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​Chapter 1: The Mountains That Made Men
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There is a moment, traveling north from Tirana on the road toward Shkodër, when the coastal plain simply ends. Not gradually, not through the intermediate geography of rolling hills and softening gradients, but with the abruptness of a decision. One moment the land lies flat and cultivable, threaded with irrigation ditches and edged with the grey shimmer of the Adriatic to the west. The next, the mountains begin — limestone walls rising without apology to two and three thousand metres, their faces pale as bone in summer and sheeted with snow from October through April, their summits frequently hidden in cloud even on days when the valleys below are baking under a southern sun. This is not the mountain scenery of the tourist imagination, rounded and pastoral. These are the Accursed Mountains, the Bjeshkët e Namuna, and the name is not affectation. They are among the most rugged terrain in Europe, a geological chaos of karst plateaus, sheer ridgelines, and valleys so narrow and deep that the sun reaches their floors for only a few hours each day. Into this landscape, for centuries beyond counting, human beings have built their lives.

The region known as Mirdita lies within the central-eastern portion of the northern Albanian highland zone, tucked between the valley of the Fan River to the west and the Black Drin to the east, bounded to the north by the higher massifs of the Dukagjin plateau and opening, reluctantly, to the south toward the lowland approaches of Lezhë and the Adriatic coastal corridor. It is a region of perhaps two thousand square kilometres, most of them not merely uninhabitable but actively hostile to human movement: cliff-faced peaks, beech forests so dense that they block the sky, gorges where the Fan and its tributaries have cut through the limestone over millennia to leave corridors barely wide enough for a man and his livestock to pass in single file. Even today, with asphalted roads and mobile phone signals reaching most inhabited valleys, Mirdita retains a quality of physical enclosure that marks the traveler immediately upon entry. The mountains do not merely surround this country; they define it, possess it, speak through everything that happens within their perimeter.

Geography is not destiny, but in the highlands of northern Albania, it came remarkably close. The physical character of Mirdita determined what kinds of agriculture were possible — livestock herding across upland pastures rather than the irrigated grain cultivation of the plains; the seasonal movement of flocks between summer peaks and winter valleys that kept populations mobile and dispersed rather than anchored to fixed settlements. It determined what kinds of settlement were possible — not the large, dense villages of the lowland agricultural zones but dispersed clusters of stone-built houses perched on ridgelines or tucked into south-facing valley flanks, connected to neighboring settlements by paths that became impassable in winter and treacherous in spring. And it determined, with a logic that seems almost mechanical once grasped, what kinds of political authority were possible — which is to say, it eliminated most of the political arrangements that historians of other regions take for granted.

A centralized state requires the ability to extract resources from its territory — to reach into every village and collect taxes, conscript soldiers, administer courts, enforce laws. In the lowlands of the Albanian Adriatic coast, in the fertile basin of the Shkumbin valley, in the plains around Korçë and Gjirokastër, this ambition was difficult but not impossible. An army could march through those territories; a tax collector could physically reach the villages and demand compliance. In Mirdita, neither of these things was reliably true. A military column entering the highland zone through the Fan gorge was immediately at the mercy of whoever held the heights above it. A tax collector traveling alone faced the practical problem that there were no roads, in the modern sense of the word, along which he might safely travel. The mountains did not merely make governance difficult. They made the specific kind of governance — coercive, extractive, territorially uniform — that characterizes the modern state effectively impossible for any external power that had not first broken the resistance of the people who knew the terrain.

Those people were the Catholics of Mirdita, a population of somewhere between fifteen and thirty thousand souls in the early twentieth century — the precise figure is uncertain because no external authority had ever successfully counted them — organized not into the village communities or feudal hierarchies familiar to European political history but into the distinctive social formation of the highland Albanian world: the bajrak.

The word bajrak means, literally, a flag or banner. In its political usage, it designated both the military-administrative unit that the flag represented and the territory that unit occupied, claimed, and defended. A bajrak was, in essence, the social crystallization of the landscape: a defined highland valley or cluster of valleys, inhabited by a kin-group or confederation of kin-groups that traced common ancestry (or performed common ancestry, which amounted to the same thing in practice), governed internally by customary law and communal assembly, and prepared to mount a collective military defense of its territory and a collective projection of military force when contracted to do so by a patron or alliance. The bajrak was not a tribe in the romantic nineteenth-century sense — not a primitive survival, not a stage on the ladder toward civilization — but a highly sophisticated response to a specific environmental and political problem: how do you organize collective defense and collective governance in terrain where no external authority can reliably penetrate and no individual family unit is large enough to defend itself alone?

The answer the highland Albanians developed was the bajrak, and it was so precisely fitted to the problem that it persisted, with remarkable institutional continuity, from the medieval period through to the mid-twentieth century. At the head of each bajrak stood the bajraktar, the standard-bearer, whose position combined the functions that other societies distributed across military commanders, judges, and local administrators. Below him, the community was organized in extended patrilineal descent groups — the fis, or clan — that regulated marriage, property, mutual obligation, and the distribution of responsibility for communal defense. Cutting across and above all of these arrangements was the customary legal order that Northern Albanians called the Kanun, a body of oral law so comprehensive and so precisely calibrated to highland social conditions that it governed everything from the inheritance of a daughter's dowry to the protocol for declaring a blood feud to the hospitality obligations owed to an enemy who arrived at your door asking for shelter.

Mirdita in the early twentieth century comprised five principal bajraks: Orosh, Spaç, Kushneni, Fani, and Dibri. These were not merely administrative units. Each had its own assembly ground, its own collective memory of past actions and past agreements, its own sense of internal hierarchy among the kin-groups that composed it. Each could field its own armed force — not a standing army in any modern sense, but a rapid mobilization of able-bodied men who had grown up handling firearms as a matter of daily life, who knew the terrain of their bajrak intimately, and who had been socialized from birth into a culture in which martial competence was not merely admired but was the primary measure of a man's social worth. The five bajraks were not always in agreement with one another — inter-bajrak disputes over grazing boundaries, water rights, and honor were endemic features of highland life — but they recognized a common highland identity, a common customary legal framework, and a common authority that stood above all of them.

