to share his opinion of Kosovan football as it stands on the brink of a new era: ‘Football in Kosovo is no good,’ he mutters, pulling his beaten old Volvo out onto the highway. ‘No money.’

         Sahit makes his living watching this impoverished league through his camera lens, and although I’m wary of his cynicism, I’ve no reason to doubt his authority. Hereafter, the hum of the road soundtracks our drive beneath the drawl of Sahit’s dreadful Turkish rock cassette.

         At 8 a.m. on the morning of 26 September 1998, Serb forces stationed in Likovac began shelling the Delijaj family compound in the village of Gornje Obrinje. Their targets were the guerrilla fighters of the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA), who had a stronghold in Drenica.

         The bombardment continued through the day and into the following morning, during which time the compound was almost entirely evacuated into the surrounding forest, and only those who were too old, frail or sick to follow were left behind. In the days that followed, the Serbs obliterated the buildings that had formerly housed the Delijaj clan, before taking to the woods to hunt down those that had fled.

         Over the next three days, they satisfied their bloodlust by massacring the people hiding amongst the trees. In all, the bodies of twenty-one Kosovar-Albanian civilians were recovered from the compound and the surrounding forest at Gornje Obrinje. Some were mutilated beyond recognition. One elderly victim had had his brain removed and strewn across a mattress beside him.

         A thick mist descends as we pass along this road near Likovac. Sahit looks unaffected by the history surrounding the route of our pilgrimage, and the car rumbles onwards towards the Bajram Aliu Stadium at Skënderaj.

         8Kosovo has changed. It is still changing. The seeds of the liberal-democratic, West-leaning identity that has helped the country to forget its troubled relationship with Serbia and its violent civil war were sown long before the NATO intervention that ended the conflict, which drove out the Serbs and brought an end to decades of oppression.

         A rebooted Kosovan identity has been germinating since the 1950s. During this time Albanian social resistance to Serb rule was embraced by local collectives, using centuries-old traditions of art, literature and culture to shield themselves from Yugoslavia’s grey, immovable Communism which, somehow, never felt like a fit here.

         This ‘otherness’ is a filter through which Kosovo’s history must be viewed. In the lottery that was twentieth-century state-building – the archaic practice of clumping together ethno-linguistic groups into polities designed to find harmony through homogeneity – the Muslim Albanians of Kosovo drew the short straw, and were forced to toil under the Orthodox Slavic regime that tormented them for their differences but refused to acknowledge these differences in the form of adequate self-governance. In this way, Kosovo spent half a century walking towards the civil war of 1998 to 1999.

         The country today is cash poor, but it has found friends in Europe. Investment, grants and loans from the EU have been channelled into rebuilding Kosovo’s infrastructure. And although at the time of writing there are still eighty-two UN member states that do not recognise the 2008 Kosovo declaration of independence – including Russia, China and most of Asia and South America – the country is slowly being made to feel at home amongst the family of world nations. The International Court of Justice proffered recognition in 2010 and 9various roadmaps have been agreed with Brussels as Kosovo carves out a prospective path towards EU membership (the country has used the euro as its currency since 2002).

         But there are still pieces of the puzzle missing. Though 58 per cent of UN members recognise Kosovo’s independence, the Pristina government still has no seat at the UN table. Serbia still claims the territory of Kosovo as its own, a quirk of history traceable to a Serb defeat to the Ottoman Empire in 1389 at the Battle of Kosovo which is, inexplicably, celebrated as a kind of sacred rebirth of the Serb nation.

         And, crucially for a country looking to leave any kind of cultural or political stamp on the world map, there is, as of March 2016, no recognition in the world’s most cherished sport. But all that is about to change. I’ve come to Kosovo to watch the countdown to their acceptance into UEFA.

         
            * * *

         

         The Bajram Aliu Stadium in Skënderaj is a cold, grey place to spend a Saturday. Two long concrete blocks lie either side of a filthy brown pitch, one with a thin steel roof, the other bare and exposed to a biting wind. Today, there is an early spring breeze in the air, but there’s something about the poverty of the stadium that seems to take an extra couple of degrees off. The cold nips near to the bone.

         This is a stadium where men think nothing of relieving themselves against the wall outside, and where stray dogs – all skin and bone – parade up and down the terraces, shivering and coughing. Greasy teenagers scoop peanuts from vats into the open palms of supporters, and the shells have created a skin on the concrete that splinters and 10crunches underfoot. It’s unclear whether the housing estate beyond the west stand is still being built or is in the process of falling down. The dank smell of mud drifts all around the ground and gets into my clothes; it will be days before I’m able to shift it.

         The bleakness of the stadium is a joy compared to the drive to Skënderaj from Pristina. Although here, like on the road that bore us, the past demands it be heard. The man they call the father of modern Kosovo, the KLA leader Adem Jashari, was killed in combat just over a mile from the Bajram Aliu Stadium. His picture hangs in the president’s office inside the freezing bunker – one could hardly call it a boardroom – that Drenica refers to as a clubhouse.

         The media gantry at the stadium is an improvised platform of damp wooden pallets, all rotten and unsteady. It houses three TV cameras, all mounted on rickety tripods and manned by chain-smoking technicians done up in denim and leather. The small crowd is easily divisible into two groups, those sat freezing on the rock-hard terrace and those who had the foresight to bring makeshift cardboard seats to spare their backsides from the ice-cold stone. Nobody looks pleased to be here.

         Typically crowds in Kosovo’s Superleague fill out as the game progresses, since by the second half nobody is bothering to check for tickets on the permanently open gates. So, when Granit Arifaj puts KF Drenica in front against FC Prishtina with a flying volley twenty minutes from time, it’s greeted with a healthy roar from the home fans. Struggling Drenica beat their relegation rivals 1–0; a huge win that takes them one step closer to avoiding dropping out of the top tier.

         But then, every game in the Superleague this season is significant. A little over six weeks from now in May, an assembly of the UEFA Congress will meet in Budapest to vote on Kosovo’s full membership 11in the European football family. It will mark the end point of a journey that began in 1991 when a plucky band of rebels broke with Yugoslavia and risked their lives to start an illegal football league in the mud and marshes.

         If the assembly confirms Kosovo’s full membership in the European football family, it will open up access to the qualifying stages of the World Cup. There will also be passage into European competition for Kosovo’s clubs, including the UEFA Champions League. The country’s financial fortunes will transform overnight. Cash injections will come from UEFA and FIFA coffers, throwing a lifeline to a football industry that is currently un-sellable and flirting with bankruptcy.

         Under UEFA there will be new support from private industry, and the country will be freed from its unwanted rebel status. Kosovo’s football clubs will be given protection by the international transfer system, contracts will be recognised by the European and world governing bodies and investors will see potential in the domestic game, buoyed by the country’s increased visibility on the world stage.

         The road that carried Kosovo from the embers of a burned-out Yugoslavia into this century was marked with horrors.

         For anyone born before 1990, the very name of the country casts a spell. To a child growing up in middle-England suburbia, Kosovo was the place where war was born. Or at least war in the age of colour broadcasting, as our televisions beamed footage of skin-headed men in camouflage gear sat atop tanks into our homes.

         Some names and phrases stick out in my memory from those news broadcasts. Prekaz was one, where much of the trouble seemed to be happening. The antagonist of the drama was Slobodan Milošević, a Serb, whose crimes were the ‘ethnic cleansing of the Albanians’; a term that still feels grossly sanitised.

         12As the perception of a world outside of my own came into focus, it was Kosovo, and the struggle between the Albanians and Milošević – between good and evil, in that binary framework that children use to make sense of things morally – that became the centre of the earth.

         Since the beginning of the 1980s, a kind of social apartheid had split Kosovo in half. Albanian culture came under attack from the Serb government, access to education was curbed – as was use of the Albanian language – and civil administration became a Serb-only domain. Year on year, the crisis got worse, until civil war became inevitable.

         Football changes in the same way that life changes. Whereas in the troubled 1980s the game was used as a tool to unite the Albanian resistance, by the 1990s it was outlawed amongst Albanians, with serious, often violent repercussions for those who disobeyed. Football became heavily politicised, and playing the game was transformed into being an unyielding act of rebellion, a demonstration of subversive defiance of the status quo.

         This origin story was recounted to me on a cold day in March 2016 by the effortlessly charming Eroll Salihu in his office at the Football Federation of Kosovo (FFK) headquarters on Rruga Agim Ramadani in central Pristina.

         It was the first time I’d met Salihu, general secretary of the FFK. He is 6ft tall, firm of jaw and is so animated that his energy sometimes lifts his toned, lean frame clean out of his seat when he is talking.

         Salihu is a football man. He is also a serious man who is highly educated, having graduated in law from the University of Pristina in 1991, with an excellent grasp of English to boot. As a young player he was a trailblazer; he was one of a tiny minority of youngsters from Kosovo who were picked to play for Yugoslavia at youth level.

         13In September 1991, he made a call that would change Kosovan football for ever.

         ‘After playing one match [of the 1991/92 season] we were asked if we wanted to keep playing,’ he says, leaning forward in his chair inside the tiny office that the FFK shares with the governing bodies of a handful of other sports.

         ‘We had already missed two matches by then because it had become difficult to play in Serbia and in Bosnia. We were the only non-Slavs in the federation and everyone thought that war was about to break out in Kosovo. It didn’t happen, but we felt by then that it had become impossible to play football in Yugoslavia. So, when we were asked if we wanted to keep playing, I said no. I was the first to say no.’

         What followed was the creation of the first independent football league of Kosovo, which effectively siloed the nation from the rest of the footballing world.

         The new Kosovan league, its players and its clubs, were rebels against the authority of their Serb masters. Teams in the new competition were forced out of their stadiums, as they were facilities owned by the Serb-led municipal authorities. They were forced to play matches on scrap land, whilst dodging Serb police and a volunteer militia whose mandate was to suppress all expressions of Kosovar-Albanian consciousness.

