

[image: image]



NEW EUROPE

MICHAEL PALIN

Photographs by Basil Pao

[image: image]


A WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON EBOOK

First published in Great Britain in 2007 by Weidenfeld and Nicolson

This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books

Copyright © Michael Palin 2007

Photographs copyright © Basil Pao 2007

Hand-drawn lettering by Ken Wilson

The moral right of Michael Palin to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978 0 2978 6361 8

The Orion Publishing Group Ltd

Orion House

5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane

London WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

www.orionbooks.co.uk



For Archie



Contents

Cover

Title

Copyright

Dedication

About the Author

Introduction

Postscript

Slovenia

Croatia

Bosnia & Herzegovina

Croatia

Albania

Macedonia

Bulgaria

Turkey

Moldova

Plates

Romania

Serbia

Hungary

Ukraine

Estonia

Latvia

Lithuania

Kaliningrad/Russia

Poland

Slovakia

Czech Republic

Germany

Acknowledgements

Also by Michael Palin


MICHAEL PALIN established his reputation with Monty Python’s Flying Circus and Ripping Yarns. His work also includes several films with Monty Python, as well as The Missionary, A Private Function, an award-winning performance as the hapless Ken in A Fish Called Wanda, American Friends and Fierce Creatures. His television credits include two films for the BBC’s Great Railway Journeys, the plays East of Ipswich and Number 27, and Alan Bleasdale’s GBH. He has written seven best-selling travel books to accompany his series Around the World in 80 Days, Pole to Pole, Full Circle, Hemingway Adventure, Sahara, Himalaya and New Europe. He is also the author of a number of children’s stories, the play The Weekend and the novel Hemingway’s Chair. In 2006 the first volume of his diaries, 1969–1979: The Python Years, spent many weeks on the bestseller lists. In 2008 and updated special edition of Around the World in 80 Days was published to coincide with his BBC documentary Around the World in 20 Years. Visit his website at www.palinstravels.co.uk.

BASIL PAO began his photographic career in 1980 on his return to Hong Kong after ten years in the United States, where he was an art director for Atlantic, Polygram and Warner Bros. He first worked with Michael Palin on the design for book accompanying Monty Python’s Life of Brian. They have since collaborated on the books based on his seven travel series. In 2007 he wrote and photographed China Revealed: A Portrait of the Rising Dragon.


Introduction

MANY TIMES, too many times, I’ve woken, 35,000 feet in the air, in that limbo-land between the end of an old day and the start of a new one, after a long flight from somewhere far away. I’ve pushed up the window shutter and peered out at the twinkling lights below and wanted to be down there, in a real house with a kitchen table and eggs on the stove and coffee on the hob.

More often than not, it’s eastern Europe that I see waking up below me and though it’s only two hours from where I live, I realise with a jolt that I know more about Hong Kong or the Hindu Kush than what it’s really like down there.

Of all the continents I’ve touched in the nineteen heady years since we started out on Around the World in Eighty Days, Europe is the one in which I’ve lingered least, partly because it is so close to home, and partly because much of it has been in serious disarray. Our planes were bombing Serbia only eight years ago.

But since the start of the twenty-first century Europe has begun to sort itself out. East and West have drawn closer. There have been no major conflicts. Countries once suspicious of visitors now welcome them with open arms.

So when it came to reuniting Saga Platoon for one more adventure it seemed that there was a gap to be filled. The continent I had flown over on so many dark mornings could not be ignored any longer. It was time for Europe. And time to get out my trusty, increasingly tattered, Penguin Encyclopaedia of Places.

‘Europe: Apart from Australia, the smallest of the continents. It occupies about seven per cent of the earth’s land surface. On the other hand it is second to Asia for size of population, containing over 20 per cent of the world total.’

And therein lay the first problem. An awful lot of people to meet.

It became clear that it would take us too long to cover the whole of Europe. Most interesting to me was that half of my own continent which, for most of my lifetime, was chilled by a Cold War and concealed behind an Iron Curtain. Now, with the Cold War over and the Iron Curtain lifted, there was the prospect of being able to travel through once-forbidden lands; of making a voyage of discovery on my very own doorstep.

Trying to describe such a journey in purely geographical terms didn’t seem quite right. Some countries were clearly part of Eastern Europe, others very definitely Central Europe, while others, like Turkey, Moldova or Ukraine, didn’t fit into either category. What they all seemed to have in common was a sense of rapid change, an opening-up of new horizons. It wasn’t just names that were changing. Opportunities were being seized, old systems challenged, economic and political alliances entirely rethought. Nothing was quite as it had been before. Peoples, cultures and traditions with long historical roots were being shaken up and re-energised. Compared to the relatively secure and settled shape of Western Europe, the realignment of the eastern half of the continent was hurtling along. What was taking shape, both on the map and in the head was a new Europe. Or as we say on television, a New Europe.

If I’d made this journey eighteen years ago, instead of haring off around the world, it would have taken me through ten countries. Today there are twenty. More than all the countries in our Himalaya and Sahara journeys put together.

Many of these new nations are tiny, some with total populations smaller than that of London, but despite their size they have a very clear sense of their own identity, reinforced and defined by their own language, culture, history and currency. What makes their existence viable is the supportive hand of the European Union. Not all are part of it yet, but all feel that its benefits are worth taking seriously. After a century of power struggles which have visited unimaginable horrors upon the continent this coming-together is breathtakingly fresh and promising.

So I set out with considerable excitement in May 2006, and, a year later I find myself neither disillusioned nor cynical. The spirit of New Europe does exist, the hopes and dreams still burn and the future is full of opportunity. Our journey might just have been through a very small window in history and my natural tendency to optimism and half-full glasses may have misled me, but whatever the future holds I think it is important to have marked this moment when, for the first time in a thousand years, the old Europe of domination and conflict has been replaced by a new Europe of co-operation.

