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I WAS LOOKING for Petar Shapallo but the face that had been Petar Shapallo’s had vanished under a surgeon’s knife. So I was left with the name which few people remembered, and a face fewer still had seen.


The shoemaker in Rruga November 17, for instance, said, ‘Yes, I know this man. We were at school together.’


And after that?


The man shrugged. ‘You asked if I knew him.’


He thought some more.


‘Petar,’ he said, ‘was very good at gymnastics.’


Kindly and well disposed towards his mother, the shoemaker added.


‘He was a dentist,’ I said.


‘I did not say that,’ said the man.


‘I know. I’m saying it. The Petar Shapallo we are looking for was a dentist.’


‘If he was a dentist, then go to the dentists’ union. As you can see, I am a shoemaker.’


The dentist had had the misfortune to have been born in the very same month as the Balkan dictator, Enver Hoxha.


A shared birthday wasn’t necessary—but one can see how it might have helped in making the dentist a persuasive candidate. The moon entering the third phase, the alignment of the planets…that sort of thing. More important was the fact of Shapallo’s size. He was over six feet tall, and broad across the shoulder. The dentist and the dictator had perfect matching shadows. And twin smiles designed to reassure. I had heard it said: People who saw a smile cross Enver’s face were often surprised to learn that he was ordering their execution. But just as misleading was Shapallo’s smile—that grin of a man caught in the rain without a coat or umbrella the moment he learned he was required to perform a special duty at the highest level.


Height, breadth and smiling lines—these are the vital ingredients. The rest the surgeon sculpted. Hairdressers and tailors worked on Shapallo to improve the resemblance. The dictator occasionally looked in on the work-in-progress. His glance moved between Shapallo and his own reflection in a hand-held mirror. Once satisfied that the reflection could not be improved, he had Shapallo’s family killed—his wife and two daughters, ages eight and ten. Next to go were the surgeon, hairdressers and tailors. They were in the bus that toppled over the cliffs which spill down to Dhermi on the Adriatic Coast.


The years passed. Shapallo, as it happened, was spared the assassin’s bullet and the dictator died in the mid-eighties, disabled by Parkinson’s, a frail shadow of the comparatively robust Shapallo filling in for him on the podium. There was a ceremony for retired border guards at which Shapallo pinned medals to the chests of the veterans at the very same moment that the dictator lay on his deathbed. The death notice arrived several days later. The announcer’s voice on Radio Tirana was solemn and grave. The grieving process thus began.


To commemorate the loss of the Great Leader an extra ‘attack day’ was declared in the countryside. In Tirana people lined up to give parting kisses. They wept and threw themselves over the coffin. A woman screamed for her heart to be torn open and for Enver to be fed with her blood. This ‘correct’ display of emotion was shown many times on Albanian television. Each time, a soldier with a rifle slung over his shoulder prises the woman from the coffin. The woman is led to a chair, and the line of mourners takes a step forward. On it went—until the day of entombment arrived with the rumoured sighting of the Great Leader; like the ‘Christ figure’, Enver had risen from the dead.


The sightings spread out from Tirana to the countryside, along the coast: Vlorë, Himore, Borsh, Sarandë. Eyewitness reports spoke of a man with ‘film-star looks’. It was quiet for a spell; then a woman in Korcë recalled that, before she fainted, a man exactly like the Great Leader had tapped her on the shoulder and asked for water. This man, she said, had been exceptionally polite.


There were several more mountain sightings—the last one in a small village tucked at the bottom of the Coraun range, which is the peaked hat on the Karaburun peninsula separating the muddy Adriatic from the Ionian Sea.


The last sighting, and one that lent credence to all the others, had come from a German embassy official in the aftermath of the rush on the foreign embassies in Tirana. In June 1990 the regime casually announced that passports could as of now be obtained from the Ministry, the extraordinary implication being that everyone was now free to travel. The controls along Embassy Row were relaxed. At first no one wished to appear too eager. Second or third in line was okay, but to head a line was risky. Along Embassy Row people began to gather. For the time being everything was orderly. But then the rumour spread beyond Tirana that the embassies were taking people in, and the dribs and drabs grew to a torrent of new arrivals. All through the night and the following day the crowd built. People arrived by train, by bus, by cart; they walked in from outlying villages. They were a crowd now and as such a powerful new voice emerged. Graffiti appeared on the stone walls comparing Hoxha with Hitler. Outside the embassies the crowd chanted the new words: ‘Freedom. Democracy’. The police fired shots in the air. They tried to shout the crowds down with the use of megaphones.


