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Where is mud sweeter than honey? In your own country.


Andon Zako Çajupi, “Where We Were Born”, 1902


I love you, muddy Albanian soil,


Magic,


Sweet as honey,


Bitter as wormwood,


I love you


Ferociously,


Desperately,


Like a wolf loves the forest,


Like a wave loves a wave,


Like mud loves mud!


Mitrush Kuteli, “The Muddy Albanian Soil”, 1944,


translated by Robert Elsie
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Albania (before the break-up of Yugoslavia)









Key events in the history of Albania
















	

1912



	

Albania declares independence from the Ottoman Empire.








	

1914



	

Albania becomes a principality under Prince Wilhelm I of Albania, although Wilhelm flees in September 1914 and is head of state only nominally until 1925, when Albania becomes a republic. The First World War plunges Albania into political chaos, but in the aftermath it avoids being partitioned by neighbouring countries, forms its own government and expels foreign occupiers.








	

1922



	

Ahmet Zogu becomes prime minister.








	

1925–8



	

The First Albanian Republic. Ahmet Zogu becomes president.








	

1928–39



	

The Albanian Kingdom. Zogu becomes King Zog I.








	

April 1939



	

Italian invasion of Albania. King Zog flees to Greece.








	

November 1941



	

Creation of the Albanian Communist Party led by Enver Hoxha.








	

September 1943



	

German invasion and occupation of Albania.








	

1944



	

The communist National Liberation Army liberates Albania, fighting both the Germans and Balli Kombëtar, a nationalist anti-communist paramilitary and political organisation that had fought against the Italians and then sided with the Germans. A government led by Enver Hoxha is formed.








	

1946



	

Albania and Yugoslavia sign a treaty of friendship and cooperation.








	

1948



	

Albania breaks its ties with Yugoslavia.








	

1951



	

Albania and the USSR sign an agreement on mutual economic assistance.








	

1954



	

Mehmet Shehu becomes prime minister. Hoxha remains first secretary of the Communist Party.








	

1961



	

The Soviet–Albanian split. Albania shifts closer to China.








	

1967



	

Hoxha declares Albania an atheist state. A campaign of religious oppression begins.








	

1972–8



	

The Sino–Albanian split.








	

1980



	

Hoxha chooses Ramiz Alia as his successor over Mehmet Shehu.








	

1985



	

Enver Hoxha dies. Ramiz Alia takes over as first secretary of the Party.








	

1990



	

The communist regime collapses.








	

March–April 1991



	

Elections are won by the Communist Party. Ramiz Alia is re-elected as President.








	

March–April 1992



	

The Democratic Party wins a majority in new elections. Sali Berisha becomes president, Alexander Meksi heads the first non-communist government.








	

1997



	

A financial crisis triggered by a collapse in fraudulent pyramid investment schemes leads to major riots, mass looting of weapons, and the resignation of the government. More than 2,000 people are killed in the violence that spreads nationwide.








	

1997–2017



	

Political unrest and instability continue. Power continues to shift between the Socialist Party and the Democratic Party.








	

1998–9



	

Refugees from the conflict in Kosovo flee to Albania.








	

2006



	

Albania and the European Union sign a Stabilisation and Association Agreement.








	

2009



	

Albania joins NATO and applies for membership of the European Union.








	

2014



	

Albania becomes a candidate country for membership of the European Union.








	

2021



	

The general election held in April results in a clear win for the Socialist Party led by Edi Rama.


















Introduction


TONY BARBER


At the state funeral for Enver Hoxha in April 1985, the dictator’s body was buried next to the Mother Albania monument in Tirana’s Cemetery of the Martyrs of the Nation. A red marble slab with the inscription ENVER HOXHA 1908–1985 was placed over the coffin. Ramiz Alia, Hoxha’s successor as Communist Party leader, solemnly told the mourners: “There should be no date of death on this marble stone . . . There is just one date for Enver Hoxha, his date of birth, and that is how it will always be, there is no death for him. Enver Hoxha is immortal.”1


Intended as a prophecy – and doubtless as a warning to the Albanian people – that Hoxha’s repressive apparatus of power would outlast the tyrant himself, Alia’s words proved mercifully wide of the mark. Less than six years after the funeral rites, a crowd tore down the bronze statue of Hoxha that towered over Skanderbeg Square, Tirana’s main plaza. In May 1992, Hoxha’s remains were transferred from their grand resting place to Tirana’s plain municipal cemetery. A little later than other countries in east-central Europe, but not a moment too soon for most Albanians, the nation was embarking on a rocky journey to political pluralism, civic freedoms, a market-based economy and integration with the outside world that continues to this day.


Despite the undeniable progress made over the past three decades, the legacy of Hoxha lingers on. It could hardly be otherwise, given that the tyrant had ruled, by the time of his death, for forty-one of the seventy-three years that had elapsed since Albania claimed its independence from the Ottoman empire in 1912. Yet the desire among political elites and ordinary citizens alike to look to Albania’s future rather than its past is understandably strong. On a visit to Tirana in 2015, I had dinner with Edi Rama, who had been elected Albania’s prime minister two years earlier. Recalling the brutality, desolation and at times somewhat surreal quality of Hoxha’s dictatorship, Rama told me: “I’ve stopped telling my son about those times, because he looks at me as if I’m crazy.”