Let’s, for all our sakes, hope that we can make it work.

Michael Palin, London, June 2007

The Journey

We filmed over a period of twenty-two weeks between 16 May 2006 and 4 May 2007, generally avoiding the very depths of winter, though snow and ice caught up with us in Turkey. My formative impressions of Eastern Europe had been in monochrome, as if the people there lived in concrete apartment blocks under permanently grey skies. Basil Pao’s pictures for the book and Nigel Meakin’s photographs for the BBC series are an eloquent corrective. The sun shone throughout most of our journey. Though there are far too many concrete blocks, we also saw well-kept, elegant, ancient and very beautiful cities and villages, as well as swathes of countryside farmed by the traditional methods fast disappearing from west European landscapes.

And though the mountains may not be the Himalayas, there was snow on the tops of the Carpathians and the Julian Alps in the middle of summer.

The book is made up from my diary notes, with one exception. For the first time on any of my travels I had my shoulder bag stolen. It happened on my arrival in Budapest and though I lost phone and money neither mattered a damn compared to the loss of my little black book containing all my notes on the Baltic states. There was nothing I could do but sit in my hotel room overlooking the Danube and recreate it all from memory and from muttered observations on my voice recorder. It’s a tribute to the Baltics that so much came back so vividly.

If some days are missed out, it’s because they were rest days.



Postscript

ROMANIA AND Bulgaria have joined the European Union since I set out, but the delicate balance of Balkan politics has been shaken by Kosovo’s declaration of independence. On the other hand, those who disagreed with Poland’s new anti-communist vetting laws (which tarnished, among others, the reputation of Ryszard Kapuscinski, one of their country’s finest travellers and journalists) will have been encouraged by the victory of Donald Tusk and his liberal oppostion party in the Polish elections of October 2007. Turkey is having increasing difficulty balancing its secular tradition with Islamist aspirations, and Ukrainian politicians are still nowhere near resolving the rift between the eastern- and western-oriented halves of the country. There have been student riots in Hungary, and Russia and Estonia have come to serious blows after the relocation of a war memorial.

At least these are problems the countries of the region will have to sort out themselves. Far more worrying is that superpower politics, from whose corrosive influence Europe looked to have been mercifully released, is back on the agenda. At the time of writing the Americans and the Russians seem hell-bent on resurrecting the Cold War. But this is the year Putin and Bush both step down, so, as they say, anything could happen, but probably won’t.

My advice would be, as you might expect, not to stay at home and worry, but to go to the countries and find out for yourselves.

Michael Palin, London, April 2008



A Note on Names

I have attempted to reduce the number of accents and unfamiliar spelling.

Paul Woodman, the Secretary of the Permanent Committee on Geographical Names, kindly advised which place-name accents were essential to retain. I have been more cavalier with the names of people as they are generally, apart from German umlauts, rendered accentless when encountered in English-language newspapers and magazines.
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Slovenia

Day One: The Julian Alps

THE MOUNTAIN hut has been opened specially. The climbing and hiking season hasn’t yet begun. There is snow all around us, but, more worryingly for our purposes, there is cloud all around us. What should be one of the most spectacular views in the eastern Alps could just as well be someone’s back garden. I nurse a mug of herbal tea, personally mixed by our guide. It’s a dense, intense brew, a grappa of herbal teas. He spreads his hands apologetically, and looks up at where the sky would probably be if we could see it. It’s Slovenia’s fault, he says, for being where it is. Moist Mediterranean air is meeting cool, dry air from Central Europe, condensing and covering the monumental landscape like dust-sheets over fine furniture.

There’s a map on the wall of the hut and he points out where we are. Almost exactly on the border between Italy and Slovenia, and between what I have grown up to know as Western and Eastern Europe.

For forty-five years of my life the Soviet Union, with its satellite states, had turned half the continent into an alien place; unwelcoming, bureaucratic, grey. For forty-five years Iron Curtains and Cold Wars (sustained for the convenience of both sides) sowed division and mistrust amongst Europeans who should have been friends.

It’s been eighteen years now since the fall of the Berlin Wall signalled a new direction for the continent into which I was born. Which is why I’m here 8,000 feet up in the Julian Alps, looking optimistically east, waiting for the cloud to lift so that I can see what the new Europe looks like.

Two hours later, the clouds start to wither, and we begin to make out solid objects: rocks and boulders peeking out above the snow, the outline of slopes soaring above and below us. Then with a sudden, dizzying effect a final stack of cloud falls off the mountain like an avalanche and the sun strikes buttresses of pink-tinged limestone, cracked and jagged and pointing at the sky. I head off along the path that leads east.

Day Two: Bled

Wake early. Beyond the trees I can see grey light reflected on an eerily still water. Nothing is moving. There is silence apart from the muted chimes of the clock on the church in the middle of the lake, echoed discreetly by a chorus of more distant clocks in the town of Bled.

Villa Bled, where we’re staying, is a beautiful, tranquil spot, the sort of place that monks or dictators might choose as a hideaway from the distractions of the world. In this case it was dictators, for this vast pile was built, in 1947, as a getaway for Josip Broz Tito, a.k.a. Marshal Tito, one of the giants of post-war communism.

The hotel manager tells me Tito loved Slovenia because it was as far away as he could get from Russia and as close as he could get to Great Britain. Did I know that Elizabeth II had received and decorated him?

The manager shakes his head. ‘Unheard of in a communist leader.’

