
"The  manager  can function  in the right  way 
only  if  he works  regularly  as a loader  in the 
mine. Otherwise  he's  working  in a paper 
mine, not in an iron  mine." 

Albania is in danger of becoming a concept 
without reality, a clich6 in the Soviet-
Chinese conflict. In this book, Myrdal and 
Kessle undertake to fill the void, to describe 
the country and Its history. The reader will 
benefit from the undisguised and contagious 
passion which the authors developed for their 
subject, after approaching it, on their first 
visit, with, as they themselves say, ignorance 
and prejudice. 

They are fascinated by the history of 
Albania, and they make it fascinating to read. 
There is here a synopsis of two thousand 
yoars of that history, illuminated (particularly 
In the medieval and early modern periods) by 
comparisons with othor nations whose history 
Is morn familiar,  Thoy glvo a remarkable 
skotch of Skandorbog's rovolt against Turkish 
hogomony, portray tho Albanians' persistent 
aenae of thomnolvos an a people, and suggest, 
finally, that tho chronicle of defoat and 
rebellion ovor two mlllonla Is tho appropriate 
background for understanding tho variety of 

Mmxlnm that tho Albanians havo embraced 
with auoh doionnlnullon In tho modorn ora. We 
oome to aoe tho Albanians not merely as 
fluuinn In n power conflict, but as a people 
HU|i|)i(inno(|, under one mantor or another, 
•Iiicm fninvoi, and forever  unreconolled to that 
MiipprttnMltMi It I* In IIiIn pant, too, that tho 
nilthora find the root! of tho equalltirlnnlam 
limy found mi Hlilklnu In modern Albanian 
llfn mid aoolety. 

Jan Mynlul anil (tun KohnIo havo provlounly 
published, among other hooka, llnport  from  n 
i:hhip»0  Vlllnuu  mi'l  Anukor:  An I winy  on 
/\il  nml Imimrlnlhim. 
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Land of  Albania!  let  me bend mine eyes 
On thee, thou rugged  nurse of  savage men! 

—Byron, "Childe  Harold's  Pilgrimage" 
(Canto  II,  Stanza  XXXVIII) 
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"By Albania is usually meant that country which lies to the 
south of  Bosnia along the Adriatic and Ionian seas facing 
southern Italy, comprising among other things the old coun-
try of  Epirus, which extends to the frontier  of  the kingdom 
of  Greece. In this part of  Albania is Janina,  the residence of 
Ali Pascha, famous  from  the Greek War of  Independence. 
The whole of  Albania can be estimated at 1,661 square miles 
with 1 to 2 million inhabitants." (W. E. Svedelius, Notes  for 
Academic Exams in Political  Science,  Uppsala, 1869.) 
"Albania,  a principality founded  in 1913 by decision of  the 
great powers, as yet unorganized. Area and population un-
known, capital at present, Valona."  (Almanack  for  Alia, 
1914.) 
"Albania 
(About 1 mil. inhab.) 
Size,  position, and population.  For the most part Albania is a 
wild  and inaccessible mountainous country about the same 
size as [the Swedish province of]  Dalarna and situated in the 
western part of  the Balkan Peninsula. Frontiers: see map. 

The population consists of  Albanians, who are descended 
from  the prehistoric inhabitants of  the Balkan Peninsula and 
mostly embrace the Muhammedan  faith.  They are a brave but 
cruel people, little disposed to work and somewhat un-
touched by the rest of  European culture. Blood feuds,  for 
example, are common. The economy is little developed, and 
agriculture hardly meets its own needs. The main source of 
income is sheep and cattle  farming,  particularly sheep breed-
ing. 



For a short while Albania was an independent kingdom, 
but is now united with Italy. The government has its seat in 
the little town of  Tirana."  (Carlson-Ronnholm-Moberg 
School  Geography,  First Course, Stockholm, 1942.) 
"Albania,  people's democratic republic in the Balkan Penin-
sula, 27.5 sq. kil., 1.7 mil. inhab.; capital, Tirana." (Prisma 
Encyclopaedia,  1966.) 
In Social  Sciences for  Grammar Schools,  Part 2, by Garland 
Helmfrid  Holmberg Jansson Linnarsson, Albania is only 
found  on page 255 in a map of  Europe showing the Comecon 
countries. In this map the USSR and eastern Europe are 
marked in; the rest is left  white—with one exception: oppo-
site Italy there is a little country, shaded in, on the west coast 
of  the Balkan Peninsula. The text runs: "Earlier a member." 
The book was printed in 1969. 



ALBANIA... SHQIPERIA 

A country on the west side of  the Balkan peninsula. The 
most mountainous of  all the Balkan lands. Only one-third of 
it lies at an altitude less than 1,000 feet  above sea level. 
Two-thirds of  its surface  are between 1,000 and 8,800 feet 
above the sea. The average is 2,342 feet.  Along the coasts the 
climate is Mediterranean; the inland definitely  continental. 
Albania has the highest summer temperature anywhere in the 
Balkans. Its annual rainfall  is more than 40 inches. 

ALBANIANS . . . SHQIPTARE . . SHKIPETARS . . . 
SKIPTARS . . . ARNAUTS. 

A people who regard themselves as the descendants of  the 
Illyrian tribes. Altogether there are some 3 million Albanians. 
A little more than half  of  them live within the country's fron-
tiers. The rest live mostly in Yugoslavia, Greece, and southern 
Italy. 

Since 1878, large sections of  the Albanian-speaking popu-
lation of  the Balkans have been cut off  from  Albania itself. 
During the Balkan Wars of  1912-1913 both Albania and 
Macedonia were to have been carved up between the other 
Balkan states. Macedonia was, but Albania (after  some terri-
torial sacrifices)  became an independent nation. 

The Albanian language comprises two main groups. Be-
tween the northern Ghegs and the southern Tosks the 
Shkumbi River constitutes the approximate dividing line. Yet 
Albanian itself  is quite sharply distinguishable from  the other 
languages surrounding it, and the differences  in dialect as 
between Ghegs and Tosks are not enough to prevent Al-
banian from  being regarded by both as a single, unified, 
national language. 
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Albanian (Shkip) is an independent Indo-European tongue. 
Its origins are still a matter of  discussion among experts. It is 
so highly characteristic that it was long regarded as not being 
an Indo-European language at all; but today this is considered 
a proven fact.  As yet its connection with Illyrian and 
Thracian has not been studied. Many linguists, however, 
think that Albanian developed out of  the old Illyrian tongue, 
and linguistic policy in Albania today aims at restoring its 
Illyrian character. Nowadays Albanian children, in line with 
this, are given Illyrian names. 

Albanian contains many borrowed words from  Latin, 
Greek, Italian, Romanian, Serbian, and Turkish. The earliest 
extant Albanian text dates from  1462; the first  dictionary 
(Albanian-German) from  1492. Since the Congress of 
Monastir in 1908, the Latin alphabet has been used, and since 
1945 the Tosk dialect (after  certain linguistic modifications) 
has been used for  the written language, in schools and for 
official  purposes. 

THE PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF ALBANIA . . . REPUB-
LIKA POPULLORE E SHQIPERISE . . . R P SH. 

The land area of  the People's Republic of  Albania amounts 
to 11,113 square miles. North to south it measures a maxi-
mum of  205 miles, and east to west 87 miles. The land fron-
tier runs for  360 miles: to north and east facing  Yugoslavia, 
in the southeast and south facing  Greece. The Adriatic coast 
to the north and the Ionian coast to the south, together 
stretch for  about 250 miles. 

The population in 1938 was 1,040,353, of  whom 15.4 
percent were living in towns. In 1968, the population was 
2,011,000, about 35 percent in towns. In 1938, Tirana, the 
capital, had a population of  25,079; today it has about 
180,000. It is a youthful  population. During the school year 
1967-1968, 498,997 pupils were educated at various levels. 

Albania's natural resources are great: oil, asphalt, coal, 
chromium, copper, iron, etc. In 1938, Albania was a poor 
semi-colonial agrarian country. Its raw materials were under 
the control of  foreign  interests and its agricultural produce 
was not enough to support its own population. Today it is a 
developed agrarian country, swiftly  being industrialized. 
12 ALBANIA DEFIANT 



ALBANIAN CHALLENGE 

At Dhermi we bathe. We've come from  Vlora and have 
passed through the mountains. The Ionian Sea is as blue as 
can be, its waters are clear, its beaches lovely. We'd have 
nothing against staying on here. 

"Impossible. It's forbidden." 
"But the season hasn't started yet. There's plenty of 

room." 
"Comrades, it's forbidden." 
"Lots of  things are forbidden  here in Albania." 
"Not at all. Dhermi is the trade unions' bathing resort. 

Only trade union members are allowed to come here. Because 
this is the best beach in Albania. No foreigners  and no 
bureaucrats." 