Mud Sweeter than Honey serves as an essential reminder that to move on from a painful national past should never mean to forget it or brush it aside. This is as true for western countries with complicated legacies of imperialism, racial injustice and lapses from democracy as it is for former communist societies once held in the grip of fear and silence. It is important for the voices of victims of Albanian communism to be heard, writes Margo Rejmer. For many Albanians, “the suffering of the past is so vivid that it feels as if it only ended yesterday. They’re hurt by the failure to settle accounts or to provide compensation, and by the feeling that in today’s Albania no-one cares about the criminality of the old system.”


Measured against other communist regimes that emerged in east-central Europe around the end of the Second World War, Hoxha’s dictatorship stands out as one of the most unrelentingly cruel. With the passage of time, it also became the one that was most cut off, by its own choice, from the rest of the world. In these respects it bore a closer resemblance to Kim Il-sung’s North Korea than to Hungary under János Kádár or to Poland – Rejmer’s native country – under Władysław Gomułka and Edward Gierek. Even Bulgaria under Todor Zhivkov was more open. The pervasive, intimidating presence of the Sigurimi security police in Albanian life was comparable to that of the Stasi in Erich Honecker’s East Germany and the Securitate in Nicolae Ceauşescu’s Romania. But the truly distinctive feature of Hoxha’s tyranny was that, in contrast to its counterparts in east-central Europe and for that matter the Soviet Union, the Albanian regime displayed ruthlessness, paranoia and regular murderous instincts in a manner that scarcely changed at all from 1944 to 1985. Gentian Shkurti, an artist, tells Rejmer that “in the communist era you felt as if you were being raped on a daily basis”.


Stalinism exacted a heavy toll across the communist world in the late 1940s and early 1950s in the form of executions, torture, imprisonment, purges and general suffering.2 But after Joseph Stalin’s death in 1953, and even more so after the violent suppression of the 1956 Budapest uprising, the one-party regimes of east-central Europe settled into a less ferocious style of rule. For sure, the Prague Spring liberalisation ended with a Warsaw Pact invasion in 1968, Poland’s Solidarity movement was suppressed under martial law in 1981, and repression under Ceauşescu intensified in Romania throughout the 1980s. Yet the era of high Stalinism had ended decades earlier.


Not so in Albania. Hoxha, the son of an imam from the southern town of Gjirokastër, idolised Stalin, the seminary student from Gori in Georgia. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that Hoxha admired not so much Stalin himself as the methods of consolidating a dictatorship, including the cult of the leader’s personality and the liquidation of all rivals real and imagined, that Stalin perfected. Hoxha ordered the execution in 1945 of Bahri Omari, his brother-in-law and a former Albanian foreign minister, in an unmistakeable signal that he would spare no-one, not even his sister’s husband, as he imposed communism on his country. Three decades later, the same fate befell Beqir Balluku, Hoxha’s long-serving defence minister. In 1981, Mehmet Shehu, Hoxha’s prime minister and closest associate of all, fell foul of the dictator and committed suicide. Bashkim Shehu, Mehmet’s son, recounts to Rejmer how this episode resulted in prison terms and internal exile for other members of the Shehu family.


Is it possible to construct any sort of defence for the abominations of Hoxha’s rule? Bernd Fischer, one of the world’s leading scholars of Albanian communism, writes: “Views of Hoxha’s impact vary rather widely but most historians suggest that he had some important achievements to his credit.”3 These are said to include improvements in the status of women in Albania’s deeply conservative post-Second World War society, a better education system, reduced rivalries between the country’s northern and southern regions, and even a modicum of economic well-being – achieved, to be sure, from a very low starting point.


Besides these accomplishments, Hoxha in some ways completed the construction of the Albanian nation-state that had begun in the interwar era under King Zog but was thrown drastically off course by the Italian invasion and de facto annexation of Albania in 1939 and the country’s occupation by the Nazis in 1943–44. In contrast to the experience of all countries in east-central Europe except Yugoslavia, the Albanian communist takeover was not Soviet-led but home-grown, though the British helped Hoxha’s partisans with supplies of weapons. Then, during his four decades in power, Hoxha preserved Albania’s independence against what torrents of state propaganda depicted at various times as the malevolent designs of Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union and China, not to mention western imperialism.


For a European state, it was an unusual form of independence, perched on the edges of the international system. As east-west détente gathered pace in the era of Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev, the Helsinki Final Act of 1975 was signed by thirty-five countries including the United States, Canada, the Soviet Union and all European states except Albania. As Rejmer reminds us, Albania was a self-styled paradise held together by barbed wire and dotted with labour camps, a “small country of bunkers, blockades and barricades”.


In Mud Sweeter than Honey, a few of Rejmer’s interviewees either deny the horror of conditions under Hoxha or, more often, express the despairing view that inequality, poverty, corruption and political turbulence in the post-communist era make it difficult to discern the benefits of democracy. But a different insight comes from the writer Fatos Lubonja, who observes: “When freedom came, the Albanians were like children who didn’t know what responsibility was.”