That authority resided at Orosh.

The village of Orosh sits on a promontory of flattened ground above the Fan valley, in the geographic center of the Mirdita region, at an elevation high enough to give its inhabitants commanding views of the surrounding peaks but low enough to maintain year-round habitation without the brutal exposure of the true high-altitude settlements. In the early twentieth century, its most visible structure was the kulla — the stone tower-house — of the Gjomarkaj family, the hereditary rulers of Mirdita and the supreme authority of the highland confederation. The kulla at Orosh was not large by the standards of European aristocratic architecture. It was not intended to be. Its value was not decorative but defensive: thick walls of unmortared limestone, narrow windows positioned for observation and fire, a ground floor without external openings where livestock and provisions could be secured during a siege. It was a statement, in the architectural vocabulary of the Albanian highlands, not of wealth or aesthetic ambition but of the capacity to endure.

The family whose authority this structure announced bore the name Gjomarkaj — the House of Gjomarkaj, or in the Albanian idiom, Dera e Gjomarkut, the Door of Gjomarku. The name of the founder from whom the family lineage descended has not survived the centuries with any certainty; what has survived is the institution he or his predecessors established: the hereditary Kapidanship of Mirdita. The Kapidan — or Kapedan, in some regional dialects — was a title that predated the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans and that survived everything the subsequent centuries could throw at it: Ottoman administrative reorganization, Venetian commercial pressure, Habsburg diplomatic intrigue, nationalist revolution, the First World War, and the eventual arrival of the Albanian nation-state in its early, fragile, contested form. The survival of the Kapidanship across such an expanse of political convulsion was not accidental. It survived because it was not merely a family holding a title. It was a function that the highland society of Mirdita genuinely required, and that no external power had yet managed to replace with anything the highlanders found equally legitimate.

The Kapidan's functions were multiple, and understanding their range is essential to understanding why the loss or weakening of that office sent such violent shock waves through highland society. In the first instance, the Kapidan was the supreme judicial authority of Mirdita — not a judge in the professional sense of an individual trained in a codified legal system, but the ultimate arbiter of the Kanun, whose interpretations of customary law carried the force of communal consensus and whose decisions, when accepted by the assembly of bajraktars and elders, ended disputes that might otherwise have persisted for generations in cycles of retaliatory killing. Second, the Kapidan was the supreme military commander of the highland confederation: in times of collective threat, it was to the Orosh kulla that the bajraktars sent their men and their pledges, and it was from Orosh that a unified highland military response was organized and directed. Third, and perhaps most consequentially for the political history of the region, the Kapidan was the mediator between Mirdita and whatever external power currently claimed sovereignty over the Albanian highlands. It was the Kapidan who negotiated with Ottoman governors and Habsburg consuls and Italian military commanders and Albanian national governments. It was the Kapidan who translated the highland community's interests into the diplomatic language that external powers could process, and who translated the demands of external powers into terms that the highland community could evaluate and respond to on its own terms.

This mediating role was, in practice, the most delicate and the most dangerous of the Kapidan's responsibilities, because it required him to maintain credibility in two entirely different political worlds simultaneously. To the external powers, he needed to present himself as a reliable interlocutor who could deliver highland compliance and military service. To the highland community, he needed to present himself as a defender of their autonomy and a successful extractor of concessions from external powers. When both things were simultaneously achievable, the Kapidan's position was secure and his personal authority unquestioned. When the demands of one world made the requirements of the other impossible to fulfill, the Kapidan faced the kind of structural crisis that could — and periodically did — produce armed confrontations, family splits, and the unraveling of the fragile consensus on which his authority rested.

The external powers that successively claimed sovereignty over Mirdita discovered, with varying degrees of surprise and frustration, that the Kapidanship was not merely a local curiosity but a genuine institutional obstacle to the kind of governance they sought to impose. The Ottoman Empire — which controlled the Albanian territories from the mid-fifteenth century until the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913 — understood this quickly enough to develop a workable, if never fully satisfying, arrangement: the highlanders of Mirdita would acknowledge nominal Ottoman suzerainty, would receive the Ottoman governor's representative at Orosh with the forms of diplomatic courtesy, and would, when the occasion demanded and when adequately compensated, furnish irregular military forces for Ottoman campaigns in the Balkans and beyond. In exchange, no Ottoman tax collector would approach their villages, no Ottoman conscription officer would take their sons, and no Ottoman judge would presume to adjudicate disputes that the Kanun already governed. It was an arrangement that preserved the essential fiction of imperial sovereignty while leaving the substance of highland self-governance entirely intact.

This arrangement worked because both parties understood its terms and because neither had the practical capacity to impose a different settlement unilaterally. The Ottoman provincial army, whatever its strengths on the open ground of the Balkan plains, was not equipped or trained for the kind of sustained mountain counter-insurgency that imposing direct rule on Mirdita would have required. The Kapidans of Mirdita, for their part, lacked the military resources to challenge Ottoman authority in the lowland zones, and had no particular desire to do so as long as their highland world remained their own. The arrangement endured because it was, in its essential structure, a recognition of mutual limitation dressed in the language of sovereignty and loyalty.

What the arrangement could not survive was the arrival, in the nineteenth century, of a different kind of imperial ambition — one that was not content to acknowledge its own limitations but genuinely believed that modern administrative technique, applied with sufficient determination, could override the social and political structures that the mountains had produced. The Tanzimat reformers who dominated Ottoman policy from the 1830s onward were convinced modernizers, persuaded by their study of European state practice that the key to Ottoman renewal lay in the rationalization of imperial governance: uniform taxation, regular military service, civil administration by trained prefects rather than hereditary local authorities, and a legal order that recognized no competing jurisdiction alongside the state's courts. These were not irrational objectives. In much of the empire, they represented genuine improvements over the chaotic patchwork of privilege, exemption, and corruption that had accumulated over four centuries. But in Mirdita, every one of these objectives was experienced not as modernization but as the deliberate destruction of the social order on which highland life depended.

