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	About the Book

	 

	“From the Razors Edge” is a personal story that illustrates the time I was a fledgeling youth in the troubled world. I grew up in the communist Yugoslavia, in a state full of contradictions and uncertainties. The lives of most of us post-world-war-two age group were programmed to follow glorified communist regime of Yugoslav Brotherhood, which it never was. Thus, many of us grew up believing whatever they told us. I have learned to read and write in the bomb-shelter-hideouts from the world-war-two mayhems. At a very early age, I became an avid reader. By the age of twelve, I have learned enough from the western literature and news media to begin to see my parents and their friends living in the “freedom” of fear. They were free in fear of what to say and do. I felt it was the wrong place to be in but I could not understand why it was so. At first, I began to dream of America. After I have learned that thousands have been leaving Yugoslavia risking their lives by illegally crossing borders to the west; inspired me to dream of my own exit. At the age of twelve, I began my first journey leaving home on the way to that dream place I first learned about by chocolate coated pinots from America. But first I had to cross the well-guarded Yugoslav border to Italy or Austria. On my first attempt, I travelled to the Adriatic Port in Split, boarded a commercial liner named Korenica and hide in a life boat. They discovered my hideout before ship sailed and sent me back home to my parents. That was an adventure that inspired me for more escapades. I decided to try again, and in the winter of 1953, I walked from Zagreb to Maribor north off I crossed the border to Austria. At first Austrian border guards didn’t know what to do with a juvenile like me and turned me back to Yugoslav border police. Back in Zagreb, my real ordeal began. I escaped from the lockup and again made my way to the Italian border. Hungry and exhausted minutes before I was to cross to the other side to Trieste border guards saw me ending my flight. For this, I was severely punished. My tribulations got worst after escaping from custody. By then there were few places where I could run or hide. After my recapture, they sent me to the notorious prison in Zenica from which there was no escape. There I took the opportunity to study and began writing Part One: “Ominous Beginnings” (1939-1957).

	Two years later, after my release to freedom, it is from here that the story in this book “From the Razors Edge” begins by my final shot at escaping from Yugoslavia across the border to Italy and to Trieste. I become a refugee; detained in the refugee camp of San Sabba in Trieste. With no time to waste, I escaped from the camp to continue my dream journey to America. In fear of recapture and extradition back to Yugoslavia on foot I walked across the north of Italy from Trieste to the French border at Ventimiglia. In Nice I was arrested for illegal entry and given one month’s imprisonment, which saved my life. After one month, I was free drifting through France as a refugee, surviving on self-reliance by working part-time as a kitchen hand and whatever odd jobs I could find. Naive in matters of life, guided by my minds set course, life’s hardships challenged my moral and intellectual boundaries. When in Paris challenged to enter Sorbonne, in search for knowledge without a place of belonging, and security for an illegal emigrant became unrealistic task. While drawn into Paris left-bank drive, I became captivated by existentialism. When stapled into an emotional relationship, I justified it for the sake of art, while realising my moral and intellectual limitations. Adventure with an African Muslim teenager led me to the discovery of pervasive prejudice and racism. Being an illegal refugee in France without residential permit often resulted in hardship and imprisonment. At a late hour, I was forced to make a life-changing choice; from being extradited back to Yugoslavia or sign up to French Foreign Legion (FFL). I choose the later. Despatched to Africa, Algiers war of independence in 1959 I soon found myself in strife. Court-marshalled for disobedience they throw me into the military lockup.

	The French Foreign Legion was not meant to be for me because soon after my arrival in Algiers I was captured by FLN (Front de Libération National du Algérie). My lucky escape from capture earned my discharge from FFL and set me free to return to France. From France, I traveled to Italy to meet with Australian Government officials who were scouting for new skilled migrants for Australia. At the interview, they offered me a place on the next shipment to settle in Australia with a promise of excellent opportunities to study and work. That was the beginning of my Antipodean journey.

	On the way to Melbourne on 18 November 1960, the ship Roma docked at Western Australian Port of Fremantle. On shipboard, came a mining company recruiting officer scouting for mining workers. He made me an offer, a place in the “best-paid job in the country.” That enticing offer changed my life’s direction. Instead of continuing to Melbourne-four days later, I was at work in the infamous Wittenoom Blue Asbestos Mine. Never suspecting the consequences from the blue asbestos dust, I was happy to have a job to help me pay my own way. After a year, I left Wittenoom and settled in Melbourne, which became my home city of choice. Here I could converse in five different languages without ever crossing the street.

	Yes, Melbourne became a home where I worked all my life supporting and raising my family, it became a real home like no other. It was a life that seemed so complete and happy. I finally found time to collate my life’s past from my writings, artwork, and lifetime observation in handwritten notes. A collection of those stories was first titled “The Book of Life.” Later I chose to enfold those stories in five parts series written in the first person I titled “Australian Quintet.” These became five books in narrative depicting events in my time with real living characters, their culture, work, and dogmas. It turns out to be a memoir about the whole shebang in the times and the other things in life, most men don’t like to talk about. Because of once working in the Wittenoom asbestos mine, the story tells about a lifetime consumed with obsession and anxiety about longevity and dying;

	“and saw the skull beneath the skin

	And breathless creatures underground

	“Leaned backward with a lipless grin.”

	By T.S Eliot “Whispers of Immortality

	 

	The style and tone of this book are as it was in the real life of a young immature and naive wanderer through his time of discovery, who he was. The change in the fledgling youth character becomes evident in steps through the narrative in this book. So are small errors that may have crept in language, due to transition in time over the fifty years in which life was carved out and cut into words from, unlike tongues.

	 

	After years of failures dreaming of a better place to remake my life, I found it here in Australia as told on the journey of self-empowerment, unexpected life’s exploit I documented and stitched into the book: “From the Razors Edge”1957-1972. It begins in Europe ends in Melbourne.

	 

	About the Title of this book.