Building a politically stable, economically flourishing society founded on the rule of law has proved to be a formidable task in many post-communist countries, but in few more so than in Albania, where knowledge of the outside world was so restricted that a person might tremble in fear that a can of Coca-Cola was a small foreign-made bomb. Yet the powerful, often chilling stories in Mud Sweeter than Honey attest to the truth that even a regime as atrocious as Hoxha’s cannot triumph in the long run over the irrepressible human yearning for freedom and dignity. In one of the most moving passages of Rejmer’s book, Ridvan Dibra, a writer and college lecturer, tells the author: “The system wasn’t capable of destroying everyday beauty. And that was our salvation. Beauty always found a way around the system.”
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The statue of Enver Hoxha erected in Gjirokastër
in 1988 and destroyed by workers in February 1991.


Part One


Children of the Dictator


Once upon a time, paradise was created in the most perfect socialist country in the world.


Where everything belonged to everyone, and nothing belonged to anyone.


Where everyone knew how to read and write, but they could only write what the authorities endorsed, and they could only read what the authorities approved.


Where electricity, buses and propaganda reached every village, but ordinary citizens weren’t entitled to a car or an opinion of their own.


Where everyone could rely on free healthcare, but people sometimes vanished without trace.


Where mass education was a priority, but every few years purges were carried out among the elite.


Where everyone was entitled to celebrate progress and cheer at public parades, but telling a joke meant challenging fate and the authorities. For that reason, the citizens were advised to feel enthusiastic and happy, because complaints and stupid jokes – in other words, agitation and propaganda – carried the threat of anything from six months to ten years in prison.


But there were no political prisons in paradise, only “reeducation camps” designed to alter the consciousness of enemies of the people, with the aid of prescribed literature, torture and penal hard labour.


In paradise, everyone was equal, but people were divided into better and worse types – those with a good family background, who led an upright life, and those with a bad one, who were oppressed from birth. The good had to keep company with the good, and the bad with the bad – sharing their suffering. The good could become bad at any moment. The bad generally remained the worst until death.


The authorities held the life of every citizen in their grip and decided who would go to university and who would work on a cooperative farm, who would become an architect and who a bricklayer; who would be a human and who would be a wreck. Who would prosper, who would languish, and who would have their life stolen from them.


The authorities controlled ambitions and cut them down to size, so people eventually taught themselves not to have ambitions.


In 1967, God was formally declared dead, or rather, never to have existed, and consequently all religions were officially futile. From then on, the only religion was to be socialism and a common faith in the power of the new man.


From 1978 onwards, this paradise on Earth stopped looking to other countries for support; it stopped owing them anything or wanting their help. It had no inflation, no unemployment, no loans and no debts. It was self-sufficient.


Its borders were marked out on all sides by barbed wire. Anyone who tried to cross them was to be shot without warning.


Those who lived according to the rules of paradise believed they were the happiest people in the world. In fact, as they fell asleep at night, some of them did wonder what freedom was, but others were sure they wanted for nothing. The authorities gave them food, shelter, education and work, so the citizens had nothing to worry about. They merely had to mind what they said, did and thought.


From 1976, their paradise on Earth was called the People’s Socialist Republic of Albania.


Its only rightful god was Supreme Comrade Enver Hoxha.









What was meant to be has already happened


The mountains gaze down at you, but their eyes are empty. You look up at them and see a shining, austere beauty. At the bottom of the Zagoria valley, at the foot of the slopes, we’re smaller than shards of stone. The great open space reduces our bodies to shadows.


All around, time is destroying the houses and distorting memory. There’s too little of anything to live on. The people are growing older, broken by what has passed, and longing for what has never happened.


Those who are strong enough and don’t consider the humiliation flee Zagoria for a better world. They abandon their crumbling houses and walled enclosures. They take their children, the growing hope for the future, and they leave.


The public bus doesn’t come here anymore, so there are only private off-road vehicles and a battered van juddering along the gravel road. The old people raise a hand in farewell to those who are leaving the rotting walls, collapsing fences and caved-in roofs behind them.


You can count the children here on the fingers of one hand; nearly all the schools in the area are deserted, but you can still cross their sunken thresholds to take a look at what used to be. There are blue display cases crammed with three-dimensional models of the human body, lifeless ammeters and voltmeters cloaked in a layer of dust, and a plastic brain lying in the corner. The peeling walls still carry the burden of the propaganda noticeboards.


To be a friend of books is a great honour.


In a faded stack of abandoned works by Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels and Enver Hoxha, a red album bound in imitation leather cries out for attention. It was meant to tell future generations about the glory of Albanian socialism.


In the Orwellian year of 1984, the authorities made the following declaration:




In forty years of titanic efforts, the Albanian people have achieved tremendous successes under the leadership of the Party and Comrade Enver Hoxha.


They have consigned the Middle Ages to museums once and for all, and have shown themselves to the world as the people of a completely independent country, who by their own strengths are creating a flourishing socialist society. Our citizens have become the masters of their own destiny, and today they are building and protecting a new life – without persecutors and their victims, without oppressive treaties, without poverty. With every passing year we take another step forward.





The abandoned village school is filled with a vast, unbroken silence. As though there were nobody left for miles around.