The response of the highland communities to Ottoman administrative encroachment was not passive. Across the second half of the nineteenth century, the northern Albanian highlands became one of the most consistently turbulent zones in the empire — not because the highlanders were constitutionally rebellious, but because the reforms demanded something they were entirely unwilling to give. Three episodes in Mirdita's own history make the pattern clear. In 1872, the Kapidan of the time, Gjon Marka Lleshi, led an armed insurrection against Ottoman attempts to install imperial garrisons and civilian administrators at Orosh — the specific insult being the proposal to place foreign soldiers in the physical heart of the Gjomarkaj ancestral seat, a demand that was simultaneously a military provocation and an assault on the family's symbolic authority. In the late 1870s, during the crisis produced by the Russo-Turkish War and the League of Prizren's ultimately failed attempt to assert Albanian national rights against Great Power partition plans, the then-Kapidan Prenk Bib Doda led a highland uprising of sufficient violence that the Ottoman army burned the ancestral Gjomarkaj palaces at Orosh and sent Doda into prolonged exile in Anatolia — a punishment that was also, in its way, a recognition: you do not exile a man who has no power.

A generation later, the same drama replayed. Kapidan Marka Gjoni — who will occupy a central place in the events of 1921 — organized highland resistance against Ottoman officials throughout the 1890s, was captured in 1897, and was sent into banishment at Mosul in what is now Iraq. His escape from that banishment in 1902, disguised as a Bedouin pilgrim, is a story that the highlanders of Mirdita retold for decades afterward, not merely as an adventure but as a parable: even the most powerful external authority in the region could not permanently suppress the man who belonged to these mountains, because the mountains themselves were his ally in ways that no governing structure originating outside them could fully understand.

By the early years of the twentieth century, the highlands of northern Albania were living through a final, intensified version of the Ottoman crisis. The empire was visibly dying — a death not only military and diplomatic but institutional, a collapse of the administrative structures that had maintained even the fiction of central control for so long. Into this vacuum, the Albanian national movement was injecting a new political vocabulary: not the language of highland autonomy and customary right, which was the language of Mirdita, but the language of the European nation-state, with its insistence on territorial sovereignty, ethnic homogeneity, and constitutional government. On November 28, 1912, in the port town of Vlorë on the Albanian Adriatic coast, a national assembly declared Albanian independence and raised the banner of the double-headed eagle — the ancient symbol of Albanian identity that had served, in various forms, as the emblem of highland resistance for centuries.

Mirdita's relationship to this moment was characteristically complex. The Kapidans and bajraktars of the northern highlands were not indifferent to Albanian national identity; they had participated in the national movement's early organizational efforts, and in April 1911, when the independence activist Terenzio Tocci assembled highland leaders at Orosh and Kimëz to declare a provisional Albanian government, Mirdita was very much a part of the conversation. But the national identity that Mirdita's leaders were prepared to endorse was one that left the highland social order intact — one that understood Albanian sovereignty as a federation of distinct regional communities, each preserving its customary institutions, its local authority structures, and its exemption from the uniform administrative demands of a centralized state. What they were not prepared to accept — what, as the subsequent decades would demonstrate, they could not accept without violent resistance — was the alternative understanding of the nation-state: the Jacobin version, the Weberian version, the version in which the state's authority was not negotiated with pre-existing communities but imposed upon them as the price of membership in the modern political order.

That version of the nation-state was precisely what the post-war Albanian government in Tirana would attempt to build. It was also, in its essential logic, what the Ottoman Tanzimat reformers had attempted — and had failed — to impose on the same population a generation earlier. The mountains had defeated the reforming Ottomans. Whether they could defeat the reforming Albanians was the question that the rebellion of 1921 would answer, and the answer would carry costs that nobody who fired a shot in those mountains, or signed a declaration in Prizren, or delivered an ultimatum in Geneva, had fully calculated.

The kulla at Orosh still stood in the early 1920s, its limestone walls scarred by the Ottoman army's fires of the 1870s but rebuilt, its narrow windows looking out over the Fan valley and the peaks rising beyond it. The Gjomarkaj family still held the Kapidanship, still commanded the assembly of the bajraktars, still occupied the particular position at the intersection of highland customary governance and external political pressure that their ancestors had occupied for as long as anyone could remember. But the world pressing in from outside the mountains had changed in ways that the previous two generations of Kapidans had never faced. The Ottoman Empire was gone. The Great Powers were reorganizing the Balkans with a ruthlessness that bore no resemblance to the cautious, interest-balancing diplomacy of the nineteenth century. And a young Albanian government in Tirana — itself fragile, contested, dependent on foreign recognition for its survival — was discovering that consolidating a modern nation-state required things that the highlands of Mirdita had never, in their long history, been prepared to give.

Standing at Orosh in 1920 and looking north into the mountains or south toward the distant plain, a man who knew this history might have read what was coming with a certain clarity. The mountains had always made their own kind of men — men formed by altitude and isolation and the specific moral order of the Kanun, men whose relationship to external authority was contractual rather than submissive, men who understood freedom not as an abstract political concept but as the concrete ability to walk their own highland paths without accounting to anyone who had not earned the right to ask. Those men were about to encounter a world that had run out of patience with their arrangements. The law they lived by, the social structures they had inherited, the relationship to external sovereignty they had maintained across five centuries of Ottoman rule — all of it was about to be challenged by forces more varied and more determined than any the mountains had previously absorbed. And at the center of the coming collision, held together by nothing stronger than the accident of inheritance and the ambitions of a neighboring state, stood a man who was neither the best nor the worst of his family's long line — a man who would, in the summer of 1921, make a decision whose consequences would reshape northern Albania for generations.