It was during the second night that Shapallo managed to climb over the iron fence into the grounds of the German embassy. A good number of fellow travellers were already huddled under blankets and Shapallo was able to wriggle down in a bed of gravel.


He came to at first light with a boot in his ribs. Then something hard—a fist or paling—struck his forehead. A woman screamed in his face: ‘Murderer!’ He was barely awake to the fact that he was being kicked, shoved and punched back to the iron railing. Word passed among the crowds camped along Embassy Row that the ghost of the late dictator had come back to haunt and burden with guilt those seeking to leave. There was a terrible commotion. Soldiers fired shots in the air to try to break up the crowd. Shapallo was pinned to the fence inside, and those on the outside waiting to get into the embassy reached through the fence to rip his clothing. It was left to embassy officials to haul the concussed dentist to safety inside the building. A doctor was sent for—and an earlobe was sewn back on and several cuts stitched above Shapallo’s right eye. Two ribs had been broken and a plug of hair ripped out from his left temple.
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THE STORY SHAPALLO told Gert Munz, the consulate chargé d’affaires, resulted in a few paragraphs published in the West. It told of a dentist with memories as Petar Shapallo being obliged to travel behind darkened windows, to present himself on balconies to the cheering masses on May Day; and once, when the leader dreamed of an airplane crash, the dentist had been obliged to take the leader’s place on a helicopter flight from Vlorë to the then Russian naval base nearby.


Shapallo had been given new shoes, new clothes, books. He was told to favour his left leg when walking. In the event of an unscheduled encounter with the public he was told to reminisce about his childhood. He should begin by staring off into the distance and recite, ‘When I was a boy…’


Shapallo was the perfect shadow. He lost weight when the Great Leader dieted; together their hairlines receded, and when the Great Leader sprained an ankle, Shapallo limped. On film, Shapallo is the slow-moving shadow turning to wave to the crowd; there, he pauses from his stride to take a bouquet of flowers from a small girl. Here, he strikes a serious pose. He tilts back his chin and clasps his hands behind his back: but, on film, is he thinking as an emperor or as a dentist?


That first night in the embassy the concussed dentist awakes in darkness. He sits up in bed and wonders where he is—what are these mattresses made of? His hands touch his chin, his eyes, his cheeks—but inevitably locate the profile of the late and disgraced leader.


A staff member found him the next day, draped over the bathtub, the mirror and bathroom walls splattered with blood and, in the handbasin, the knife which Shapallo had taken to the Emperor’s face.


Shapallo has lost the tip of his nose. Down the centre of his forehead he has made a deep cut. It was Munz’s impression that the dentist had tried to peel back the skin. Twice Shapallo had plunged the knife deep into the cheekbone beneath his left eye but he’d lost consciousness before the tip of the knife was able to locate the eye socket.


In Tirana the Party leaders are dismayed. They shake their heads, like disappointed parents. They speak out against this senseless vandalising of life and property. In soft voices they say, ‘Look at this. And that. Over there…Why?’


The buses have been set on fire. The windows in the buses and trains are smashed. The huge greenhouses in the countryside lie in tatters. Shattered glass gathers in the schoolyards.


At the city zoo the tracks of a children’s train wind in and out of the charred remains of animals spit-roasted over open fires. Behind locked bars the lions have shrivelled up under mounds of skin and fur, hunger’s sleep. Vagrants have succeeded, though, in forcing their way inside the monkey cages, and chimp bones lie in small blackened piles in the chestnut groves of the zoo park.


The bird cages are also empty. And the two big soft eyes gazing up from a pile of chestnut leaves belong to the bony head of a seal. The animal has been dragged a couple of hundred metres from its rockery and filleted. The last surviving animal in the zoo is a languorous rhino. I watch the zookeeper feed it hay on the end of a pitchfork. He looks up, aware suddenly that he has company. The zookeeper sees me and draws a finger across his throat.
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ON MY SECOND day in Tirana a young medical student shows me where the statue of Stalin had stood. The key, he says, to blowing up a statue is knowledge of anatomy. Earnestly he explains how two tonnes of gelignite placed by the tyrant’s feet will blow off the toes, but this, of course, amounts to no more than a glancing blow. In the fold of the dictator’s arm a stick of gelignite will blow an arm sky-high—a crowd-pleaser for sure. But for the ultimate result a stick of gelignite must be placed in a hole drilled over the heart.