All this we have achieved by waging a fierce class war, conquering backwardness and frustrating the internal and external plots of our enemies. Albania is the land of a reborn nation, a people with a completely new countenance. Among the ancient fortresses, which symbolise tenacious resistance in times of historical aggression, the iron fortress towers of this new life have arisen: factories, industrial plants, drilling shafts and hydroelectric dams. This powerful, modern industry is one of the principal victories of the working class and the Albanian people.





Finally, a sound: from afar comes the harsh jangle of tin bells, and sheep bleating in pained chorus.




Socialist Albania enjoys great authority and a strong international position, as well as having many friends and benevolent allies around the world. Surrounded and harassed by perfidious enemies, it resolutely resists imperialist hostile intentions and blockades. [. . .] In forty years we have achieved more than in entire centuries. The Albanian people have created this wonderful reality and now they are moving forwards without a shadow of doubt, with the optimism of a society certain of its future.





After this introduction there follows a series of admirable photographs showing grand buildings, exemplary parks, hard-working men and virtuous women. Each is in their place, each is happy with the task assigned to them. They have the faces of static, cheerful dummies.


As I wipe the book’s cover, a thick layer of dust sticks to my fingers.


Less than a year after the album was published, on April 11, 1985, the beloved leader’s heart stopped beating, and the country froze in despair and disbelief. Six years later – a short time that went on for so long – protestors in Tirana smashed the statue of the immortal one to pieces.


In July 1991, an amnesty was issued to all political prisoners, and the regime’s crimes became statistics.


For forty-seven years, the communist authorities held 34,135 political prisoners behind bars.


Over that time, a total of 6,027 people were murdered by order of the Party, in a country with a population of three million in 1985.


Nine hundred and eighty-four people died in prison, and 308 lost their minds as a result of torture.


Fifty-nine thousand were detained, of whom more than seven thousand died in labour camps or in internal exile.


The Sigurimi, the Albanian secret police, bugged thousands of homes and enlisted more than two hundred thousand informers. To this day, the Albanians believe that one in four citizens informed on others to the authorities, and when I ask how that was possible, they reply: “The regime could do anything, they terrorised us with fear. It was impossible to escape it.”


But according to an OSCE survey carried out in 2016, as many as forty-five per cent of Albanians see Enver Hoxha as an outstanding politician and good administrator, and only forty-two per cent regard him as a dictator and murderer. Over half of those surveyed agreed with the statement that communism was a valid ideology in theory, but was badly implemented in practice.


*


I’m on my way to Zagoria with Olti, who comes from these parts, and is now a university lecturer in Tirana.


“No, that’s impossible!” one of the passengers in the battered van rudely interrupts when, as part of a typical Albanian introduction, Olti says what he does for a living.


“Why do you say that?”


“If you really were a professor in Tirana, you’d be so rich on backhanders you’d be driving a four-by-four, not slumming it in here with us.”


The other passengers nod in agreement. Of course he would! The truth is out! You can’t fool us!


“If my child who’s at university in Gjirokastër can’t pass a single exam without paying a bribe, it must be ten times worse in Tirana,” added the man in a tone to end all argument.


Olti is pained, and so am I.


The next day, when we go inside the abandoned school in the village of Ndëran, I think the sight of the dusty voltmeters, plastic models and faded maps moves him. Most of the equipment in his university laboratory also dates back to the communist era, and, over the years, the students have stolen the valuable collection of rocks and precious stones.


“When freedom broke out, we all lost our minds,” Olti says, smiling. “I was a stupid kid, and, flooded with emotion, I ran to my school, picked up a large stone, took a swing and threw it as hard as I could at the window.


“The whole of Albania was shouting: ‘Let’s start from scratch!’ Everyone came outside, and, in a burst of irrational euphoria, began destroying everything they associated with communism: schools, hospitals and factories.


“‘Why did you smash the window?’ asked my teacher. I didn’t know what to say. ‘I don’t want a communist window,’ I muttered, my head drooping. And then I looked up and said, in a flash of inspiration: ‘Sali Berisha will fit new ones for us!’ The leader of the Democratic Party would install better, democratic windows for us! We had no idea what it meant to be free, but we believed that any moment now everything would be the same as it was in the West.”


“Whoever could get away from here, did just that – to save themselves,” adds Petraq, Olti’s uncle who stayed on the family land. “There used to be cultural centres and festivities, work and dignity. Now there’s nothing.”


Petraq puts white cheese and a bottle of homemade plum raki on the tablecloth. A baby goat that moments ago was getting under our feet will soon, despite our protests, have its throat cut.


“The house of an Albanian belongs to God and to the guest,” says the Kanun, a mediaeval set of laws that were applied for centuries across Albania.


What was meant to be has already happened.


Time smooths out the edges of our recollections; the past is distorted by the weight of the present. The residents of Zagoria are left with just a hazy, deceptive memory.









The ballad of Uncle Enver and the blood that was shed


He who sheds another man’s blood poisons his own, but Uncle Enver seems to have escaped that ancient law, because while he took lives swiftly and tactically, without scruples or consequences, he breathed his own last breath at home in bed, having been weak and lifeless for months, but stronger than ever, for nobody had survived who could do him harm, and his anointed successor was humble and happy to assume power.