         As Yugoslavia was torn apart along its ethnic seams, Kosovo’s Albanians were battered into submission. ‘They were the most difficult circumstances you can imagine,’ says Salihu, leafing through a volume compiled by the FFK detailing the league’s troubled first twenty years. The book is a statistician’s dream, a comprehensive account of records and results brought brilliantly to life by a gallery of pictures cataloguing Kosovan football’s darkest years. It 14documents the country’s unyielding act of defiance through football. ‘We had no freedoms,’ he says. ‘We played football under pressure and under terror. Players were beaten by police. Ninety-five per cent of the footballers in Kosovo were Albanian, but the 5 per cent who were Serbs were the ones who were allowed to play in our stadiums.’

         ‘Urra per fitore’ ran the opening line in a Kosovar newspaper article the day after the new league’s maiden fixture. ‘Hurray for victory.’ Victory, though, for whom?

         KF Flamurtari, for one. The opening game of the new league took place on 13 September 1991 between FC Prishtina and Flamurtari, a team also from the capital. Prishtina led early through a goal from Salihu, but found themselves two behind, before a late consolation halved the arrears. At the final whistle it was 3–2 to Flamurtari, with an ‘official’ attendance of 300 hardy supporters. Prishtina wouldn’t lose again all season; they took the maiden championship by a point from KF Trepča ’89 at the beginning of what was to be a decade of dominance.

         In this way, football life continued. Players risked serious injury by playing on hard, uneven ground, alongside the threat of arrest that stalked every kick. But the league survived. In the mud and in the marshlands, it even started to thrive.

         At a rally outside Pristina to mark the 600th anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo in June 1989, Serbian President Milošević took to the stage and stoked up nationalist resentment towards Albanians in the province. He sought to poison the conversation about nationality with his rhetoric and concocted a dangerous fiction about race war, whilst depicting the local Albanians as a threat to the safety of those Serbs living in the region. Succeed, and he could install himself as the ordained saviour of the Serb nation.

         In the months and years that followed, discrimination against 15Kosovo’s Albanians became enshrined in law. Public officials were thrown out of their jobs, medical staff were sacked, and Albanian-language schools were closed down.

         By 1991, a resistance had formalised in the shape of an underground, alternative government, headed up by the Albanian writer and pacifist Ibrahim Rugova. The resistance provided schooling in the Albanian language, a rudimentary health service and, above all else, hope. The new football league became a big part of that.

         ‘The reaction to the Prishtina team when we visited Serb stadiums was terrible,’ says Kushtrim Munishi, who played alongside Salihu as a striker for Prishtina in 1991. Like his teammate, he was one of the few Albanian players to represent Yugoslavia at youth level – usually the phone numbers of players from Kosovo would be conveniently ‘lost’.

         ‘They would offend us with racial taunts,’ he says. ‘The home fans and the political situation we were in made it very difficult.’

         My fixer for this part of my trip who has arranged the meeting with Munishi is a young eccentric called Valon Hoxha. When we meet, the day after my interview with Salihu, he is decked out in a migraine-inducing button-down shirt and his head is peeking out from above a lumberjack’s jacket with sheepskin trim. With his pristinely tailored beard and round, wide-rimmed spectacles, he looks more east London than east Kosovo. He hasn’t let the freezing cold stop him from bowling down central Pristina’s Mother Teresa Boulevard in knee-length shorts.

         Here, the city presents itself in the way in which it would most like to be seen. The boulevard is a wide, expansive concourse peppered with bars and trendy restaurants that take their aesthetic cue from London and Berlin rather than Yugoslavia’s socialist past.

         Valon grows mushrooms – purely culinary, he insists – and 16climbs mountains. He works for a local NGO writing EU funding bids for regeneration projects around the country, and there is plenty of money up for grabs, which is being pumped from Europe into Kosovo as it rebuilds after the war.

         When the country became unstable, Valon’s family became part of a large Albanian diaspora that migrated to Macedonia, though his worldview was formed when he left the Balkans to study in Missouri. Today, he is part of a Kosovan community that has links to the UK, which is what led him to me.

         ‘The guy said he’s going to be maybe thirty minutes late,’ he says, shaking my hand. ‘We can take a walk or we can just sit and have a beer?’ He’s already most of the way through the door of the nearest bar, and I feel it polite to follow to where I’m being led.

         Valon is my fixer and translator, but he is also particularly keen on nudging me towards Pristina’s after-hours culture. He had promised earlier in the day that he’d take me to a jazz bar after our afternoon meeting with Munishi – a plan I’m trying to wriggle out of since I’m due on a 5.30 a.m. bus to Tirana – but he hasn’t stopped twisting my arm, and I wonder whether it might not be simpler just to power through and sleep on the marshrutka. As it happens, the interview takes the wind from both our sails.

         ‘The pressure on Albanians playing in a Yugoslav league was intense,’ says Munishi. ‘It was hard in a way that I cannot explain. It would be difficult for anybody who didn’t experience it to imagine what it was like being in an Albanian football player’s shoes in those days.

         ‘So the Serb government basically gave us a choice. “You need to make a decision. Are you Serbian or are you Albanian?” We answered that in our actions.

         ‘Usually, the police were after the head people, those that had 17organised the games, not necessarily the players. The league officials were usually beaten up and arrested. Both sides kept pushing. They’d play the game again and the police would come again.’

         Prishtina lost their title after the maiden season of the new league. In 1993 it went to KF Trepča from the mining community in the Serb stronghold of Mitrovica. It was fitting that these two teams were the first champions as they had been the only Kosovan teams to have played in the Yugoslavian top-flight.

         The day before travelling to Skënderaj, I had shared a ride with a friend from the FFK, Bajram Shala, from the federation headquarters to the Pristina bus station. ‘For the first two years after 1991 people just played football so that it would survive,’ he told me. Bajram, a charming young man in his mid-twenties, is the FFK’s team manager, handling all non-football matters for the national team. He grew up at the same time the new league was finding its feet.

         He remembers being startled at the way spectators came to support teams, who just a few years before had been hailed as being at the pinnacle of Balkan football, and were now reduced to playing football in mud baths, washing themselves in filthy rivers at the end of games.

         ‘But after one or two years, like in every league and in every sport, the real rivalries began between clubs and investors,’ Bajram said. ‘Even though the clubs were in completely unacceptable conditions, they started to have rivalries. Pressure came on sponsors to invest more money, to get better players.

         ‘There was no such thing as international transfers, the situation was too fucked up for that. The conditions were impossible and yet, people put in their money to make the best teams. That’s what football does to people.’

         18The Independent League of Kosovo lasted until 1997, when it was suspended at the outbreak of the civil war. FC Prishtina were its final champions, after retaining the title they’d won the previous year. KF Drenica, playing in the heartland of Albanian resistance – and the location where the war would begin a few months later – came bottom and were relegated.

         ‘The whole trick was not getting caught,’ says Munishi. ‘As soon as they had you, you were done.’

         Eventually, both Prishtina strikers felt compelled to leave Kosovo. Munishi, who had already turned down FK Partizan in Belgrade and Dinamo Zagreb – two of Yugoslavia’s biggest clubs – accepted an offer to play for Zagłębie Lubin in Poland in 1993. He didn’t return until after the war.

         Salihu was given the chance to return to the professional ranks with a Serb incarnation of FC Prishtina that had remained part of Yugoslavian football. Unsurprisingly, he declined, and instead settled in Switzerland with the help of another former Prishtina star of the 1980s, the hard-case midfielder Agim Cana (Cana’s son Lorik would go on to captain Albania in their first-ever international tournament at Euro 2016).

         The Serbs continued their pursuit of Salihu throughout the 1990s. During a visit home from Turkey in 1996 he was approached by the notorious warlord Arkan, who had made himself president of Serbian Pristina. Salihu’s family were pestered and harassed by officials, and his father was interrogated almost daily by Serb police. ‘I would die before I played for Arkan,’ exclaims Salihu. ‘They were like the Gestapo, the way they pursued us.’

         ‘I can’t believe how casually that guy talked about those things,’ states Valon after Munishi had supped the last of his beer and departed into the night. ‘All that war and death and violence. And yet he was so calm.’

         19I suppose he’s right. No one could have blamed Munishi or Salihu if they’d decided to never speak about their experiences again. But then maybe telling their story provided some form of catharsis.

         Stepping back onto Mother Teresa Boulevard, the air’s got colder, and I instinctively shove my hands deep into my pockets. Valon squeezes my arm – ‘Till next time, my friend’ – before he wanders off into the night. And I’m left alone, with just the gentle hum of revelry buzzing behind me.

         
            * * *

         

         Inside the KF Drenica clubhouse back in faraway Skënderaj, I meet Daut Geci, who is a man who looks like he has lived through a war. He has small eyes and a rugged face, the bottom half of which is covered by a thin layer of coarse stubble, and when he shakes me by the hand his expression doesn’t change.

         Today, he serves as club president at Drenica alongside his day jobs as an officer in the Prekaz police and as partner in a local building firm, but his ties to this club and to this province run deeper. If there is a man to tell the tale of how football survived Kosovo’s war, it is Daut Geci.

         Geci played for Drenica as a midfielder during the 1990s when football clubs all over the country were being chased out of their grounds and into the woods. ‘There is a field just over there where we moved to play a lot of our games,’ he says, standing and gesturing out of the window of the freezing bunker that Drenica calls a clubhouse. The draught in here is bitter, and every word between us visibly carries on the cold air.

         ‘But when the war started, we were the first club in Kosovo to have to stop our activities, because it was here in Drenica that the war began.

         20‘The truth is that our club didn’t really survive the war. We had to restart completely. There was nothing left. No structures survived, only the pitch survived. Most clubs didn’t suffer in this way, because a lot of areas weren’t so exposed to the violence.

         ‘But we were destroyed. We went down to the Second League [the third tier] after the war and had to begin over. But within two seasons, we were back in the Superleague.’