"Make an exception. There's plenty of  room, isn't there?" 
"If  we make an exception for  one, we'll have to make an 

exception for  two. If  we make an exception for  two, then 
we'll have to make an exception for  four.  If  we make an 
exception for  eight, we'll have to make an exception for 
sixteen, and then thirty-two, sixty-four,  a hundred and 
twenty-eight, two hundred and fifty-six,  five  hundred and 
twelve, one thousand and twenty-four,  two thousand and 
forty-eight,  four  thousand and ninety-six, eight thousand one 
hundred and ninety-two, sixteen thousand three hundred and 
eighty-four,  thirty-two thousand seven hundred and sixty-
eight, sixty-five  thousand . . . " 

"But I was only asking whether we could stay here for  the 
night." 

"Sixty-five  thousand five  hundred and thirty-six, one hun-
dred and thirty-one thousand and seventy-two. No, you can't 
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stay the night here. We've made a decision of  principle. It 
applies to everyone. Only trade union members who are in 
production, right in production, can live here. We make no 
exceptions for  anyone. A member of  the central committee 
tried to stop the night here, but we didn't make an excep-
tion. Tourists and bureaucrats can bathe at Durres or 
Saranda. Dhermi is for  the workers." 

"Oh come—surely there's some point in between no excep-
tions at all and one hundred and thirty-one thousand and 
seventy-two exceptions!" 

"There are no points in between. Look at the revisionist 
countries. Look at their bathing resorts. We've learned from 
the way things have turned out there. They're not going to 
turn out that way here. You begin with one exception, and in 
the end there are only exceptions and no workers." 

The Ionian Sea was very blue and we drank the good wine 
from  Himara. Here at Dhermi the Czechoslovaks had once 
asked to be allowed to built tourist hotels. 

"They said they'd bring their own building materials from 
Czechoslovakia. They'd have cleaning women and waiters 
from  Czechoslovakia. They'd serve their own dumplings and 
their own beer and they'd lie in our sun and bathe in our sea. 
But then our government said: Albania's not a colony. If  you 
want to take a holiday here in our country, then take a 
holiday here. But if  you want to set up a Czechoslovak en-
clave by the sea, you'll have to go to other countries for  it." 

"Khrushchev came here and had a look. 'Don't spoil the 
landscape with industries,' he said. 'Let's have a socialist divi-
sion of  labor. We'll industrialize ourselves, and you can grow 
lemons. Then we'll come here to you and swim.' But then 
our government said, 'Comrade Khrushchev, we've no inten-
tion of  becoming a spa for  Soviet functionaries.  We've in 
mind to follow  Comrade Stalin's advice and industrialize our 
country.' 

"The CIA dropped some of  its agents here. Flew them in 
from  Italy and dropped them by parachute. But we got them. 
They had some fine  radio equipment. They were going to set 
up a base here in Albania. At that time my brother was in the 
14 ALBANIA DEFIANT 



security police. He had a word with the comrades in the 
Central Committee and said he thought we ought to be able 
to have some fun  out of  the CIA too. Everyone agreed. After 
all, we'd gotten their radios and their codes and all the rest of 
it. So we informed  the CIA in Rome that the revolt was going 
fine.  All we needed was more weapons. And the CIA flew  in 
bazookas and gelignite and all kinds of  weapons. And the 
more they sent, the more successes we reported back. We let 
the CIA fly  in one consignment of  weapons after  another, 
and as soon as they came flying  in, we snapped them up. 
They were good weapons. And cheap, too. But in the end 
even the CIA noticed something was amiss. They'd flown  in 
masses of  weapons and still nothing was happening in Al-
bania. Then we told them how we'd been putting them on. 
Transmitted it in their own code. And then we tapped out: 
Ha-ha-ha." 

The People's Republic of  Albania is a challenge. A chal-
lenge to Washington, but also to Moscow. A challenge to 
Rome, but also to Belgrade. The generals in Athens and the 
Kremlin and the Pentagon, the official  communist leaders in 
Paris, the Vatican's Press Service, and Hitler's former  Sonder-
beauftragte  des Auswartigen Amtes fur  den Siid-Osten, 
Herman Neubacher, all unanimously agree in the most heart-
felt  manner in condemning the People's Republic of  Albania. 

The Albanian challenge does not reside in Albania being a 
world power that threatens its neighbors with war. Albania is 
a little country. It's smaller than Wales. It is no bigger than 
one and a half  times the Lake of  Ladoga. It is the second 
smallest country in Europe. Only Luxemburg is smaller. (An-
dorra, Monaco, and San Marino, of  course, are not really 
independent states.) Its population is small. Only Iceland and 
Luxemburg have fewer  inhabitants. 

The challenge does not consist in Albania's having con-
quered and occupied any foreign  country, driven out or op-
pressed its original population. The Albanians' struggle for 
national independence has been long and tough. When, nearly 
sixty years ago, the great powers of  the day reluctantly recog-
nized Albania's existence, they still contrived to draw up its 

ALBANIAN CHALLENGE 15 



frontiers  in such a way that half  the Albanian people were 
left  outside them. 

No, it is the very existence of  this country that's a chal-
lenge. At regular intervals the powers have reached secret 
agreements for  the partition of  Albania. These negotiation 
consultations are still going on today. When Khrushchev was 
flirting  with Athens, he repeated Czarist Russia's offer  of 
November 22, 1914, that Greece should get the "southern 
part of  Albania." The challenge is that Albania has continued 
to exist. 

In Rome airport a traveler from  Tirana is carefully  regis-
tered by the security police. NATO is holding maneuvers 
along the Albanian frontiers.  The navies of  the superpowers 
cruise off  the Albanian coasts and Soviet militarists threaten 
to declare war on Albania. Why? Because this little country 
refuses  to subordinate itself  to its great neighbors and mighty 
superpowers. It insists on preserving its national indepen-
dence, irrespective of  what is being decided in and between 
the Pentagon and the Kremlin. 

When Czechoslovakia was occupied, Albania pointed out 
that this was the outcome of  the shameful  pact between the 
United States and the leaders of  the Soviet Union. And 
Tirana said aloud what everywhere else was only being whis-
pered: if  the Spanish people rose against fascism,  the United 
States would intervene and suppress the people, whereupon 
the Soviet Union would condemn the United States with 
words while supporting it with actions—just as the United 
States had condemned the Soviet Union in words but sup-
ported it with actions when the issue was the Soviet Union's 
attack on Czechoslovakia. Tirana warned the Pentagon and 
the Kremlin, and told them that Albania was not just a juicy 
fig  for  some superpower to chew up. Any attack on Albania 
would be countered with a people's war that recognized no 
frontiers  and that would inescapably lead to a world war. 

Responsible statesmen both in the United States and in the 
Soviet Union regard this as indecent, as warmongering. All 
they want, after  all, is a peaceful  coexistence. In Czecho-
slovakia as in Spain. 
16 ALBANIA DEFIANT 



This Albanian lack of  decency is not limited to declara-
tions by Albania's government that it is ready to defend  itself 
against the Pentagon, the Kremlin, and the smaller powers. In 
the United Nations, too, Albania has shown how utterly lack-
ing in decency it is. At the Nineteenth General Assembly the 
Albanian delegate Halim Budo raised a question of  order. He 
suggested that the statutes be respected. 

If  Albania is in a position to follow  this policy, it is not 
thanks to having any powerful  military machine. The entire 
Albanian people are armed, but the navy, the air force,  and 
armored units are—naturally enough—not particularly strong. 
In May 1961 the Soviet leaders tried to undermine Albania's 
defenses  by giving their officers  orders to steal Albania's eight 
submarines. Naturally, this theft  irritated the Albanians. But 
it hardly undermined Albania's defenses,  which are based on 
the ability of  its totally armed population to defend  its 
mountains. 

Nor is it by virtue of  any wealth, in the economic sense, 
that Albania is able to follow  a line of  its own. It is not as if 
Albania were a powerful  commercial republic—a Venice, or a 
Hanseatic city—not like sixteen hundred years ago when 
Durres was one of  the Mediterranean's powerful  commercial 
cities. In the years between the two world wars Albania was 
Europe's poorest country. It was virtually an Italian colony. 
It didn't even have as many as thirty technicians with a tech-
nical college education. Its national library contained only 
twelve thousand volumes. The people lived in utter poverty. 
But the revolution has lifted  the country out of  this poverty. 

Both Washington and Moscow have tried, by trade boy-
cotts and blockades, to starve Albania into compliance and a 
suitable humility. This hasn't worked. Albania is not wealthy. 
It still bears the stamp of  the poverty of  its own past. But in 
all the villages along the Greek frontier  electric lights shine in 
schools, light industrial plants, and dwellings, while the vil-
lages on the other side of  the frontier  lie in a dimness of 
paraffin  lamplight. Albania is developing. 