Enver departed this life propped up on his pillows, hands clean and conscience gleaming, with all those who loved him gathered at his bedside, while all those who feared him timidly stood watch, and all those who hated him were far away, barely alive from hunger and daily torment, or else they were dead, forever silent and fading from memory, with a bullet in the chest or the back of the head, or with the mark of the hangman’s noose faded long ago.


The wind dropped, the walls listened and the earth waited, trying to catch the sound of breathing in the silence, just as in their homes people strained to hear the noise of unfamiliar footsteps, the creak of the garden gate and a knock at the door. Some had to suffer so that others would tremble as they fell asleep for fear of the terrible fate that might befall them too, in that small country of bunkers, blockades and barricades.


Yes, dictators die comfortably, degenerate and unyielding to the end, men who have grown more relentless over time, who never spared a bullet for the next purge, who mistook paranoia for intuition, who knew only one form of justice: the earthly kind, meted out in the name of the Party. And that’s why ruthless Enver never slid to the ground, shot against a wall in some unremarkable town, nobody came onto the street to demand his head, no man in uniform tied a noose for him, and when the news of his death spread across the country, the people’s faces froze in trepidation as they struggled to see the future through a wall of tears. When the heart of the nation dies, the whole country quickly grinds to a halt.


Dead and gone – dearest Uncle Enver, who cradled his children so lovingly, who took every youngster in his arms, who danced with a delighted little girl, who clapped, sang and smiled so brightly that a great light shone from his eyes, who greeted the people by raising a benevolent hand that tightened to a ruthless fist in the name of the Party.


Dead and gone – dearest Uncle Enver, who held the good children close to his heart and chastised the bad ones by sending them far away, our hero, a paranoid and murderer, a loving leader, who encouraged people to write letters, to praise, to protest and complain if harm were ever done to anyone. He would answer every question, ignoring the trick ones such as: “How many times must you wash your hands to get rid of the blood?”


Dead and gone – dearest Uncle Enver, the great leader and brilliant statesman, but his work shall be immortal, his thoughts shall remain in our heads, glory be to his undying deeds, glory to his everlasting words!


Dead and gone – dearest Uncle Enver, but lo, white light shines from his tomb, and people say they have seen a pale, spectral figure floating in the darkness, not a vampire, nor a ghost, but a kukudh, a hungry, thirsty demon, who whispers to the old about the beauty of days gone by, and lectures the young about peace and valour. Forty days have passed, forty years will pass, yet he shall still wander, a reminder of the blood that was shed, a taunting reproach that where there was terror, there was also peace, and where there was a fist, there was also a plan.









The Trial


“Someone must have slandered Josef K., for one day he was arrested even though he had not done anything wrong.”


Sixteen-year-old Bashkim Shehu stops reading; he’s feeling an emotion he can’t identify. The year is 1972. In ten years’ time, the sentence he has just read will become his destiny.


In communist Albania, Kafka’s The Trial is on the list of proscribed texts, but Bashkim got the book from his elder brother Vladimir, or Ladi for short, who has on his bookshelves the scribblings of Western vermin such as Sartre, Joyce and Camus. Bashkim and Ladi are the sons of Mehmet Shehu, the second most important man in the country after Enver Hoxha, and they live in Blloku, Tirana’s neighbourhood for Party officials, closed to ordinary citizens and guarded by policemen who surround it like beads on a string. Blloku doesn’t need walls; no-one from outside would dare approach it without permission anyway.


It’s a village of prosperity within a land of poverty, an enclave of luxury of a kind found nowhere else in the country. The most important residents of Blloku have maids and chauffeurs, washing machines and dishwashers, clothes imported from abroad and food that most Albanians have never heard of. Blloku has Coca-Cola and pineapples, jeans and jazz. After work, the officials check in at the Party Clubhouse, where they have debates, play billiards and watch forbidden films at a special cinema. But the fun and games aren’t entirely carefree: if someone fails to show up at the club for some time, people start whispering that he must have something on his conscience, which means his end is nigh. And then the gossip turns into fact.


The real heart of Blloku is Hoxha’s villa, impressive by Albanian standards, though extremely modest by the standards of dictators. On the opposite side of the street is house number two, the residence of Mehmet Shehu, longstanding prime minister of Albania, and, from 1974, minister of defence as well.


Because for forty years, Albania’s God had two heads: Enver Hoxha, the kindly father who kissed children and promised a beautiful future, and Mehmet Shehu, who wielded the sword of the dictatorship of the proletariat to cut off the heads of traitors and enemies. But in 1981, invincible Comrade Shehu, for years the leader’s anointed successor, was exposed as a Yugoslav spy, a British, French, Soviet and even fascist agent, and under the watchful eye of Sigurimi officers, he committed suicide. Then Mount Olympus was left with just one, almighty God.


*


No comedy – when I think about Hoxha, and try to piece together an image of him from dozens of accounts, I feel that this was a person with nothing comical about him. He didn’t appear coarse and clumsy like the Romanian communist president Ceauşescu, he didn’t play the exuberant joker like Yugoslavia’s Marshal Tito, and he had none of the carefree artlessness of the Polish leader Gierek. He preferred to be seen as a reserved intellectual, analysing the most advantageous scenarios for Albania amid shelves full of books. Here is the leader, sitting at his modest desk, reading letters from his dear people, the Last Judgement personified, the embodiment of legitimacy and law.