         Looking out from the Drenica bunker into the muddy wastelands where the war first began, a sense of a kind of Kosovan exceptionalism reveals itself. Geci’s memories of what went on here as the Serbs lashed the whip still haunt him.

         ‘We were playing a game in Mitrovica, which isn’t far from Skënderaj, in I think 1997. It was Drenica against KF Trepča. We were interrupted by soldiers from the special unit of Arkan, who entered the pitch with guns and stopped the game. When people realised who they were they ran. They ran for their lives.

         ‘Now, the players were young and they could run. They got away. But they caught the referee and some of the older fans who were less mobile and couldn’t get away from the pitch.

         ‘They made those old people dismantle the goals and carry them around the field on their backs, just for fun. It was ritual humiliation. Because at that time, the club at Drenica refused to accept the Serbian government as our government, and so the club was outlawed. Officially you had to deny the Kosovo state, but we refused to do that. Wherever we went to play football we were chased away. The club basically became illegal.

         ‘That was the formal reason for what happened. The real reason as we all know is that the Serbs didn’t want Albanians to live in this country.

         ‘Once we had been driven away, we could never return to the 21same place again. But every time it happened, we had a huge boost in motivation. We were young and we just wanted to play football. And we absolutely didn’t want to bow down to the regime. Our incentive was incredible, and we would play football everywhere we went. We were determined that that’s how it would be. Everywhere we could find a suitable place, we would play.’

         KF Drenica have led a workmanlike existence. Founded in 1958, the side was a provincial speck on the Yugoslavian football map, tucked away here in the never-ending countryside, slogging it out in the dirt in their dreary black and red jerseys. They were relegated a few months before the attack on the Jashari family compound at the start of the war in March 1998, but they’d never finished much higher than halfway up the league. KF Drenica existed because there was no reason not to. They played football because it gave the illusion of making the time pass.

         The KLA leader Adem Jashari used to play football in the fields of Skënderaj. He also watched Drenica at the Bajram Aliu Stadium. It is the wall behind Geci’s desk on which Jashari’s picture hangs, stony-faced and clad in khaki green. He has a thick black beard and eyes like smooth stones.

         In 1995, when the US-brokered peace deal was struck to bring an end to the wars in Croatia and in Bosnia-Herzegovina, there was hope that foreign intervention would also bring resolution to the problem of Kosovan independence. There were even hopes that borders for a new ethnic Albanian state could be drawn up under the protection of the international peacekeeping community.

         When this failed to materialise, the disappointment was palpable. Out of that disappointment, after years of peaceful resistance under Ibrahim Rugova’s Democratic League of Kosovo, the KLA emerged under Jashari’s helmsmanship and armed to the teeth.

         22On 7 March 1998, Serb forces attacked the Jashari family compound, just 1km away from the Bajram Aliu Stadium, killing Adem himself and more than sixty other members of the Jashari family. The date is seared into the Kosovan national consciousness. Nowhere is this starker than here in Skënderaj. Adem Jashari is a martyr for the Albanian resistance. For many in Kosovo, they owe him their independence. Some owe him their lives.

         ‘Adem Jashari loved Drenica,’ says Geci. ‘When the club went illegal and we moved onto a new field, it was close enough to the Jashari house that they would watch from their home. The club was special to him.

         ‘It shows how deep football is connected to everything here in Drenica. He was the founder of our nation, but he still came here to watch Drenica play football.’

         Jashari’s death marked an escalation in the conflict that was to become the civil war. For some, 7 March was the day the war began. Certainly, it was for those living in Skënderaj. This connection between the Jashari clan and KF Drenica has survived into Kosovo’s new era – his nephew Bekim served for many years here before Geci as the club president.

         The community at Skënderaj is tight. Kosovo’s tragedy turned it into a beacon of resistance. Even in death, Jashari sits as its almost mythical figurehead.

         ‘There are no words to describe him,’ says Geci. ‘He gave his life for this country. He was one of the greatest men who ever lived.’

         Today, his name is given to the country’s only commercial airport in Pristina, and to the old national stadium in the Serb stronghold of Mitrovica. 23

         III

         Set against a backdrop of classically rolling Balkan hills, the Kosovo B Power Station on the outskirts of Pristina looks like something out of steampunk fiction. Its mammoth concrete chimney stretches some 200 metres above the city, obfuscating the landscape with a fatuous entitlement, spewing its foul clouds. A 2008 report by the World Bank called part of the Kosovo Power Station the ‘worst single-point source of pollution in Europe’.

         Beneath the thick plumes of smoke sits the tidy municipality of Obilić. As well as being home to the country’s three major operating coal mines, the town has an Albanian majority population, and so to most people here it is known by another name, Kastriot, after the medieval Albanian national hero George Kastrioti Skënderbau. The name Obilić hails from a chapter in Serbian history, that of the warlord Milos Obilić who, as legend has it, killed the Ottoman Sultan at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, a date held sacred in Serb mythology. As the energy centre of Kosovo, Obilić generates 97 per cent of the country’s electrical power in 2016. The city is also a battleground between competing Albanian and Serb interpretations of the past.

         It isn’t easy to understand why Serbs and Albanians are so protective of Kosovo. What is certain is that the region has always been a melting pot of peoples and cultures – Orthodox and Muslim, Albanian and Slav, imperially ruled and free tribes – all of which have come under the dominion of different invading military powers and swapped sovereignty with the rise and fall of the Eurasian continent’s great powers. Since the nineteenth century, and particularly since the break-up of Yugoslavia, Serb and Albanian historians have fought each other to put their own people in Kosovo first, thus casting the region ad infinitum in the colours of either nation.

         24The official history from Belgrade states that the Serbs were chased out of Kosovo and into Hungary by the Ottomans in 1689, which thus allowed Albanian settlers to fill the demographic gap, an event seared into the popular consciousness as ‘Velika Seoba’ – the Great Migration. The Great Migration serves as the second part of the Holy Trinity for the Serb nation. The first is the defeat of the Serbian army by the Ottomans at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, whilst the third is the re-conquest of Kosovo by the Kingdom of Serbia in 1912.

         The Great Migration lends Kosovo considerable significance in the Serb sense of place in history. Unsurprisingly, this narrative is rejected out of hand by Albanians who argue, with some merit, that the Great Migration had a negligible impact on the demography of Kosovo.

         A slightly less heroic take on the Serb obsession with this region is that between the late thirteenth century and 1766, the town of Peć in western Kosovo was the seat of the patriarchal head of the Serbian Orthodox Church. In an age when sovereignty was won and squandered cheaply and the nation-state identity had not yet taken root, this gave Peć the status of a kind of spiritual national capital.

         The fact that the Patriarchate had originally been located at Žiča about 160km north of Kosovo before the monastery was burned by nomadic Turks, together with the awkward reality that other central stories relating to Serb nationhood were only co-opted into prominence much later – such as the 1389 Battle of Kosovo defeat, which was largely forgotten about by the Serbs for centuries until re-emerging as a focus of national reawakening in the nineteenth century – suggest that the modern obsession with Kosovo is at least partially a political project propped up by a system of carefully curated national myths.

         25Sitting beneath the doom-inducing cooling towers of the Kosovo power plant, little Obilić is home to one of the country’s oldest football clubs, KF KEK, founded in 1928 by the town’s coal miners and for most of its ninety-year existence known as FK Obilić (rather prosaically, the team’s nickname is ‘the Electricians’).

         In March 1992, FK Obilić welcomed their great rivals FC Prishtina onto their patch for a much-anticipated derby in the newly formed Independent League of Kosovo in the shadow of the country’s filthy wreck of a power station.

         The game was still young, 0–0, when it happened. Play was interrupted suddenly by commotion from the sidelines, followed by a swift pitch invasion by the local Serb police. The game was broken up. Some, including players and spectators, dispersed quickly, knowing that if they were caught they would be arrested. Others were taken into custody by heavy-handed officers and carted off to the nearby police station in Obilić.

         One of those taken was FC Prishtina’s Jusuf Tortoshi. Tortoshi was Kosovan football royalty. He had been a member of the Prishtina side of the 1980s that achieved legendary status in Kosovo with a series of spectacular results in the Yugoslav First League, most memorably a 3–1 win at the Marakana in Belgrade in 1983 against Serb giants Red Star.

         In Yugoslavia, where the suppression of ethnic identity had been central to Josip Broz Tito’s means of keeping the federation intact, the republics looked to their best football clubs as a way of expressing their nationhood. Victory at the Marakana was ecstasy for Prishtina but a humbling experience for Belgrade, and it hardened the Serb determination to crush Kosovo. As a member of that Prishtina side, Tortoshi’s name carried considerable weight, ten years on.

         The police held him for three hours on that day in Obilić. When it 26was over, he emerged distressed, his face swollen and bearing richblue bruises from a sound beating.

         Tortoshi’s relationship with FC Prishtina was dyed in the wool. Having joined the club’s youth ranks at the age of seven, he had been there throughout the wonder years of the 1980s when Prishtina held their own with zest and style in the Yugoslav First League.

         When the crackdown began, he was used by the authorities to send a message. A blow to the face of Tortoshi was a blow to Kosovan civic pride, and in Obilić in 1992 that blow was firmly dealt.

         ‘That day, we just sat in a friend of ours’ restaurant and waited,’ says Tortoshi’s former Prishtina teammate, Edmond Rugova. He had been at the game and had watched his friend being dragged away still wearing his FC Prishtina kit. ‘We just sat and sipped our coffee, looking over our shoulders not really knowing what was going to happen next.

         ‘This was a time when people were being dragged out of their homes, people would disappear overnight sometimes. You would hear the most horrendous stories – so-and-so was beaten up or he is nowhere to be found. Then Tortoshi came out of the police station, bruised and beaten. His face was swollen.

         ‘When everything deteriorated in the 1990s you couldn’t speak to Serbs in the street. Even if I saw them and they saw me. We couldn’t do it and they couldn’t do it either because the tension was so high that they would be reprimanded if they were seen speaking to us. It would be “What do you have to talk to those guys about? You’ve seen what they’re doing to us.” I would see my best friend on the street and would pretend I didn’t see him.’