What’s more, she gave him a Rolls-Royce, adding to the already impressive stash of cars given him every Christmas by each grateful country of the Yugoslav Federation. Yugoslavia, generally reckoned to have been one of the more successful creations of post-war communism, never stood much of a chance after the charismatic Tito died in 1980. Slovenia was the first to challenge the system. The walk-out by Slovenian delegates in January 1990 made sure that the 14th Congress of the Yugoslav League of Communists would be the last. Two years and a short war later Slovenian independence was officially recognised.

Walking out this morning I have no sense of Slovenia’s communist past. A banner slung across the road announces, in English, that this is the ‘Month of Asparagus’. History and religion, two of communism’s great enemies, are celebrated everywhere, from the impossibly picturesque Church of the Assumption that sits on an island in the middle of the lake like a carnival float, to the soaring ramparts of the seventeenth-century castle high above the northern shore. The language sounds Germanic, lots of ‘Ja Ja’s, and the boatmen waiting for tourists are decked out in Tyrolean costume. Houses are of the Alpine style, with overhanging roofs, carved shutters and piles of fresh-cut wood neatly stacked by the doorways. It’s not just any sniff of communism that’s missing here, it’s any sniff of the twentieth century. Bled is in Austro-Hapsburg costume.

I take a ride on the lake with an unsentimental, left-leaning theatre director from the capital, Ljubljana (pronounced Loob-li-Ana). Our pletna, a stouter version of a gondola, is punted about by a man called Robert dressed in velvet jacket and pantaloons, with a pole in one hand and a mobile phone in the other. He’s clearly more interested in what’s happening on the end of the phone.

My companion, Zjelko, whilst not exactly nostalgic, misses the artistic contacts which were so easy during the Yugoslav times. People tend to forget that Slovenia is the most westerly Slav nation in Europe. With a population just short of two million, they, perhaps more than anyone, appreciated the cultural kinship of Slav federation.

‘Is there anything in the old Yugoslav way of doing things that might have been better than now?’

He replies with feeling.

‘In those times families spent weekends going walking in the mountains or going out. You know how they spend them now? In the commercial centres, all the Saturdays and Sundays, shopping and kids playing in the kindergarten of the commercial centres. That’s how Slovenians now spend weekends.’

The medical care system was better then too. Now it’s all to do with money.

‘You can get a cataract operation in a week if you have money. If you don’t it’s a year and a half.’

By the time he’s got onto the resurgence of the Catholic Church, which is trying to revive ancient Austrian laws to claw back property and raise taxes, I feel we’re in danger of getting into a What Have The Yugoslavs Ever Done For Us situation, but Zjelko concedes that on the whole people live much better than before, and he adds that Slovenians feel proud to have moved seamlessly into the European Union and even prouder that next year they’ll be in the Eurozone. I suggest that for the Slovenes this is exchanging one federal system for another, that Europe is ‘the bigger country’ that Yugoslavia once was before it all went wrong.

Zjelko considers this.

‘There’s a stereotype saying that Slovenians are always eager for someone outside to rule, like before it was Vienna, then it was Belgrade and now it’s Brussels. So,’ he smiles, ‘they need someone to listen to.’

At the hotel tonight I meet someone who can put a little more flesh and blood on the man for whom the Villa Bled was built. Lado Leskovar is in his sixties, and in a colourful life has been Richard Burton’s stand-in, sung the Yugoslav entry in the Eurovision Song Contest of 1967 (Britain’s Sandie Shaw won, Lado came ninth) and danced with Tito’s wife.

He remembers Tito as ‘a very charming man’ who liked cars, ladies, movies, food, and the good life generally. Politically he gained great respect for standing up to Stalin in 1948, developing his own mix of socialism and capitalism and for pursuing a foreign policy of non-alignment.

‘We used to call him the walking credit card,’ Lado remembers. ‘He arranged credits for Yugoslavia from West and East.’

Tito was always keen to know what was going on in the world and liked to drink with journalists, cartoonists and writers and hear what they felt about him and what they were saying about him.

On such occasions Tito might play the piano and often, here in the Villa, Lado was called upon to sing for him.

So there’s a frisson of nostalgia about tonight, as Lado sings a song for me in the bar, with Marshal Tito’s portrait on the wall behind him, and Lado’s effusive Serbian wife looking on as if it were the first time she’d heard it.

The song is called ‘The Sad Death of a Vagabond’.

It seems somehow appropriate. Tito has been dead for twenty-six years, but for Lado, and I suspect many of his age, the mourning still goes on.

Day Three: Slovenia to Croatia

Our journey out of Slovenia begins at the run-down station of Jesenice. It’s late afternoon and the three-coach local is full of adolescent schoolgirls, with the outnumbered boys looking wary. This line, built in 1906 when Slovenia was part of the Austro-Hungarian empire, linked Vienna with the port of Trieste and it was opened with great ceremony by Archduke Franz Ferdinand, whose portrait was hung in every station and whose assassination in Sarajevo eight years later precipitated the First World War. I don’t think he’d be impressed by what has become of his great dream. As the shabby little train rattles through thickly forested slopes there’s loud argument, mock fights and smoking in the toilet.

The infant River Sava tumbles alongside. Flowing out of the Julian Alps, it will grow to become one of the significant rivers of Central Europe, forming the northern border of Croatia and Bosnia and swelling to join the Danube in Belgrade. But all that lies ahead.

I get talking to one of the few non-schoolgirl passengers, a man called Boris. He points out a long block amongst the trees. It was a barracks, occupied by the Yugoslav army who tried unsuccessfully to keep Slovenia from leaving the Federation in 1990.

‘They were helped to leave,’ he says, modestly. ‘But our army is not very big now. Most of them go home at weekends.’

I tell him I’m heading for Istria, a peninsula on the Croatian coast. It was part of Italy between the wars but handed over to Yugoslavia by the Allies in return for keeping nearby Trieste a free port. After the break-up of Yugoslavia the Croatians took most of it, allowing Slovenia a minuscule share of coastline. Boris admits there are tensions over access and fishing rights but he feels the politicians make too much of it and basically they are brothers and sisters.