‘Over the heart. You understand?’ And he jabs a finger in my chest—so that I may better understand.


The medical student had been amazed to discover that the Emperor’s statue in downtown Tirana had been hollow and badly welded.


But none of these student interpreters has shown much heart for tracking down Shapallo. They stick to the Tirana they know. And, understandably, their preoccupation is with other things.


It is November and unseasonably cold. Each morning the city awakes to ice on the pavements and the small fires of the gypsy street cleaners. People talk of the approaching winter. It is like a medieval fear of what lies in the lee of the mountain. Old men sit around in cafés that have no food to offer. They smoke their last cigarettes, and long after the silty coffee has hardened to a rind in their cups they joke amongst themselves as to who will still be around by the end of winter.


This Shapallo, they ask, has he been working in Greece? Has he brought back supplies? Has he some good raki from Kosovo to sell? Does he know where we can find some cheap fuel? Why, they ask, should they know this man-lizard? This chameleon? Or else they ask again, who is it exactly I am looking for, a dentist or an emperor?


We have had enough of emperors, they say. It’s dentists we need, and the undeniable truth of this is there to be seen in the few cracked teeth straggling to the bitten corners of their mouths.


At such moments I can feel the willingness of my student interpreters crumble beside me.


One such experience. After the guffawing subsides, an old man follows me out of the café behind the Tirana Hotel and takes hold of my coat sleeve. He begins to tell me something, and I redirect him to the interpreter, who is very excited: ‘This man here, he has heard of this person, Shapallo.’ This is too good to be true. But there’s the man’s whiskery grin. There he is, nodding, full of assurances. ‘Shapallo,’ he says. Then off he goes—explaining something at great speed. ‘Yes,’ says the interpreter slowly. ‘There is such a person who can assist with information. A shoemaker.’


Some years earlier, I first came upon ‘Bird the First, King of the Sons of the Eagle’ buried away in the Talk of the Town section of the New Yorker. Ahmed Bey Zogu was born in 1895. In 1925 he became President of Albania, and three years later was proclaimed King Zog. For his coronation he ordered an outfit which included rose-coloured breeches, gold spurs and a gold crown weighing in at nearly eight pounds.


But not even the most expensive refinery succeeded in convincing all of his legitimacy, and for the duration of his reign King Zog’s preoccupation was ‘staying alive’. In all, he survived fifty-five assassination attempts. The first one came in 1931: a burst of gunfire greeted Zog as he left a Vienna opera house after a performance of Pagliacci. Although one particular assassination attempt did much to turn him into a national hero, when, as President, he was wounded three times outside the Parliament in Tirana. Without thought to his injuries Zog calmly walked back inside to the Parliamentary Chamber and, ignoring his bleeding, gave one of the ‘most brilliant speeches of his career [and] the longest’.


A king, of course, requires a queen. It is one of life’s symmetries. Like salt and pepper. So Zog commissioned his four sisters, each princess a division commander in the Albanian Army (and none married themselves), to find a suitable spouse.


A single photograph of a penniless half-American, half-Hungarian countess, Geraldine Apponyi, who had been selling postcards in the Budapest National Museum for forty-five dollars a month, captured the King’s heart.


One year after the marriage, Italy invaded Albania. The royal household fled to England as first Mussolini’s Fascists, followed by the Germans, and in 1944 Enver Hoxha’s Communists, took over the kingdom—formally deposing the King in absentia in 1946.


King Zog wasted no time in setting about the royal circuit. He was a friend of King Farouk. In Alexandria the Albanian King and Queen danced in the gardens of Farouk’s summer palace. There were bridge and tennis parties to attend with other royal exiles.


In 1951 the King toured the United States and bought Knoll-wood, a grand Long Island residence. Italian Renaissance in style, it boasted several kingly attributes—tall Ionic columns and a winding stairway of marble. For the duration of Zog’s residence a bearded Royal Guard was stationed at the gate—he would kiss the hands of visitors and gently turn sightseers away.


In 1952 the King was unable to convince the Nassau County authorities that as a monarch he had ‘sovereign immunity’ from such trifles as paying taxes.


Three years later he sold Knollwood. Its grounds were ripped up by vandals in search of the gold Zog was rumoured to have escaped Albania with, and buried in the gardens of Knollwood. The mansion was later demolished. In the late sixties Nassau County acquired Knollwood and incorporated it into a wilderness reserve.


King Zog spent his last years drifting in and out of pain caused by his illness and dreaming of his restoration to the throne. He died in 1961 in Foches Hospital, Paris, broken in body and spirit. But not forgotten.