Yet the Albanian challenge is much more than this. It is 
not just that the people have achieved and retained their 
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national independence and are developing their own econ-
omy. This little and poor mountain country that is being 
transformed  into an industrial one is carrying this out with 
goals and methods the decision-makers, whether in Stock-
holm or Bonn, in Belgrade or Washington, in Moscow or 
Delhi, have declared to be Utopian. What the World Bank and 
EEC and Comecon declare to be impossible is being achieved 
in Albania. The whole country is developing. The Albanians 
are not allowing their "poor" districts to become under-
privileged, like Sicily or northern Sweden. Their country is 
being industrialized at the same time as their bureaucracy is 
being put in its place and the administrative apparatus is 
being reduced. (Between 1966 and 1969 the number of  per-
sons employed at various levels in administrative bodies fell 
by 17 percent and the cost of  administrative work by 79 
million new lek; at the same time, production rose and there 
was a sharp increase in the number of  college graduates.) The 
Albania which used to be a god-forgotten  agrarian country 
that couldn't even support its own population, a country that 
exported oranges and imported marmalade, whose oil wells 
were owned by foreigners  and whose school system, too, was 
controlled by foreigners,  is today self-supporting  in food-
stuffs  and exports industrial products. Instead of  increasing 
its tobacco plantations, selling tobacco and importing grain 
to sow, investment in tobacco is being reduced, the cultiva-
tion of  cereals raised, and copper wire exported. 

This policy is being carried out under the most difficult 
conditions imaginable. Albania is small and poor. All around 
it are powerful  enemies. China, an ally, lies on the other side 
of  the globe. Yet here on the west coast of  the Balkan penin-
sula, Albania constitutes a challenge to the entire world 
order. This state does not accept the world being partitioned 
among the superpowers. Nor does it accept the way things 
are going, a way that, according to the rulers of  the capitalist 
countries, of  the countries of  eastern Europe, and of 
Sweden's so-called mixed economy, is inevitable. 

It is this challenge to the prevailing world order that is 
important. Not the question of  how Albania views beards and 
mini-skirts. 
18 ALBANIA DEFIANT 



SPEAKING OF EPIDAMNOS 

We'd come from  Shkodra and were on our way to Fieri 
and had spent the night at the Hodel Adriatik at Durres. It 
was September 18 and the tourist season was just coming to 
an end. In the evening we stood on the terrace outside our 
room. Smoked, listened to the sea. 

"It was here the city of  Epidamnos was founded  twenty-
five  hundred years ago," Gun said. "A fertile  hinterland and a 
safe  harbor." 

In the middle of  the night we were awakened by noises 
from  Skane, the southernmost province of  our own country-
Sweden. Three Malmo businessmen had just turned up. Now 
they were sitting on the terrace outside our window. Drink-
ing wine and chatting. Not until about three in the morning 
did they shut up. We lay in the dark. A smell of  the sea was 
in the room. Gun said: "And it was in this remote colony 
that the Peloponnesian War actually started. I've been reading 
about it in Frasheri's history of  Albania. The aristocracy were 
driven out by the people. But both the aristocrats and the 
commoners were slaveowners, and the great war became a 
war for  the control of  markets and power over the slaves." 

The Romans preferred  to call the town by its other name— 
Dyrrachium. Which wasn't so odd, either; Epidamnium 
sounded too much like "damnum," meaning damage, loss, 
defeat.  But as it turned out, Epidamnos' history was only a 
long history of  defeats.  Nor did the struggle for  Durres end 
with the Peloponnesian War. 

It was here at Durres that Pompey defeated  Caesar for  the 
last time, before  marching to his own great defeat  at Phar-
salus. Here, in 481, Theodoric—known as the Great—arrived 
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with his Ostrogoths. Here the Bulgars arrived. And the 
Normans—Robert Guiscard allowed Durres to be pillaged in 
1082. Crusaders and adventurers of  every kind. The Vene-
tians took Durres and lost Durres and took it back. Charles of 
Anjou—younger brother of  Saint Louis—was besieging Durres 
when he proclaimed the Kingdom of  Arberia. Serbs and 
Venetians fought  over Durres and the Turks took the city in 
1501. 

That Durres was a constant bone of  contention was no 
coincidence. It stood in the path of  all the conquerors. It was 
from  its fine  harbor that Illyrian slaves, olive oil, wheat, and 
oil were shipped. The cargoes varied with the epoch, but 
Durres was always an important trading center on the Adri-
atic. 

From Durres, the great military and commercial route 
went via Elbasani to Salonika, binding together the two halves 
of  the Roman Empire: the Via Egnatia. From Durres, the 
Adriatic coast road went northward and southward via 
Butrint down to Athens. 

When the twentieth century began, Durres was a remote 
provincial town of  five  thousand inhabitants, with a silted up 
harbor and a decayed fortress—the  main town of  the sandjak 
of  Durres in the village of  Janina in Albania in Turkey. 

In this little town the Roman Catholic archbishop and the 
Greek Orthodox metropolitan kept a jealous eye on each 
other, and the representatives of  Austria-Hungary and Italy 
spied on each other. For Russia and Austria had signed a 
treaty of  friendship  for  the preservation of  peace in the 
Balkan peninsula, and the balance was not to be disturbed; 
and the eastern part of  the Balkans was to be a Russian 
sphere of  interest and the western part, Austrian. And France 
and Russia had agreed that Austria should be prevented from 
getting as far  as Salonika and that Serbia should therefore  get 
Durres. And Italy and Austria were allies and recognized that 
Albania ought to be independent. And Italy and Russia had 
agreed to keep Austria out of  Albania. And Russia and 
Britain were discussing the harbors along the Adriatic. And in 
1900 Austrian trade with Albania was four  times as big as the 
20 ALBANIA DEFIANT 



Italian trade; but by 1907 Italy's trade with Albania had risen 
until it exceeded Austria's by a million francs. 

Durres was always a place of  interest, from  the Pelopon-
nesian War up to the Balkan War and the two world wars, and 
on Good Friday, April 7, 1939, Italian troops took Durres 
after  a brief  struggle. 
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ON THE IMPORTANCE OF THE PAST 

In 1962 a new palace of  culture was to be built in Durres. 
They began to build it on the main square. They pulled down 
the old shacks, left  over from  Turkish times. They were 
dilapidated and culturally and historically worthless. But 
after  they had begun digging out the foundations  and got 
down to a depth of  two meters, the workmen found  a mosaic 
floor.  So the work was broken off  and an archeologist was 
summoned from  the museum. It was a beautiful  floor. 

With the archeologist's aid the excavation went on. But 
now very cautiously. Soon it was discovered that instead of 
excavating for  the foundations  of  a cultural palace, they were 
digging up a large bathing establishment from  Roman times. 
It was unusually well preserved. The whole water supply 
system was intact. 

The people's council of  Durres discussed the matter. 
Durres needed its cultural palace. Durres needed somewhere 
people could meet. It needed lecture halls and study rooms. 
Furthermore, this was the logical site for  such a building: in 
the middle of  town. But it was also necessary to preserve the 
ancient baths. To destroy them would be wrong. 

The Durres people's council turned to the government, and 
the government sent a delegation to Durres to study the site. 
Having inspected it and discussed the matter with the arche-
ologists and listened to what the people's council had to say, 
the government delegation, too, found  that the baths should 
be preserved and the cultural palace built. 

Architects were commissioned to provide a technical solu-
tion to this problem and a planning committee was formed  to 
find  the necessary resources. The problem was solved, but it 
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proved costly. The cultural palace stands on pillars, and 
underneath it the excavation is still going on. From the grand 
foyer  of  the cultural palace one goes up to the first  story. 
There tobacco workers are studying. They are working in two 
shifts  and undergoing adult education in their spare time. 
You can also go down through the cellar. That brings you to 
the Roman baths. Where the excavation is still going on. 

It's a good solution. But the past cannot always be fitted 
so clearly into the present. The Durres amphitheater, too, is 
being excavated. It lies in the middle of  the town. Once it 
had seats for  sixty thousand spectators. Then it was filled  in 
and gradually built upon. Once it had been twenty-six yards 
long. Now a shaft  has been dug to a depth of  eighty-four  feet. 
The seating was found  to be well preserved. But the walls of 
the shaft  were singularly friable.  On closer examination it was 
found  that these earth walls crumbled so easily because they 
consisted of  human bones. The amphitheater had been filled 
up, but in a grand and glorious way. It had been a mass grave. 
Now the glory of  the great men—Theodoric and all the res t -
was as obvious and tangible as could be. It grinned whitely 
from  the walls of  the shaft. 

Afterwards,  in the seventh century, the galleries of  the 
amphitheater had been turned into catacombs, and the 
mosaics were very beautiful.  But any one who emerged from 
the catacombs and the tombs with their mosaics saw thou-
sands of  nameless dead in the earthen wall. All had been 
slaughtered and used as fill. 

It's the same in Albania as in Greece and Italy and Egypt. 
Anyone looking for  great and glorious monuments does not 
have far  to look. When Caesar was murdered, Augustus was 
at Apollonia, outside present-day Fieri. He was being edu-
cated. Emperors of  Rome and Constantinople came from  Al-
bania. Likewise grand viziers, generals at whose names folk 
trembled, and rulers of  Egypt. 

Here were great cities, good harbors, and important trade 
routes. And when Mussolini wanted to justify  his invasion of 
Albania, he justified  it with the Roman Empire. The baths 
and the amphitheater were both worth preserving. But they 
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do not tell us much about the common people. The greatness 
of  the great is admitted. Theodoric became known as Theo-
doric the Great, and the common people of  Durres were used 
as fill.  Even so, these people are not quite nameless. 

