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Fadil Dranga, Dranga Village, Peqin, Albania
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Fadil Dranga was born in a familial village in the center of Albania. In his childhood, the Italian occupying forces, the fascists, controlled the political and economic of the country. 

Whatever the family had, it had to work hard to both make and keep. Fadil was an early member of the Communist party and benefited from his allegiance to party and policy. In his later years, he has a more nuanced view.
“I had three brothers and we were all born in our home in Dranga village. There were no schools in Dranga. We were Muslim. Until I was thirteen, I kept Ramadan and went to the mosque every Friday. 

I was illiterate until I was with the Partisans. The Partisans taught me how to read and write up to a 7th grade level. We called World War II the War of Salvation. I was too young to fight, but until 16 May 1943, I was in information runner, helping pass information about the Germans to the Partisans. There is no faith in war, just fighting and friends.

Poverty is wrong. That much I know. When I look back at my life, I divide it by the way I lived. If I had 5 cents to buy bread, I worried about what I wasn’t having at home. Poverty and want were the beginning, later I had work, a family. 

The changes in 1991 should have moved things forward, but in reality they are going backward. They destroyed everything that we spent 50 years building. We can’t go forward if there are no jobs. If we had better leaders, we would have better lives. They don’t think about the people, they just are for themselves.
Poverty is bad. Working hard is the only way to be good. I would tell you to behave well, to work hard, and to make your own way.
Blezevski Sande, Upper Nerezi Village, Macedonia
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Fifteen minutes from downtown Skopje, Blazevski Sande sits in his field of onions, cherry trees and vineyards where his family has farmed for nearly 300 years without interruption. Skope stretches out in the valley just at the foot of the hill where we sit. Sande’s life has focused on two things: land and respect. Today, though, he’s worried. Sande sees little interest in either the tangible or moral value in modern Macedonia. 

Working in his fields tempered the impact of political and social changes further down the valley below. He is not tortured by contradictions of moral relativism. Either an event or act had an element of respect and honor, or it did not. 

“I was born here in Upper Njerezi. The monastery up there you can see is from the 11th century. That’s where I was given my name (baptized). I can’t really say exactly how many generations lived in this village – my father, my grandfather and my great-grandfather all lived here. 

We only went to school until the fourth grade. I started when I was six and finished when I was ten. After that, there was no more school. They told me to go to school in Skopje, but my parents would let me because I had to tend the flock. I have two brothers and two sisters. Everyone went to school, but only up to the fourth grade. 

We had a lot of respect for our parents back then. What they said was law. They usually said, don’t get into fights, go to work—do this and that. Don’t lie, don’t cheat, don’t steal. 

What people learned, they learned through religion. In Upper Njerezi, 40 houses were Orthodox, and 20 were Muslim. There was no problem between us. It was normal. There was more understanding between the communities. It was different then. Now there are more complications. Then there was respect.

I don’t get a lot of respect these days. There was more respect back then than today. When an older person would walk by, we would stand up and give him the respect he deserved. That doesn’t happen now.”

Ervehe Çiçko, Durres, Albania

Ervehe Çiçko lived an international and worldly life far beyond the imagination of most Albanians and certainly one that verged on the impossible for women of her generation. Raised in an intellectual family with formal norms and customs, she was a self-confessed tomboy who rarely hesitated when adventure called. By the time she was thirteen, she already spoke four languages, and opened unexpected doors.
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But the politics of post-World War II Albania and a bold lie from her husband ensured the Ervehe’s adult years were spent in a self-imposed prison, even as she was one of the few Albanians with permission to travel abroad.

“When I was little I had an aunt who always told me how to behave with everyone that came to our home. Whenever someone came to our home, all of us children had to disappear as soon as there was discussion among the adults. 

I started playing tennis when I was little. I did school, gymnasium, and university. In school boys and girls were together. At the school we studied in the French, in Korce in French. But at home we spoke Turkish.

We went to Yugoslavia because my father was a Fan Nolist and for that they attacked him and tried to kill him. So then we left in order to save him, because my father was the only boy in the entire clan. 

I had a brother. He was 12 when he joined the Partisans, I was 13. We were discussing things between us and he said: How about we join the Partisans? And I said, “let’s go!” When we went to tell father, he just looked at us. You know we’re not very tall people, but he drew himself up and said: Where do you think you’re going? We said, “We’re going off to Albania where the Partisans are.” 

So we went. I went into the 23rd brigade. I was a translator in Yugoslavia for them because I spoke Albanian and Serbian. They would speak in Yugoslavian, and then I would translate for an officer from Durres.”

Hilmija Hundrozi, Vidovishte Village, Koçani, Kovoso

Hilmija Hundrozi was born into a world of complete patriarchal domination and with very little schooling. Yet in her years, she learned and spoke more than five languages, survived three wars, and raised four children. As a young mother, she schooled her children at home. Her youngest daughter went on to become a doctor and an elected member of Kosovo’s first parliament.

Hilmija doesn’t think of herself as remarkable in any way. She is still focused on her family, proud of their achievements and the independence of Kosovo. 

“My father wasn’t a hoxha, he was a farmer, working the land. My mother was a worker. She had sheep and chicken and cows. She would make our own cheese and clean the house. She would collect nettles to make a meal. When I was 13 years old, my father made me put on a veil to cover my head and face. When we were going to the street, we kept our heads down. When our breasts started to grow, we bound our chest so that nothing would show. 