In 1990, a man living with an Australian wife in a ranch-style home outside Johannesburg issued a press release saying that he was Leka I, son of ‘Bird the First, King of the Sons of the Eagle’, and that he was ready and willing to assume the throne of Albania.
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IN A NUMBER of ways the Balkans had obtruded into my world. My summers had been spent in a place called Kansas Street in the Wairarapa, New Zealand, where my uncle had as a neighbour Cliff Dalziel. ‘A talented man’, it was often said of Cliff, but ruefully, as though the promise of Cliff’s talent had coved off to disappointment.


Cliff was a shortwave radio operator. All his waking hours were spent in a shed playing with his radio gear. There was no boundary fence or hedgerow to speak of, and summer evenings I lay in the dry straw-like grass eavesdropping on Cliff while he worked his dials through the clouds of static, waiting for him to hit a pocket of sound, so pure and near that it often felt as though the voice of Radio Tirana had arrived at the bottom of the Pacific from the other side of a wall in a cheap motel room. Sometimes we heard Albanian or Greek music wavering out of Cliff’s shed. The song grew dim and faded and the static returned. Cliff would chase after it and try to woo it back with the dials but the song was gone. Then, maybe, the announcer’s voice would come through strong—it was ninety-two degrees in Tirana. An astounding heat which I associated with older civilisations. In our part of the world heat got tossed around by winds twisting out of valleys and rushing across farmland.


I lay back on the lawn trying to imagine a heat that came out of a kiln. Then the voice from Tirana vanished inside a thin whistle out to the stratosphere, and from inside the tin shed I heard Cliff read out the time on his wristwatch: ‘Eight-thirty, February nine, nineteen hundred and sixty-three.’ The transmission was recorded in a school exercise book which he carried to and from the shed.


There was a national league for shortwave radio buffs. Cliff had cartons full of QSL cards—these were verification cards—from the Venezuela telephone system, from a German institute of physics; he once showed me a slightly terse letter from the Israelis reminding Cliff that ‘their transmission was not intended for reception by the general public’. A 1970 letter from Radio Peking provided Cliff with a proud moment. The letter read: ‘Thank you for your letter and your congratulations to our country on the successful launching of the first man-made earth satellite…Our great leader Chairman Mao [has] pointed out, “The era in which Chinese were regarded as uncivilised is now over”.’


Cliff said he wasn’t competitive about it, although within the league and amongst some members there was quite a bit of argument as to what was or wasn’t a country. To earn points you had to tape a transmission. The champion shortwave radio operator with virtually an unassailable lead was a blind man who lived with his elderly sister at the bottom of the South Island.


For Cliff it had started out during the war, when he was a ship’s radio officer sailing in the Adriatic. Each night he listened in to ‘fellco radio’, used by the partisan groups inside Albania and Yugoslavia. After the war he wrote to those countries on whom he had eavesdropped—and with what I imagined to be a pen pal curiosity, Albania had written back.


For twenty-eight years Cliff monitored Radio Tirana’s broadcasts. The clearest signal was the daily broadcast, which was aimed at America but which sometimes overshot to land in the Pacific.


But Cliff had also taken it upon himself to expand his duties to other things.


For nineteen years he paid rent on a small shop display in the world trade centre. The Soviets also had a prominent but largely ignored window front. Mothers with prams lost in the maze of the centre’s corridors and wings suddenly found themselves confronted by Cliff’s Albanian window: dolls in folk costume, a bottle of raki, a plastic bunch of grapes. And for a colourful backdrop Cliff had mounted on display boards photographs of women in white cotton headdresses working in the fields. Lean, healthy-looking farm workers waved from the seats of tractors. Happy miners waved back along dark and narrow mine shafts.


Cliff and his wife, Bess, had a daughter and a son. We had not been close. I knew only the daughter’s name, Grace. A crucial five or six years separated us. Her older brother left home and Grace was gone less than eighteen months later. My memories are of Grace studying till all hours, and of the bright halo her desk lamp created in the window. Once Grace left, it felt as though the Dalziel children had simply passed on to another world. I never saw them or heard them mentioned by their parents.


Driving to Cliff’s place, after all these years, I couldn’t think of the son’s name. But as I pulled up outside the Dalziel house, in another part of my memory I saw him quite clearly—eighteen or nineteen years of age he must have been, standing outside his house and staring in the windows unsure as to whether he had locked eyes with a friend or a stranger.