On the mountain slopes above Durres, terraces are being 
dug for  vineyards and olive trees. It is there one finds  their 
gravestones. Simple, crudely cut stones with inscriptions such 
as: 

D.M.S. 
SECVNDINVSSV.R 

AECONSERVAEQ.A. 
XXVIII.MENS.V.M. 
ECVM.ANNOS.XII. 
MENSES. VII.DIES 
.V.BENEMEREN 

TIPOSVIT 
The letters are irregular, and show no sure hand in the man 
who carved them. A memorial to a twenty-eight-year-old II-
lyrian woman, Sura. She had lived for  twelve years with 
Secundinus, who put up this stone for  her. Sura and Secun-
dinus were slaves at Durres sometime during the second cen-
tury A.D. Sura died young and was buried on the slopes 
above the town. 

All through the centuries it was these people, never 
famous,  never celebrated in writing, who built the city; who 
built its amphitheater and its baths, who worked in its docks 
and its storehouses, and who were its common people. The 
great and the glorious have gone down in history as con-
querors. People like Sura and Secundinus were used as fill. 
And in the foreign  office  and on the general staffs,  plans were 
drawn up, and it was opined that Durres could go to this 
country or that country, and be used like this or conquered 
like that. 

What has really happened at Durres and in Albania gen-
erally is that people like Sura and Secundinus have seized 
power in their own city and over their own land. No longer 
are they merely its population. Durres is no longer a place 
diplomats can argue and quarrel about and general staffs  fight 
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over. And when their descendants seized power in Durres, 
they too were not merely poor. They were illiterates and 
ignoramuses. Now they are sitting in its palace of  culture and 
studying in their spare time. After  three thousand years of 
revolts and class warfare,  it is Sura and Secundinus who are in 
power. And they will never voluntarily let go of  it, or let 
those who build their city and work in its storehouses be 
used as fill  when some great leader appears on the stage of 
history. 
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ABOUT ILLYRIAN 

"Someone proposes a toast to our future  family.  Katrina 
lowers her eyes. They wish us many children. A whole bri-
gade of  Heroes of  Socialist Work, they wish us, and all with 
Illyrian names! Illyrian names are popular now." (Ismal 
Kadare, The  Wedding.) 

"I thought of  the Illyrian tribes. What has not this race 
given to the world! 

"It has given the world warriors, artists, regents, popes, 
emperors." (Nonda Bulka, Dreams at Rosafa) 
Yes, Illyrian names are popular just now in Albania, and 
Illyrian, too, is being talked about a great deal. Naturally this 
is problematic, on several levels. 

MacPherson was writing Ossian's  Songs,  Goethe had 
Werther exclaim: "What world does not the splendid one lead 
me into! To wander on the heath in a storm, in fogs  and 
mists, with our ancestors' ghosts glimpsed in the moonlight!" 

Afterward  it turned out that MacPherson's Gaelic folk 
poems were neither Gaelic nor folk  poems, and when Prosper 
Merimee—under the pen name Hyancinth Maglanovich— 
published his collection of  Illyrian folk  songs, Goethe was 
suspicious and declared that Merimee had written them him-
self,  albeit in a meritorious manner. But many others were 
deceived and one serious German researcher is said to have 
translated Merimee's French text into German and repro-
duced the "original meter" of  the folk  songs, something 
which Merimee, he said, had neglected. 

And yet, Gaelic was a reality, even if  MacPherson was a 
charlatan. (From which it does not follow  that Ossian's  Songs 
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are bad poetry.) The struggle of  the Irish for  their national 
independence was to be long and sanguinary. Nor is Illyrian 
somebody's invention just because Prosper Merimee amused 
himself  with an ironical mystification  in 1827. 

Nor was the Illyrian that Prosper Merimee attached himself 
to the same Illyrian the Albanians are linking up with today. 
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Illyrian came to 
play a double and shifting  role in the formation  of  nations in 
Southeast Europe. When Prosper Merimee wrote "La Guzla," 
it was not just an ironical mystification.  He himself  was being 
exposed to one of  history's ironies. The future  state archivist 
made his slaves Illyrians. 

The older Greek authors did not usually write about 
"Illyria"; they wrote about "the Illyrians." These Illyrians 
lived in the region to the east of  the Adriatic. They founded 
cities and formed  states during the fifth  century B.C. They 
participated in the struggles for  the Greek colonies along the 
coast. They warred with the Macedonians and were crushed 
by Philip of  Macedonia. 

Basing themselves on their excellent harbors (Marx once 
pointed out that the good harbors were on the east side of 
the Adriatic, and it was this that determined Roman, Vene-
tian, and Austrian policies there), they fought  with Rome for 
the control of  trade in the Adriatic. Finally they were con-
quered by Rome. 

These Illyrian tribes spoke Illyrian. And it is with this 
Illyria that Albania is linking itself  today. Sura, the young 
woman who was buried on the heights above Durres, was an 
Illyrian. 

Roman Illyria was a political concept. Its frontiers  shifted 
over the centuries. (Both Vienna and Athens have been situ-
ated in this Illyria.) Roman Illyria was not an ethnic concept. 

In the seventh century the region was conquered by the 
Slavonic tribes. The Illyrian population was either driven out 
or enslaved. Only the Albanian tribes managed to retain their 
ethnic identity. And that brought Illyria, the political con-
cept, to an end. 

From then on, Illyria was a concept in literature and folk 
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tales. Shakespeare's Twelfth  Night  takes place there. Not un-
til the Peace of  Schonbrunn, on October 14, 1809, did Illyria 
again come into being. Under that treaty, Austria lost its 
provinces of  Craniola, Carinthia, Istria, and Croatia to the 
west of  the Sava, as well as Dalmatia, and Napoleon set up 
the Illyrian Provinces. After  his fall,  the region was returned 
to Austria. But Dalmatia was separated out and formed  an 
Austrian crown land under the name of  the Kingdom of  Dal-
matia, and the northern provinces formed  the Austrian crown 
land of  the Kingdom of  Illyria. Illyria had been moved far  to 
the north on the Adriatic; it had become an Austrian inland 
area, north of  the lands of  the ancient Illyrians. 

The formation  of  nation-states took a different  course in 
Southeast Europe from  that in Northwest Europe. Austria 
and Turkey, feudal  states lacking any developed capitalism, 
controlled these regions. For that is what they were: regions, 
not nations. 

That is why, during its "national renaissance" of  the 
1840s, the south Slav bourgeoisie tried to develop a common 
language for  Slovenes, Serbs, and Croats, all in the name of 
Illyria. 

Words are magical, and historical necessity is ironical. In 
Greece it was the Bavarian count, Josef  Ludwig von Armans-
perg, who was Otto of  Greece's chancellor of  state. Though 
he dressed up the Greek soldiers in Bavarian uniforms,  he 
moved the capital of  Bavarian Greece to Athens. By ordering 
almost all of  Byzantine and Turkish Athens demolished, he 
made it possible for  the Greek bourgeoisie to attach them-
selves to the Acropolis and thus create the Greek tradition 
they needed. 

The South Slav efforts  first  appeared under the guise of 
the "Illyrian movement." What later was to find  explicitly 
South Slavonic (Yugoslav) and Pan-Slavic expression was 
done in the name of  the Illyrians who, many centuries earlier, 
had been driven out by the Slavs. Prosper Merimee's irony 
was much more double-edged than he realized; nor was it 
wholly a coincidence that Pushkin, awakened to Russian 
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nationalism, believed in the authenticity of  Merimee's Illyrian 
folk  songs. 

But between these South Slav and Greek peoples, aroused 
to national self-consciousness,  the non-Slavonic and non-
Greek Albanian tribes lived in a peripheral Turkish province 
whose poverty was as profound  as the generally accepted 
ferocity  of  its people. 

The Albanians were divided into two main language 
groups: Ghegs and Tosks. And these were, in turn, divided 
into tribes and clans, all struggling among themselves. The 
Albanians were also divided between three internecine reli-
gions: Islam, Roman Catholic, and Greek Orthodox. In the 
mountains the Albanian tribes were virtually independent. In 
the cities the Turks ruled. But common to all Albanians was 
their feeling  of  not being Slavs, nor Greeks, nor Turks. All 
felt  their language was a common language of  their own, their 
history common history. Skanderbeg was a hero to them all. 
And if  anyone wanted to talk about Illyrians, then the Alba-
nians alone had a right—up to a point—to regard themselves 
as their descendants. 

Only at a late date did Albania come to be a nation. For a 
long while it seemed as if  the Albanians were going to be one 
of  Europe's deleted peoples. The Welsh or Basques or Lapps 
of  the Balkans. 

The only way the Albanian nation could achieve indepen-
dence was through a series of  popular, anti-imperialist revolts, 
leading to a war of  national liberation that at the same time 
implied a social revolution. In Albania socialism and national-
ism coincide, and therefore  place quite special demands on 
research into the history of  the Albanian people. But the 
historical situation in which the Albanians are building social-
ism is also highly special. 