	I owe the title “From the Razors Edge” to one of my favorite authors W Somerset Maugham, whom I saw in Nice on the French Riviera in 1959, not knowing who he was I describe in Chapter 8. After I had told him, I wanted to write but was looking for rules on how to start. He said, “As for rules, there aren’t any.” He added, “You just write.” So, I did. Leaving it a bit late to come out. He kindly gave me a paperback copy of “The Razors Edge” to read, but I could not hone my skill to match his craftsmanship. And I am not like Larry Darrell his famous character who after his spiritual odyssey in search for the absolute came out wanting to drive a taxi in New York. My Odyssey was not the quest for the spiritual self-discovery but looking for my place in the sun, freedom, and the reason for my being here. I found my home, liberty but never the “le raison d’être.“ I still must work for my life’s oxygen while coming to terms with human calamity. Forgive me for following Master's advice.

	 

	****

	Authors Note

	 

	Every man has a story to tell, not all will tell the way it was. This story told here is mine, is factual and very personal. I have invented nothing. I say it honestly the way it was. It is a true story documented by me over my lifetime of the things I saw, I felt, I did, and thought. Localities and known names are real as they were in the events that happened on my journeys. The real names of some characters I have changed to protect their privacy, not to conceal the truth-but to edify it. Their presence in my story was a cause that defined my character through life's window into theirs. Therefore, this story is much as theirs as it is mine.

	Here I am not sure of when my thoughts are not original, or if original at all, but my story is uniquely personal, original and mine. Epigraphs, saws, and proverbs streak out from my borrowed language, thoughts, and ideas, may have often been thought of and said by many others before coming to my lips. Where not mine, I honour the Author. But when the author is unknown, and the thought has become mainstream; blame me not for using it in here for fair use. I am the sole Editor of my work. First, I can’t afford editors. Second, Editors can rearrange narrative text into the stunning looking and reading fluent English, grammar, and spell out my mistakes. But that could take out the vein of blood to the heart of my story. So, when you reach the end of this book, I hope it leaves you with enlightened spirits considering that I didn’t set out to write a literary masterpiece but only to tell my story, my way.

	 

	He spoke from his heart when his heart came to his lips and his persona to the eyes of the beholder. Praise him or revile him!

	 Who is he?

	The Author.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Dedication

	To all my Children, those I have brought up, and those I have never seen and their descendants. To the friends and travellers: may you all forgive me for my folly, to tell the truth.

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Stjepan D Z Benedict

	 

	THE AUSTRALIAN QUINTET

	PART 2

	FROM THE RAZORS EDGE

	Version V2 ed.

	 

	MELBOURNE AUSTRALIA

	 


 

	Epigraph.

	 

	I have studied algorithms, differential and integral calculus at 14, but mastered none.

	Then I lived by algorithms, premeditated time, mastered life, conquered by death after the age of 80s in the Millennium years on one misty day.

	(My axiom thought was on a day in 1992, was optimistic. I wish yours was too.).

	Monday 29 May 2017 I have revisited this story while watching a stubborn Australian Cardiologist who had a dream to save lives. He succeeded at first by his own effort by acquiring an articulated double semitrailer he is driving through Australian outback helping Australian’s hearts beating longer. Now he got one million dollars backing to continue. Which reminds me what makes us who we are.

	 

	 



CHAPTER 1 The Last Escape 1957

	 

	The winter’s snow is melted, but the cold still numbed my fingers. The snow-slush covered grounds marked my homecoming. After two years’ incarceration surrounded by hums and pongs of Zenica prison, I came out with a “Diploma for Life”. Back in my hometown, Zagreb rehashing my memories, in my parent’s place Kruge 73, Trnje. It was good to be home again. Father was too busy to see me. He was supervising his men. His office was in front of our house, but I could not see much of him. There were always men in and out of his office, and when no one was there, my father was out in the field to supervise them. Nothing has changed. Mother was happy to see me, but she knew that my mind was wandering elsewhere. My dog Rex, the German Shepard, still remembered me, and we were once again happy together.

	I had the offer to work at Rade Koncar, a vast government conglomerate manufacturing everything from dam generators to trains. While my mind looked westward and never weary, I had no choice. I needed work. I had no money. Not enough to buy a train ticket to take me to the Italian border. I had to work. Start every morning at seven, and finish at four in the afternoon. At work, I was the smallest human operating the largest machine in the plant turning components for hydro generators weighing a tonne or more. One day the communist party secretary came to see me. He said, “to work here, you must join the communist party worker’s council. The Council meeting is tonight; you had better be there,” he ordered.

	I had other ideas. I gave a miss to the scheduled worker's council meeting. Instead, I had an encounter with a stranger who had an outstanding proposal. His name was Marko from a village outside the city across the river Sava. He worked his farm with his mother, and in his daytime job, he was metalworker. He heard about my reputation, about my escapes to the west. I was rumoured to be the “one who knew the way”. My three failed attempts to escape to the West won me nothing more than a reputation, a nickname “Amerikanac” and imprisonment.

	This young man (same age as myself) came to seek me out to find when I would be leaving again to the border. “If you are going again to Italy, I would like to go with you,” he pleaded. I told him, ‘I had no money. It will be some time before I could save enough so I could go. But then I preferred to go on my own.’

	This lad, he must have been in a great hurry because his proposal was the incentive I could not refuse. He pledged that he would sell his cow to pay for the trip for both of us if I let him come. I thought about, and told him, ’after you sell your cow come and see me,’ thinking that he most likely won't do it.

	 But one week later, he was back and said, “I got the money. I am ready to go.”

	‘And so was I.’

	On the day, we were to leave I told my mother I was going to America. Mother gave me the name and address of her uncle in America. His name was Belovich, her mother’s brother. I never heard of her uncle before, but I never knew much about my mother’s family. The two world wars broke up my mother’s family and her from her children. I took her uncle's address, got my guitar, and said goodbye to my mum. I walked out to meet Marko, who waited for me outside our gate. On the way to the gate, I met my uncle, Ivan who asked me, “where are you going?’

	‘To Americas,’ I replied. My response startled him, but he knew my reputation. He smiled and said, “here are a few dinars for your trip.”

	Uncle Ivan was a good man, one I have the greatest respect for. He thought me calligraphy when I was eight years old, and helped me with my school homework; which my father never did because he was always too busy with his work.

	 Here I thanked Ivan for his kindness, we shook hands, and I said goodbye. I was off to meet Marko, who was anxiously standing there at the gate, waiting. When Marko saw me with my guitar, he asked me to leave the guitar behind at home.