         Rugova left Kosovo in 1985 for a new life in the United States, building a career with the New York Cosmos before retiring to Kansas at the start of the 1990s.

         He returned periodically to Pristina over the next decade and was 27saddened to see the deterioration in the quality of life there. Ever since Milošević’s speech at the Battle of Kosovo memorial in 1989, the republic had been sleep-walking itself towards civil war, despite the efforts of the underground resistance.

         Rugova longed for a return to the old ways. On a return visit home in 1995, he was moved to take action.

         ‘If I don’t go back and see that place, my eyes are gonna fall out,’ he pleaded.

         ‘It’s not a good idea,’ Tortoshi snapped back. ‘Not with the way things are.’

         It was a warm day in the tiny village of Llukar just outside of the capital. A match between FC Prishtina and some now-forgotten opponent had just been broken up by a single armed Serb police officer, and the crowd had dispersed quickly and quietly.

         This was unfortunate. The game’s organisers had found a perfect spot for football, a clearing with soft ground in what was an otherwise heavily wooded area. It was still and beautiful, somehow seeming to remain so even as tackles flew in and studs raked down shins. Llukar was calm that day, at peace.

         Rugova never missed Tortoshi play with Prishtina during visits home. Sometimes, he would watch his friend being taken straight from the pitch into police custody, as had happened on that day at Obilić three years before. Today, there was to be no interrogation, no rough treatment, and the two friends travelled together back to Pristina, collecting their thoughts.

         ‘I just want to go inside, feel the grass, look around,’ Rugova persisted, refusing to let it lie. ‘Then I’ll be satisfied.’

         It wasn’t the first time that Rugova had pressed this issue, and it wasn’t the first time that Tortoshi had fought to dissuade him. Tortoshi was a realist. It was 1995, and two Albanians couldn’t simply walk into a football stadium in Kosovo.

         28This time, no scolding from his friend would keep Rugova from taking one last trip to the City Stadium, the scene of the two friends’ greatest triumphs in the 1980s. He was going, and he was taking a reluctant Tortoshi with him.

         In their day, Albanians made up the majority of the FC Prishtina team with a handful of exceptions. One of those exceptions had been Kosta Lalic, a larger-than-life eccentric goalkeeper with an immaculate chest-length beard and a wicked smile.

         Years later, Rugova would swear that the long-haired Serb was the greatest goalkeeper ever produced by Yugoslavia. Lalic was another player whose spiritual connection to the club kept him close by, and by 1995 he was head coach of the Serb incarnation of FC Prishtina, which had been left to compete in Yugoslavia after the Albanian contingent had upped sticks and made for the woods.

         The three friends had been tight. They had travelled the length and breadth of the federation together, turning their unfashionable little football club into one of the most talked-about teams in the country.

         When Tortoshi and Rugova arrived they found structural renovation work being carried out at the stadium. This at least meant that access wouldn’t be a problem. The dressing rooms had been replaced by a temporary portacabin. The pair snuck up to the door and listened to what was going on inside.

         Players wandered in and out, but when they saw the two men standing outside the atmosphere changed. Everybody recognised these elder figures of Kosovan football, but nobody dared say a word. As Rugova and Tortoshi stood awkwardly at the door as the tension built, amidst the sounds of their former home they heard a familiar voice.

         Despite his imposing masculine frame and unmistakable hair and beard, Kosta Lalic had an endearing tendency to blush like a schoolgirl whenever he felt overawed. Stepping out of this rickety 29cabin, coming face to face not only with his two former teammates and comrades but with a huge part of his own past, was one such moment. His face, framed by his thick blond hair like a lion’s mane, flushed crimson.

         After a few minutes of awkward niceties, whilst all three tried hard to pretend that this wasn’t all happening in such circumstances, Rugova found the courage to ask the question.

         ‘We wondered if we might just come in, have a look around?’

         Lalic’s face cracked into a grin. ‘You son of a bitch,’ he bellowed. ‘What kind of a question is that? This is your stadium.’

         Rugova doesn’t remember how long he spent out on the pitch. But he does recall looking up to the part of the terrace where, as a fourteen-year-old in 1973, he had watched his beloved Prishtina lose to a last-minute goal from NK Osijek of Croatia, missing out on promotion to the Yugoslav First League.

         He remembers walking down to the goal where his teammate and club legend Fadil Vokrri had headed two goals in May 1983 on the day that Prishtina had celebrated an historic promotion to the Yugoslav First League with a processional 3–0 victory over FK Sutjeska. A crowd of 45,000 had packed into the City Stadium that day, before flowing out into Pristina for the greatest street party the city had ever known.

         Rugova’s memories hung on every corner of the pitch. As he reached down to touch the turf with his fingers, ten years of pain and loss slipped from his shoulders. When he got back to his feet, he stood twice as tall.

         And then it was over. He reeled Tortoshi back in from his own cathartic daydream, and the two headed back towards the makeshift dressing rooms.

         Lalic by now had resumed work with his team. On the way out, Rugova paused and shouted over to him.

         30‘Hey!’

         Lalic turned. As he did so, his old friend raised his arms silently in a shrug. For a moment, the three men stood in silence, separated by a few yards of the battered old pitch of the Pristina City Stadium, but with history now driven immovably between them.

         ‘What the hell is this all about?’

         Lalic shrugged his giant shoulders, and the two visitors left. Three days later, Rugova returned to Kansas. He never saw Kosta Lalic again.

         ‘It was heartbreaking to see the country in that condition,’ he tells me. ‘But for those people to do what they did, under those circumstances, the only thing that can possibly drive you is the love for the game.’

         
            * * *

         

         Days after leaving Skënderaj, I arrange to meet with Fisnik Isufi, president of Superleague side KF Drita from the city of Gjilan in the east. We meet on Rruga Agim Ramadani in the capital on a freezing afternoon in March 2016.

         Drita won the league championship way back in 2003, but since the death of the side’s wealthy benefactor there has been little to get excited about. The highlights of their calendar are games against city rivals SC Gjilani, a seething rivalry that packs the streets with throngs of ultras when the teams meet.

         I had heard about Gjilan before meeting Isufi. No one had a positive word to say. Even in the late bars of Agim Ramadani and Mother Teresa Boulevard, where buoyant locals befriend foreign explorers and try to sell them the cultural delights in the re-booted version of their country, the word on Gjilan is lukewarm.

         The bar Isufi has suggested is packed, so I’m made to sit outside 31and endure the twin gut-punch of the fumes from Pristina’s busiest thoroughfare and the piercing spring air.

         Isufi is one hour and fifteen minutes late. When he arrives, I am barely visible beneath a winter coat, hat and scarf, with just my eyes and nose braving the wild elements.

         It was only a week earlier that I’d sat drenched in sunshine in this same spot, and watched Liverpool lose 3–2 to Southampton in the Premier League through the open windows of the bar on a TV above the counter. The sudden deterioration in the weather is something I am becoming used to in Kosovo.

         ‘I began at Drita as just a fan,’ says Isufi, ordering coffee and apologising for his tardiness. The shallow afternoon sun glistens off his balding pate, and the rolled-up sleeves of his shirt suggest he isn’t particularly troubled by the cold. ‘Then I became the leader of one of the fan groups that we call Intelektualët – the Intellectuals.’

         Isufi is an archetype of post-war Kosovo. Born before the conflict, he was too young to fight, but is old enough to remember the fear. By trade, he is a project manager, that most Westernised of job titles. His passions are football and jazz. And he believes deeply in his fledgling country.

         Young professionals with energy and business skills are a sought-after commodity here. Money, or the lack of it, is a thorn in the side of Kosovan football. Since 1991, a desperate scramble to meet deficits and plug holes has made survival, rather than growth, the name of the game.

         ‘We don’t have any sponsorship system in Kosovo,’ says Isufi. ‘So, it’s very difficult. In fact, Drita has never had proper sponsorship.

         ‘You just have to find the occasional backer that has passion about football. You get a bit of money from the people who come to watch the games, but it’s small.

         ‘A big part of my job is to negotiate with our fans.’

         32Negotiate?

         ‘There are a lot of people who love this club. Sometimes they don’t ask about what is the financial reality. They just expect victory. I have to play bridge between the fans’ expectations and the club’s resources.’

         Drita have been cut adrift financially. Extravagances such as transfer fees and stadium repairs are a no-go. The country’s recognition from UEFA is the only prize that matters.

         Without exposure to international football, Kosovo’s horizons would be restricted. Players cannot be sold abroad, transfers don’t take place and investors fail to engage. ‘At the moment, clubs are straightforward, just training and training and training. But football isn’t just training. It’s much more. It’s life,’ states Isufi.

         The road east from Pristina towards Gjilan runs through rough and raw countryside. The driving rain that pounds the windshield creates a dramatically eerie atmosphere, which complements the tangled wildness of the Balkan outback. The road passes alongside the glorious Byzantine fourteenth-century Orthodox monastery at Gračanica, where Milos Obilić watches over the town atop his horse in full battle dress and a poignant sculpture, which is clad in photographs of local people whose bodies were never found after the war, mournfully spells out the word MISSING.

         After the 1999 conflict, the Orthodox Bishop of Prizren moved his official seat here to Gračanica in muted solidarity with the Serb nation, making the town the spiritual home of the Serbs in Kosovo.

         In these rural townships, history counts for nothing. The Serb villagers in the poorer provinces languish in poverty from one month to the next in much the same way as their Albanian neighbours. The grindstone knows no creed. It is a reminder that, even in fiercely tribal Kosovo, economic dislocation is a common enemy that dictates the lives of ordinary people.

         33The rain lets up as we roll into Gjilan, but it leaves in its wake a biting wind. The town bears testimony to the fact that, across most of Kosovo, Serb populations are disappearing. Between 1953 and 2011, the proportion of Serbs living in Gjilan has plummeted from just under 40 per cent to a little over 0.5 per cent. Aside from a small number of Roma and other groups, the place is now almost entirely Albanian.