Tito's Yugoslavia has turned out to be a successor to Ser-
bian chauvinism. In Albania, Titoism is a highly concrete 
threat to national independence. The hostility of  the Western 
powers is as marked as ever. The British navy has turned into 
the United States navy. The leaders of  the Soviet Union have 
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become revisionists, and old Pan-Slavic Czarist Russia has 
come creeping out of  the proletarian state's overcoat. The 
Albanians are a very small people. They are building socialism 
in geographical isolation. 

This is why the question of  the Albanian state is not just a 
question of  a state. As a feudal  state, Albania came into being 
toward the end of  the twelfth  century. During the fifteenth 
century, Skanderbeg's long war against the Turks had turned 
into a national war, and the Turks' victory also meant the 
destruction of  the embryonic state of  Albania. For five  hun-
dred years the country had been devastated, had borne the 
stamp of  economic and social destitution, but the national 
movement had merely been held up, not prevented. 

At the time the question was raised whether Albania was 
to submit to the leaders of  the Soviet Union or go its own 
way, the economic situation was extremely critical. Albania 
was short of  bread, and the Soviet leaders said: "Grain? Sure, 
grain's no problem. Just sign on the dotted line and mind 
what comes out of  your mouths and you can have it. You 
Albanians don't eat more grain than the rats do in our coun-
try." 

Khrushchev was in a position to say this. He saw himself  as 
a major politician in a major country. 

The Albanian leaders refused  to submit to Khrushchev's 
dictates. They turned to the Albanian people and asked for 
their support. And got it. The Albanians went on building 
socialism. But they had to build up their own country in the 
most difficult  external circumstances. In Belgrade the hopes 
of  incorporating Albania had not been written off.  In Athens 
it was being asserted that Greece had been at war with Al-
bania since 1940, and Greece was still demanding southern 
Albania. Washington was Albania's overt enemy, and now the 
Soviet Union and Washington were collaborating, and 
Khrushchev was of  the opinion that southern Albania could 
very well go to Greece. Food was in short supply and Alba-
nia's only ally was China. 

During the sixties, then, the historical question was not 
merely how the Albanians had survived the Turks. Many 
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Balkan peoples had done that. Now the question was how the 
Albanians had managed to survive at all. 

For they had. They were not Greeks. They were not 
Romans. They were not Bulgarians. They were not Serbs. In 
the teeth of  a history which seemed to have consisted only of 
conquests and bloodbaths and pillage, the people had 
survived. 

That was why their Illyrian inheritance became so im-
portant at the beginning of  the 1960s. It also provided them 
with the assurance that they would overcome their present 
difficulties. 

Talking to Albanian intellectuals, one seems for  a moment 
to be living in the days of  our Swedish Gothic Association 
(1840s): "A fraternal  union of  men, devoted to the revival of 
the spirit of  freedom  of  the Old Goths, mainly courage, and 
an upright mind." But we should bear in mind that neither 
the Goths nor the Illyrians are myths. For the Albanians, too, 
it was necessary to find  confirmation  in their own history 
that it was possible to survive and go one's own way, despite 
all the powers. 

"After  the liberation," Neil Shehu, director of  the Histori-
cal Museum at Vlora, said, "we went on with the excavations 
the Italians had begun. One could say we attached greatest 
importance to such excavations as those at Apollonia and 
Butrint. These cities are important monuments. But by con-
centrating on the Greek colonies, our own history was being 
thrown out. It was as if  the colonization had been our own 
history. 

"After  1960 we began asking ourselves what our own his-
tory had really been. And our archeologists had to turn to 
the unknown. This doesn't mean we're neglecting Apollonia 
or Butrint. But our resources are limited. Now we're stressing 
other excavations. Before  the liberation, only five  Illyrian 
towns were known in Albania. Now we know of  thirty. Here 
in the Vlora district alone we have seven Illyrian towns and 
thirty Illyrian villages. 

"We're also working on our own prehistory. We're carrying 
out large excavations in that field,  too. But it's with the 

ABOUT ILLYRIAN 31 



Illyrian towns our history begins. It is then we appear in 
written history." 

The next day we go on to Amantia. We climb up the 
mountains. The sun blazes down. It is May 31. And Neil 
Shehu is still talking: 

"The town here is from  the fifth  century B.C. It lies up 
here on the mountain top. That was the way the Illyrians 
built. You can see the big Illyrian stones. They're typical of 
Illyrian walls. These were fifty-five  to sixty-five  feet  high. 
The town had two gates. It was impregnable. It had between 
four  and five  thousand inhabitants. Do you see the stadium 
down there? It has sixteen rows of  seats. The town's houses 
were built of  brick. The spring was outside the walls. The 
town was called Amantia. It minted its own coin. It was an 
important commercial center. Now it's only a village. A little 
village. But the village has got electricity, as you see. All 
Albanian villages are being electrified. 

"During the war of  liberation there were big fights  up here 
in the mountains. The enemy tried to infiltrate  us too. Can 
you see that village on the other side of  the valley? Comrade 
Enver came there in May 1943. Some provocateurs in the 
leadership of  the party district had tried to disrupt the party. 
They tried to turn the people against the partisans. Actually 
they were collaborating with Balli Kombetar's reactionaries 
who had already come to an agreement with the Italian 
fascists  in March 1943. Balli Kombetar promised not to op-
pose the fascists  and the fascists  had promised not to oppose 
Balli Kombetar. Between them they were going to crush the 
partisans. They even had their men in our party leadership in 
this district. But then, in May, Comrade Enver got here and 
exposed the traitors. The following  month we were able to 
see how right Comrade Enver had been. On June 25, 1943, 
the Italians attacked with eight thousand men. They were 
thrown back. But on July 14 they attacked again, this time 
with four  divisions and artillery and tanks and aircraft.  At the 
time we had two thousand men. We had to retreat. The Ital-
ians burned seventy-eight villages and executed hundreds of 
people. But they lost a thousand men. 
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"That was no small struggle during those years. Here at 
Vlora we lost a thousand men and six hundred were killed in 
German concentration camps. But the party led the struggle 
in the right way and in the end we won." 

We are sitting in the shade by the well. It's cool in the 
shade. We drink water. It's good water. Neil Shehu says: 
"Further down there, on the Vlora road, there were some big 
fights  with the Italians during the 1920 War of  Liberation. 
They tried to take Vlora. But had to get out." 
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ON FOUNDING A REALM 

Skanderbeg's statue stands in the main square in Tirana. 
Skanderbeg's statue is all over the country. People sing about 
Skanderbeg. Write poems about Skanderbeg. Write theses 
about Skanderbeg. Build museums to Skanderbeg. 

Under the Turks, Albanian art lived on as icon painting 
and church painting and decorative embellishment. When, in 
1883, the Albanian church painter Jorgji Panariti painted 
Skanderbeg's portrait in the monastery at Athos, and when 
the Albanian icon painter A. N. Ballamci painted his fascinat-
ing and rightly famous  Skanderbeg  on Horseback,  then Al-
banian art was reborn. 

When Ismail Qemal declared Albania independent on 
November 28, 1912, and raised the national flag  of  free  Al-
bania in Vlora, the flag  he raised was the ancient arms of  the 
Castriots, the banner of  Gjergj Castriot Skanderbeg. 

When, in July 1942 the Albanian Communist Party turned 
to the peasantry and exhorted them to take up arms against 
the occupying forces,  the Central Committee's appeal read: 

In the same way as our forefathers  who fought  under Skander-
beg's banner in ruthless struggle against those who had forced 
their way into our country, so have we, their worthy sons, taken 
up the fight  against the fascist  interlopers and traitors to the 
fatherland,  under Skanderbeg's banner, for  the real liberation of 
the Albanian people. 
And as the partisans' song went: 
Under Skanderbeg's banner, under Enver's leadership. 
But who was Skanderbeg? The second edition of  the old 
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Nordisk  Familjebok,  one of  our Swedish encyclopedias, gives 
an answer; it was printed two years before  Albania had 
achieved national independence. 

Kastriota,  George, Albanian national hero, best known under the 
name of  Skanderbeg (from  the Turkish Iskenderbeg, "Prince 
Alexander"), b. shortly after  1403, d. June 17,1468, at Alession 
(Lesh), was handed over by his father,  Johan K., lord of  Mat in 
northern Albania, as a hostage to the Osman sultan Murad II, who 
had him brought up in the Muhammedan doctrine. When the 
latter, even so, refused  him the possessions he had inherited from 
his father  (K.'s father  had died in 1442), he returned to his own 
country with three hundred Albanian horsemen after  Humyad's 
victory over the Turks at Nisch (1443) and raised a revolt among 
his countrymen. On the basis of  a ferman  which he had forced 
the Sultan's secretary of  state to sign by putting a knife  to his 
throat, he got the fortress  of  Kroja into his hands, re-embraced 
Christianity, and in a short while became ruler of  all Albania and 
a rampart of  Christianity against Islam. Several Turkish armies 
were thoroughly beaten by him. Murad himself,  with one hun-
dred thousand men, tried in vain to overthrow him (1449-1450), 
and in 1461 Muhammed II was obliged to make peace with him, 
leaving him in possession of  Albania. However, in 1467, K. broke 
this treaty at the insistence of  Pious II and the Venetians, and 
again fought  successfully  against the infidel.  Some while after  his 
death the Albanians were again obliged to submit to the overlord-
ship of  the Osmans, (1479). K.'s son, Johan K., went to Naples, 
where the last member of  the house of  K. died in 1873. 
This may be true enough. But what it does not explain is 

how "K." was able to get his compatriots to revolt; nor does 
it explain how anyone could become an "Albanian national 
hero," and all this talk of  Christianity and Islam is more 
confusing  than explanatory. 