His name was Marka Gjoni, and the Kanun of his ancestors had very precise rules about what a man owed to his honor and his community. Whether those rules were adequate to the twentieth century was about to be tested in the most unforgiving possible way.
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​Chapter 2: The Law Before the State — The Kanun of Lekë Dukagjini
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In the winter of 1913, a Franciscan friar named Shtjefën Gjeçovi sat in a stone house somewhere in the northern Albanian highlands and wrote down what the old men told him. He had been doing this for years, traveling from bajrak to bajrak with his notebooks, recording the judgments and precedents and principles that governed highland life in a region where literacy was rare and where the law had always lived in the memories of those appointed to keep it. Gjeçovi was not a disinterested collector. He was an Albanian priest who believed that his people possessed a civilization worth documenting, and that the customary legal order of the northern highlands — an order so comprehensive it reached into the regulation of every significant human relationship — deserved the same scholarly attention that European jurists gave to Roman law and Germanic tribal codes. He would be assassinated in 1929, his killers never identified with certainty, his manuscripts already in the hands of colleagues who would see them through to publication. The work he left behind, the collected and organized text of what he and his collaborators called the Kanun of Lekë Dukagjini, runs to twelve books and 1,263 articles, governing everything from the construction of a village well to the precise protocol for conducting a blood feud to the hospitality obligations owed to a guest who arrived, even an enemy, at your threshold after sunset.

Before the Ottoman Empire. Before the Kingdom of Albania. Before the Republic of Mirdita, whose brief and violent existence forms the center of this history. Before all of it, there was the Kanun.

The attribution to Lekë Dukagjini — a fifteenth-century Albanian nobleman and ally, at various points, of Gjergj Kastrioti Skanderbeg, the national hero who led Albanian resistance to Ottoman conquest — is almost certainly a simplification of a much longer and more diffuse process of legal evolution. Lekë Dukagjini was a real historical figure, a lord of highland territories in northeastern Albania who died around 1481, and it is entirely plausible that he gave formal codification to customary principles that were already ancient in his time, lending his personal authority to a process of systematization that subsequent generations then attributed entirely to him. This is how customary legal traditions almost always develop: not through a single legislative act but through the accumulated decisions of recognized authorities, consolidated over time into a body of precedent that gradually hardens into something indistinguishable, in practical authority, from enacted law. By the time Gjeçovi was writing down what the elders told him in 1913, the Kanun had been developing and adapting for at least four centuries, and possibly much longer. Its attribution to a single named founder was less a historical claim than a social one: it expressed the community's conviction that their law had a legitimate origin, a human intelligence behind it, and therefore a claim on their obedience that went beyond mere habit or convenience.

What Gjeçovi recorded was not a simple or primitive document. Scholars who have studied it carefully — the anthropologist Margaret Hasluck in her pioneering 1954 work, the legal historian Ismet Elezi in a series of Albanian-language studies, and more recently Antonia Young and her collaborators in ethnographic fieldwork conducted after the fall of communism — have consistently remarked on the Kanun's internal coherence, its logical precision, and above all its practical wisdom as a system for managing conflict in the absence of any coercive state authority. Understanding why those qualities were necessary requires understanding the fundamental problem that the Kanun existed to solve.

The problem was this: in the highland communities of northern Albania, there was no external authority capable of enforcing agreements, punishing violations, or resolving disputes by superior force. There was no state, no standing army, no police, no court system backed by the coercive power of a sovereign. What there was, instead, was a collection of armed patrilineal kin-groups living in proximity to one another, competing for limited resources — grazing land, water sources, marriage partners, honor — in terrain that amplified every conflict and made retreat, in the geographical sense, nearly impossible. Without some mechanism for regulating competition and managing the inevitable disputes that arose from it, the highland communities would have destroyed themselves in perpetual internal warfare. The Kanun was that mechanism. It was, in the most precise analytical sense, a constitution for a stateless society: a body of rules that created legitimate procedures for resolving disputes, allocated rights and obligations among competing groups, and established the conditions under which violence was authorized and the conditions under which it was prohibited.

The Kanun's most famous and most misunderstood provision is its treatment of the blood feud — the gjakmarrja, which translates literally as the taking of blood. To readers formed by the modern legal assumption that the state holds a monopoly on legitimate violence, the blood feud appears as pure barbarism: a cycle of retaliatory killing that perpetuated itself across generations, consuming lives and poisoning communities for the sake of an abstract principle of honor. This appearance is misleading in ways that matter enormously for understanding what the Kanun actually was and how it actually functioned. The blood feud within the Kanun's framework was not an absence of legal regulation but a specific legal institution — one of the most precisely regulated in the entire code. Its initiation, conduct, suspension, and resolution were all governed by detailed rules that had the practical effect of limiting rather than expanding the violence it permitted.

Under the Kanun, the right to take blood arose from a specific category of offense: murder, or in some formulations, a serious assault on the honor of a household. The obligation to pursue gjakmarrja fell on the male members of the victim's fis — his patrilineal kin-group — and could only be directed against the male members of the killer's fis. Women, children, priests, guests, and men who were sheltering under the protection of an agreed truce were all explicitly protected from blood-feud killing. The feud could only be prosecuted during specific hours and in specific locations; the Kanun prohibited killing a man in his own home, killing him while he was accompanied by women or priests, and killing him during the period of a besa — a solemn, binding truce whose sanctity was the closest thing the highland world had to a sacred institution. The besa could be called by either party to the feud, by recognized mediators within the community, or by the Kapidan himself, and once called, its terms were absolute: a man's life could not be taken during a besa without transforming the killer into an outlaw against whom the entire community was authorized to act.

This framework served a precise social function. In a community without courts or police, the credible threat of retaliation was the only deterrent against murder and serious assault. A man who knew that killing his neighbor would expose every male member of his household to retaliatory killing was under a powerful practical incentive to manage his grievances through non-lethal means. The blood feud was, in this sense, the enforcement mechanism of the entire Kanun system: it was what gave the code's other provisions their teeth. But the code simultaneously recognized that a system of unlimited retaliatory violence would destroy the community, and so it wrapped the blood feud in a dense body of procedural rules that channeled vengeance into predictable, bounded, socially manageable forms. The feud was not an absence of regulation. It was perhaps the most elaborately regulated institution in the entire highland legal order.