         Each January, heirs to Albania’s freedom fighters congregate in Gjilan to celebrate their culture. Since 1992, people from across the Albanian territories in the Balkans have flocked here for a city-wide celebration of Albanian arts, music and culture. Flaka e Janarit is richly symbolic, and drenches the city in noise, colour and life.

         But not today. The streets of Gjilan are wet and grey.

         There is a famous footballing son that hails from this town. Xherdan Shaqiri, once of Bayern Munich and Inter Milan and now of Liverpool, left Gjilan with his family aged two, finding refuge in Switzerland. He never played at the Gjilan City Stadium, the sparse concrete amphitheatre tucked in the centre of town just off the main thoroughfare.

         Gjilan is small and cramped, and seems to have been assembled in a hurry without any kind of design in mind. The traffic en route to the ground crawls along bumper to bumper, with car horns ringing out amongst the patchwork of doddering corner shops and shabby hair salons that line the cracked pavements.

         On this miserable Monday afternoon, Drita’s great rivals that they share their city with, SC Gjilani, are hosting Trepča ’89 from Mitrovica in the country’s northern Serb stronghold.

         Trepča have the title in their sights. Just a few points separate them from KF Feronikeli at the league’s summit, although this doesn’t translate into urgency or quality on the pitch.

         The Gjilan City Stadium possesses a beguiling Ottoman-era 34charm. Its bobbly, unkempt pitch sits between two banks of cold concrete with a draughty, dilapidated clubhouse tucked up in one corner. The Trepča match is played to a soundtrack of the Islamic call to prayer, bellowed out from the half-dozen mosques which are visible amongst the red-tiled roofs from the stadium’s open terraces. When it rains – and it rains frequently in Gjilan – supporters get soaked, but it doesn’t matter. They’re a hardy sort here, made this way by decades of grey, bloodless Communism.

         The turn-out, even for a Monday afternoon, is uninspiring. The single cameraman working on behalf of the FFK sets up his tripod so close to me I have to drag myself away down the terrace as he curses and grimaces his way through his afternoon’s work. The atmosphere is a far cry from the derby day between Drita and Gjilani.

         Known as the ‘Kosovo Derby’, Drita v. Gjilani is concentrated energy. It represents not just the city’s historic struggles, but those of the country at large. The old order’s footprint is stamped across this bitter rivalry.

         ‘You probably won’t want to write the things I have to say about them,’ begins Isufi, sipping his coffee back on Agim Ramadani. ‘When we have to make a toilet, we say we have to make a Gjilan.’

         Isufi’s Drita are no heavyweights in Kosovo. Founded in 1947, the club has a traditionally right-wing nationalist following.

         ‘After the Second World War, Albanians in Yugoslavia were not treated right,’ he says. ‘Students in Gjilan founded what you would call a freedom movement. They couldn’t find jobs, so they found themselves gathering at football.’ Drita, meaning ‘light’, was a space where Albanian intellectuals and dissidents could gather to share ideas without attracting the attention of the Serb authorities, who were less quick to crack down on sports clubs than on political groups.

         35‘It was cleverly done,’ says Isufi, lighting a cigarette and casually swinging one leg over the other. ‘They said they were meeting to play and watch football, but when they met they would discuss freedom.’

         Folk bands, poetry societies and dance groups all emerged; a swathe of collectives that promoted and celebrated Albanian heritage. Though keenly nationalist, the movement didn’t subscribe to resistance through violence, and the group’s weapons were the pen and the softly plucked strings of the çifteli rather than the butt of a rifle.

         ‘They just wanted to not be persecuted by Serbs,’ says Isufi. ‘That was the strategy of the intellectuals. They would gather to recite Albanian poetry and sing Albanian hymns and tell old Albanian stories. And of course, to play football. That’s where we took the name Intelektualët from.’

         This was a crystallisation of the way in which Albanians viewed themselves within the federation, the heirs to an ancient, vibrant culture, smothered by a bureaucratic and repressive Communism. Such an act of resistance could not go unchallenged.

         After the Tito–Stalin split in 1948, which led to Yugoslavia being expelled from the Communist Information Bureau and being thrust on a separate path from Moscow, the Yugoslav authorities began to be suspicious that Albanians in Kosovo were pro-Soviet saboteurs. In Gjilan, the local Serb-dominated Communist Party responded to Drita’s dissidents by creating a football club of their own: Red Star, in the image of their namesakes from Belgrade.

         ‘The Serb directors of the club at Red Star destroyed many promising careers,’ says Isufi. ‘The owners of the industrial companies that controlled the club, it was their brothers that played, or it was their sons. They destroyed legends who could have become great players.’

         36Red Star forcibly absorbed the best players from the city’s small local talent pool. They had the money and more importantly they had the support of Yugoslavia’s anti-Albanian, pro-Serb governors.

         ‘Say you are English, and I am Albanian,’ says Isufi. ‘You are a good player, but you won’t play, my Albanian players will play instead. Then you will know my message. You are not welcome here.’

         As Red Star took an iron grip over the city, Drita could scarcely find eleven players to wear their blue and white stripes. In 1952, under intense pressure, the club temporarily folded, the first in a succession of club closures.

         When the Serbs were forced out of Kosovo, Red Star became SC Gjilani, but despite now being run by Albanians, the Drita supporters haven’t forgotten the team’s Serb connections.

         ‘They weren’t actually connected to the Serbs by the 1990s,’ explains Isufi of SC Gjilani’s bloodline.

         ‘The Serbs actually didn’t care too much about them. “Not in my stadium, not in my city, you can do what you want in the fields and such.” But the Albanians found money from somewhere. Football fans with money came together to make SC Gjilani happen. But it took time.

         ‘This was around the time that Dinamo Zagreb and Red Star Belgrade played that game that basically started the Yugoslav war [the teams met in Zagreb in May 1990 weeks after Croatia had elected its first pro-independence Parliament, and a huge riot erupted between Serbian and Croatian supporters which left more than sixty people wounded]. The aggression had become so bad that the Albanian players were forced to quit and it stayed bad, so there was no possibility of football between Serbs and Albanians. No way.

         ‘Somehow those clubs were provoking that ego for Albanians. We were supposed to recognise only Serbia, we were supposed to write 37only in Cyrillic letters. People didn’t want their team name to be written in Cyrillic and didn’t want to play in those kind of conditions.

         ‘There was always resistance to that, but the government were increasing the standard of Serb orthodoxy that the Albanians were expected to conform to. The enforced use of Cyrillic instead of Latin was a big provocation.’

         Drita’s recent fortunes have been defined by the patronage of a local businessman, Selami Osmani, who by the time of his death in 2008 had ploughed €1 million into the club.

         Driven half-mad by fantasies of what the club could grow into in an independent Kosovo, Osmani was famously difficult to work with, and never consulted or allowed others into his decisions. Whatever mistakes he made, and there were plenty, he made up for them with money.

         He was also a huge public donor during the period of Serb rule, investing in the institutions of the rebel leader Ibrahim Rugova and his allies in the underground government. That sports, education and humanitarian infrastructure were able to survive amongst Albanian communities during the Serb occupation was in large part down to Osmani.

         In the 2002/03 season, Drita defied the odds to win a first ever Superleague title. To this end, Osmani is an idol in Gjilan, with one obituary waxing lyrical that ‘for Drita, he has spared nothing of himself’. To mark his passing, a plaque was installed at the City Stadium. It reads: ‘Selami Osmani – Your Work Makes Light’.

         The problem for the club now, says Isufi, is that the mentality of being able to spend money and the expectation of success has remained for the club’s current owners, but the means to pursue those expectations have long since dried up.

         Curious to see what Gjilan makes of Osmani and his legacy in 382016, I put the question to a handful of passers-by as I traipse away from the ground after watching SC Gjilani’s 1–0 defeat against Trepča. Not many in town speak English, but Granit, who serves me a black tea not far from the bus station, is happy to talk.

         ‘If Osmani accidently brought in two right-sided strikers, he would say, “OK, we’ll just buy two left-sided strikers to go with them,”’ says Granit. ‘But he was a great man. Many years ago, he threw a celebration for fifty years of Drita. They all came; Ibrahim Rugova, the politicians, everyone.’

         And what about the blackout years, those troubled times between 1991 and 1999 when football was forced underground?

         ‘Prishtina were the best team, they were supported by the Albanian students. At matches, they would sing the name of Enver Hoxha.’

         Surely not the Albanian dictator Enver Hoxha, the man who ran the country’s economy into the ground and who interned and executed thousands of political prisoners inside forced labour camps? Granit gives a wry smile.

         ‘They didn’t truly know who was Enver Hoxha, but they were desperate to identify as Albanians because of what the Serbs were doing here. Where you are from?’

         England, I tell him, spilling tea on myself.

         ‘Ah, Shaqiri,’ he replies, in reference to the town’s most famous son, Xherdan, who had recently signed for Stoke City. ‘No charge for the tea, my friend. For Shaqiri.’ I bid Granit goodbye and walk out, confused but grateful.

         Isufi is the face of the new Kosovo, forward-looking and ambitious as it emerges from its troubled birth. He is a far cry from the cigarette-smoking men in khaki gear riding atop tanks I remember from the news.

         Kosovo used to be the poorest province in all of Yugoslavia, with massive federal subsidies needed in the 1960s and 1970s to restart 39an economy that had tanked. Owing to the unchecked pretentions of the province’s Communist governors, these funds were often badly invested, and led to the ‘marble sidewalks but troubled industries’ that were observed by foreign visitors from the early 1980s onwards.

         When Slobodan Milošević revoked the province’s autonomy, Kosovo’s problems worsened. A cocktail of dire economic policies reacted with international sanctions and internal ethnic tensions, damaging an already crumbling economy. Then came the war, and financial as well as physical ruin.