I parked and spent a moment looking at my uncle’s old house. Smaller, plainer than I had remembered. The new owners had let the garden go. On Cliff’s side of the boundary the tin shed was gone, although a very tall radio aerial rose at the side of the chimney.


I was intending to go to Tirana and I had a manila folder of photographs to show Cliff—of young men, naked to the waist, dragging themselves from the water in the Albanian port of Durrës. There was a boat going to Italy and everybody wanted to be on it. In the photographs people cling to the sides of freighters. Others are climbing up ship ropes. There is one photograph of a woman with a baby tied to her belly; she is hauling herself and the child, hand over hand, up the rusted side of a freighter. The harbour is white with splashes. According to the photographs, bodies fall like torpedoes—resignedly and without fuss. Among the crowd gathered on deck there is no excitement. There doesn’t appear to be any backslapping—or even the ‘Thank God, we’ve made it’ sentiment which you might expect. Instead, the crowd in this photograph reminded me of high jumpers, successful so far, but for the moment content to sit on their haunches to see who else will make it.


The other Reuters photographs were of exhausted men and women resting on a mountain pass high up in the winter snow and ice of the Pindus mountains. Men, women, children, small babies swaddled in blankets, walking the ‘freedom corridor to Greece’.


Cliff was dismissive. The photos were of ‘good-time boys wanting jeans and discotheques’. The country was in the hands of reactionaries. Everything had gone to hell.


He spoke of the country falling to saboteurs, foreign agents, Fascists. Extravagant language which pressed the buttons to another era—to grainy films of the forties, of smoky rooms, women with obscure accents, troubled intellectuals who dabbled in explosives. And yet Cliff was none of these things. The last time I had had a studied look at him was two years previously. A photo had appeared in the local newspaper of Cliff staring gravely back at the community. In the foreground was a cake with lit candles to mark the woodwork teacher’s retirement. It was a straightforward head and shoulders, but you knew there was a flat carpenter’s pencil stuffed down the inside of his walk socks. I also seemed to recall a scar on his knee from a brush with a lathe. Most of all, you sensed that the frosty distance between the blackboard and the first row of desks would accompany Cliff into private life. It had to do with his bushy eyebrows, I think. His eyes, sheltered underneath that stiff ridge, gazed out over the classroom, suspicious, and forever sensing laughter behind his back.


[image: image]


Bess, Cliff’s wife, pushed open a door into the side of the house and called out, ‘Cliff…You have a visitor.’


She leaned around the door as if reluctant to enter. ‘Shall we say fifteen minutes?’ Then to me: ‘I bought a leg of lamb especially.’


Cliff emerged from the gloom of the hurricane lamps which lit small areas of bitten and scraped clay banks. He waited until the footsteps of his wife climbed out of earshot, and he said disapprovingly, ‘She prefers it up there to down here.’


At the far end of the basement there was a bed, some expensive electronic gadgetry, a table and a chair with a stiff back. Along one wall were plastic clothes baskets piled high with back copies of Albania Today and summarised news bulletins from Tirana published in English for the foreign readership.


But back at the door Cliff was studying my feet. He said I might like to pull on a pair of house slippers, or jandals. There was a pile of them at the door. I would be much more comfortable, he said, and in such a way as to suggest that non-compliance carried the weight of a cultural slight.


He found me a worn pair of green jandals. ‘There,’ he said, happy.


‘Chai?’ And he busied himself with lighting a Bunsen burner. ‘Go ahead. Look around.’


On his table was a copy of the DX Times. He had underlined some references to himself in the editor’s chatty ‘Mailbag’ column. ‘Cliff, we’re getting around this month…From up in the tropics Cliff has heard from one he describes as Vientiane and the Voice of Afghan 17540…Some really unusual ones here, Cliff. Nice work. Ed.’ Another section, ‘Shortwave Bandwatch’, listed the reception details sent in by league members—the kilohertz, the country and program: 3385, Papua New Guinea, East New Britain, ‘drumming and singing…’; Papua New Guinea, New Ireland, ‘Linda Ronstadt singing…’; Dubai, ‘the war in the Gulf and light music…’


Cliff glanced at his watch. ‘Right now,’ he said, ‘Radio Tirana should be broadcasting to Africa.’ He poured the tea, then he reached over to his dials. A moment later came the familiar static cloudburst. Then, Tirana…


Later, when I surfaced from this world, I was greeted with the rolling calm of Kansas Street, its tidy space and tripwire fences. Islands of tall maize grew wild around the fence posts where the mowers couldn’t get close enough, and it occurred to me, not for the first time, that here in the South Pacific were bits and pieces of another world poking through, a piece of the prairie that had taken seed from our imagination.
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THE FEW THINGS I knew about Albania then I had gleaned almost entirely from Cliff. It was around the time of the revolution sweeping Eastern Europe that my interest re-emerged. At the tail end of the massive crowd scenes in Prague and the wintry loneliness of a broken East German Party leader walking in the woods of a Russian asylum came the grainy blue television pictures of a street mob in Tirana.