“A scholar,” the Albanians would say. “A polyglot,” they boasted – he’d studied botany in France, after all, although his official biography omitted the fact that he’d been struck off the list of students. And that he worked as a secretary at the Albanian consulate in Brussels, which was quite a surprising occupation for someone who spent his whole time at university in the company of French communists. When things started to go missing from the consulate’s coffers, the young Enver lost his job and returned to King Zog’s Albania, which was increasingly dependent on Italy. Barely eight years later, the failed botany graduate would become leader of the Communist Party, a war hero and scourge of the elite. Those who had granted him a scholarship to study abroad would end up on the list of traitors to the nation; they would survive if they managed to escape in time.


The steely gaze of authority was accompanied by a deceptively warm smile. In the eyes of most Albanians, Hoxha was as kind as a father and as infallible as God; amid the uneducated Party hacks, he stood out and shone, perfect and flawless. But the layer of soft moss concealed a rock. As soon as the Supreme Comrade decided that someone was becoming too strong, that their ambitions were growing and their loyalty declining, after a courtesy trial the enemy was shot or exiled to the far end of the country to waste away, be reduced to rags and disappear.


According to Bashkim Shehu in his book The Autumn of Fear, when you became an element of the system, you had to leave friendship behind. To his mind, the man at the top, Enver Hoxha, had no illusions: there was no talk of friendship or camaraderie. He kept his people on a short lead, and they tried to give him proof of their loyalty and devotion, hoping he might mention them in one of his books.


*


On the one hand, there are the dictator’s numerous works, in which he rewrites the memory and history of Albania according to communist expectations, and on the other, books that are banned, to which none but a select few have access.


“According to the system, literature had to be transparent, and it had to have a clear message following the Party line.”


Sitting before me is Bashkim Shehu, the author of about fifteen books in which he tells his own life story and that of Albanian communism. More than anyone else, a writer is the hostage of his own past: in his search for literary material, he must constantly dive into the maelstrom of his life and dig out the pearls, the rubbish and the rocks buried inside himself.


In some ways, Bashkim Shehu’s family history belongs to the whole of Albania. At home, at the dinner table – his father, Number Two in the country. On the other side of the street – Him, Number One. A childhood in an enclave that in the eyes of the Albanian people became a sinister wonderland, a kingdom of gold, collusion and privilege. Bashkim had access to the forbidden – luxury, travel and freedom.


In theory, there was no reason to expect a catastrophe. In practice, the atmosphere in Blloku was even more intense than anywhere else in the country. Everyone was connected to everyone else – by marriage, blood, business or shared glasses of raki. Everyone kept an eye on everyone else. Everyone was prepared to inform. The only loyalty they knew was loyalty to Enver Hoxha. If someone came crashing down, the others looked on attentively. Afterwards they said: “He deserved to crash.”


*


Literature was meant to serve the Party, and yet Bashkim’s first stories were parables inspired by the works of Kafka. In one of them, mediaeval warriors appear in Albania to arrest the narrator and his loved ones, and the whole country steps back in time.


“It was like living in The Trial,” says Shehu. “You were hauled out of your house for interrogation and asked, ‘What do you have to say?’ You hadn’t done anything wrong, but the authorities had their own opinion about you, and were particularly resolute about inflicting punishment on suspects and innocent people. You need only have said something at a committee meeting that someone else found disturbing. You might not have realised it yet yourself, but they already knew you were having doubts.”


In the typical Stalinist manner, Hoxha was ruthless and paranoid.


He had started the purges during the war; to strengthen his own position, he had even eliminated staunch communists fighting for the country’s independence – anyone more charismatic and better educated than he was, if there was the merest shadow of doubt about their loyalty.


In 1944, he instructed General Dali Ndreu to kill collaborators on the spot, and to arrest and shoot influential individuals as an example to others. The general obeyed the orders; twelve years later he and his wife Liri Gega would face the firing squad too – both were accused of spying.


Hoxha also targeted members of Balli Kombëtar, the nationalist movement that was the communists’ greatest competition, as well as representatives of Legaliteti, who supported the king, and anyone who had studied abroad or had ties with the West. Some were dragged out of their houses and shot, some were condemned at show trials, and others were interned. The seventeen traitors who were executed included Hoxha’s own brother-in-law, Bahri Omari, a minister in the fascist government who collaborated with the Ballists, but who had also provided shelter for Enver and his fiancée, Nexhmije, during the war.


The purges would keep recurring like floods, drowning Party members on a regular basis, every few years.


In 1948, when Albania cut ties with Yugoslavia, the arrests and executions affected all the “Yugoslavs” in the Party. The first to stand before the firing squad was Minister of the Interior Koçi Xoxe, who had been groomed by Tito as Hoxha’s successor. For over a decade, Yugoslavia, which was aiming to annex Albania, would in Hoxha’s eyes remain the country’s greatest enemy.