         Though it is still one of Europe’s poorest regions, the country is finally showing signs of recovery. Innovators like Isufi have built upon Osmani’s legacy to make this recovery possible. For the first time, Kosovan culture can freely afford broader horizons than simple resistance to Serb hegemony.

         
            * * *

         

         Rruga Agim Ramadani is a great sprawling boulevard that cuts through the centre of the Kosovan capital like a jugular artery. Pristina owes its greying, frail appearance to the decaying Serb colonial style that dominated town planning from the 1970s onwards.

         Money was spent by Tito’s government to stave off unrest amongst impoverished Albanians and to snuff out nationalist grumblings. In a triumph of Communist bureaucracy, most of it lined the pockets of the crooked League of Communists of Kosovo Party leaders, who wasted little time in erecting brutalist aberrations, whilst public infrastructure crumbled.

         Chief offender is the Grand Hotel on Mother Teresa Boulevard. It’s a pompous hulk of rectangular concrete that looms thirteen storeys above the city and bears down on everything below like an untreated weed. Those responsible for erecting the Grand Hotel and 40its fatuous stone cousins owe the people who now live amongst them a sincere and unconditional apology.

         Back on Agim Ramadani, another of the city’s carbuncles, the House of Sports – which is home to the Football Federation of Kosovo – sits awkwardly.

         It’s hard to imagine a less ceremonious building which could house the headquarters of the country’s most popular sport. At first glance one would believe the place has been left to rack and ruin, abandoned as an afterthought whilst the city struggles towards its future. There are windows, but all along the ground floor they are blacked out, and though the place sits just metres from Pristina’s bustling heart, no one would ever believe there was anything going on inside the House of Sports. It’s a mark of the neglect with which football has been treated here.

         Standing outside the building, I’m struck by the sulphur-like smell that hangs in the air all across Pristina. It’s a smell that anyone who has ever smelled burning gunpowder might imagine bullets and bombs leave behind.

         The glass front door opens to a dark entryway, with a few empty pigeonholes clumsily nailed to the wall opposite. It’s from here on the first floor, one up from a cheap sporting goods store, that the FFK operates, crammed into a few square yards of office space alongside a handful of other sporting governing bodies. Lancaster Gate, it is not.

         Inside, the stairs that lead up to the FFK’s offices are poorly lit. Not that the peeling walls offer up much of interest. It’s not until one reaches the top of the stairs that it becomes clear that the building has any function at all, and the first indications of the struggles that have brought the country to this point begin to reveal themselves.

         A handful of neatly framed pictures are dotted along the walls, a handpicked selection of football highlights from the short history of 41this tiny nation. The first to catch the eye, nailed to the wall outside the office of the general secretary, shows the national team all in white before a friendly against Saudi Arabia in Ankara, Turkey, in June 2007.

         Back-row, first on the left, stands a broad-shouldered, tracksuited man with olive skin, thick dark hair and a domineering nose. He is beaming with pride.

         As a player Edmond Rugova had been part of Kosovo’s golden generation of the 1980s. This was a time when FC Prishtina had held their own with skill and zest against far better-resourced outfits in the Yugoslav First League, the federal pyramid system that spanned the great old footballing republic.

         ‘We had the greatest success in the club’s history, in the history of any club from Kosovo,’ describes Rugova.

         Briefly, brilliantly, these sons of little Kosovo stood on the shoulders of giants, the likes of Partizan Belgrade and Dinamo Zagreb who were celebrated as the ‘Brazil of Europe’.

         Rugova was part of the same Prishtina team as Fadil Vokrri who inspired the club to its most famous victory, a 3–1 win at the fortress home of Serbia’s Red Star Belgrade in 1983, and who went on to be the FFK president. The victory was as magnificent as it was impertinent – how dare the primitive Albanian upstarts believe they could win in the backyard of the grand masters of Yugoslavia and then dance rings around the champions.

         I’ve been lucky enough to meet Vokrri – widely regarded as Kosovo’s best-ever player – twice. The first time was here at the offices of the FFK on my first day in the city in early 2016. He strode manfully into the room and swallowed my hand in his huge sweaty palm. He doesn’t speak English, but that gave him a mystic kind of aura that left me feeling embarrassed and star-struck.

         I’ve watched his performance against Red Star Belgrade more 42times than I’m comfortable admitting. Vokrri played that day like a man possessed. He didn’t score, but Prishtina could not have won without him.

         ‘Vokrri was the best player in Yugoslavia,’ says Fadil Muriqi, the powerhouse Prishtina midfielder who earned the nickname Maradona for his magical feet and brilliant billowing hair. I first made Muriqi’s acquaintance after my first visit to Kosovo, via telephone from his home in Australia.

         ‘I was good, but Vokrri was better. A great player and a great man. Talent, organisation, communication. A very intelligent soccer player. We were lucky to have him.

         ‘We played a little more on the counter-attack that day [against Red Star] than we would usually be happy with. Red Star missed a lot of chances though. They missed a penalty. But after that our confidence was huge. That was when we believed we could beat them.

         ‘It was different playing in Serbia than anywhere else. There was an arrogance about the Serbs. It was very hard to go there. But our motivation to show them what we as Kosovans could do, to show Serbia how good we were – that was a huge motivation.’

         Tito, who had suppressed all nationalism in Yugoslavia, died in the summer of 1980. Immediately afterwards, a new generation of explicitly nationalist politicians began to squabble over his legacy. In Kosovo, the problem was particularly acute because of historic tensions between Albanians and Serbs. Both sides saw an opportunity in Tito’s succession – the Serbs saw a chance to finally neutralise the threat posed by their barbarous ethnic neighbours, whilst young Albanians saw a chance to emerge from decades of impoverishment and cultural isolation.

         ‘At that time, we Albanians were being sidelined,’ says Rugova. ‘There was a clear political decision by the Serbian government to 43slowly but surely close down Albanian schools. Albanian people were kicked out of work and institutions were being closed down.’

         Rugova was born in 1957 in the western town of Peja. When he was six months old, his family moved to Pristina, and later he enrolled in the youth outfit for local side Obilić in the shadow of the hideous Kosovo Power Station. Years later, he watched on helplessly as his friend and Prishtina teammate Jusuf Tortoshi was dragged away into police custody by Serb militia.

         But in the early 1980s, the future of football in Kosovo had never looked brighter. Edmond Rugova, with his electric pace and lightning feet, was at its beating heart.

         He signed for Prishtina in 1979. Playing at the 20,000-capacity City Stadium, they were the best-supported club in the province.

         Founded as FC Kosova by Yugoslav soldiers at the Pristina Garrison in 1922, the team went through a succession of names up to the Second World War, during which Kosovo was briefly annexed to fascist Albania, eventually returning to Yugoslav football under their current name when peacetime resumed.

         The relocation of Kosovo’s regional administration from Prizren to Pristina after the war strengthened the team with new recruits, and the side was buoyed by ex-soldiers returning from the front line. This was the beginning of Pristina as Kosovo’s governmental and cultural capital. The same people that directed the evolution of public life were also responsible for creating the first professional structures for the football club.

         ‘The party committee members worked very hard to bring in a lot of talent from all over Kosovo,’ explains Muriqi. ‘By 1982, we really started to see the benefit of that work in the quality of the team. To have made it to the First League of Yugoslavia with such a young squad, it was incredible really. That was one of the toughest 44leagues in Europe. They started bringing in different kinds of coach, experienced men from all over Yugoslavia.’

         Muriqi and Rugova’s Prishtina careers dovetailed with the ascent of Milošević to political prominence. President Milošević couldn’t legally revoke Kosovo’s autonomous status – only the republic’s provincial assembly could do that. So, he used the powers available to him and attacked Albanian culture in its existential form.

         The first public unrest erupted during a demonstration of students from the University of Pristina in March 1981, where roughly three quarters of the intake were ethnic Albanian. The strike began as a stand against the poor living conditions, but quickly broke out into a general protest in opposition to Albanian subjugation on their own territory.

         Within days, the student protests had come to embody the anger at Kosovo’s cultural isolation within Yugoslavia, and a lack of economic opportunity for the local people. Protests became so frequent and violent that FC Prishtina were briefly forced to leave the city and play matches in nearby Kragujevac.

         ‘Yugoslavia wanted their strongest teams to come from Serbia at that time,’ says Muriqi. ‘Partizan Belgrade and Red Star – they were the favoured teams. It was very hard for Albanian footballers to play then.

         ‘I was the best player in the First League of Yugoslavia. I was the fittest player. Yet I was never picked to play for Yugoslavia. They looked at us in a different way. Something happened there. It was very wrong, the politics of Yugoslavia. Very wrong.’

         The protests were about justice. Albanians in Kosovo had the lowest living standards of any region in Yugoslavia. It was also one of the most heavily subsidised provinces in the federation, with much of that subsidy being directed by local party officials into the advancement of Albanian studies at the university. It created an 45explosive sense of injustice, where Albanian national consciousness grew concurrently with a distrust for the regime.

         ‘We were being deprived of our basic rights around that time,’ says Rugova. ‘But as athletes, I believe we were always privy to some kind of a privilege, if you will.

         ‘In the 1980s, we never felt the animosity of the Serb authorities, not really. Some of our best friends were Serbs, we grew up speaking the language fluently. We played with many of them, side by side.’

         Most weren’t so fortunate. Between 26 March and 2 April, eleven people died in street violence started by Albanian nationalists around Pristina. A state of emergency was declared in the capital.

         Belgrade pumped out declarations that the hunt for ‘the enemy’ was ongoing, and scores of suspects were rounded up and arrested. Uniformed and undercover police arrived en masse from Belgrade, eyes and muscle, to stop the decline in law and order.

         The propaganda war raged on. Albanians were accused of setting fire to the Patriarchate of Peć, one of the oldest symbols of Serb culture in Kosovo, and Albanian provincial leaders of fermenting nationalism through clandestine organisations dedicated to unifying ethnic Albanians into a single state. To the Serbs, Albanian nationalism became shorthand for terrorism.