He taps Istria on the map.

‘They are smart people. They didn’t get involved in the war. Fabulous blue waters. It’s a rare combination, normally you get beautiful waters and barracks.’

A few hours later, I’m on the Slovenian border and it’s quite a shock to realise that as we cross it we’ll be leaving the European Union behind. For all her diminutive size little Slovenia is the only one of the countries of former Yugoslavia to be admitted to EU membership. I reach for my passport and Nigel reaches for the carnet – a list of all the equipment that must be declared at the frontier of any country outside the European Union, and that, for the foreseeable future, includes Croatia.



Croatia

Day Four: Istria

ISTRIA IS famous for its truffles. The truffle is an unprepossessing, misshapen off-white tuber which grows in the soil around tree roots and which is considered so good to eat that men risk imprisonment to smuggle it across national borders. My guidebook describes the taste so many desire above all other as ‘part nutty, part mushroomy, part sweaty sock’. And Istria is famous for them. Truffles, that is, not socks.

We drive through a sedate and timeless rural landscape that reminds me of Tuscany, with crops growing from deep-red earth and small towns growing from the tops of the hills.

In the Mirna valley is a stretch of thick oak and birch wood where we are to go truffle-hunting with Damir, a tall, rangy old hippy with a goatee beard, Guinness baseball cap, ex-army jacket and baggy trousers, and his eighty-six-year-old uncle Zdravko. Zdravko, who has a ruddy, outdoor complexion, wears an old forage-cap and carries a small stainless-steel spade slung across his shoulder like a rifle. Damir laughs when I worry about his octogenarian uncle.

‘He’s up every morning at four and in the forest until nine!’

But the two most important members of the expedition are Betty and Dick (a bit of a shock here as they’re the names of my aunt and uncle), a four-year-old Labrador and a seven-year-old Retriever respectively.

Lovely, lively dogs that they are, I can’t disguise my disappointment that they’re not using pigs to nose out the truffles as depicted on the folkloric postcards they sell in France. Apparently pigs tend to eat the truffles as soon as they find them, which cuts down profits. So off we go into the forest. Betty, Dick, Damir, Zdravko and me. (And, of course, Nigel, Pete, John, J-P, Uncle Tom Cobley and all.)

It has taken two years to train Dick and Betty. They can now sniff out a truffle at 50 yards, even one buried an arm’s length below ground.

Dick and Betty hare around among the silver birch saplings like children just let out of school.

Damir’s honestly not expecting much. For the last two years it has not been obligatory to have a licence and there are various cowboys who come in, buy up what they can’t find themselves and smuggle the truffles (tartufi in Italian) across the border into Italy where they have plenty of black truffles but few of the highly prized Istrian whites. Their other concern is for the delicate ecosystem of this part of Istria. Truffles thrive in unspoilt forest and they need the minerals from unpolluted rivers, but Croatia is on a building spree, with twenty-three golf courses seeking planning permission in Istria alone. Just then Zdravko calls across. Dick has dropped down beside a beech tree and is nuzzling into the earth, using his nose and his paws to uncover something. Damir kneels beside him and together they pull out what looks like a soil-covered stone. He rubs the soil away and holds it up to the dappled sunlight.

Dick, duly rewarded, races after a ball. ‘That’s about, well, 15 grammes.’ Worth around 14 euros he reckons. The biggest he’s ever found was over 300 grammes.

The largest truffle ever recorded was found by a local man, Giancarlo Zigante, though there are muttered reservations about the claim, and rumours that Zigante took the credit for someone else’s discovery.

At the village of Livade, a few miles away, a replica of the truffle, looking like an inflated brain, stands proudly on a plinth at the entrance to Zigante’s restaurant, together with the citation from the Guinness Book of Records. ‘A White Truffle (Eutuberaceae Tuber) weighing a world record 1.31kg was found by Giancarlo Zigante of Pototoska on 2nd November 1999.’

Giancarlo, an ordinary-looking middle-aged man with black hair brushed forward and a belly pushing at shirt and belt, has prepared us a special menu. Truffle cheese and ham is followed by home-made truffle pasta, which in turn is followed by truffle ice-cream. I personally feel that each dish would have been better without the truffles, but many, including Marilyn Monroe and Winston Churchill, would think me an unsophisticated lout.

I wish I liked them more, if only because there’s no escaping them. Tonight, at a town nearby, Giancarlo Zigante will try to claim another place in the Guinness Book of Records as he personally supervises the making of the world’s largest omelette.

A truffle omelette, of course.

In the centre of the small town of Buzet, a circular tent has been constructed to house the omelette pan, which measures 20 feet in circumference, 7 feet across, with a 6-foot handle sticking out from one side and getting in everyone’s way. It rests on a mesh of radiating gas jets and an earnest young man I talk to says that the hardest problem of all was providing consistent heat over such a wide surface area. It was a problem he personally solved and he’s now Mayor of Buzet – further evidence, were it needed, of the truffle effect.

The evening’s ceremony is quite surreal. Crowds gather as night falls. Zigante, brow shining in the harsh strip light, fusses about, nervous in a suit and tie, whilst his team, in matching white T-shirts, fans out around the pan like Formula One mechanics at a pit stop, each clutching a large bottle of cooking oil. When the signal is given, they upend these into the pan, to be followed by blocks of butter which they move around with long metal rods like those croupiers use in a casino. Then, with TV cameras whirring, the signal is given and three large milk churns filled with the contents of 2,006 eggs, broken earlier, are tipped into the pan, to be followed by 10 kilos of white truffles.