I moved forward to the edge of my armchair as one of the mob broke clear. This renegade looked like an extra in an Elia Kazan movie—ill-fitting trousers of a rough kind of denim and something like a black pea jacket and a peaked cap. A rope was tied around his waist, and as he stepped onto the statue’s knees, those at the rear of the mob raised a cheer.


Now the young man stretched for the dictator’s breast pocket. He took purchase and swung freely. The crowd moved involuntarily forward, but the young man was able to clinch with his legs and grab the bronze neck, to which he fastened the rope. From here the coverage jumped forward. The screen filled up with the face of a reporter, and over his shoulder, high up in the picture, groups of men were urinating over the fallen idol.


A few months later, in Rome, the first Albanians I meet are some of those figures I had seen in the photographs dragging themselves out of Durrës harbour, clambering up the sides of ships. Short, humble figures like the ones I remember from old school photographs of men in the twenties felling timber to clear farmland. Men amused by any special attention given them.


A need for birth certificates and other documentation has brought them back to home soil, but for so large a group their silence is chastening.


The Albanian consulate is hidden behind high walls, and from via Asmaria you can’t see the tall elegant trees, the sweep of lawn or the circular drive. There is an entranceway of perhaps half a dozen steps cut from stone, but once you are inside the door the grandeur falls away and you find yourself at the threshold of another world, one which has made a virtue out of neglect.


In the gloomy hall and waiting room the light bulbs haven’t been replaced and the wallpaper has started to sag out from the wall. A shabby blue cotton shift sits loosely over a couch. Four young men perch on the edge and rise nervously to their feet whenever consulate officials in overcoats make brief appearances. It starts out orderly, but the moment pieces of paper are produced, everyone begins talking at once and the officials simply don’t want to know about it. They wave their arms and retreat behind closed doors, and there they remain until the consulate closes at noon.


This was the case on Saturday. On Monday the halls and lobby are deserted—it’s an entirely different place—and a man in a dapper suit and with polished English says, ‘You would like to visit Albania. Yes, why not.’


Two days later, in Bari, I’m standing at the stern of a ship watching the procession of secondhand cars crammed with food and clothes and electrical appliances enter the hold.


Already we’re an hour late in leaving and another dozen cars are still on the wharf. The drivers check that the ropes holding down fridges and televisions on the car roofs are secure. They can’t check this enough times. The overwhelming concern is for practicality, which is the kind of thing Cliff would warm to. For the first time on this trip I can actually place him. One driver has removed his shoes and another driver is examining their heels. Cliff would have an opinion on such things.


Just two cars left now. An announcement that the bar has opened clears the decks. A little later the ship gives a shudder, and down on the wharf three Italian officials in black uniforms rock back on their heels with the satisfaction of a difficult job at an end. There are no other farewells. I stay out there until one by one the lights go out along the Italian coast.


In the night something like a cold hand touched my cheek and I felt Albania reach out—a cold puff of wind sent down from those tan-coloured mountain peaks which, for a moment, I can’t think where or how they have come to mind. Of course, I’m thinking of Syldavia from the Tintin books.


The lounge is quiet as a morgue—men in socked feet lie back with their mouths open. The ship feels like a giant crib rocking gently in the swell.


Out on deck there is a full yellow moon, and briefly, I think I have it all to myself. The next thing I see is the lit end of a cigarette, and here he comes, a lone figure shuffling from the doorway of the saloon. He takes a few steps and stops, to hold his position against the pitch and roll of the ship; then he sets off again.


He stops short of me with his pissed-pants stance. ‘Allemagne?’ Then he tries something in Italian which I fail to pick up. He shakes his head, and in perfect English he says, ‘I asked if you were Russian.’


His name is Mister Jin, although this comes later.


I tell him I am visiting Albania.


‘Well yes,’ he says. ‘We all are. This is where the ship is destined, surely. But you are not Albanian.’ Then he asks that I forgive his rudeness, but he is unaccustomed to such a phenomenon. ‘Why would anyone visit Albania?’ he wonders. ‘Perhaps you are a spy? In Albania there is hardly anyone who isn’t a spy.’