The mechanism for ending feuds was equally precise. The Kanun established a formal reconciliation procedure — the pajtim, or peace-making — through which the two families could agree to terminate the cycle of violence through a combination of payment (the gjak, or blood money), public acknowledgment, and oath-taking. The process required mediators — typically a panel of respected community elders called the pleqësia, or council of elders — whose role was to negotiate the terms of reconciliation, supervise the exchange of pledges, and guarantee the truce that followed. A successfully concluded pajtim was not merely a private agreement between two families. It was a public event, witnessed by the community, sealed by formal oath, and thereafter maintained by the collective authority of the bajrak assembly. Violation of a concluded pajtim was among the most serious offenses recognized by the Kanun, because it undermined the legitimacy of the very institution that kept highland life from collapsing into unregulated slaughter.

Beyond the blood feud, the Kanun governed the full spectrum of highland social and economic life with a comprehensiveness that left almost no domain of human activity unaddressed. Property law under the Kanun was detailed and precise: it regulated the inheritance of land and livestock through the patrilineal fis, specified the procedures for dividing household property when a family separated into constituent units, and established the rights of daughters — who could not inherit land under the Kanun's provisions but whose dowry entitlements were carefully specified and enforced. Water law addressed the allocation of stream and spring water among competing users, the obligations of upstream landowners toward downstream ones, and the procedures for resolving disputes over irrigation channels — disputes that, in a highland agricultural economy, could become as lethal as any question of personal honor. Grazing law defined the boundaries of summer and winter pastures, the rights of transhumant herders crossing others' territory, and the compensation owed when livestock caused damage to another household's crops or property.

Marriage under the Kanun was a contractual relationship between families rather than a purely personal union, and the code regulated its negotiation with elaborate care. Betrothal could be contracted before children were born — the Kanun recognized the custom of betrothing daughters in their infancy — and the obligations thereby created were binding on the families involved regardless of whether the children themselves consented. The bride price, the dowry, the conditions under which a marriage could be dissolved, and the custody arrangements for children in the event of dissolution were all precisely specified. Most significantly for the social fabric of highland life, the Kanun's marriage rules were explicitly designed to prevent marriages within the same fis and to require marriages between different bajraks where possible — a practice that created alliance networks across the highland zone and bound otherwise competitive kin-groups together through ties of affinal kinship.

The Kanun's provisions on hospitality — mikpritja, the welcoming of guests — deserve particular attention because they illuminate the code's deepest ethical assumptions. A guest who arrived at a highland household and crossed its threshold was immediately under the protection of the house and its entire fis. The host's obligation of protection was absolute: it extended even to an enemy, even to a man against whom the household had an active blood claim, for the duration of his stay and for a specified period after his departure. A host who failed to protect his guest — who allowed a guest to be harmed while under his roof — had committed one of the most serious violations recognized by the Kanun, an offense against the honor of his household that demanded repair as surely as murder demanded gjakmarrja. This institution was not merely decorative or romantic; in a landscape where travelers were entirely dependent on local hospitality for shelter and sustenance, and where the absence of any state protection made every journey potentially fatal, the absolute obligation of mikpritja was the social technology that made movement across the highland world possible at all.

Underlying all of these specific provisions was a concept for which Albanian has a single word that resists easy translation: besa. In its most basic usage, besa means a pledge or promise — specifically, a pledge sworn on one's honor whose violation would constitute an offense against the entire community. But besa was also something larger than any individual pledge: it was the foundational principle of the Kanun's entire system of obligation, the social glue that held the highland communities together in the absence of any external enforcement mechanism. A man who kept his besa, who honored his pledges and met his obligations and behaved with the consistency that the Kanun required, was a man who could be trusted — and trust, in a community without courts or police, was the most valuable social currency in circulation. A man who broke his besa was not merely a contract-breaker in the narrow legal sense; he was a social outlaw, a person who had severed himself from the web of mutual obligation that made collective life possible.

The transmission of all this law through the centuries before Gjeçovi committed it to paper was entirely oral, and the mechanisms of that transmission were as precisely organized as the law itself. Every bajrak maintained a cohort of recognized legal experts — the pleqësia, the council of elders — whose authority derived from their personal reputation for wisdom, their demonstrated knowledge of precedent, and their recognized skill in mediating disputes. These men were the living library of the Kanun. They had absorbed its provisions through decades of observation, participation, and apprenticeship, attending assemblies, witnessing judgments, and gradually earning the recognition of their communities as men whose interpretations of the customary law were authoritative. They were not lawyers in any professional sense — they received no formal training, held no credentials, charged no fees. Their authority was entirely reputational, and it could be lost if their judgments were consistently rejected by the communities they served, or if their personal conduct fell below the standard the Kanun demanded.

The transmission of the Kanun through this informal but rigorously maintained network of human memory had practical consequences that profoundly shaped the law's character. Because there was no fixed authoritative text, the Kanun was simultaneously stable in its core principles and flexible in its local applications. Different regions of the highland zone maintained their own variants — the Kanun of Lekë Dukagjini that Gjeçovi recorded was the dominant code of the Mirdita region and much of the Dukagjin plateau, but other highland communities operated under related codes, the most significant being the Kanun of Skanderbeg and the Kanun of Lab, each reflecting the specific social conditions and historical experiences of the communities that had developed them. The variations between codes were real but not dramatic: the fundamental principles governing property, honor, hospitality, and conflict resolution were recognizable across all of them, even where the specific procedural details differed.