	 I said, ‘no.’

	I was not going to part with my guitar. All I had in the world was my guitar and a few dinars. Together, the two of us went to Zagreb Kolodvor, train station. We bought train tickets to Rijeka. From Rijeka, we purchased bus tickets to Koper a seaside resort in Slovenia near the Italian border, close to Trieste. After one night in a hotel in the morning, we bought Bus tickets from Koper to Sezana, a town only seventeen kilometres from Trieste. That was walking distance to the Italian border.

	 The border, a treeless no men’s strip of land was all that separated Yugoslavia from the west. Last time I went there; it was on foot all the way from Zagreb. Then I was unlucky, border guards found me ten metres away from crossing the border. They arrested me, sent me back to Zagreb, and locked me up in prison. This time, I was more relaxed. We were on the Bus full of local people on the way to work, and so were we. With a bit of luck, this time, we will be at work on the other side of the border. Two police officers were sitting three seats away from us. They worried Marko as he whispered.

	“What if we are arrested here?”

	I told him, not to worry we were safe.

	‘Do you think they would suspect us to be that stupid to risk crossing the Yugoslav border with a guitar? I do not believe so,’ I said.

	We got off the Bus in Sezana. It was making for a sunny, warm day. When it was all clear, we walked off the main road into the fields of corn and hay in the direction of border guard’s tower visible in the distance hundreds of meters away. We were soon in the thick bush walking towards the no man’s land on the Yugoslav-Italian border. High wooden border guard towers structure gave sentry an unobstructed vision over the no man’s land clearing strip. As we were moving through the scrub under the trees, Marko was scared, shaking. It was his first experience to face uncertainty and possible danger to his life. He whispered, “they could shoot us on the border.”

	I tried to reassure him that we would be OK because I was there before. I knew the best spot to cross. My reassurance did not amount to much when we heard the rustle from footsteps approaching, and then we saw two soldiers with guns. We both froze for a while. When it was all clear, we moved into the bush. We hide there until dusk. The border guards patrolled some twenty metres from where we were hiding. Marko was trembling looking at the silhouette of the frontier post. Branches of the trees and the scrub where we were breathless hiding listening to the soldiers’ footsteps, partly obscured the sky and the cleared border track that divided two countries and us from reaching freedom. The border guards must have heard my guitar when the shrub branch plucked strings as we were making our way through the scrub. Marko was afraid and angry with me for, not leaving my guitar behind. He was right to be scared. If caught, it could mean at least two years in jail. He was in his early twenties, fit, raw, and afraid.

	Whispering I reassured him that everything would be okay and that his cow investment was safe. We were lucky that guards did not have dogs. Marko was trembling. I asked him to stop. When he trembled, he was shaking the shrub over him.

	I was like a mouse crouching on the ground hollow squeezed between the thorny bush and one scared human. When the two border gourds, with the guns pointing at the bushes, walked past us, I could hear my heart bits. We waited as their footsteps prodding through the grass disappeared into the distance. They were a matter of one minute away from our hideout. I thought it was time to move.

	‘We must go now,’ I said. Only eight meters of the border, clearing to cross and we should be on the other side.

	Eight meters to run. ‘Get ready,’ I told Marko. I could only see his profile with his face touching leaves covered the ground he was still trembling. I wondered if he would have the energy for this final dash.

	I whispered, ‘now you cannot afford to be afraid. We must go. I will start first. We run. Remember we do not stop; we keep on going no matter what.’

	He turned around and whispered, “What if they start shooting?”

	‘If they shoot? Don’t catch the bullets, you keep on running. Don’t stop.’

	I was not sure myself what would happen if shooting starts. I could only hope the bullets would miss.

	I stood up gently lifting and guiding my guitar between the branches of the bush to stop it to strum guitar strings. I was ready standing up so was Marko.

	 ‘Now,’ I whispered. I stepped out of the bush, not being able to control guitar strings strummed by the bush twigs. I launched myself towards the clearing, and I kept on running. We were both across the border clearing on the other side down the hill in the thick bush amidst tall trees. I could hear some voices behind us, but I kept on running. Then there was the sound of gunshots, but by that time, I did not care. I kept on running. We were in Italy.

	When we stopped, we were both out of breath.

	‘Are you all right?’ I asked Marko. He motioned his head contently brushing bits of scrub of his clothes and out of his hair. We were now about one kilometre inside the Italian border expecting to come across Italian guards or Carabineers-Italian police, but there was no one in sight. We kept on going through the bushes and up and down the hills until the morning when we could smell the sea. Then I saw the outline of the city. We were standing on top of a hill, in our vision, Trieste was cradling the Adriatic coast from north to south. From there, it was all the way down the hill.

	When we descended into the city, hungry tired and thirsty, we did not know what to do else but look for the nearest police station. When we found one, we walked in and gave ourselves up. We were sure of one thing; we were not going back to Yugoslavia. Italian police were polite, did not ask many questions. They drove us to public baths. We showered while bathhouse attendants disinfected our clothes with DDT. After we got dressed, reeking of DDT carabineers bundled us into a Black Maria van and drove us to notorious Trieste’s San Sabba refugee camp. I realised that this must be a regular job for Italian Police repeated every day with the new arrivals from across the ill-fated borders.

	Trieste was a major Italian deep harbour port and capital of the Friuli-Venetia Giulia region. The city cradles at the head of the Adriatic Sea called the Gulf of Trieste on the north-western side of Istria Slovenian border. Trieste’s Italian population of 180,000 includes significant German, Slovenian, and Croatian-speaking minorities. They were still recovering from the follies of the World War Two.

	For the Refugees in nineteen fifties from the East running away from the oppressive communist regimes, it was the gateway to the west. I did not know much about Trieste except what I have read about James Joyce, the author of Ulysses, who once used to live and work there as a language teacher dreaming plots for his stories. So did Stendhal I remember reading his novel, The Charterhouse of Parma (1839), published exactly one hundred years before I was born. That was why I remember it. The time laps reminded me of how much life has changed. Recently I read these authors life stories and learned that both Joyce and Stendhal died from anger, called “apoplectic seizure." What a way to die I thought pondering how humans could die from getting angry? Was it from loathing or pain in their hearts, or did their spirits suffer motivational demise? Consequently, their lives fell apart but their work lives on.