         Meanwhile, at the Pristina City Stadium, a legend was about to be born.

         FC Prishtina were eking out an existence in the wilderness of Yugoslavia’s second division. In charge of the team was a newly appointed Hungarian Serb, born in 1923 in Zrenjanin in the northern province of Vojvodina. His name was Béla Pálfi.

         An experienced coach who knew Yugoslavian football like the back of his hand, Pálfi was fifty-eight by the time he arrived in Pristina from the Greek club Egaleo, following spells managing FK Sloboda Tuzla in Bosnia, whom he coached in the Yugoslav 46First League, and the Serb outfits Proleter Zrenjanin and Radnički Kragujevac. As a player, he had represented Yugoslavia at the 1948 Olympics in London, as well as at the 1950 World Cup in Brazil.

         Pálfi held the rare accolade of having played for both Belgrade clubs, pathological enemies Red Star and Partizan, whose complicated hate for each other is a product of the Nazi occupation of Yugoslavia.

         An anti-fascist guerrilla resistance was carried out by two groups – the Communist Partizans, who believed strongly in federalism and were led by a young Tito; and the Chetniks, crazed Serb evangelists loyal only to Belgrade and drunk on fantastical notions of the Serb nation’s destiny as a chosen race. During the occupation, rivalry between the two groups became so fierce that, by the end of the war, the Chetniks had begun to collaborate with the Nazis against the Partizans.

         When Partizan Belgrade was founded at the end of the Second World War, Pálfi – recognised as one of the country’s best players – was brought in as a member of the club’s first-ever team, the 1947 first league title winners, before going on to spend the best years of his career at Red Star, where he won the league twice more in 1951 and 1953.

         Playing amongst both Partizans and Chetniks gave Pálfi a unique and timeless understanding of the emotional politics that afflicted Yugoslavia, and taught him how to harness and control the prejudices that shaped the national consciousness.

         Tall, broad and with thick black hair framing his strong, angular forehead, he was an old-fashioned gentleman. He was educated, empathetic and emanated calm, which was unusual amongst the demonstrative masculinity of Balkan football. He never shied away from seeking to tame this wildness with a rational hand.

         ‘He was very, very intelligent,’ says Muriqi. ‘He was an 47experienced coach who brought something new to Prishtina. More discipline, more teamwork. He was an older man and that made the players respect him. Tactically he was very aware. There’s no doubt that it was his tactical ability that got Prishtina into the First League of Yugoslavia.’

         Pálfi was also a specialist. As a football coach he had few equals in terms of how well he understood what was going on politically and socially in the country. He knew that success could only be achieved by working through the very peculiar set of challenges that football in different parts of Yugoslavia faced.

         In Pristina in the early 1980s, this meant tapping into the disenfranchisement felt by the Albanian community as Belgrade cracked the whip. The football team traditionally had a Serb majority, but in a city where relations between Albanians and Serbs were deteriorating daily, something needed to change if the club wanted to keep its supporters on side during the troubles.

         It wasn’t the case that people would refuse to get behind a team with Serb elements. Certainly, it was true that relations between the government and the city’s educated dissidents were declining – such that on the customary evening promenade down Rruga Agim Ramadani, Albanians kept to the north side of the street and Serbs to the south – but it was quite different to the seething hatred that would pound Yugoslavia during the 1990s. That said, the battle lines had been drawn; Albanians sided with Albanians, Serbs with Serbs.

         ‘Pálfi realised very quickly that this wasn’t going to work unless FC Prishtina had a make-up where local kids, Kosovar-Albanian kids, made up the bulk of the starting line-up,’ says Rugova.

         The Albanians in Kosovo had always felt a special kind of otherness about their place within Yugoslavia. They were the only non-Slavs in the federation, and formed a tiny minority that subscribed to the doctrines of neither Orthodoxy nor Catholicism.

         48Geographically, Kosovo is penned in. To the north is Serbia with its Cyrillic script and Orthodox culture, and north-west is the culturally and ethnically Serb republic of Montenegro. To the south-east, North Macedonia speaks a variant of Bulgarian and also follows the traditions of the Orthodox Church. Where else in the federation were the people of Kosovo to look to reinforce their cultural identity if not inwardly, to their own customs, heritage and kin?

         This was something that the great Serbian Real Madrid manager Miljan Miljanić had observed years before when he predicted that ‘they will never have any success at Prishtina until the ethnic background of the club is changed’.

         As a result, Pálfi set about making some changes, and through the door came a cadre of Albanians. The flying full-back Ramiz Krasniqi arrived from Radnički Pirot in Serbia. Agim Cana was brought back to play in midfield from FK Vëllaznimi in Gjakova, the club he had left Prishtina to join just a year earlier. Faruk Domi came in at left-back, and to the heart of midfield was added a stalwart with First League experience, the rock-solid Ramadan Cimili who had represented Mitrovica side FK Trepča in their single season in the top flight in 1979.

         ‘The reason for our success is that we all played for each other,’ states Muriqi. ‘Vokrri was the best of us, but the other Albanian players that Pálfi brought in worked so hard for each other.’

         Pálfi had inherited a side that already had a strong pool of Kosovar Albanians. Alongside Rugova in attack were the powerhouse winger Fadil Muriqi and the mazy centre-forward Fadil Vokrri, with utility man Jusuf Tortoshi filling in where needed. All four had been born and raised within a short taxi ride of the centre of Pristina. Suddenly, this was a team no longer just Kosovan in name.

         ‘We were incredibly fortunate to have someone come in who 49understood the region so well,’ says Rugova. ‘Pálfi knew what was needed and what was necessary to change things, because he knew Yugoslavia so well. He knew what that ethnic situation was that needed to be created and he went and he created it.

         ‘I don’t think we will see another coach like that.’

         The team idolised their manager. When, one weekend in 1982, Pálfi found himself needing to take an urgent trip to his hometown of Zrenjanin to tend to a family emergency, his players clubbed together their state-issued fuel vouchers to see that their coach could make it home.

         ‘People just loved the guy, and so did we,’ explains Rugova. ‘There was a tremendous respect for the man, a quiet-natured guy. He would come in and stick everything up on the board, everybody’s names, so that everybody would know exactly what they were doing for the day.

         ‘Then he designed this dream for us, that at the time seemed like an unreachable dream.’

         
            * * *

         

         ‘We were being pushed around as a people and everything had begun to deteriorate,’ recalls Rugova in 2017. ‘Because of that there was a big political connotation to what we as a football club were doing.

         ‘Béla Pálfi could sense the crowd. He knew the political structure, he knew what was going on in the country at the time.’

         In the summer of 1981, Prishtina weren’t pulling up trees. Marooned in the bottom half of the Second League’s eastern division, there had been little to recommend the City Stadium to the football world outside of Kosovo for years.

         The team had never played in the top flight. But they had come 50frustratingly close to doing so in 1974, losing in the promotion playoffs to NK Osijek of Croatia.

         It was a muggy day in Pristina on the day Osijek came to town, one that began with the city preparing for a party that never arrived.

         ‘I was fourteen or fifteen when the team played Osijek,’ continues Rugova. ‘What made that defeat hard to take was that we had such a great generation of players. To my mind they were probably a stronger, more talented generation than we were.

         ‘The stadium was full, there was the noise and the flags. It was an incredible thing to see.’

         The year 1974 was an optimistic one. The Yugoslav Constitution was redrawn to strengthen Kosovo’s position within the federation, and Albanian people believed they were being heard. Prishtina’s promotion to the First League seemed like fate. The city became paralysed with anticipation for the Osijek game. It was even arranged that the match ball would be delivered to the centre circle for the kick-off by a man parachuting into the ground from a plane above the city.

         ‘It’s hard to explain exactly what we went through as a nation when we lost that game,’ expresses Rugova. As the team of 1974 drifted one by one on to new challenges in the top tier, Prishtina were relegated from the Yugoslav Second League into the obscurity of the third tier.

         The 1982/83 season began with little sign of what was to come. After a routine opening-day win at home to FK Sloboda Tuzla, the team were dismantled on their first away trip of the season; 3–0 at FK Bor in eastern Serbia. It was the start of a difficult autumn. More defeats followed in Macedonia to FK Teteks and in Montenegro to OFK Titograd.

         By the time the leaves were falling from the trees, Prishtina 51straightened up. They went seven unbeaten to climb up to third, a point behind league leaders FK Teteks. Pálfi took his team to Serbia to face FK Rad on 21 November knowing a win would put them top of the league for the first time.

         They got thrashed. A 4–1 defeat exposed ‘little Prishtina’ as parochial nearly men without the spirit to dethrone their Slav cousins. They were the heirs of the class of 1974, still haunted by the spectre of NK Osijek. As the team floundered, the crisis in the streets intensified.

         Days after Prishtina returned from Rad, three bombs exploded in the city. One went off just yards from the Communist Party headquarters. The same week, a gang of Albanian children were accused of setting fire to a young Serb boy in the street.

         The month also brought foreign interest in the crisis. At New York City University, an international conference on Kosovo was convened, and the Kosova Relief Fund USA was established to collect funds to aid the families of political prisoners of the regime in Pristina.

         Yugoslavia sent police, soldiers and military intelligence to Pristina on what was formally dubbed ‘service work’. Reports say that Belgrade spent $30 million on increased security during the months when the protests were at their worst.

         Prishtina needed to restart their season. Béla Pálfi ordered four deep trenches to be dug behind each goal and along the touchlines at the City Stadium, into which were installed platforms that were each capable of housing an extra 5,000 fans. The old ground’s 20,000 capacity was doubled in a stroke, though it still wasn’t enough to accommodate the dozens of other supporters who would watch from nearby buildings and from the branches of trees. It helped Pristina create a blitzkrieg environment, smothering opposition teams against a wall of noise.