But after the death of Stalin, even the Soviet Union started to betray revisionist urges. In the early 1960s, when Khrushchev had come to terms with Yugoslavia and Greece, and later advised Albania to bet on oranges and lemons rather than chrome and steel, Hoxha branded him an imperialist and broke off their eternal friendship. In Tirana, a wave of repression gradually engulfed the elite who had been educated by the traitors – in the USSR, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary. Never again would the intellectuals enjoy carefree evenings dancing together to Soviet songs; from now on they would spend lonely nights in internal exile or hold brief conversations in the prison yard.


*


Towards the end of the 1960s, Hoxha loosened his iron grip. Radio Tirana started playing the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, and the authorities began talking about liberalisation and consideration for the needs of young people, because they were the country’s future. Bashkim Shehu would meet up with friends who wore jeans and had long hair, and furtively listen to illegal records with them, or else he would sit by the wireless in the middle of the night, tapping in time to the beat – Radio Rai, Radio Monte Carlo, the BBC, Radio Free Europe, rock ’n’ roll, jazz, Romanian hits . . . When their infuriated father destroyed his brother Vladimir’s Italian records, Shehu switched to American music – Elvis Presley, Ray Charles, Carlos Santana – and became better at hiding the acquisitions smuggled in from trips abroad.


“I always thought my father was conservative and principled because of his background, and Enver was the enlightened one, educated and aware,” says Shehu. His face betrays no emotion as the words slowly come together to form sentences. “If he knew which books to ban, it was because he’d read them all and he understood why they might be dangerous. I thought Albania was on the right path, I thought it was opening up. But in 1971, at my father’s sixtieth birthday party, Hoxha made a speech. First, he listed my father’s achievements, but then out of the blue he changed the subject and began talking about the situation in the country, saying that Albania was becoming too liberal. I spent the whole night awake, wondering what his words might mean. I suddenly realised it would only get worse, that we weren’t safe, and that one day they might come for us too. Censorship and a lack of freedom were at the heart of the regime. They weren’t just a side effect of that political set-up – they were its central aim.”


Despite the signals, of which only the dictator’s entourage was aware, in 1972, on the wave of liberalisation, the first and last gala of its kind took place: the Eleventh Song Festival, which went down in history as the jolliest communist event with the ghastliest consequences. The singers performed in brightly coloured mini-skirts or showy hippy-style dresses, the hammer and sickle were missing from the geometric set design, and the winning song was called “When the Spring Comes”. “A thaw, a thaw in Albania!” wrote the Yugoslav press – because the music was kind of Italian, the singers looked a bit Western, and it made you tap your feet and swing your hips. The Italian journalists couldn’t get over their surprise: “One big band, two smaller ones, a jury in the studio, juries in various cities – it’s a small but charming copy of the Sanremo Festival!” So Italian tastes and flavours were even getting through to incarcerated Albania!


The Sigurimi had news for the leader that was so good it was bad: the festival had been a great success all over the country. People were playing the songs on tape recorders and singing them aloud in their homes. In communist Albania they were singing at the top of their lungs, as if they were in a place like America! As if they had reasons to be cheerful! As if there were nothing to fear!


Not even the most tolerant dictator could put up with that. If the people felt free for a single moment, they’d soon want more. Soon their minds would be clouded, they’d be like people in the West, they’d want clothes, entertainment, food – but what could skinny little Albania give them, surrounded on all sides by enemies, with its chronically inefficient agriculture and its dreams of industrial strength? Albania, which felt more scorn for the West the more it feared it? The economy was collapsing, the five-year plans were barely half-fulfilled, and China’s fraternal friendship didn’t include military aid. Besides, just a year earlier, Mao, Albania’s only ally, had shaken the imperialist hand of Richard Nixon; Albanian propaganda hadn’t breathed a word of that treacherous act. All this was weakening the dictator, who had had heart trouble for months . . .


The iron fist came down. Nobody is going to sing in Albania, he decided. In Albania, everyone will be afraid. We may not have much food, but we have more than enough enemies. Seize your rifles! Everyone must be on their guard, ready to protect the fatherland!


Six months later, a plenum was held that targeted the harbingers of change. The dictatorship would not allow cosmopolitanism. It would not allow the foundations of socialism to be undermined. All enemies would be crushed. Not a stone would be left standing.


The plenum nodded and unanimously branded the festival a party organised by enemies of the people and a symbol of contempt for socialist ideals.


A major witch hunt began. Fadil Paçrami, the Party’s ideological secretary who had got his ideologies confused, Todi Lubonja, the head of radio and television, and the singer Sherif Merdani all went to prison, followed by anyone who might pose the slightest threat, real or imagined.


The grand inquisition raged for two years, because the Party already knew, it had already identified the problem: “Under the guise of the struggle against conservatism, attempts are being made to open the door to liberalism, causing our literature and art to diverge from the path of socialism.” The dictator put his foot down: there were arrests, internments and reprisals. Long prison sentences were handed down to the artists Edison Gjergo and Ali Oseku, to Todi’s son the writer and political analyst Fatos Lubonja, to the writer Zyhdi Morava, to the poets Frederik Rreshpja and Visar Zhiti, to the theatre director Kujtim Spahivogli and to hundreds of others. The most influential journalists, editors and poets lost their jobs and some were interned. Hurricane Enver tore through the whole cultural establishment; only a few survivors, whom the leader hadn’t noticed, remained on the battlefield.