	Maria Therese of Austro-Hungarian Empire constructed San Sabba during her reign for the use by her army after it occupied the north of Italy. There once Austrian hussars used to keep their horses today the buildings were in vintage condition with large open halls and spaces. Before the war, the buildings were turned into the factory. During the Second World War, San Sabba was transitory internment and Nazis concentration camp for prisoners in transit to other German killing concentration camps. Then one day in the future, it could become a museum. The interior was refurbished into camps convenient amenities into singles and families’ dormitories. The limits of the compound were guarded by the special camp police and officials employed and paid by UNHCR. Reception offices were outside on the front of the entree into the camp’s compound with refugee’s accommodation and holding yard. In the camps reception office, Italian men employed by UN interrogated us with all we said was taken down in longhand. In the end, they escorted us inside the camp through a steel gate guarded by day and locked at night. They gave us linen and the blankets, and then we were escorted up onto the upper floor into a large dormitory with beds. After that, they led us back to the canteen on the ground floor where they served food. At the time of our arrival, the camp was full, overcrowded with more than several hundred refugees from the eastern European countries mostly from Yugoslavia. Some refugees curious about the news from home and interested in our financial status soon approached us. I had no money and no personal possessions except for the guitar.

	My interest was only in what was to be the next step to get out of there and find my way to America. What did not encourage me I was hearing from camps refugees. Some of them have been there for over a year without prospects of going anywhere. I met an Albanian man with a family who was the USA bound for the past eight years and still waiting for a visa. The next day Camp manager called me back to the office for more questions. Marko was in his office before me. The manager said that Marko told him that he paid me to take him over the border to Italy. That was not entirely accurate; I argued. He paid for expenses on the way, and I never took from him a single coin. Markos story did not look helpful for me. Camp officials accused me of smuggling a person for profit. They threatened to send me back to Yugoslavia if that was found to be true. I have told them the truth as it happened. In the end, my story was taken to be more credible. Italians believed me; they joked about the cost of crossing the border to Italy for the “price of a cow." I told them it was a bad joke. The cost was only half a cow. The other half was still in Markos pocket. They laughed, but I did not appreciate Marko adding fuel to the already precarious situation. I took him with me because he begged me to let him come. He was prepared to bear the cost of the trip, which also helped me. That cost him only one-quarter of his cow. It was a little price for letting him come. The fact that he still had half of the cows’ money left in his pocket and that he made a successful breakout from Yugoslavia ended our relationship. Here was a character who had no courage or knowledge to reach his objective on his own. He had a cow from which a quarter of sales proceeds he invested and with my help for no profit Marko attained the point from which he could begin a new life. Yet instead of showing gratitude, he chose contempt. Since that time from Trieste, I have never seen Marko again.

	 

	
CHAPTER 2 Walk from Trieste to Nice

	Although the officials had to let me go, I was not sure if I was safe. After, some young refugees were taken handcuffed to the nearest Yugoslav border crossing and handed over to Communists; the rumour was that all young refugees might soon be sent back. What that meant was that the San Sabba camp was overcrowding, and UN officials have made deals with the Yugoslav government to reduce camp’s refugee population. Young people from Yugoslavia who was not considered political refugees but economic migrants, looking for better life or adventure, would be sent back home. UN officials were aware that those returned to Yugoslavia would be jailed, but they were reassured they would be well treated and eventually would be set free.

	Had I worried? My return to Yugoslavia could cost me another three years of freedom. I was not going to wait to sit in the overcrowded disconcerted refugee’s camp. I sold my guitar for a few Italian Liras. The same night I got through the front wall blocked windows with loose bricks. It was one way in and out after the camp closed the main gate. Somebody long before me had discovered that by removing a few bricks and leaving them in place loose, we could get through any time after they closed the main gate. I was off to Trieste railway station. Since San-Sabba is at the south end of the city and train station at the north end, it took me a while to navigate my way through city streets evading Italian Police.

	In the morning, I was in the Trieste train station. The old wrought-iron arched structure opened at one end, and brick walled closed at the other. I waited for a train, any train, which could come into the station from one direction only, and leave the same way back out. I realised that was the end of the rail line. Eventually, when one train arrived, I jumped on not knowing where it would take me as long as it was, as far from the Yugoslav border as luck would have it. After dodging trains ticket inspector all the way, the train came to a stop at Mestre near Venice. Everybody got off the train, and I followed not knowing where to next. Off the train, I felt good to be far from the Yugoslav border. At the same time, I was tense as to what I would do next. I walked around aimlessly until I caught a bus, which took me to Venice. In Venice, I have been crossing dozens of bridges until I reached Placa de San Marko. By the fall of evening, I was hungry and tired besides feeling cold. For a moment, I forgot the pain in my feet and hunger in my stomach as my eyes were full of surrounding images I could touch and see. Such different architecture I have never seen before. The stone building walls coming straight from the water below. Gondoliers touting for business attired in what looked more like Argentinian Tango dancers then boatmen. In the end, I have submitted to tiredness. In a dark, damp reeking narrow, steep stairwell leading somewhere up, I sat down and fell asleep

	In the morning, the door leading to the street opened. Someone pushed in the crate with milk and bread, just a few metres from me. With the scent of freshly baked bread, I woke up. It was the morning delivery for someone living there. That someone may any moment come downstairs to retrieve it. I hurriedly got up, took a bottle of milk and a loaf of bread from the case. I still had a few Italian Liras, I put ten Liras in the case where the bread was, and I walked out devouring my survival rations, on the go. Refuelled, I was on my way. I began to question if I should have stopped in Venice when my aim was France and America. I stopped in Venice because the train stopped at Mestre, and I got off happy that I was far away from the Yugoslav border. While there, I did not want to miss the opportunity to see the city built on water. I have always wondered what would it be liked to go back in time when there were just the lagoon and the reef of sand and no buildings. I pondered who had such vision, energy, and wealth to embark on such a project to erect stone palaces on the water. Venice was a sight I could not imagine and her reason for being there I could not grasp.