Croatian TV and film stars step modestly forward to help stir the mix, and just when you thought it couldn’t get any sillier, four musicians and a singer, in blue and white striped T-shirts and red-bobbled nightcaps, leap into the ring to play jolly omelette-making music.

The mayor offers me a glass of wine, Giancarlo’s son offers me a glass of wine, and to cap a day of dizzy madness I am called forward by the Truffle King himself to be a stirrer.

The mayor winks as I step forward into the limelight.

‘You are a big star in Croatia.’

Day Five: Rijeka

Spend the night at Opatija, at the north-eastern end of the Istrian peninsula. Once a favourite watering hole for the rich and successful of the Austro-Hungarian empire, it has the languorous, stuffy air of a place that will change only reluctantly. My guidebook damns it with faint praise. ‘Attracts an elderly clientele of middle-class Europeans.’

The next working city down the Croatian coast is Rijeka (in Italian Fiume – both words meaning ‘river’) and I have a special reason for stopping here. When I was making Around the World in Eighty Days I remember a slow and rather magical voyage across the Bay of Bengal aboard a Yugoslav freighter called Susak, captained by a man of infinite, if lugubrious patience. He, like the rest of the crew, viewed the Madras-Calcutta-Singapore run as some sort of punishment and the only time I saw him cheerful was when he talked of his home and family, back in Rijeka. The name didn’t mean much to me then but now I’m looking at it on the road signs ahead, and Captain Sablic has agreed to meet me again, eighteen years on.

With some difficulty we find a place to park in the busy port area, and as we’re a little early I walk around a nearby fish market. It’s like a small cathedral. Built by an Italian the year the First World War broke out, it has an apse, a gallery and a fine timber roof through which the sun filters onto glistening slabs of tuna steaks, nine inches thick, squid, shrimp, mackerel, sardines and mountains of conger eels. Business is done in traditional fashion. No computerised cash tills here. The fish are weighed in standard-size brass buckets and measured with brass weights.

Round the corner from this piscatorial palace, I find Captain Sablic at one of the outdoor cafés. Any worry that I might not recognise him is quickly allayed for, even without the uniform and with a few more pounds on him, the face and the posture are unmistakable. The captain had a way of occupying a chair that suggested he might be in it for ever, and his face betrays the same grave world-weariness that I knew from nights in the mess-room on the Susak.

We walk into the Old Town, along the Korzo and through the Gradski Toranj, the gateway that is one of the few relics of the medieval town. Captain Sablic has long since given up working for Bengal Tiger Lines and now captains the Ramsgate-Ostend Ferry. When I last saw him he was a Yugoslav. Now he’s Croatian. I ask him about the war of the early 1990s that followed the break-up of Yugoslavia.

He tells me that he took part in it. When the predominantly Serb-controlled rump of Yugoslavia forbad Croatia to import arms, he brought a ship packed with smuggled weapons and ammunition from Constanta in Romania to Rijeka.

I’m surprised by his matter-of-factness. He never struck me as a man who’d take risks.

‘What would have happened if you’d been caught?’

He shrugs. ‘Maybe I will go in prison. Who knows? It was my duty to help the country.’

He takes me to his house, which has a stunning view down the Adriatic, and I meet his vivacious wife and his daughter who’s a doctor; and I understand now why he missed his family so much on those long, anonymous days at sea.

We eat at their neighbourhood restaurant, where lamb is being roasted on the spit in the car park. I opt for scorpion fish with blitva, or mangelwurzel, which complements it perfectly. Captain Sablic insists I call him Miloje and we talk over marine matters like the outrageous price of tugs at Ramsgate (£600 a manoeuvre), which led him to take a pilot’s course so he could do it himself.

It was worth meeting up again, if only to see another side of the captain. Miloje Sablic is, I can see now, neither quiet nor resigned.

We leave Rijeka on the night ferry to Split. It’s called the Marko Polo, which sounds like a good omen at the start of a very long journey.

Day Six: Split

Two of our four engines have been switched off during the night, reducing a hammering thump to a low throb, as we thread our way through the chain of over a thousand islands that runs the length of Croatia’s coastline.

Up on deck at five o’clock. A brisk wind blowing. Visibility clear. The sun still only a glow behind the low mountains of the mainland. What I’m looking out on now is Dalmatia, and I’m not the only one to be excited by it.

Matthew Arnold wrote a poem about it, Shakespeare set part of Twelfth Night here. Dalmatia, homeland of the Illyrians, was settled for 5,000 years even before the Greeks and Romans arrived. This is not new Europe, this is very old Europe. I feel positively Homeric.

Although Split is only 200 miles south-east of Rijeka, everything about it feels very different. The buildings along the waterfront are lower, less crowded, with white walls, red-tiled roofs and shuttered windows. The buildings reflect colour and light and an avenue of palm trees confirms that, in the course of a night’s journey, we have exchanged Mitteleuropean gravitas for Mediterranean repose. The skyline has its quota of concrete housing blocks but it’s the bell-tower of the old cathedral that still dominates the view.

I’m introduced to Split by Goran Golovko, a tall, youngish man with short-cut dark hair who works in children’s theatre. I’m struck by how much Split resembles Nice, and a walk through the arcades of the long, stone-flagged Republic Square, known as the Prokurative, only increases this sense of neo-classical with a light touch. Goran puts this down to the city’s pedigree. It became part of the Venetian empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and went through a period of French occupation at the time of Napoleon’s conquest of Dalmatia.

Though the corrosive Balkan wars of the 1990s did not affect Split as much as the northern and eastern parts of the country, the fighting that led to the creation of an independent Croatia for the first time in 500 years was brutal, with Croats and Serbs inflicting appalling casualties on each other. Nor has the aftermath of war been easy. Organised criminal gangs have stepped into the vacuum left by the rapid change from benign socialism to a capitalist free market. A lot of girls from further east, from Ukraine, Romania and Moldova, are trafficked through here, says Goran. They’re kept as virtual slaves, accompanied everywhere, never allowed time of their own. There’s a growing problem of drug addiction.