*


“With each new wave of arrests there was fear,” says Bashkim Shehu. “The desired reaction was hatred towards enemies of the people, but hidden beneath it was terror for your own fate, and, deeper down than that, a sense of guilt.”


The more afraid Hoxha was of the enemy, the weaker and more isolated Albania became. China was eyeing it suspiciously, because although it had been pouring money into their great friendship for years, Albania was shrinking and declining. “Albania shows no promise,” decided Mao’s successor and redirected their fraternal aid to Third World countries. He also showed a friendly face to Tito and Ceauşescu, who in turn were all smiles towards the United States. No-one wanted anything to do with the iron leader of Albania.


Without Chinese equipment, tractors and loans, Albania’s “great industrial machine” was left gasping for breath. The system slowed down, choked and stalled more and more often. Albania was alone and nobody was going to help it.


“We don’t need any help!” was Hoxha’s response. “But what if we do?” asked Mehmet Shehu, sowing seeds of doubt. Without foreign loans, imports and aid, Albania would become a mediaeval feudal farm, if it hadn’t already. With such differences in world outlook, Hoxha realised that Shehu was not fit to be his successor. Nexhmije, Enver’s wife, had long held the view that Ramiz Alia, fourteen years younger than Shehu, was a stronger believer in communism, as well as being a member of the family: his niece was married to the Hoxhas’ son, Ilir.


Now they just had to wait for the spark to ignite the fire. When Skënder Shehu, Mehmet’s second son, announced his engagement to the volleyball player Silva Turdiu, there was nothing to herald a storm. Silva’s father was a professor, who had shown up in Blloku at various social events – meaning that, officially, he seemed to be “one of us”, and that the authorities had turned a blind eye to his family connections with Arshi Pipa, the Albanian dissident who had been talking to the American press about Enver’s crimes.


But now the eyes of power were open, and the veins on Hoxha’s temples were starting to bulge. Why had Mehmet Shehu allowed his son to get engaged to a girl with a bad background? Was it an act of rebellion against his great friend, with whom he had served Albania for so many years?


Mehmet tried to put out the fire, and Skënder broke off his engagement, but it was too late. Number Two would have to be wiped out.


*


Rumours about Mehmet Shehu’s suicide continued to do the rounds for many years. The dominant view is that the Sigurimi pulled the trigger. But Bashkim Shehu is sure that his father took his own life because he believed in communism to the bitter end.


“I had a farewell letter written in his handwriting, in his style, explaining the tragedy of the situation.”


Did Mehmet Shehu commit suicide to prove his innocence to the dictator? Perhaps, but Enver Hoxha had his own truth: Shehu was a traitor, his family were enemies of the people, and everyone associated with him had to be destroyed.


Mehmet’s wife, Fiqirete Shehu, a very old friend of the Hoxha household, was arrested and, after many days of torture, testified to the existence of a gang plotting against the dictator. She died in internal exile seven years later.


Shehu’s oldest son, Vladimir, was interned and committed suicide six months later.


The middle son, Skënder, who had fallen in love with the wrong girl, was given ten years in prison.


The youngest son, Bashkim, was interned, and two years later he was sentenced to eight years in prison too.


Feçor Shehu, the notoriously cruel former head of the Sigurimi and later minister of the interior – and worst of all, the traitor’s nephew – faced the firing squad in 1983. At his side stood Kadri Hazbiu, the long-term minister of the interior and defence minister – and worst of all, the traitor’s brother-in-law. Both were killed for attempting to overthrow communism.


There was nobody left on the battlefield who could pose a threat to Enver and his new successor.


*


“Someone must have slandered Josef K., for one day he was arrested even though he had not done anything wrong.”


“When the atmosphere around my father began to grow more tense, Vladimir told me he wouldn’t testify against him, he wouldn’t say what they told him to say. He kept repeating: ‘I know what I’m going to do.’ But many years later, I found out that after hours of interrogation, under the influence of torture, he did sign a statement forced on him by the Sigurimi. Perhaps he couldn’t live with that knowledge afterwards? He sent me a message from Gramsh, telling me that I had nothing to fear, because he hadn’t said anything against me. Then the news came that Ladi had killed himself.


“I survived my time in prison and internal exile thanks to my good friends and prisoner solidarity. And because I read non-stop. I spent the few pennies we received for forced labour on nothing but books. Manuscripts and prison translations were also passed from cell to cell, Dostoevsky’s The House of the Dead, for instance, Sophocles in French, which I copied into a notebook, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and King Lear and Macbeth.


“I often think of Ladi. For many years, I couldn’t believe he was dead. I knew he had died, but something inside me couldn’t accept it. When I was released from prison, I ended up alone, in a remote village, in exile, with no-one around me. And that’s when I realised he really was gone.”


*


Everything has happened before. Everything has already been written down. Every incident that happens to us can be found in Greek mythology, in Shakespeare, in Dostoevsky; literature only differs from real life in a few trivial details.


Bashkim Shehu says that Kafka’s parables offer the best explanations of what real life was like in Albania. They include three levels relating to the freedom of the individual: his attitude to his father, to his country and to God.
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