It was into this legal world that the Roman Catholic Church arrived — or rather, it was within this legal world that Catholicism took root and grew, because the Church's presence in the northern Albanian highlands long predated any serious attempt to make the Kanun conform to canon law. The relationship that developed between the Franciscan missionaries who served the highland communities from the fifteenth century onward and the customary legal order they found there was one of coexistence rather than replacement — a parallel jurisdiction in which the Church's sacramental authority governed religious life, marriage, and burial, while the Kanun's customary authority governed property, honor, and conflict. The Franciscans were not naive about this arrangement. Their correspondence and reports repeatedly document their discomfort with the blood feud, with some aspects of marriage practice that conflicted with canon law's requirements, and with the general unwillingness of their highland parishioners to subordinate customary obligation to ecclesiastical authority in cases where the two conflicted. But they were also practically realistic men, living in communities where their physical survival depended on observing the same codes of hospitality and honor that their parishioners lived by, and where the alternative to accommodation was not the triumph of canonical orthodoxy but the loss of any meaningful Catholic presence in the highlands at all.

The resulting synthesis was neither pure Catholicism nor pure customary law but a distinctively Albanian highland religious culture that drew on both. A highland Catholic of Mirdita in 1900 attended Mass, received the sacraments, observed the major feasts of the Church calendar, and identified himself as a Catholic in contradistinction to both the Muslim majority of the Albanian lowlands and the Orthodox communities of the south — an identification that carried enormous political significance, since it connected him to the patronage networks of Catholic European powers, particularly Austria-Hungary, in ways that his Muslim and Orthodox compatriots could not access. But the same man also maintained active membership in the network of customary obligation that the Kanun imposed, participated in the bajrak assemblies that adjudicated disputes under the Kanun, and if honor required it, prosecuted a blood feud according to the Kanun's rules without seeking the Church's permission or waiting for the Church's condemnation to stop him. The priest and the council of elders occupied adjacent but distinct spheres of authority, and the highland Catholic navigated between them with a pragmatic sophistication that outsiders consistently found bewildering.

This was the world that Gjeçovi had spent years writing down, and the act of writing it down was itself a political intervention. In the final years of Ottoman rule, when Albanian nationalists were arguing with increasing urgency that their people constituted a nation deserving of independence and sovereignty, the existence of a documented Albanian legal tradition was not merely a scholarly contribution but a political claim: we have our own law, our own institutions, our own civilization — we are not merely a collection of tribes requiring Ottoman administration to function. The Kanun, as Gjeçovi assembled it, was simultaneously an ethnographic record, a legal codification, and a nationalist manifesto. It argued, in the form of 1,263 articles, that the Albanian highland people had governed themselves by their own reason long before any external power had thought to govern them.

When the Albanian national government established itself in Tirana after the Congress of Lushnjë in 1920 and began the project of building a modern centralized state, it confronted the Kanun as its most formidable institutional opponent. Not because the highland communities were opposed to Albanian statehood in the abstract — they were not — but because the specific requirements of the modern state and the specific provisions of the Kanun were, at almost every significant point, irreconcilable. The state required uniform taxation; the Kanun recognized no external claim on household property beyond the specific obligations it had already encoded. The state required that disputes be resolved by state courts applying state law; the Kanun required that disputes be resolved by the pleqësia applying customary precedent. The state required that the blood feud be eliminated as a practice incompatible with the state's monopoly on legitimate violence; the Kanun recognized the blood feud as not merely legitimate but, in its properly conducted form, socially necessary. The state required that the highland communities disarm; the Kanun recognized the right to bear arms as so fundamental to highland social existence that to demand its surrender was effectively to demand the dissolution of the social order itself.

These were not differences of detail or emphasis. They were structural incompatibilities between two entirely different theories of political legitimacy — between the Kanun's contractual, community-based, customary authority and the modern state's claimed sovereignty over every person and every inch of territory within its recognized borders. In the early 1920s, the conflict between these two theories was about to move from the realm of administration into the realm of armed force. But it is important to understand, before the shooting began, that the people who took up arms in defense of the Kanun were not defending ignorance or backwardness or a way of life they had failed to examine. They were defending a legal system that had maintained social order in their communities across centuries of external pressure, that had produced a coherent and internally consistent body of principle capable of regulating virtually every dimension of social life, and that they understood — correctly — as incompatible with what the government in Tirana was proposing to replace it with. They were defending their constitution. That the government in Tirana had a different constitution, and that the international community recognized Tirana's as the legitimate one, did not make the highlanders' attachment to their own any less rational or any less real.

Shtjefën Gjeçovi was shot on the road between his church and a neighboring village, on an October day in 1929, eight years after the events this history describes. He never knew the full consequences of the political crisis his careful documentation had, in a small way, helped to frame. The notebooks he left behind, published posthumously under the title he had given them, remain in print today. They are read by Albanian scholars, by legal anthropologists, by students of customary law in contexts from the Balkans to sub-Saharan Africa. They are also read, quietly and without academic annotation, by men and women in the northern Albanian highlands who recognize in Gjeçovi's pages the record of a world their grandparents inhabited — a world that was suppressed, partially destroyed, and yet never entirely extinguished, surviving underground through forty years of communist prohibition to resurface, battered but recognizable, in the post-1990 disorder that followed the regime's collapse. The Kanun outlasted the Ottoman Empire. It outlasted the Albanian national governments of the interwar period. It outlasted Enver Hoxha. What it could not entirely outlast was the twentieth century itself — but the manner of its long, contested, never-quite-complete surrender to modernity is a story that runs through everything that follows from the summer of 1921 onward.

The mountains made the men. The men made the law. And the law, for longer than any state had managed to govern these peaks, had held.
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​Chapter 3: Lords of Orosh — The House of Gjomarkaj
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The kulla at Orosh was built to last. That was the first thing a visitor understood upon approaching it — not its size, which was modest by the standards of any European aristocratic tradition, nor its decoration, which was essentially nonexistent, but its quality of absolute permanence. The walls were limestone, quarried from the peaks immediately above the village and laid without mortar in the manner that highland Albanian builders had practiced for centuries, each stone selected and fitted with the precision that came from knowing the structure would need to withstand not merely weather but the sustained assault of armed men. The corners were reinforced with dressed stone at angles that distributed the force of impact. The ground floor had no external openings — no windows, no door visible from the approach path — so that an enemy arriving with fire or with a battering instrument would find nothing to attack at the level where a man could stand and swing. The upper floors had windows, but they were narrow, angled downward, positioned so that a defender inside could see and fire upon every approach route without exposing himself to return fire from below. A kulla was not a palace. It was not intended to express luxury or refinement or the aesthetic ambitions of its occupant. It was a statement, made in stone, that the family within intended to remain.