	However, Venetian histories were written in stone. I read somewhere that the wood on which Venice was first built and stood on came from across the Adriatic Sea, of the mountain named Velebit on the Croatian west coastline. Venice builders cut all the trees on Velebit. They floated tree logs over the waters of Adriatic Sea to where Venice is today. The three trunks became the pilings on which the first Venice buildings and palaces stood above the water. Today Velebit is all-stone without trees unlocking Venation history set in stone. Venice is the capital of Venetia province and the Veneto region in northern Italy. Veneto according to the ancient Greeks meant “Slavic." Venice lies on the Gulf of Venice at the north end of the Adriatic Sea. The Grand Canal is historical Venice’s main traffic artery. To travel about the city was by motorboats, waterbuses, gondolas, or on foot. I did it all on foot with no money, no food, and no place to stay.

	However, I did get some work to earn my survival. When I saw a grimy window of a Negocio shop, I offered to clean it for any small price. The owner looked me over with suspicion and then called a woman who helps me, and by the end, I had twenty Italian Liras and a block of chocolate. After three days in Venice, I managed to get three jobs for lesser amounts of cash and, in the end, the stale sewer-like smell coming up from the waters Venice floated on became too much. I had to walk to the west side, over that never-ending long bridge back to Mestre. At Mestre, I jumped on a goods train, which came to a stop in the goods rail yard in Bologna. I wandered around the rail yard lost until I saw another train approaching, I jumped on. I thought it was travelling towards Genoa. I was wrong. Instead of Genoa, I found myself facing Il Carabineers at Milan’s railway station. I walked out from the station and out of police site. I was in the Milano city streets not sure, where I was going. I lost the feel of the time as I walked around aimlessly. I found myself standing in front of a building that reminded me of Zagreb’s opera theatre. The building had the similar facade without the famous Mestrovic sculpture “The well of life" opposite. I was standing in front of La Scala Opera of Milano. There was a big statue facing it with benches on side people were sitting around in front of this monument.

	I was on La Scala Piazza. I sat down exhausted and hungry. I soon fell asleep. It was evening when people’s noise woke me up. Theatres doors were open, and people were entering the building. I was getting cold and decided to enter La Scala foyer to keep warm. I walked in amongst all those well-dressed men and women. Nobody took any notice of me. I remembered Mario in Zenica spoke about the La Scala operas. Mario sang operatic arias “E lucevan le Stelle” from “Tosca”. His favourite aria was “Nessun Dorma” from Giacomo Puccini's opera Turandot, he sung in Italian in those darkest days inside the walls of Zenica penal residence “dying from love for life and freedom”. I remembered my father’s friends, opera singers who used to come to our house, drink father's wine and sing operas into the late of the night keeping me awake. I remembered mother playing long play vinyl disc with Luciano Taioli and Renata Tebaldi. I remember the sounds and the music of Verdi and Puccini, but I knew nothing about operas, the stories, the images behind the voices. I did not know what was playing that night at La Scala as I was inside just trying to get warm. Inside the foyer, I looked at pictures, posters of past performances, Othello, Traviata, and Nambucca surrounded me. I have never seen mention of Croatian opera Lisinski’s Ljubav i Zloba (Love and Hate) based on a sixteen-century love story with happy ending. That was the only home born opera name I have learned while listening to my father’s friends and opera singers but never heard the name mentioned anywhere else.

	After all, what did all that mean to me, hungry and cold? I walked upstairs as people begun to file inside. I walked right to the top, and there was nobody there. After a while, I could hear the music the show had begun. Many doors were leading into the cubicles. I checked everyone in order there were a few open and one was empty. I walked in and set at the top seat from where I could see the stage. I did not understand the words and the sounds of the voices coming up from below. Soon tired and hungry I fell asleep too far away from La Scala stage.

	After the show, had finished and everyone was gone the lights were out, I woke up. I walk down to the foyer. There was nobody there. In the restroom, I washed my face and drank water and walked out to the front door. From inside I managed to open the door and walked out on the street. It was still dark in the morning nobody about, nothing moving.

	I decided I should walk to the train station and catch a train to Genoa and to San Remo. Walking down the city streets the street cleaners were on the job, and delivery trucks were making early morning deliveries for local shop traders, goods like bread milk and vegetables. I was hungry, but I would not touch it. Close to the train station, there was a police patrol car parked, I did not see it first, but they saw me. Two police officers got out watching me. When I saw them, I walked as fast as I could away from them, but they followed me. When they caught up with me as if they knew who I was one cop said, “profugo." How did they know? There must have been thousands of runaways from Yugoslavia loitering across Italy. They even gave us the name “profugo Yugoslavo” meaning the Yugoslav refugee. They locked me up in the local police station until the morning when they escorted me back to Trieste.

	There was no big welcome for me back at the refugee camp of San-Sabba! Back in the chief’s office, they were all smirks asking all sorts of questions. I feared that they might send me back over the border. One big Italian with a square face and polite and friendly manner kept on probing.

	“What was the reason you ran away?”

	‘I was too scared that you might send me back over the border, back to Yugoslavia.’ I pleaded.

	I could see he was writing a report jotting down whatever I said. He asked questions in Slovenian, and he wrote it down in Italian. After a brief stance, he turned around and told me, “we do not send people back without reason. If you have not done anything wrong over there and if your parents do not request your return you have nothing to worry.”

	He stood up collecting a few papers lying on his desk and proceeded to instruct me; You are to stay in the camp for at least a week before we will allow you to go out again. No more running. Now come with me.”

	 I got up and followed him. He walked me into the camp through the big gate and left me there. I was back to square one.

	 I began to understand that I must stay in the camp until they put me through the clearance process for a visa to some other country and maybe to the USA. When that would be, no one could tell me. The situation in the camp was tense because it was overcrowded. Even so, the process of resettlement of refugees to Western countries was taking longer, sometimes from six months to two years. To relieve overcrowding the refugees from Trieste camp of San-Sabba were moved to other camps strewn all over Italy. The wait was general boredom; day after day rotting inside the camp’s walls. Without money or nothing much to do but hold on, sleep, daydream for that last call. Surviving on pasta and macaroni every day became a problem for many.