Skanderbeg was not alone in greatness and defeat  at this 
time. In Sweden, Engelbrekt led a national rising against the 
Danes and threw their bailiffs  out of  the country, only to be 
deposed and murdered by the Swedish nobility in 1436. In 
Kngland, Jack Cade led the Kentish men against London and 
look the city, but was betrayed by wealthy merchants (who 
were afraid  the people would tax them), and Jack Cade was 
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murdered, and in Kent the mopping up operation known as 
the "skull hunt" was carried out. 

In France, Jeanne D'Arc was victorious, captured by the 
Burgundians, abandoned by the King of  France, handed over 
to the English, and burned at the stake by the Bishop of 
Beauvais in 1431. 

In Bohemia the Hussites were victorious, but let them-
selves be bamboozled into negotiations with Church and King 
and were crushed in 1434. 

Skanderbeg was a contemporary of  Engelbrekt and Jeanne 
d'Arc. But not only a contemporary; like them, he came to 
be regarded by his compatriots for  centuries as a great 
national hero. Yet there is one difference.  While Sweden and 
France were able to take the step out of  the Middle Ages and 
develop into nations—despite the murders of  Engelbrekt and 
Jeanne d'Arc—Skanderbeg's death was the beginning of  a 
five-hundred-year  national humiliation. For Sweden and 
France the "national question" was solved several centuries 
before  it could be solved in Albania. Among other things, this 
meant that the same national slogans that played a positive 
and progressive role in Albania toward the end of  the nine-
teenth century were negative and reactionary slogans in 
France and Sweden at the same time. This is why Nairn 
Frasheri's Historia  e Skanderbe'ut  was a progressive and patri-
otic poem, while our Swedish poet Heidenstam's The  Caro-
linians was a reactionary and nationalistic poem tending 
toward the oppression of  the people. 

Skanderbeg was involved in his great struggle in the fif-
teenth century; it was the century in which the feudal  aris-
tocracy was going down in England and France. It was then 
that the modern national states of  Europe were founded  and 
the bourgeoisie began to appear as a class. The princes of 
Moscow began to unite Russia, which freed  itself  from  the 
Yellow Horde. It was the century of  Gutenberg and the early 
Renaissance. 

Skanderbeg was born about the time Tamerlaine died and 
the Timurid world empire fell  to pieces. He died at the same 
time Alphonso V of  Portugal was renting out the entire 
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Guinea coast to the merchant Farnao Gomes, and Lisbon 
became a great market for  African  slaves. 

Tamerlaine and Portugal; the framework  is not chosen 
capriciously. The Mongol peace had made Genoa rich. Its 
merchants were stationed in China and India. Its traders sold 
Chinese silk in the markets of  western Europe. When the 
Mongol dynasty was overthrown in China in 1368, this trade 
was shut down. The wars in central and western Asia made it 
unsafe,  and in 1428 the price of  pepper rose by 60 percent in 
the market at Alexandria. 

The long struggle between Genoa and Venice for  the fur 
trade in the Black Sea and the pepper trade with Asia had 
ended in a Venetian victory. The Venetian oligarchy had al-
ready crushed both popular and petty-bourgeois resistance. 
Venice was mistress of  the Mediterranean. As the fourteenth 
century came to a close, Venice was obliged—for  the sake of 
its commerce—to conquer Corfu  and the Dalmatian coast. To 
secure its own grain supply, it was obliged in the early fif-
teenth century to conquer its agricultural hinterland: 
Verona, Padua, Ravenna, and so forth.  It was the require-
ments of  commerce and the interests of  the oligarchy that 
decided Venetian policy—conquests and declarations of  war, 
as well as alliances and peace treaties. 

It is incorrect to say that it was the Turks' capture of 
Constantinople that put an end to Venice's trade with Asia. 
The Turks were just as anxious as the Venetians for  this trade 
to go on (even if  they fought  over the profits).  It was not 
until 1453 that the Turks took Constantinople, but the price 
of  pepper had begun to rise several years before  that. The 
Venetian oligarchy had had to declare war on Genoa because 
that city had been trying to find  alternative trade routes to 
Asia. The Venetian oligarchs' policy was based on preserving 
their pepper monopoly. And this was something Venice 
could only do in collaboration with Alexandria and Con-
stantinople. 

As the century closed, Portugal smashed this pepper 
monopoly. Yet the sea route did not become profitable  just 
because the Venetians and the Turks had forced  the price 
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sky-high. They made desperate attempts to preserve their 
monopoly. If  the sea route became profitable,  it was because 
the caravan routes were blocked by wars, and commercial 
crises had hit Venice before  Vasco de Gama returned to Por-
tugal with spices from  India in 1499. In 1496, Turkish in-
come from  trade fell  by 16 percent, and in that same year the 
spice bazaar in Cairo had to close down, Italian bankers went 
bankrupt, and the price of  pepper shot upward. This crisis in 
the eastern Mediterranean was not precipitated by the new 
trade route. Yet it was the ever graver crisis that determined 
the whole of  Venetian policy in Skanderbeg's time. 

If  one speaks of  Skanderbeg's twenty-five-year  struggle 
against the Turkish overlords as "a struggle of  Christianity 
against the infidel,"  then Venice's behavior remains as in-
explicable as the Pope's. In that case the "Empress of  the 
Mediterranean" would have been under the government of 
"bad" Christians, and the whole thing sinks to the level of  a 
question of  morals. But Venetian—and Papal—policy were 
not determined by anything as other-worldly as religion. The 
Venetian oligarchs' foreign  policy was clear and simple. 

The Fourth Crusade, 1201-1204, was launched to crush 
Byzantium. Byzantium was in conflict  with Italian commer-
cial interests. Therefore,  in the summer of  1201 the Cister-
cian abbot Martin, from  the monastery of  Pairis in the Voges, 
traveled about in the German countries on Pope Innocent 
Ill's behalf  and preached as follows: 

My lords and brothers, allow me to say a word. Yes, let me say 
just one word! However, not my own word, assuredly not my 
own word, but the word of  Christ. Christ himself  has given me 
the words; I am nothing but his feeble  instrument. Today Christ 
himself  is speaking to you through my mouth, with his own 
words he is speaking and complaining of  the injustice that has 
been done to him. 
Yet it was no god that spoke out of  the abbot's mouth; it 

was the pepper trade that had disguised itself  in the sufferings 
of  Christ because Venice needed help in crushing its Christian 
competitor. And crushed it was. In 1204, that is, the Chris-
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tian armies captured Christian Constantinople in the name of 
pepper; and that, at long last, was the end of  the Roman 
Empire, and treasures and manuscripts were shipped west-
ward. 

The decay of  the Byzantine Empire during the twelfth 
century had contributed to the development of  an Albanian 
feudal  nobility that, in 1190, was able to set up the Prin-
cipality of  Arberia, with its capital at Kruja. The capture of 
Constantinople in 1284 hastened this feudal  development; in 
the Balkans various types of  states came into being and col-
lapsed, and within less than a person's lifetime,  such powerful 
empires as Stefan  Dushan's (Imperator Romaniae Slavoniae 
et Albaniae) came into being, flourished,  and decayed. But 
this feudal  chaos was only the outward aspect of  a real devel-
opment. 

In Albania agricultural output was increased, new soil was 
put to the plough, new tools were introduced. In the valleys 
and lowlands the power of  the feudal  lords was strengthened. 
The peasants were tied to the soil. The power of  the great 
feudal  lords grew in a chaotic struggle. In the course of  inces-
sant feuds,  first  one lord, then another was driven out, until 
in the end only a small number of  families  controlled the 
country. The most powerful  of  these lords minted their own 
coins and flew  their banners over their castles. One of  these 
banners was the Castriots' spotted eagle on a red ground, 
which was one day to become the national symbol of  the 
People's Republic of  Albania. 

But as their rule became more extensive and their power 
even greater, these powerful  lords also began to transform 
themselves into grain merchants and exporters of  salt. For 
trade was flourishing  and new trading cities were growing up. 

These cities were jealous of  their privileges. The citizens 
were not serfs.  They appointed their own governing councils. 
Yet as trade grew, and with it the power of  the feudal  nobil-
ity, the popular assemblies in Albania's cities were over-
thrown and power fell  into the hands of  an oligarchy. 

What was peculiar about this Albanian course of  events 
was that large parts of  the country's population did not con-
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sist of  serfs.  Interspersed among the lords' estates were vil-
lages of  peasants who owned their own lands, and mountain 
folk  who lived in patriarchal clans. They were armed and, 
sword in hand, defended  themselves against the new lords—as 
they had defended  themselves against all the country's earlier 
rulers. Abroad, the Albanians were described as a quarrel-
some people, constantly in revolt against authority. 