When I grew up I wasn’t allowed to go outside. I’d look outside through the key hole. When I tried to go outside for Bajram, that was a holiday, he’d grab me by the braids. 

I was 14 years old when I came under the ring. After two years I got married. I got to my husband’s house. My husband’s people weren’t farmers. They were modern people. They were drinking.  The wife needs to serve these people. The other sister in law and I would help prepare food, but she would tell me you take the food inside. When there was laundry to do, we would put the water into a big kettle and boil the clothes. Then we would beat the clothes against rocks to clean them.”

Bedri Rama, Durres, Albania

After his mother’s death shortly after this photo was taken, Bedri Rama was raised by his father. Education, democratic thinking, and years spent in Italy framed his upbringing.
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Like many youths in the late 1930s and 40s, the egalitarian appeal of Communism drew him in. That early idealism combined with Bedri’s sense of nationalism and he soon joined both the Partisans and the Party.

His optimism for both country and Party, however, quickly eroded. And for many years, as a teacher in the isolated nation, he spent his life living with two distinct—mutually dangerous—minds.

“I first learned about Communism from the university students in Bologna. I was 17 years old. We were young and were touched by the ideals of Communism. Naturally we believed what the students told us. After a bit, when I was back in Albania I joined the Partisans. I was in the 8th Brigade. We hoped for a better future for our people and our country of Albania because we thought we could be rich and eat with golden spoons. 

When I joined the Partisans, there wasn’t the party yet. Of course there was a lot of enthusiasm. After a little while, they started to lie to us. There were some arbitrary actions taken against the people. Those began just after liberation in 1944. By 1946 then began some things that we didn’t agree with or expect from the State. 

But even when we thought that Communism would flower, people would have opportunities, they would be equal, they would be correct. It was like a dream for us. But as I said, they quickly lied to us. We thought it was a beautiful dream, but then it wasn’t. At home we showed our dignity, but when others came or we went out, it was different. It was a hypocrisy. You had to show yourself to be a hypocrite. Even t o the family sometimes at home. 

People were afraid to show themselves. It’s different now. It was very harsh. Other countries had Communism, but in Albania it was the harshest form. The leaders weren’t great people, they weren’t people who knew things. And the people, they didn’t know either, so the leaders profited from that.  There was a poverty of the mind.  You would think one thought in your mind and another on your lips. 

Hysni Qazimllari, Veskopoja, Korçe, Albania
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Hysni Qazimllari was born among the poorest of the poor in the southern mountains of Albania. Abandoned by their father, his family was led by a sickly but determined mother to whom the children deferred. 

Together with his siblings, Hysni helped the family eke out a living, working all day and often going to sleep at night without the comfort of food or a proper bed.

“The Second World War was a great opportunity for us to break the chains of this poverty that our country suffered from. It was the end of our misery.  We didn’t have anything. We had no land, no animals. It was a necessity to fight even though it was in my village. 

The Germans were throwing cannon balls at us. There in Veskopoja there was an old factory tower where the gendarme were stationed. All the villagers, all the militia, all the Ballistas were shooting around the factory. The fighting was very bitter.

The richest person in our area was called Naxhi Viqani. He was the one who organized us in the area and from that association was the beginning of the Party. We began demonstrating and making speeches. Then came time we had to taken an open stand against Fascism. We didn’t wanted want to just tell stories but we had to fight. We created a base of guerilla fighters. We created the Squad of Eagles. 

Everyone in my family took arms. That included all four brothers and my sister to the call of the nation. The call of national liberation obligated all the peasants to fight for liberation.”

Pal Nikoll Marku, Kimex, Miredita, Albania

From extraordinarily humble beginnings, Pal Nikoll Marku had a bright and questioning mind as a youth. Though difficult financially, was supported by a father who believed in the future of his children as much as he believed in the strict orthodoxy of the Kanun and Catholicism. 

Pal Nikoll raised himself up through education and contributions to the Communist Party. He was quickly rewarded with opportunities to study science abroad and with high posts upon his return. However, his commitment and faith in the Party was betrayed and he found himself in a labor camp for “re-education.” For the next four decades, Pal Nikoll was in and out of labor camps, alternately vilified or praised and rarely certain of what was to come next. 

“I was at the Academy in Belgrade for three or four years (1945 to 1949) and when I was finished I was an officer. Over time, the concept of faith retreated gradually and the concept of science dominated. I was the Director of the Central Station of Synoptica – that was station to do analysis of meteorological forecasts for aviation, the economy and the people – everything. I went to Kuçove from Tirana to serve the air force directly in forecasting, you know, because to fly the planes you need that forecast.

Within the Party and within the Party’s organizations, I felt free to discuss problems and say: this is black and this is white. Often times these issues were below the interest of whomever, especially the leadership. Beyond that, the code was that the majority decided what to do, what was right was decided by the majority.  But after a time, once, twice, three times with that material, a dossier gets developed for inquisition. 

In Kuçove, then, all of a sudden, out comes the dossier. You said this and that, you spoke with so-and-so and said this and that, you went to such a place. Then with all of that collected, it begins to grow that I am opposed to the Party. Remember, at that time I was member of the Party in Aviation and the Undersecretary for the Party for Aviation. That document became the basis for my elimination from the Party, for my elimination from the army, and sent to the village out there where I spent two years in re-education—that was the effect of this document.”
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