He waits to see what I think of that—instead, I congratulate him on his English. And he laughs loudly and heartily, a laugh which smells strongly of alcohol.


‘Allow me,’ he says, ‘to introduce you to one of my closest friends…’ From the inside of his coat he produces a bottle of Greek brandy.


He is returning home from visiting his son in Italy, and this being his first time abroad, I am curious to hear his impressions. Was it everything he had expected? But he answers by saying his son is very happy there.


‘His life is very satisfactory. Very satisfactory,’ he says.


We drink to that, and Mister Jin suddenly begins to sing.


‘Row, row, row your boat


Gently down the stream…’


He asks if I know this particular English song.


Then, with passable sincerity, he says he has one or two questions on his mind. There are some things he would like to know about my country.


‘Did you fight against the Nazis in the war?’


‘Do you possess the grape—and grow corn?’


‘Is it a prime minister or a king that you have?’


‘Do you have black people?’


‘It is coming into summer there, I believe. Do you like to swim? My personal preference is to frogkick.’


‘Oh dear,’ he says merrily. He checks himself. ‘That is also an English colloquialism, yes, this is a fact? Good, I am satisfied.’


‘So why, my friend, what has brought you to Albania?


‘Ah, you are a writer. This is good. This is very good indeed.


‘Ismail Kadare. You know him? Excellent. But you must read Dossier H. To understand the tragedy of my country this is the book.’


‘I’ll look out for it.’


‘Ah, but naturally you will not find it in English. So I will tell you.


‘First,’ he says, ‘you must understand. Information and genealogy are everything in Albania. Under Hoxha there was no other reality. You understand?


‘Under Hoxha, everyone had to write out their biografi. Each year it was to be updated and added to—information such as: Have you been turned down by the Party? Was your father a partisan? Were your grandparents Zogists? Or collaborators? Your biografi would tell.


‘The story Kadare wrote was of two Englishmen who have come to Albania to research an academic work on Homer. Our secret police are immediately suspicious. Who is this person Homer? What does he want? Is he a collaborator? A foreign agent? We must find out. So, a sigourimi is sent to spy on the Englishmen. He eavesdrops. He learns the questions the Englishmen ask. And eventually a dossier emerges on this foreign agent…this saboteur called Homer. You understand?’


I mention my interest in Hoxha, although the word I use is ‘dictator’ and Mister Jin reacts with mock surprise.


‘“Dictator”, you say. “Great Leader”, we said.’


Enver Hoxha, he continues, had been a religion.


‘Even I. I was very, very sad when Enver died. At my office no one was brave enough to mention his death. We didn’t dare speak for what might come out. This is a fact. Imagine, please, if we said the Emperor was dead and he turned out not to be? We waited for the radio report before we could speak of his death. Some had cried with genuine grief, others cried because they thought it dangerous not to. Some turned white believing something catastrophic would happen. The crops would shrivel and die. The seas would rise. They would be obliged to walk on stilts.


‘My friend,’ he says, ‘you cannot imagine.’


In the distance four small lights pin down a charcoal-smudged horizon. Then, around dawn, Albania begins to emerge from something more than hearsay. The notion of clouds gives way to layers of hill; their tops are darkly pencilled and fold back on one another. An hour later, as we enter the port of Durrës, Mister Jin is still at my side. The rest of the passengers have come out on deck. They stand shoulder to shoulder, silent for the most part, and with a kind of shortsightedness that insists landfall is still half a mile off.


And there, high on the hill overlooking the town, is King Zog’s palace from one of Cliff’s photographs.


We nudge the wharf and a stern rope is played out. An orderly crowd waits down on the wharf. A single hand is raised—and because it is so utterly alone, there is something almost defiant about it. And it occurs to me that Albanians are probably unaccustomed to welcoming back their own. Young soldiers shoulder rifles. Faces peer down from the upper floors of a grimy yellow building which is located almost ludicrously, as if it intends to meet visiting ships on equal terms. Its upper windows are missing and some of the floors lack walls. The building is a mouthful of broken teeth.


Standing in the rubble are thin, watchful men, unshaven, lank-haired with sideburns, dressed in bell-bottoms. It must have rained a short time earlier. Puddles and grime fetch away in the distance to a ramshackle customs house. Beyond this, a long stretch of rolled barbed wire separates the street from the wharf area, and hemmed in behind, hundreds and hundreds of people stand in the cold and mud, ‘waiting’, as it is often said of the fishermen in Durrës during winter, according to Mister Jin, ‘for the sea to freeze over so they could walk to Italy’.