I ask Goran how the children he works with feel about the war. They only remember it vaguely, he says.

‘They’re interested in MTV and what happens in Hollywood with Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie.’

The day is warming up and we take lunch at a small, friendly place a little way up the hill from the seafront. Zdravko, the owner, is gregarious and chatty. He introduces me to his son and grandson, both of whom are wearing Arsenal T-shirts.

Fish is the speciality here.

‘We always say in Croatia that fish has to swim three times. Sea water, wine and olive oil!’ Zdravko enthuses, and a plate of anchovies, sardines and whitebait washed down with a pale pink Croatian rosé is just about faultless.

We talk, inevitably, about the new Croatia.

‘I’m very critical, of course,’ says Zdravko, ‘but imagine living through the fall of communism. It’s a fantastic feeling… very emotional.’ He doesn’t think, however, that Yugoslavia was necessarily doomed and is unusually critical of Marshal Tito.

‘You know, the Serbian influence was too strong…especially in his older age. As for your personal human rights there were no limitations, but political expression was cut, harshly. There was no democracy in Yugoslavia and that’s why everything fell apart.’

He won’t, however, hear any criticism of Croatia’s hardline nationalist President Tudjman, who took the country to war in the 1990s and who some think could have stood trial as a war criminal if he’d lived.

‘Our President is criticised much more abroad than here…I consider him a real statesman…the father of our country.’

After another bottle of chilled rosé the talk veers towards present-day rivalries. Like the Eurovision Song Contest, taking place tonight. It’s already been a small Balkan war of its own, with Serbia and Montenegro withdrawing from the contest because the Serbs accused the Montenegrins of unfairly swinging the vote for their own song. Croatia’s hopes lie with Severina, a local girl and a national star. Unfortunately they are not the only things to have lain with Severina. She recently featured in a pornographic video that was broadcast across the country on the internet. Goran shakes his head.

‘The day the video was released, nobody worked in Croatia. In the police, in the ministries, in the government, universities, banks, schools.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, of course there are rare people who say they didn’t see it, but I don’t trust them at all.’

Later that evening, in a bar by the sea we watch the Eurovision final from Athens. Severina’s song, ‘Moja Stikla’ (‘High Heels’), is loud and bouncy and frenetic and her red skirt, slit to the crotch, is whipped off fairly early in the song. She comes thirteenth.

Croatian pride must have taken a pasting. Not just because she was thirteenth, but because she was soundly beaten by the only two other ex-Yugoslav entrants, Macedonia and Bosnia.

And the bar was half-empty. Perhaps they knew what was going to happen.

Day Seven: Split

The chief glory of Split is Diocletian’s Palace. Not because it is a perfectly preserved and restored example of Roman architecture, but because it’s neither of these things. It is a rich, complex, stimulating mess of human settlement, a massive statement of imperial power onto which has been grafted the flotsam and jetsam of centuries of activity and occupation. A city within a city within a city. Lines of washing hang out to dry from the windows of apartments built into the old Roman walls.

Flowers sprout from the top of Corinthian columns, cash tills are embedded in the white limestone walls.

Gaius Aurelius Valerius Diocletianus was a Dalmatian of humble origins who rose through the ranks to become Emperor of Rome for twenty-one years. He acknowledged a division between western and eastern Europe as far back as AD 286 when he divided control of the Roman empire between himself in the east and his friend Maximian in the west, with subordinate ‘Caesars’ being given control of two other areas. He’s had an unfavourable press, partly because in later life he had delusions of divinity, but mostly for his persecution of the Christians. He had, however, an insatiable appetite for new buildings, of which the palace at Split was the most ambitious.

It’s a massive structure, part living quarters, part military garrison, measuring 700 by 600 feet with walls 6 feet thick and 25 feet high.

Four great gates give access on each side and it is before the Mjedna Vrata, the Bronze Gate, that Goran and I stand this morning. In Diocletian’s time ships would have sailed in through here, but access now is from a wide promenade called the Riva.

Inside, in the high-vaulted undercroft where helmets, shields, armour and weapons would once have been unloaded, there is now a busy tourist market selling postcards, candles, carvings and religious icons (which, considering Diocletian ordered the beheading of Domnius, the patron saint of Split, is a nice irony).

The original layout of the palace, by which all streets lead to the peristyle, the central courtyard, hasn’t changed and the square itself is powerful testimony to the skill of Diocletian’s masons and builders.

The reign of Diocletian marked the high point of imperial power and the air of invincibility he wanted his mighty palace to project was increasingly tried by Goths, Huns, Avars and others spilling over the eastern borders of the empire. With the Romans gone, the local population used the palace as a refuge and began to build permanent homes inside it. And so it went on. It was too big and strong to demolish, so successive occupants merely adapted the space, turning it into one of the world’s most thriving ruins.

There is a compact horseshoe-shaped bay just below the hotel called Bačvice, its sheltered waters and strip of well-worn sand packed with people on this hot weekend. In the shallows a group of men of a certain age are, literally, throwing themselves into a game I’ve never seen anywhere else. It’s called Picigin, pronounced Pixigin, and is so local that none of the contestants in the World Championships last year lived anywhere apart from Split. The aim is simple, to keep a tennis ball in the air using any part of the human body, and it’s best played in water just above ankle deep, allowing the maximum foot movement and a minimum cushion for the falls. There is only one rule: to keep the ball in the air. Beyond that the game is less about what you do, than how you do it. Execution is all.