The Gjomarkaj had remained at Orosh for as long as the oral traditions of Mirdita could reach. The precise origins of the family's authority — the specific moment when their ancestors consolidated the Kapidanship over the five bajraks and established the hereditary principle that would govern succession for centuries — are not recoverable with historical certainty. The family name itself derives from the patronymic pattern of Albanian highland naming, in which a family comes to be known by the name of a prestigious ancestor: Gjomarkaj, the house of Gjomarku, traces its identity to a founding figure whose specific historical biography has been absorbed into the general prestige of the lineage. What the earliest documentary evidence — Habsburg consular reports from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Venetian commercial correspondence, later Ottoman administrative records — establishes with consistency is that by the time European powers began maintaining systematic records of the northern Albanian interior, the family at Orosh was already the recognized sovereign authority of the Mirdita region, already conducting diplomatic negotiations with external powers as the acknowledged representative of the highland community, and already occupying the structural position — supreme arbiter, military commander, mediator with outsiders — that their descendants would hold into the twentieth century.

The title they held was Kapidan, a word whose etymology reflects the layered political history of the Balkan peninsula: it derives from the Italian capitano, carried into the Albanian highlands through the centuries of Venetian commercial and political presence along the Adriatic coast, and subsequently absorbed into the Ottoman administrative vocabulary that classified the northern Albanian highland chieftains as a distinct category of autonomous local authority. The Kapidan of Mirdita was, in formal Ottoman classification, a subordinate official of the empire — a local notable whose authority derived, in theory, from imperial delegation. In practice, the relationship was precisely the reverse: the Kapidans held their authority from the consent of the highland community they led, and the Ottomans chose to describe this authority in their own bureaucratic language because the alternative — acknowledging that an entire highland region operated entirely outside imperial administrative reach — was diplomatically inconvenient.

What the Kapidanship actually required of the man who held it was a combination of personal qualities and institutional responsibilities that very few hereditary systems reliably produce. The personal qualities were the more obvious requirement: physical courage, since a Kapidan who would not stand at the front of his men in a military confrontation would quickly lose the respect that was the foundation of his authority; personal probity, since a Kapidan who enriched himself at the community's expense or who manipulated the Kanun's provisions for private advantage would find the council of elders' deference rapidly withdrawn; and the capacity for the kind of patient, tactful, face-saving arbitration that successful dispute resolution in a honor-conscious society demands, since a Kapidan whose judgments consistently humiliated one party or another would find both parties preferring the blood feud to his mediation. These qualities could be cultivated, but they could not be guaranteed by the accident of birth, and the history of the Gjomarkaj house — like the history of every hereditary ruling family — is in part a history of the tension between the institutional requirement for consistent leadership quality and the biological lottery that determined who inherited the title.

The institutional responsibilities were more precisely defined, and understanding them in their full complexity is essential to understanding why the events of 1921 unfolded as they did. The Kapidan was, first and most fundamentally, the supreme interpreter of the Kanun within the Mirdita region. This did not mean that he decided cases unilaterally — the pleqësia, the council of elders, retained their own jurisdiction over most customary disputes, and the bajraktars of the five sub-units maintained their own first-instance authority within their respective territories. What it meant was that the Kapidan was the final court of appeal, the authority to whom cases came when the lower levels of the customary system had failed to produce an accepted resolution, and whose judgments — when he was a man of sufficient personal authority — ended disputes that had resisted every other intervention. He was also the authority empowered to call and supervise the besa, the binding truce that could suspend active blood feuds, authorize safe passage across contested territory, and create the conditions of temporary peace that allowed inter-community commerce and assembly to function. A Kapidan who could reliably call and enforce a besa was worth more to the highland communities than an army, because he was the mechanism that prevented the permanent warfare the blood feud system's logic otherwise tended toward.

Second, the Kapidan was the supreme military commander of the Mirdita confederation. The highland bajraks maintained their own military organization under their respective bajraktars, who could mobilize and lead their own men for local defensive purposes without reference to Orosh. But for operations that crossed bajrak boundaries — for the collective defense of the region against external threats, for the military campaigns that the Kapidans periodically led against Ottoman encroachments, and for the contracted military service that the highland levies sometimes performed for external patrons — the Kapidan was the organizing authority whose command transformed five separate armed communities into something approaching a unified force. The practical military value of Mirdita's highland fighters — marksmen of exceptional accuracy, intimately familiar with terrain that completely negated the tactical advantages of regular infantry formations, capable of sustaining operations in conditions of cold, privation, and isolation that would incapacitate a lowland army within days — made the Kapidan's ability to mobilize and direct them a resource of genuine strategic significance that external powers competed for rather than simply demanding.

Third, and perhaps most consequentially for the particular history this narrative traces, the Kapidan was the diplomat of Mirdita — the man who sat across a table from Ottoman governors and Habsburg consuls and Italian military officers and Albanian government ministers and conducted the negotiations that determined the terms of highland coexistence with the lowland world. This function required a completely different set of skills from either judicial arbitration or military command. It required literacy, or at least the ability to manage advisers who were literate. It required familiarity with the diplomatic conventions of the external world — the specific forms of address, the protocols of meeting and correspondence, the cultural assumptions that shaped how European and Ottoman officials understood the men they were dealing with. It required the capacity to make commitments credible to parties who had no institutional mechanism for enforcing them beyond the Kapidan's personal reputation for keeping his word. And it required the extraordinarily delicate judgment to know what, precisely, the highland community would and would not accept — to avoid making commitments that the bajraktars would refuse to honor, because a Kapidan whose promises were repudiated by his own community was worse than useless to any external negotiating partner.