	The central courtyard in San-Sabba was paved with well-worn cobblestones. On a beautiful day, it would become a promenade for many wearisome souls, socialising and conducting stirred debates, philosophical arguments, and on occasion senseless fights. Some ten per cent of all the refugees were women of differing ages, but the majority were in their twenties. The pressure on the woman was unbearably overwhelming by the camp conditions and by many single men with nothing to do. Some women and men managed to get out of the camp and find part-time work. Local companies exploited them, paying only half the salary they paid to local workers. Women would find jobs as home help, but many ended in prostitution.

	Every morning Italian employers seeking temporary workers would come outside the camps and pick them up. Every evening Italian man, sex predators waited outside the camp for poor women for sex. Often the price was no more than a cup of coffee with a packet of cigarettes. Nearby San Saba camp was a hill visible from inside the campus grounds. Man, would take women up on the hill and have sex. On one occasion a man took off his trousers and hung em up on a tree, we could see from the camp and thus have given the name to this hill “Mont Pantalony.”

	 

	Rumours started anew that all young man up to eighteen years old would be sent back to Yugoslavia. I was worried. There was no way I would let myself again go to prison. Then again, I made yet another silly move. Two girls and another same youngster age as I came to talk to me about getting out of the camp and go to France. They talked me into going. The four of us were going to hitchhike to France. Hitchhiking I never did before, but I went along with their plan. They convinced me it was possible, but first, we had to get out from the city onto the open highway. To avoid being noticed, we had to leave camp at night to get through the city. On the evening, we left camp all went well as we planned. We almost made it outside the city, but on the highway at Miramar, two carabineers stopped us. For me, that was the end of the road as I ruminated the old fear of being sent back to Yugoslavia. As we stood there in the middle of the road with the police telling that we must return to the camp, on one side of the road was going down to the sea and on the other side was very steep rocky outcrop. I chose the steep rocky outcrop and began to claim up to get away. Police ordered me to come down, or they will shoot. First, I did not hear then they drew their guns out while frightened girls began to shout, “they will kill you come down, come down" they yelled. I heard a shot fired. Then another one both missed me. Next, a bullet hit between my fingers as I was grappling for the rock. I could feel the heat and saw the slug chipping the stone ricocheting away. I stopped, and after some deliberation with the cops below, I came down. By the morning, we were back in the camp, and they locked me up in the camp's prison with four other men. The camp prison was a self-contained secure cell with steel doors and steel bars on the window. It could accommodate four persons. One large window secured with steel bars fifteen centimetres apart. Nobody came to see me, and I knew the next time someone would come could be the final call. I could not wait for the morning roll call. I had to leave this place the same night. To get out was only possible through the window if I could bend the steel bars to broaden the opening so I could squeeze out. To get out between iron bars I had to bend bars on the windows by a couple of centimetres, and then I could squeeze through. All others were asleep except for one young gipsy who was in for stealing. I disassembled my iron bed, and with the single frame, I placed it between the steel bars and pushed. It would not work, but then the Gypsy offered to help me provided I take him with me he asked. He said he could be handy on the way because he spoke foreign languages. I asked him what languages he speaks. He said, “gipsy dialects." I said, OK let us do it, but as for your handy gipsy dialect, I wonder how many Italians would understand. Both of us with bed frame bent the bars just enough for us to squeeze through. Out and through the outer wall, we were out on the street. That was it.

	The question in my mind, this time, was how to get to France without being seen by anyone and caught? By the stealth, walking circumventing urban areas and evading contact with people. Not to be seen was the only way and so I began my trek to France invisibly on foot.

	The two of us walked out from the city and were on the way west to France. We walked for two days and nights avoiding urban areas just trudging the country sites in spring, mud, and cold. After three days, Gypsy decided he had enough. Hungry and dirty he began to cry. We set down wet and cold, we talked about what would be the best thing to do considering we had nothing to eat and were exhausted. I wanted to keep on going, but he suddenly decided the best he could do for himself was to return to the camp and wait. In Udine, he jumped on a goods train, and that was the last I saw of him. I promised myself, this time, I was not going back. I would avoid all contact with civilisation. I would walk through the north of Italy avoiding towns and people. I was not going to let myself be caught again.

	I kept on walking following the rail line west. At night, I climbed the best tree I could find and hugged the trunk and slept. That way I felt safe especially from roaming dogs and wolfs at night. One full moon night I decided to walk through the bush thinking it would be a short cut to Genoa. Soon the moonlight was through the clouds casting a shadow over my path, and I was lost in the bush. Close behind me, I heard howling of dogs or wolves that I was not sure which but in the dark I could not see a single tall tree in sight to climb. Soon there was a pack of animals following me, and I had to run. I reach a dead tree trunk standing I climbed up two metres above the ground. The pack of wild dogs or wolves were under me howling and jumping up towards my feet. I was hugging the tree trunk for my life. After some time, the animals were all gone. I did not dare coming down from the tree until the daylight. While hugging the decaying tree trunk, the ants started to cover my body trying to enter every orifice including my eyes. At the daybreak, I was finally on the ground standing. I had to undress, shake all my clothes, and sweep my body to rid of ants.

	 On the sixth day hungry and cold, I came across a group of Italian kids who took an interest in me and kept on following me asking where I was going. I told them, I was going to America on foot. Seeing me muddy and dirty starving they showed empathy and invited me to their home where their parents offered food. I even got one gelato something I never had before. After two hours with them, they gave me their addresses and asked me to write to them from America. I had to remind myself again to avoid people, but I felt forever indebted to the boys and their family for their Italian hospitality. That is how ten days later I entered the city of Pavia. It was the night I found myself lost in the open market shed and found some dried figs and a jar of honey. From there I kept on walking along the railway track that led me to Genoa. When I reached Genoa, I stood above the city and saw the sea. I bypassed it and walked to Arenzano on the Mediterranean cost. Here I had my first feet dip in the seawater, and I felt the revival. Besides, there were shell incrustations and mussels to pick along the coastline on the way to Savona. I made my way through Savana at night following the cost and continued my way to Imperia. I was walking along the Mediterranean northern sea cost finding food on the beach by collecting rocks seashells, incrustations, mussels and catching occasional small crabs eating them raw. The best were Limpets small shells up to fifty millimetres’ diameter vacuum sucked onto the rocks over which they move scraping the surface for food. Their shell was rather beautifully constructed and unyielding almost indestructible. Over the rocky surfaces along the Mediterranean coast, I must have eaten dozens of Limpets on the way. The only way I could remove them was with my pocketknife. More than three weeks after I left Trieste camp, I reached San Remo. San Remo was a new world for my hungry eyes not to mention my stomach. It was just after some “San Remo song festival”. There were posters about song festival everywhere. The place was still full of beautiful people above all scantily dressed girls, such as I have never seen before in another location. I was tired and hungry, but I stayed there for a day and one night. I washed my shirt and cleaned myself in the sun. In the town, I picked up some old newspapers and went above the town; there I found a dense scrub area. I spread the papers on the ground and laid on newspapers. Below in town were Villas people having parties with loud music and happy voices. To me, it was like distant lullaby Goodnight. I fell asleep.