The great lords were constantly involved in internecine 
feuds,  and one could say that Albania was on the point of 
founding  itself  as a realm. As the fourteenth  century drew to 
a close, only three principalities remained, all at war with one 
another. The most powerful  lord was Karl Thopia, who called 
himself  Prince of  Albania and was recognized as such by 
foreign  powers. But he allowed a shipyard to be established 
on the Adriatic. And therefore  it became necessary for 
Venice to crush him, and therefore  Venice supported Gjezgi 
II of  the Balsha clan from  Shkodra (Scutari). Karl Thopia lost 
Durres, lacked allies, turned to the Turks, who had reached as 
far  as to Macedonia, and they intervened. Their war machine 
crushed the army of  the Principality of  Shkodra at Savra, and 
in 1385 they killed Gjezgi II. But Karl Thopia's victory, in-
stead of  leading to the founding  of  the Kingdom of  Albania, 
led to the country's annihilation. 

On August 29, 1389, the decisive battle was fought  at 
Kossova. Czar Lazar of  Serbia was at the head of  the united 
armies of  the Balkans: a hundred thousand men, Serbs, Bul-
garians, Albanians, Romanians. The Albanian nobility was 
under the command of  two princes, Balsha II of  Shkodra and 
Theodor Muzaka of  Berati. The forty  thousand Turks were 
led by Sultan Murad I. Czar Lazar was killed in battle. The 
Balkan army was utterly defeated.  Sultan Murad I was 
murdered by a Serbian during his victory parade. His son 
Bayazid had himself  proclaimed sultan and immediately exe-
cuted his brother Yakub in order to secure his own power. 

The immediate consequence of  this defeat  was that in vari-
ous ways and using various methods (intrigues, bribery, pres-
sure), Venice occupied the towns of  Albania. For to Venice it 
was crucial to have the Adriatic ports under its control. 
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The principalities fell  to small feudal  powers and soon be-
came Turkish vassals and some became Venetian vassals and 
some preserved a precarious independence and all of  them 
were always at war with each other. 

When we say the Turks were victorious, we must bear in 
mind who these Turks were. They were Osmans. They were 
not a people. The Turks were a well-organized military 
bureaucracy, a military-feudal  despotism held together by an 
efficient  hierarchy, with Osmanli as their official  language 
and language of  command, and Islam as their official  religion. 

The Osman (Ottoman) Kingdom recognized no peoples, 
not even the Turkish people. And it was perfectly  correct for 
Kemal to be called Atatiirk, the Father of  the Turks. Not 
until after  World War I could the Turks really form  a nation. 
Then the word Osman was forbidden  and replaced by Turk-
ish. It was then Turkey became Turkish. But in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, the Osman rulers had at their com-
mand their epoch's most highly perfected  machine for  con-
quest and occupation. 

The power of  the Osmans was based on land ownership. In 
the countries they conquered, they transferred  the ownership 
of  the land—irrespective of  who owned it—to the sultan. (Ex-
ceptions were made for  small private strips of  land and for 
soil whose yield went to religious institutions.) The sultan 
then parceled out the land in fiefs  as a reward for  personal 
service, military and civil. The fief  was tied to the office—it 
could not be inherited or sold. Anyone who did not do his 
job properly could lose his fief. 

The peasants had the right to till the soil—but only as long 
as they paid the lord of  their county and did other forced 
work. 

In the sultan's name, therefore,  the real lord of  the land 
was the Osman feudal  class, as a collective. The peoples they 
ruled also had to pay blood-tax, i.e., hand over to the Osmans 
children who could be brought up in special barracks. These 
became the most faithful  defenders  of  the Osman Empire. 

The order of  command was clear and simple. The sultan 
ruled over the realm. Under him came official  upon official, 
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in their various grades. As long as this system functioned— 
gradually it was to decay—it was a most efficient  form  of 
collective exploitation and permanent occupation. 

To begin with, Albania was not incorporated into the 
realm. It was treated as a vassal region, and by and large the 
Albanian lords were allowed to retain their privileges. They 
also went on with their internecine strife. 

Some time was to pass before  Albania was subjected to the 
Osman system. In 1402 the Osman army had suffered  a de-
feat  at the hands of  Tamerlaine's troops, which were more 
ably commanded. Outside Ankara the Sultan Bayazid and 
many of  his generals were taken prisoner. The sultan died in 
captivity. Tamerlaine withdrew to Samarkand, and Sultan 
Bayazid's five  sons began a struggle for  succession. By 1413 
three of  the sons had fallen.  Then the fourth  conquered the 
fifth  and became Sultan Muhammed I. 

These disputes gave Albania borrowed time, during which 
Gjon Castriot extended his own power, made a treaty of 
friendship  with Venice, recognized Muhammed I as his over-
lord, and acted as a mediator between Venice and Serbia. 
Muhammed I died in 1421 and was succeeded by his son, 
Murad II. In 1423, Gjon Castriot accepted Murad II as his 
overlord. But all that was required of  him was an annual 
tribute, and that he hand over his son Gjerji as a hostage to 
the sultan, to be brought up as an Osman prince. 

In 1428 the struggle between Osmans and Venetians for 
Salonika began. In March 1428, Murad II took Salonika. The 
war went on and Gjon Castriot allied himself  with Venice and 
attacked the Osmans. But Venice concluded a peace with the 
sultan in order to be able to retain Durres and its possessions 
in Albania. Gjon Castriot was defeated.  He lost castles and 
manors and large regions of  land, but changed his name and 
religion and was resurrected as the Osman feudal  lord Hamsa. 

After  suppressing Gjon Castriot's revolt, Murad II decided 
to introduce the normal Osman order into Albania. In 1431, 
land books were drawn up and a census of  the population 
was carried out. The land became the sultan's. 

The sandjak  of  Albania was divided up into ten vilayets. 
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Each of  these was ruled by a military governor, a soubash, 
with the aid of  a kadi  who acted as religious overseer, head of 
administration and justice. In the sandjak  of  Albania, 335 
fiefs  were granted. These fiefs  comprised between 2 and 107 
villages. About 300 of  these fiefs  were given for  military 
service, the rest for  civil service. 

Of  these 335 fiefs,  26 were given to Albanian noblemen 
who had converted to Islam, 56 were given to Christian Al-
banians, and 250 were held by Osmans of  non-Albanian ori-
gin. Among those who had converted and obtained fiefs  were 
the former  Albanian feudal  lords. 

One might say that this new order of  things implied the 
liberation of  the peasants. But in that case the word "libera-
tion" is used in much the same way the word "redundant" is 
used to mean unemployed—because this new order liberated 
the peasants from  their last ties with their own land. Earlier, 
they had been serfs  and, as such, tied to the soil; at the same 
time this meant that the soil was tied to them. Now they 
were tied only to their deliveries, to production. Their "lib-
eration" meant that they could be thrown off  their land. Or, 
to put it another way, they gained the right to leave their 
land. This new Osman order was the last stage in the Alba-
nian peasant's loss of  his own land. 

As the new order was introduced, taxes were regulated, 
along with customs dues and a system of  fines.  The pressure 
on the peasantry increased enormously. In 1432 Isa Beg 
Kurtik, soubash for  the vilayet  of  Pavlo-Kurtik (the lord of 
the house of  Kurtik who had converted to Islam) accounted 
for  the following  income from  his fief  of  107 villages, consist-
ing of  1,253 families: 

Personal tax 
(25 akcha* for  Christians, 
22 akcha for  convert families)  30,793 akcha 
Personal tax for  the Krapan province 3,413 akcha 
Grain dues 20,000 akcha 

* One akcha (the smallest silver coin) was about one gram of  silver, and 
eighty akcha were the equivalent to about one Venetian gold ducat. 
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Dues on corn and rye 
Dues on flax 
Dues on vine harvest 
Dues on olive oil 
Dues on pigs 
Fines levied 
St George's jetty 
Virgin Mary market 

6,000 akcha 
1,000 akcha 
8,000 akcha 
3,000 akcha 
1,000 akcha 
3,000 akcha 
4,950 akcha 

150 akcha 
This was Isa Beg's verbal declaration; it does not tell us 

how much he really  extorted from  the peasants. Nor does it 
include all extra dues, taxes and tolls (marriage taxes, mill 
taxes, etc.). The new order meant the total impoverishment 
of  the peasantry. 

At the same time the terms of  trade declined, and the 
cities' merchants and craftsmen  were hard hit by the new 
dues. 

Some of  the former  feudal  lords (like Isa Beg himself) 
went over to the collectively exploitative Osman feudal  class. 
In 1437, for  example, Jakub Beg—son of  the Prince of  Berat, 
Theodore Muzaka, who had fought  at Kossova—became sand-
jak bey for  the whole sandjak  of  Albania. 

However, we should note that these lords could not pass 
on their fiefs  hereditarily. Nor did they enjoy them for  life. 
Their lands were strictly tied to their office. 

Another section of  the former  feudal  lords lost a large part 
of  their property. The balance lost everything. That is to say, 
this new Osman order meant an expropriation both of  the 
feudal  lords and of  the peasants, and an increased economic 
burden on merchants and craftsmen.  The Osman military 
machine was efficient,  but it was also expensive to maintain, 
and the expansion had to go on. 