Aerial leaps, back-foot flips, skimming headers, scissor-kicks and wildly reckless full-length falls are all encouraged. Improbably, it was first developed here in the 1920s by a group of academics, journalists, professors and others who were looking for a new form of exercise they could do in the middle of the day. It was very much an anti-club game and one of the first stipulations was that it should be played only on public beaches. Now a group is as likely to include truck drivers as it is night editors. They fling themselves about with enormous good humour, while paddling children scarcely bat an eyelid as middle-aged men come flying through the air. Watching Picigin in full flow, I understand better why Yugoslavia was the first non-English-speaking country ever to buy Monty Python.

I leave Split on the ferry to the island of Hvar. It’s Sunday night and all seats on the deck are taken by a combination of tourists and Hvar-ians returning from a weekend in Split. Cans of beer are ripped open and long-suffering waitresses chatted up. We find some space below in a cabin thick with an old-fashioned fug of cigarette smoke and the sound of gruff voices getting louder by the beer. A game-show plays to nobody on a TV screen in the corner.

Maybe she’s just trying to cheer me up, but a bright, intelligent girl, educated on the mainland, but now living back on the island, can’t stop raving about the attractions to come. Hvar, she says, is, quite simply, paradise.

Day Nine: Hvar

I find that what catches my fancy most is the smell of the place. Like a slice of Provence cut loose and floated down the Mediterranean, Hvar is famous for its lavender fields. This is not even the lavender season and yet the aromas around me are powerful. The scent of pine mingles with those of broom, dill and oregano, wafting up to me as I stand amongst the stout stone walls of a sixteenth-century hilltop village. Vines are everywhere and each of the courtyards has its own delicately carved winepress.

But the village is deserted and its inhabitants have moved away, to cities like Split or Zagreb or even as far as Australia. My companion and guide Igor Zivanovic loves the island with a vengeance and yet sees that the rural life, however picturesque it might be for visitors like us, offered only hard work and low rewards. Hvar’s beauty has never helped its inhabitants. Malta, another Mediterranean island of similar size, sustains a population of 400,000. There are 10,000 living on Hvar.

Igor is what is called in the business a ‘character’. He’s fifty-one, born in Istria and has lived here since 1961. He wears his long, greying hair in a stumpy ponytail which he is constantly adjusting. Sometimes it’s at the back of his head and sometimes perched on top of it like a Mandarin emperor. He wears worn jeans and a shirt which pops open rather frequently to reveal a round, bulging stomach.

He has found some donkeys to take us around the deserted village, but even that hasn’t been easy. Once the staple form of transport on the island, they have been comprehensively superseded by the motor car and the pick-up truck. Of the two he was able to find, one is lame.

Igor points out the details of the deserted buildings, the carved lintels, decorated keystones on the arches, and the funnel in the millstone on which the wine was pressed.

‘They made wine right here. Dark wine. They call it black wine. Very strong.’

Igor dispenses information and opinions with impulsive finality. He doesn’t do musing.

In the sleepy little port of Starigrad, on the east side of the island, behind a modest doorway off a winding lane paved with polished slabs of creamy Dalmatian stone, Igor has a konoba, a bar/restaurant, which seems to embody his highly individual lifestyle. Marenko, Igor’s business partner, is a short, solid Croat with a lined and lived-in face. On his T-shirt is a picture of the Taj Mahal, and underneath it the tortuous slogan ‘Via Agra – Man’s Greatest Erection for a Woman’.

In the dark cluttered interior Igor is already at work hunting down a bottle of wine. From the ceiling hangs a mobile sculpture on which computer chips are balanced by two books. Plastic hands stick out of an old-fashioned meat grinder. A mannequin’s leg is stretched out in a cooler cabinet and there are clocks everywhere, all stopped at 3.04.

‘The time Tito died!’ shouts Igor from the kitchen. ‘He was the greatest hedonist of all time,’ he adds, approvingly. ‘Me, I have to go to the cinema to see Gina Lollobrigida. Tito, he just ring her up.’

The bottle empties quickly and as Igor grabs a corkscrew to open another, Marenko insists I come next door to see something wonderful. It turns out to be a 1904 Swedish-made wall telephone.

Marenko winds it up proudly. ‘The oldest telephone set in Croatia.’ He hands me the receiver. ‘And it still works.’

Sure enough, there is a clear greeting on the end of the line. I reply in English. Much laughter. It obviously happens all the time.

Back at Igor’s there seems little sign of the meal, or even a table. Glass in hand, the patron lights another cigarette. ‘I hate smoking, but I love cigarettes.’ He takes me across to a wall of photos. One shows an emaciated old man apparently being shaved in a public street.

He explains, with unusual warmth of feeling, that this is a man who had been given a day to live and was being given his last shave surrounded by all his friends and neighbours.

Our director looks at his watch and mutters something about lunch. Igor makes for the kitchen.

‘Come and help me cook,’ he shouts behind him, pausing only to point out a bumper sticker from Alaska that reads ‘If It’s Tourist Season, Why Can’t We Shoot Them?’

An hour or so later we are treated to an excellent meal, served on red table mats with hammers and sickles in the corner. Artichoke risotto and polenta, made palatably creamy with butter and oil, freshly caught sardines and a peppery hot lamb stew with blitva.

‘This is the food of my grandfather and my grandmother,’ Igor announces with deep satisfaction, before a familiar theme refuels his anger.

‘Tourists! They breed unscrupulous people. People who give them food and take their money without any local people involved at all.’ He tips another glass down.

‘When McDonald’s open here…’ He stops, grabs at an imaginary rope round his throat and yanks it upwards.

Back at the villa we’re renting I take a dip in the clear, warm waters of a nearby bay. Only when I’m in the water do I become aware that almost every rock below me is covered with seaurchins.