	In the morning sunrise, bird’s songs woke me up, and there was noise from the ground around me small lizards running out from under the scrub shadow to the sunshine covered rocky crop. I joined them out looking over the San Remo rooftops to the horizon of green and blue Mediterranean seascape. I descended to the beach and walked along the sea water line west. I took my shoes off and saw shoe soles worn out, and my feet were visibly swollen. I walked barefoot in the water on my way towards Ventimiglia my last border crossing to France. I did not have a printed map with me, but the map image of Europe was in my head. I have studied maps so often that I have retained map picture of Western Europe in my head. I had to leave Italy and the risk of being caught and be sent back to Yugoslavia. By sunset, I was on the border above Ventimiglia looking down on the border-crossing checkpoint with ramp gate across the main road and the Customs office right next to it. I walked up further on the hill hoping to cross over away from the customs. I kept on walking, but the downhill was so steep I could not find a spot to go down safely. By nightfall, I got tired and fell asleep right there on the edge of a steep precipice. In the middle of the night, I woke up and could not see in the dark where I was. I stepped forward into the void and over the side; I was in free fall until I hit something and bounced sideways onto a ledge. I landed on my back. I could not move and see where I was. I stayed there until the daylight. At first light, I surveyed the area and realised, I fell some five metres down from the top of the almost vertical precipice. I still had some metres to go down to reach the bottom ground. I had no choice but to climb down over the loose rocks and bushes to the lower ground. It took forever, but when my feet touched the ground, I knew I was in France.

	 

	 

	 



CHAPTER 3 In France.

	 

	I was hungry, and my back was still hurting, but I could walk. I walked on to Mentone, the seaside town I once read about favourite English poets and writer’s holiday destination. There on the beach, I had a rest in the warm sun laying on my back still in pain. There were a few people around; two couples some metres away sunbaking. While sitting down, I could hear some English voices. My English vocabulary consisted of some two hundred words maybe less. I turned around to my left side and saw there were two men and a woman laughing and joking. They looked at me and then one man got up and came to ask me something, but it was in French. I said, ‘no understand.’

	The man then asked, “are you okay?”

	At that moment, I realised I must have looked odd in a distressed condition for this man to show concern. This man's hand was pointing at my feet. I looked at my feet and saw that my shoe soles were gone worn out and my feet swelled protruding under the leather. I was virtually walking on the bare feet.

	I asked him, ‘you American?’

	He looked at me and asked again if I was Okay. I tried to tell him in few English words I knew with the help of my hands that, ‘I walked from Yugoslavia to France. I walking to America,’ I repeated. The man laughed. Then he was saying to his friends what I said. The man was repeating like in amazement, “the kid walked all the way from Yugoslavia, and he said he is walking to America.”

	“Did you hear? This kid says he is walking to America,” he repeated.

	They laughed. I wondered why these people were laughing. I thought they were laughing at my limited English. Walking to America? We again exchanged a few words. Then I realised that because of my lifeless and tired appearance they were feeling sorry for me. The woman got up and walked towards me. She bent down looking me over, and at my feet then she spoke Italian. I could understand a few words better when she asked if I was hurt. I told her what happened that I hurt my back. She tried to help me take my shoes off, but the top leather would not move from my swollen feet. The man came over and produced a pocket knife and cut the top leather off. My terrible dirty socks came off, and I was barefooted. I got up and went to the water washing my feet. The woman she asked me if I had anything to eat. I said, no for weeks. She walked back to her spot where she had a bag and took out some money and walked back to give me a few French Francs. She asked me to go up on the street to the kiosks and buy something to eat. Then the man gave me some money too and told me to go and buy some food. I thanked them profusely, and I hurried up to find some food. I found a shop and purchased a litre of milk, one metre of French stick bread and a box of Camembert cheese. I got some change back. I was grateful to the Americans or whoever they were. That night I slept on the beach. The next morning, I walked barefoot to Monte Carlo. I went through the city thinking of what a small-seaside-town Monte Carlo really was. The Cityscape reminded me in the likeness of the Croatian city Rijeka and Opatija but with much different histories and reputation. From what I read the name Casino and Roulette stuck in my mind as I kept on walking out and towards the unknown, to Nice. I walked along the highway all the way to Nice barefoot over the hot tar. I was no longer worried about being stopped by anybody. The cars were flying past me, and I had never even given a thought of trying to hitchhike to Nice. I kept on walking all the way until I reached the old part of Nice where I found a bench right opposite a fishing boat. I sat down and fell asleep sitting. When I woke up, fishermen were loading their boats for an early fishing trip. I got up and went along the foreshore onto Promenade des Anglais on my way, still in the dark past many hotels. Eventually, in the morning light, I ended in the park (Pl Du Palais de Justice) next to the Nice Bus Station. Opposite the park was La Prefecture or better known as Palais de Justice. There, I sat on a park bench and watched people and schoolchildren go by as I wondered what next, I can do barefoot worn-out and hungry.

	I heard familiar voices, Yugoslavs. There was a group of men from Yugoslavia. I got up and spoke to them. That was the beginning of my first French lesson on how to survive Cote d’Azure, French Rivera. These men were longstanding arrivals to France from various parts of Yugoslavia and were full of useful information and advice. They informed me that first I had to register with La Prefecture to get “Permit d’Sejour” that was like a temporary visa. Next, I should find a job as a dishwasher in restaurants or get some work at the market. Also, there was work on the Nice building sites where these men worked. I listened.