         52‘It was go, go, go, go, go, right from the kick-off,’ exclaims Rugova. ‘A team that comes in with some sense of anxiety already just could not cope with that kind of relentless attacking style and would give in most of the time. And then away from home we just sat back and waited to rip teams up with this perfectly designed counter-attacking game. It was a perfect system.

         ‘The supporters wanted to see that we were giving something back, in light of what was happening to them. Because of the relationship between the Albanians and the Serbs, those fans, they always favoured a hardman on the pitch. Someone who was ready for a fight.’ When the league resumed after the long winter break, Prishtina climbed to the top of the table.

         ‘You have to appreciate it in the context of what was already happening in the country,’ states Muriqi. ‘The country was living almost through the football club of Pristina.’

         The extent to which football had afflicted ordinary people became clear on an away day in May 1983. The team were in first place with seven games to go when they travelled to the city of Bitola in western Macedonia for a fixture against FK Pelister. Three minutes in, the flying full-back Ramiz Krasniqi burst into the box and was brought down, and the referee blew for a penalty. Rugova stepped forward.

         Facing him was the Serb goalkeeper Živan Ljukovčan, a Yugoslavia international who famously played with three fingers missing from his left hand. Ljukovčan had a reputation for playing mind games with his opponents when facing penalties. Rugova caved under the pressure. Ljukovčan dived low to his left and clawed the ball away with the two fingers of his left hand. In the second half, Rugova struck the inside of the post but there was to be no reprieve, and the game finished goalless.

         53The story goes that back in Pristina an unlucky supporter, who was listening in by radio to the match commentary from Bitola, dropped dead of a heart attack when Ljukovčan stopped Rugova’s kick.

         Returning home, even Rugova’s own parents shunned him. ‘Why did you change your mind?’ raged his mother. ‘What were you thinking?’ It was a tense and suspicious time. Some suspected that Rugova had been ‘got to’ by influencers for whom a promotion to the First League for Prishtina would not have been a good thing. The city was on a knife-edge.

         ‘I used to joke with Kosta Lalic during practice when we would take penalties,’ remembers Rugova. ‘I would say, “Hey, that’s the corner I’m going to put it in.” So, when that kick was saved everyone wanted to know why; why I changed my mind. That bus ride back from Bitola was the longest of my life.’

         ‘For me to have grown up and lived through the generation of players that came before, to have watched the team that fell short against Osijek in 1974 … I was just lucky to have been part of this generation, the “golden generation”, they called us. I’m embarrassed sometimes to have people compare us to the 1974 side.’

         The title run-in was less a procession than a stumble. Prishtina crossed the line only because FK Sutjeska from Montenegro failed to. But cross it they did. The following season, they finally laid the ghosts of 1974 to bed, and took up their place in the First League of Yugoslavia.

         It was to be the last great episode in Kosovo’s football history for years. Their six seasons in the top flight were blighted by more unrest and worsening persecution. Prishtina were relegated in 1989. A decade later Kosovo was at war. 54

         IV

         In October 2014, a European Championship qualifier between Serbia and Albania in Belgrade was abandoned when fighting broke out on the pitch and in the stands. The catalyst for the violence came when a drone was flown over the pitch carrying the flag of the hypothetical ‘Greater Albania’, an irredentist idea that promotes the incorporation of Kosovo into an enlarged Albanian state.

         The Albania captain that night, who was in the thick of the chaos, was Lorik Cana. Born in Pristina, he moved to Switzerland as a child to escape the Yugoslav war. He is the son of the FC Prishtina legend Agim Cana and consequently, he attended virtually every game the team played from the age of five.

         I spoke with Cana in Rome shortly before Albania and Serbia were due to meet in the return fixture in Elbasan, twelve months on from the abandoned game.

         ‘I feared for the safety of my teammates,’ argued Cana, who fought back against the Serb supporters. ‘I tried to neutralise the first fan, but they were coming at us from all around the pitch and it became impossible.’

         From the moment Serbia defender Stefan Mitrovic pulled the drone out of the Belgrade sky, which prompted the start of the melee, the whole thing lasted a little more than three minutes. However, the fall-out was far-reaching. But Cana has no regrets about his actions that night.

         ‘I’d do exactly the same thing again,’ he said. ‘When you’re a team, and especially when you are one of the older members of that team and are leading by example, you consider them to be your brothers. If someone from outside of the pitch is going to come and attack one of my teammates, my first instinct is to protect him. It 55was just something completely natural. If it had happened to me my teammates would have done the same thing.’

         Assigning blame for the fight has proved to be difficult, although the drone pilot was revealed as being an Albanian called Ismail Morina.

         Precautions were taken before the game. No visiting supporters had been issued tickets without first presenting an Albanian passport; a move intended to keep Kosovan fans from gaining entry to the stadium and inflaming the situation.

         This was supposed to have been a cooler period in Balkan relations. Earlier in 2014, diplomatic channels had been opened between Serbia and Albania following the Kosovo crisis, and political extremism had been criticised in both countries. There had been sufficient confidence amongst UEFA officials for the game to be allowed to go ahead. What happened inside the Partizan Stadium looked strangely out of place in the 21st-century Balkans.

         Serbia were docked three points for failing to control their fans but were also given a 3–0 walkover after the Albania players refused to return to the pitch. The ruling drew sharp criticism in Albania, not least from the defender Bekim Balaj, who had been attacked by a supporter wielding a chair. He tweeted sarcastically, ‘Sorry [Michel] Platini [UEFA president], for the stool I almost broke with my head. Bravo UEFA.’

         Some accused the ruling of disregarding UEFA’s stated aim to tackle racism in its stadiums, especially since the sanctions failed to address the anti-Albanian chanting heard from the Serbian fans during the short period that the game lasted. Albanian Football Federation (FSHF) board member Cimi Shakohoxha derided the decision and argued that it ‘[flew] in the face of UEFA’s aim to eradicate racism from the game. It’s not about the points,’ he protested. ‘It’s about fighting racism.’

         56The Albanian reaction worked. In July 2015, an appeal was lodged with the Court of Arbitration for Sport. The court sided with the FSHF, and ruled that the match had been forfeited by Serbia, reversing the 3–0 walkover and awarding the victory to Albania.

         ‘I was in the stadium that night and what I saw there will remain forever in my mind,’ FSHF president Armand Duka told me. ‘Nothing that happened in that nightmare in Belgrade should be reflected on the pitch in Elbasan. Our players, but even the opponents who were like friends to us in their home, will simply play a football match.’ Albania did play a football match and Serbia beat them 2–0.

         None of this helped Kosovo’s UEFA bid. In January 2014, an agreement was reached between the FFK, FIFA and the Football Association of Serbia that allowed Kosovo to compete in friendly international fixtures against other FIFA members, provided that no national symbols, such as flags or the national anthem, were displayed. It was also stipulated that the team would not be permitted to arrange fixtures against countries of the former Yugoslavia.

         ‘Until now, football in Kosovo has only survived,’ says Eroll Salihu. ‘How can we talk about development? How? We have been totally isolated for twenty-five years. And especially so since 2000 when we became de facto independent. We have only survived.

         ‘We have so many talented young players here, but once they reach sixteen or seventeen, it’s not enough to be talented. They have to be developed. Our infrastructure is non-existent, players and coaches are not paid well. We have lost a generation of players. That is down to isolation.’

         UEFA and FIFA’s opposition to Kosovo’s membership precipitated this political gridlock.

         ‘UEFA statutes say that countries must be recognised by the United Nations,’ says Salihu. ‘Not members, but recognised. What does “recognised” mean? It is undefined.’

         57According to the United Nations, ‘recognition’ means a readiness by other states to assume diplomatic relations, which an increasing number of countries have shown. But Salihu is irritated by a process that has been ongoing since 2008, with little cooperation offered by UEFA.

         The international picture is changing. At last count, Kosovo has been recognised by 108 of 193 UN members (far from the necessary two thirds, but moving in the right direction) as well as by the UN’s International Court of Justice and the International Olympic Committee.

         Salihu’s point was that the arguments had become overwhelming. ‘We are recognised now in sports and in politics, so there cannot be much argument any more.’

         And yet there was always leverage. Salihu reaches into his desk and brings out a photocopy of a document, signed by the Serbian and Kosovan governments in 2013, stating that ‘neither side shall block or encourage others to block the other side’s progress in their respective EU path’.

         ‘I said to the Serbian delegation in Zurich, “What are you saying? You cannot be against any proposal that helps us on our European path. Because your state signed this!” The FFK was never a member of the Football Association of Serbia, never! They have never had our registration!’

         Despite the enmity, there was still a respect that existed between the two federations on a personal level. The FFK’s previous president Fadil Vokrri was a legend of Partizan Belgrade, where Serbian football chief Tomislav Karadžić also served as president. When Vokrri, the only Kosovan to represent the Yugoslavia national team, made his international debut in a friendly game against Brazil, the FIFA delegate was the previous president, Sepp Blatter, who chaired the 2013 meeting between the three parties. This has helped lubricate the workings of the machine, if only a little.

         58And in the end the weight of this argument forced the issue in Kosovo’s favour.

         
            * * *

         

         The rain is coming down harder now. Not that anyone’s bothered. It’s gone midnight and there is little by way of attraction to keep anybody out at this hour in this shabby little town.

         The rain pours through the awnings of cafes and shops having long since eaten its way through the gutters, amplifying the thrumming of the downpour. This is Shkodër in northern Albania, an Ottomanstyle town that somehow has still acquired a dull 21st-century homogeneity to it.

         The Catherine wheels that had fizzed and smoked a few hours before have now burned out. Not long ago in this ramshackle town, clouds of blue and yellow smoke had bellowed along the main street, and air horns had rung out like sirens right across Shkodër. But the party is over now.

         A few hours from now, heavy storms will rack the city, multiplying the grey puddles that have been collecting steadily since afternoon. Just off the strip, the Loro Boriçi Stadium stands empty, its floodlights still burning brightly despite the party having long since fizzled out. After the party comes the hangover.
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