I remember Cliff’s parting advice to take American money, to keep it in small denominations and spread it throughout my person. I should put bank notes in my socks, but not in my shoes. Pack Elastoplast and anti-bacterial powder. Always travel with a bottle of raki. In the event of a hold up offer the bandits a drink, and try to be lighthearted.


I stick to Mister Jin’s side through customs, shadow him through the gap in the barbed wire. With widening eyes the crowd stares back. They press their hands against the wire. No doubt they have questions of their own. For the moment it is not Cliff’s bandits that I see in these people but something rather more frightening about a crowd that has lost its tongue.


We get to the railway station ahead of the other passengers off the boat. I have a small confession to make. I tell Mister Jin that I had come here with notions of Greece. I had imagined blue skies and small villages carved out of whitewash.


Mister Jin returns a puzzled look. He asks, ‘Where is this place, please?’


We sit in a carriage blackened from fire. Glass crunches under our feet. A cold draught is blowing through the shattered windows. On the outskirts of Durrës bits of land float on lakes. Feet dangle over the sides of walls with water below. We leave the last of the wet washing hung out over balconies. Then we are in the countryside. A horse strains to pull a cart through a field of ploughed mud. In the distance an old woman ankle-deep in mud is buckled under a load of wood.


‘What a shame it is,’ says Mister Jin, ‘that you have chosen to come here in winter.’


So far Albania is bog, or under water, washed out in colour, and its bare hills are without ski lifts. The depletedness of the view from the train window is only marginally relieved by our arrival at Tirana. Although we seem to have come upon it too suddenly. One moment we are in the countryside—the next, gliding by at train speed are grey slabs of apartments and there is no time to compare the gradual approach to Tirana with American writer Rose Wilder Lane’s description of sixty years earlier: ‘You must come over the mountains from Durazzo and see at the foot of the mountains—with old Dajti stretched like some prehistoric monster against the sky above it—the long stretch of trees that’s Tirana and the white minarets rising.’


By the time a German journalist, Harry Hamm, arrived in Albania, thirty years after Rose Wilder Lane, of the country’s 530 mosques only a dozen remained. Some had been turned into theatres, others into gymnasiums. The Orthodox church on the hill at the southern edge of Tirana, he noted, had been turned into a restaurant and the altar into a counter on which a chromium-plated coffee machine displayed a ‘latest social achievement’ plaque.


From the railway station we walk through the city to the Dajti Hotel, its namesake looming over the city as Rose Wilder Lane described, but its summit covered in grey mist. Every visitor mentions Dajti but now I can see why. Tirana feels like rubble at the bottom of a cliff.


By the time we reach Skanderbeg Square the mist has turned to rain.


‘Such a pity,’ says Mister Jin, and he reminds me: in summer a cradle of smiles dangles over Tirana.


‘Where are the birds?’ I ask.


‘Birds?’


It has just occurred to me. It has to do with the absence of traffic, the total absence of noise, I am sure, otherwise I would not have thought of birds.


‘The birds are surely in the trees,’ he says.


We come onto Skanderbeg Square, which is vast and rain-soaked. We stop to look at the pedestal where the statue of Enver Hoxha had stood, and which is now occupied by small children. One boy strikes a pose and pops a muscle. A soldier posted there heaves his rifle and looks off in another direction.


From the square we follow the edge of a park. Mister Jin says we are nearly there.


‘Okay. Okay,’ call some small boys crouched by the fires of a chestnut vendor.


A young man selling newspapers calls out pleasantly, ‘Bush!’ He raises the Democrat salute. Two fingers.


I feel as if I’m the only foreigner in Tirana. A special emissary of some kind.


In fact the Dajti, as I discover, is full of UN people and logistics experts from Western relief agencies. The other guests are visiting ‘businessmen’. Romanian, Italian, Hungarian—they are all here. The foyer of the Dajti is a kind of piazza. The noise missing in the square is in the hotel. In the days ahead the visiting ‘businessmen’ fail to shed their heavy coats or venture beyond the smoke-filled lobby. At night they resettle in the lounge and sit at the low coffee tables under a thickening cloud of smoke. They raise their glasses, propose toasts and talk of ‘opportunities’, while a woman in a leopardskin coat goes from one man’s knee to another’s.
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