I swim carefully around and with some skill, though I say it myself, reach a jetty without once having to put a foot down. Am climbing out with a bit of a swagger when a gentle wave propels me forwards and my knee makes contact with a black pincushion. It takes Basil and a razor blade almost half an hour to extract every single quill.

Day Eleven: Hvar to Međugorje, Bosnia & Herzegovina

At the compact little port of Sučuraj, on the south-eastern tip of Hvar, I leave for the mainland on an equally compact fishing boat. Nets, with their black marker buoys attached to them, lie along the deck like giant jellyfish as we sail out of the harbour beyond the outstretched hand of St Nikolai, patron saint of fishermen, whose statue on the sea wall is, in both senses, the last image of Hvar.

As he rolls the nets out the captain tells me that, contrary to much of the rest of Europe, Croatia’s waters are still plentiful. He can bring in 200 kilos a day, but they’re mainly scampi, for which the price is low.

‘Too many Croatians eat meat,’ he grumbles.

The Dalmatian coast, where fish is taken seriously, is eclipsed by Zagreb, the capital, around which half of Croatia’s four million people live. And all paid-up carnivores, apparently.

The nets out, our captain produces fresh bread and a dish of anchovies in his own olive oil. He delves around in a locker and brings out a bottle of local wine called Vinka, in a bag of ice. We bob around in the sunshine. The food is simple and satisfying. Ahead of us is the narrow coastal plain and behind it the tall grey limestone wall beyond which are all the troubles of Europe.

By late afternoon we’re crossing the Neretva River and turning north through the rich market gardens of its swampy delta into the ancient land of Herzegovina, which, with Bosnia to the north and the Republika Srpska (pronounced Serbska) to the north and east, is one of the components of the fragile state of Bosnia & Herzegovina, or BiH, created and tended by the United Nations.

We pass pillboxes by the railway and further on the minaret of the first mosque I’ve seen since we set out.

At a border crossing which would not have been here in Yugoslavian days the flag of Croatia with its red chequerboard shield flies alongside Bosnia & Herzegovina’s diagonal of stars on a blue and yellow background.

The town that all signs point to is the old Ottoman stronghold of Mostar. The second name on the signs is Međugorje, a village which has become a boom town since six local teenagers had repeated visions of the Virgin Mary. This is to be our stopping place for the night.

Next to our guest house, in the long main street, is an establishment called ‘Pilgrimage Specialists’ which overflows with candles, crucifixes, rosaries, Virgin Mary baseball hats and mobile phone straps bearing her likeness. Others sell religious art works, like 3D pictures on which the face of Christ changes into the face of the Virgin as you pass by. There are bottles of holy water piled high and statuettes with sparkling lights and lots of walking sticks (whose significance will only become clear later) and establishments called ‘Kathy’s Irish Kitchen’ and ‘Paddy Travel’. The main street leads to the twin-towered, cream-painted façade of St James Church, around which are gardens and a fountain and terraces full of people. On this balmy evening they sit or stand, many in groups, quite a lot in wheelchairs. Some are talking quietly, others, hands clasped together, are kneeling in prayer. Others are limping painfully towards the church for mass.

There is such an overwhelming feeling of devotion that writing in my notebook makes me feel like some sort of spy, observing humanity when they are here to observe God.

But I needn’t have worried. They’re all preoccupied. So rapt that no-one gives me a second glance.



Bosnia & Herzegovina

Day Twelve: Međugorje

IN THE evening of 24 June 1981, on a rocky hillside above a village of some thousand people in a poor and predominantly Catholic region of Yugoslavia, six young boys and girls encountered a woman with a child in her arms. The next day, four of them, drawn back to the spot, saw the woman again and recognised her as the Virgin Mary. The visitations became a regular, almost daily event for some of the children. Since then, despite no-one else having seen them and even though the Pope has refused to endorse the apparition, twenty-five million pilgrims have visited Međugorje. What was a village has grown into a town of 5,000 inhabitants, with another 20,000 in the area employed in the pilgrimage business. And new hotels are still going up.

Such has been the impact on the local economy that a cynic might think there’s a conspiracy to keep a good story going, and when we’re suddenly told that one of the original visionaries is happy to meet and talk I wonder if we’re using them or they’re using us.

Mirjana, a teenager in 1981, is now married to a builder and has two daughters, both of whom are playing table-tennis in the driveway of a comfortable detached house. She is attractive and friendly and as we sit in her eminently sensible garden and she answers my questions eminently sensibly I feel my scepticism, if not destroyed, certainly neutralised. She describes the first vision she had when she was fourteen, apologising only for her English, which is excellent.

‘I saw the woman in the grey, long dress and she was carrying the baby, like this, in the hand.’

The next day, accompanied by members of her family, who saw nothing, she once again found herself before the Virgin, who this time spoke to them.

‘We come close to the Blessed Mary and she tells us “My dear children, you don’t be afraid of me. I am Queen of Peace.”’

I press on, with questions I never ever thought I’d hear myself asking.

‘Do you still see the Blessed Mary?’

‘Yes, every 18th of March. And she also said I will have the apparition every second day of each month.’

‘When do you see her?’

‘Always about nine o’clock in the morning. But it is not exactly nine o’clock.’ She smiles rather apologetically. ‘It can sometimes be before or later.’

‘D’you have to be somewhere special?’

‘I’m always in Cenacolo.’ She points up the road to a drug rehabilitation centre we’d passed on the way here, built by her husband’s company and run by a well-funded order of nuns.

The fact that Mirjana, someone whose visions have spawned an industry, appears to be no hysteric or wild-eyed prophetess but an ordinary housewife, leaves me feeling somehow cheated.

Later in the afternoon, back in Međugorje, I hear Ivan, the only one of the visionaries to whom Mary still
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