	‘Where do I find a safe place to sleep?’ I asked.

	“In the l’asile d’nuit”, they said. I didn’t know what that meant so I asked, ‘where is that?’

	They explained that “l’asile d’nuit” was traditional French night shelter for homeless, travellers or anyone needing a meal and a bed for the night. That evening I went on with two older Yugoslavs to “l’asile d’nuit." When we arrived at the old building in the timeworn old part of Nice, they told me I must first see a priest and ask him for approval and a permit ticket for the night. I walked into the office. Inside the room, a large fat hombre Padre confronted me. Padre asked me to come closer to him, and when I did, he carefully examined my eyes and then hugged me. Then he pulled me close to him, and he tried to kiss me. I could smell his perspiration as his forehead began to transude. I draw away and run out the door. The two Yugoslavs were out there waiting. When they saw me, they started to chuckle? One of them asked did he approve you.?

	I did not know what to say; I just looked at them. ‘Did you set me up you bastards?’ I asked angrily.

	They kept on laughing, and finally, one of them explained.

	“We all had to go through that. Could not be avoided, because it is this Priests job to approve every newcomer seeking the night shelter, food, and bed. “He is Paederast, and he likes to suck young men's dicks.”

	‘So, what am I supposed to do now?’

	“If you want to sleep here, tonight go in and ask him for a ticket. Without a ticket, you cannot get clean blankets, bed, or dinner.”

	‘I am not going in and face that stinking priest again; I rather sleep in the park.’

	On that, I walked out never to set foot again into a French “L’Asile d’nuit” I promised. That night, as I walked out, it was cold. The wind and slight rain droplets came down on my face. I was suddenly so cold; the hungry did not bother me, anymore, but the cold did. More than four weeks since I have left Trieste, I had one cooked meal thanks to Italian boys. Since then I had no more than some bread cheese and milk and walk on my feet. I was walking through the old part of Nice, past rows of cars parked on a narrow one-way street with barely enough room for one car to pass. The rain came down in the shower. I was looking for shelter away from the rain. Eventually, I walked into an old building open hallway. I stood there shivering until the rain stopped then I walked out and went right down to the foreshore on the Promenade des Anglais. People were coming and going outside a white hotel, in neon lights, it said “Hotel Negresco.” Cars would come and go and then there was nobody to just the sea breeze and the dark horizon. I walked to the edge of the promenade overlooking the white pebbles beach. It was fresh. I shivered in the cold breeze blowing from the south. I began going into hypothermia as I started feeling somewhat confused and tired so I sat on a bench facing the breeze and scent of the sea. There was not a living soul around, and my mind was completely at rest, as I must have started slowly to drift into sleep. Next, when I woke up, two police officers with machine guns across their chests stood in front of me. They spoke to me, but I could not hear them. My mind was wondering away somewhere else. Then one police officers took me by the hand and the shoulders as I got up they led me to a black police van. They took me to La Prefecture and led me into a warm room with chairs. It was warm. I virtually collapsed into one chair and fell asleep. When I woke up, it was morning and police brought in two young Algerians. They tried to talk to me, but I could not understand them. Later a nice cop brought me one croissant with a cup of coffee. Soon I was taken to a court of justice where I was asked questions I could not understand. I knew the magistrate asked me for my name so I thought about what name I should give. ’Do not give your real name, invent one,’ I thought. Stupidly I gave my name as Hurry Brando. That was the only name I could think of to obscure who I was and from where I came. It sounded so silly considering that they were acutely aware of my Slavic origins. Nevertheless, they were polite and said nothing.

	They took me away by car, a short trip to the Nice prison where I saw a doctor or was it a medic, I was not sure. He told me if they did not pick me up I could have easily had died by the morning suffering severe hypothermia. Finally, I had showered my clots were taken away, and I was given new ones, underwear, shirt, and pants. A security man escorted me to a cell and introduced me to two Frenchmen. It was lunchtime. Lentils were the best meal I had in a long time. They left the cell door open, and they came back with food and asked if I wanted “encore,” some more. Yes, I had some more. After I had laid down on the bed, I slept through dinner. Had dinner and went to sleep again. The next morning after breakfast, they left the door open, and a business operator brought in some wireframes and plastic tapes for abattjours-night lampshades. They thought me how to make it. The two Frenchman in their twenties was friendly and helpful. My first French lessons began there. I soon found that I would be paid for each completed abattjours. More abattjours I make more I would earn. I discovered there was prison library, and I could get some books, but there were only timeworn publications in French. I asked for Italian-French dictionary, and one man working in the library found one for me.

	One week after I was locked up, and most likely saved from severe illness or death, I was again taken to Pale du Justice and faced the judge. The Judge asked me a simple question, “what is your name?” I replied, Harry Brando. The judge posed for a bit looking at me. Then he pointed his index finger at me, he asked again speaking slowly.

	“And what is your real name?”

	I sensed I was in real trouble, and before I could say anything, the judge said.

	“One month.”

	The officer next to me added. “You got one month to learn next time to tell us your real name.” That was my first months I spent in France, and it was in prison as a reprimand for merely getting there. Contrary to what it may look like this was one month, which helped me to recover from my marathon walk from Trieste to Nice. I read and studied French every day while making abattjours. I listened to two Frenchmen who were forever eager to teach me their mother tong with a perfect Niceoi’s accent. To my surprise, there in the same prison were several Yugoslav nationals whom I first met in Zenica and Zagreb detention doing time for trying to escape. There were many other so-called illegal entries into France -without visas from Eastern European countries as were a few from Italy and Germany. French according to their rule of law were locking up anyone without valid documents or less than two hundred Franks in their wallet. The other common reason for locking foreigners

	
	
	
	
	
	
images/MatherCroatia.gif





cover.jpeg
FROM THE RAZORS EDGE
On The Australian Quintet
From Zagreb to Paris - Wittenoom to Melbourne

' BOOK OF LIF

'WAS TRAGIC JOUR!

STJEPAN D.Z. BENEDICT A
On the journey to Down Under i, "\ a0
o

HOBART