The nineteenth century tested all three of these requirements in succession, and the family that held the Kapidanship through those decades — the specific men who stood in the kulla at Orosh and navigated the escalating crisis of Ottoman decline — left an institutional legacy that shaped every aspect of what happened in 1921. Of those men, three demand particular attention.

Gjon Marka Lleshi, who held the Kapidanship in the 1860s and early 1870s, represents the confrontational tradition in its most direct form. When the Ottoman Tanzimat administration moved to install permanent military garrisons at Orosh in 1872, the demand was experienced by Gjon Marka Lleshi and the bajraktar assembly not merely as a military imposition but as a symbolic outrage: foreign soldiers in the ancestral seat of the Kapidan, permanently stationed at the physical heart of highland autonomy, would have transformed the kulla from a symbol of independence into a symbol of submission. Gjon Marka Lleshi's response was the insurrection of 1872–1873 — a sustained armed resistance that drove the Ottoman garrison forces out of the highland zone and compelled the provincial administration to abandon, at least temporarily, its ambition of direct military control over Mirdita. The uprising achieved its immediate objective. The garrisons did not return during Gjon Marka Lleshi's lifetime. But the broader Tanzimat reform program continued, and the pattern of temporary victory followed by renewed Ottoman pressure would define the highland experience for the remaining decades of Ottoman rule.

The figure who looms largest in Mirdita's nineteenth-century history, and whose shadow falls across every subsequent development, is Kapidan Prenk Bib Doda. Born around 1860, Doda came to the Kapidanship during the crisis of the League of Prizren — the Albanian national political organization formed in 1878 in response to the Great Powers' threatened partition of Albanian-inhabited territories at the Congress of Berlin — and his career across the subsequent four decades represents the most fully realized version of what the Kapidanship could be when occupied by a man of exceptional gifts. Doda understood, earlier and more clearly than most of his contemporaries, that the political world the Albanian highlands inhabited was changing in ways that could not be managed by the traditional methods of armed resistance and tactical withdrawal. The nineteenth-century Great Power concert was reorganizing the Balkans not gradually but convulsively, in periods of sudden diplomatic crisis during which the fate of entire populations was decided at conference tables in distant European capitals by men who had never visited the territories they were redistributing. Surviving in this environment required not merely the ability to fight in the mountains — though that remained essential — but the ability to project political presence into those distant capitals, to build relationships with the European powers whose decisions would determine whether an independent Albanian state was possible at all.

Doda pursued this understanding with remarkable energy. He cultivated relationships with the Habsburg consular network that was the primary mechanism of Austrian influence in the northern Albanian highlands, presenting himself as the defender of Catholic interests in the region and thereby accessing the resources — financial support, diplomatic backing, informal military assistance — that Austrian patronage could provide. He traveled to Istanbul and navigated the Ottoman court with sufficient skill to extract concessions and protections that less sophisticated highland leaders could not have obtained. During the brief, disastrous experiment of the Principality of Albania under Prince Wilhelm of Wied in 1914, Doda served as Foreign Minister — an appointment that reflected both his personal standing with the European powers and his understanding that the Albanian national project required highland participation if it was to have any territorial depth. He died not in battle and not in exile but in an ambush, shot on a road near Lezhë on March 22, 1919, at approximately the age of fifty-nine — a violent death that was itself a testament to the enemies his long career in the intersecting worlds of highland politics and European diplomacy had made him.

The personal qualities that made Doda so formidable as a Kapidan are not fully recoverable from the historical record, but their outlines are visible in what he accomplished. He held the Kapidanship through the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Balkan Wars, the establishment of the Albanian state, the catastrophic years of the First World War, and the immediate post-war reorganization — a period of continuous crisis during which the highland community's survival required constant adaptation and constant negotiation with an accelerating sequence of external powers. Through all of it, Doda maintained sufficient credibility with the bajraktars of Mirdita to command their collective military action when he required it, and sufficient credibility with European diplomatic representatives to be received as a serious political interlocutor. The combination was rare and, as events would demonstrate, irreplaceable.

Doda died without direct male heirs. The hereditary principle that governed the Kapidanship therefore transferred the title to his cousin, Marka Gjoni — and in that transfer lies the first structural fault in the entire edifice of authority that would collapse into the rebellion of 1921.

Marka Gjoni was born in 1861, making him Doda's approximate contemporary rather than his junior — there was no generational gap that might have explained or mitigated the difference in their capacities. What separated them was not age but personal quality, and the historical record, while not unkind to Marka Gjoni as a human being, is consistent in its assessment of his limitations as a Kapidan. The specific accusation that damaged him most seriously within Mirdita itself concerned his conduct during the Austrian military occupation of northern Albania during the First World War. The Austro-Hungarian army, which controlled the northern Albanian interior from 1916 to 1918, had required local cooperation from highland leaders, and Marka Gjoni's cooperation — in the assessment of his critics within the bajraktar assembly — had exceeded what honor and the community's interest required. The charge was essentially that he had been insufficiently resistant: that where Doda would have negotiated from strength and extracted concessions in exchange for compliance, Marka Gjoni had simply complied, accepting the occupation's terms without adequately defending highland privileges. Whether this assessment was entirely fair is difficult to determine from the surviving sources; the wartime circumstances were genuinely constrained, and the options available to a highland chieftain facing a major European army occupying his territory were not unlimited. But fairness was not the relevant standard. In a society where the Kapidan's authority rested on the community's continuous assessment of his personal worth, the perception of inadequacy — once established, once circulating through the bajraktar networks and the village assemblies — was as politically damaging as the reality.

His position was further complicated by the specific manner of Doda's death. An assassination, as opposed to a natural succession, leaves the successor in a structurally difficult position: he must simultaneously grieve, consolidate, and respond to the act of violence that has created his opportunity, and he must do so in a community where the obligation to pursue gjakmarrja for a kinsman's death





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRENDON BRUGHA

THE

EAGLE

AND THE

MOUNTAIN

Tribe, Rebellion, and the Making of Modern Albania

A HISTORY OF THE BALKANS

BRENDON BRUGHA






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