The new order immediately led to revolts and riots. But 
these were not coordinated; nor could the feudal  lords rise 
above their feudal  short-sightedness and overcome their inter-
necine strife.  This was why the revolts could be crushed— 
with some difficulty—by  the Osman military machine. But 
many peasants fled  into the mountains. There the clans were 
still in control and the new Osman order did not reach that 
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far.  In the plains and valleys many villages were left  wholly or 
completely abandoned. 

When, in the 1430s, the peasants at Mysje declared that 
they, as their own masters, did not accept "men from  foreign 
countries or such as are not of  our count's family,"  they were 
expressing—in feudal  thinking—their class demands. It was to 
this Albania that Skanderbeg returned. On November 28, 
1443, he had himself  proclaimed the free  and independent 
prince of  Kruja. 

Skanderbeg was a brilliant man, politically and militarily. 
He had also received the best possible military education in 
the Osman military machine. He had commanded in battle 
and enjoyed his superiors' confidence  in high position as an 
administrator. Now he declared himself  independent and 
took up the struggle against the Osman empire. It might seem 
as if  this was just one revolt among all the others: a lord of 
the Castriot heritage was prepared to fight  for  his own in-
terests, as a Castriot and a prince. But during the twenty-five 
years that were left  to his life,  he proved himself  capable, 
within this specific  historical situation, of  rising above the 
limitations of  his feudal  classmindedness and of  trying—and 
almost succeeding—to implement the historically necessary 
establishment of  an Albanian state. 

The foreign  policy situation was complicated. The Osman 
Empire was designed to be a continuously conquering war 
machine. After  the Osmans had taken Gallipoli in 1355, they 
never ceased advancing into Europe. For a while Tamerlaine's 
attack had disoriented the Osman forces  and given Constanti-
nople borrowed time; but now, even in Asia, the Osman mili-
tary machine was on the offensive.  For brief  intervals, defeats 
could check this advance; but in the end, it seemed ir-
resistible. 

Albania was necessary as a base, partly for  the occupation 
of  Greece and Serbia, partly for  an invasion of  Italy. 

Venetian policy was dictated by commercial interests. The 
sultan's victories threatened Venice, but they also brought 
Venice a massive income. The fall  of  Constantinople was as-
sured. Short-term Venetian losses could be balanced by short-
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term gains from  the panic-stricken victims of  the Osman con-
quest. In the long run, the Venetians and the Osmans had a 
common interest in maintaining trade. Venice—when it 
suited—fought  the Osmans, and was only too happy to ex-
hort others to do the same, and—when it suited—made peace 
treaties with the Osmans. 

The Pope's primary interest lay in crushing the Orthodox 
Church—or, as one might also put it, in restoring his sov-
ereignty over that church. He could incite the peoples of 
Europe to crusades against the Osmans, but even these cru-
sades were part and parcel of  the general political game being 
played by the Roman Church. 

During the years 1439 to 1442 the Osmans had advanced 
into Hungary. The feudal  lords of  Hungary had not been able 
to unite to repel them; their chief  interest iay in preventing a 
reinforcement  of  the royal power in Hungary. In 1442, how-
ever, the Polish king, Vladislav, had contrived to consolidate, 
politically and militarily, his power in Hungary, and in the 
autumn of  1442 the Osman army was defeated  by the com-
bined Polish, Serbian, Vlalakian, and Hungarian armies, led 
by Hunyad, voyvod  of  Transylvania. Great regions were lib-
erated from  Osman rule. 

The Pope made diplomatic efforts—through  his bishops—to 
prevail on the various feudal  lords of  the Balkans to join 
Hunyad and rise against the Osmans. For Hunyad's victory 
was not only a victory over the Osmans, but also a victory for 
the Roman Catholic over the Orthodox Church. 

In Albania, too, the feudal  lords had risen against the 
Osmans. It was in this situation that Skanderbeg, at the head 
of  three hundred Albanian knights, broke away from  the 
Osman army and rode to Kruja. 

In the autumn of  1443 and spring of  1444, the greater part 
of  Albania was cleared of  Osman troops by the Albanian 
feudal  lords. 

The great Hungarian successes against the Osmans, the Al-
banians' own successes, the Pope's own diplomacy, and 
Venice's support (however dubious) created a situation in 
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which it seemed possible to drive the Osmans out of  the 
Balkans. 

Skanderbeg summoned an assembly at Lesh. On March 2, 
the Albanian princes, the great feudal  lords, and the repre-
sentatives of  the mountain clans assembled in the cathedral. 
They managed to overcome their own antipathies and formed 
an "Albanian League," in order, together with the Hun-
garians, to throw the Osmans out of  the Balkans. It was the 
first  national manifestation  in Albanian history. 

The assembly had been summoned with the support of 
Venetian diplomacy—the city of  Lesh was under Venetian 
control. However, it was no part of  Venetian policy to join in 
a major coalition against the Osmans. The Venetian oligarchy 
had their own interests to consider. To them, the "Albanian 
League" was just a pawn. Venice entered into negotiations 
with the sultan, pointed out the threat from  the "Albanian 
League," and proposed that Venice take over the protection 
of  the towns of  Vlora, Kanina, and Gjirokastra. But the sul-
tan, as it turned out, was loathe to hand these cities over to 
Venice. 

The Albanian princes had not founded  an Albanian king-
dom. They had merely entered into a loose political alliance. 
Yet it was the first  in Albanian history. The league was an 
association among equal parties, each of  which remained in-
dependent. Yet Skanderbeg had managed to get himself  ap-
pointed commander-in-chief,  and a war treasury was estab-
lished. Thus, within the league was sown the seed of  an 
Albanian kingdom. 

In the spring Skanderbeg assembled his army and set up a 
network of  spies throughout the country. On June 29, 1444, 
this new Albanian army of  ten thousand men met the Osman 
army of  twenty-five  thousand men in battle. It was a san-
guinary one. The Osmans lost seven thousand men, and five 
hundred were taken prisoner. The Albanians lost thirty-eight 
hundred men, but were victorious. Skanderbeg's prestige 
grew. 

On July 12, 1444, the Hungarians signed a ten-year peace 
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treaty with the sultan, but, together with the Albanians and 
the Pope, immediately began to prepare for  the final  cam-
paign against the Osman Empire. The Pope's fleet  was to 
interrupt communications between Asia and Europe, the 
Hungarian-Polish forces  were to attack from  the north, and 
Skanderbeg was to attack from  the rear. On November 10, 
1444, the Osmans were victorious, King Vladislav fell  on the 
battlefield,  and the remainder of  the Hungarian army got 
away only with difficulty.  Skanderbeg was forced  to retreat 
into Albania. In 1445, and again in 1446, Skanderbeg suc-
ceeded in defeating  the Osman forces  that had been sent to 
recover Albania. 

The victories of  the Albanian League, and Skanderbeg's 
growing prestige and power within the league, were becoming 
a threat to the policies and interests of  the Venetian oli-
garchy. A united Albania would mean the loss of  Venice's 
power over the Albanian coastal towns, and this would be a 
direct threat (more serious than the Osman) to Venetian con-
trol over the Adriatic trade routes. 

Venice therefore  secured its power over the city of  Danje, 
above Shkodra, and utilized its own diplomatic channels to 
try to explode the Albanian League and get Skanderbeg de-
posed. In the autumn of  1447, war broke out between 
Venice and the Albanian League. 

Skanderbeg allied himself  with the despot of  Serbia and 
the King of  Naples—who in his turn was an ally of  Milan, 
which was at war with Venice over Lombardy. Venice con-
tacted the sultan and urged him to resume his war against the 
Albanian League and reconquer Albania. On March 4, Venice 
promised a life  pension of  one hundred gold ducats a month 
to anyone who could kill Skanderbeg. 

Venice resumed peace negotiations with Skanderbeg, but 
bided its time while waiting for  the Osmans, as they had 
promised, to invade Albania. In June 1448 a large Osman 
army, commanded by the Sultan Murad II, marched into 
Albania. Whereupon Skanderbeg invaded Venetian territory 
with ten thousand men, encouraged the serfs  to rise up 
against their Venetian overlords, and thoroughly defeated  the 
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Venetian army. Then he returned to resume the struggle with 
Murad II. In view of  the Osman's numerical superiority, 
Skanderbeg avoided a decisive battle; he contented himself 
with petty warfare—guerrilla  warfare. 

When Hunyad again gathered his Hungarian forces,  Murad 
II had to withdraw from  Albania. Skanderbeg made peace 
with Venice, which promised to pay an annual pension of 
fourteen  hundred gold ducats. Skanderbeg was allied with 
Hunyad against the Osmans and Hunyad now exhorted his 
ally to join him. But the peace negotiations with Venice had 
been protracted. The despot of  Serbia, who was hostile to the 
Hungarians and wanted to keep his own good relations with 
the Osmans, prevented Skanderbeg's troops from  passing 
through his district. He also kept the sultan informed  of  Hun-
yad's and Skanderbeg's movements, and Skanderbeg did not 
arrive before  the Hungarian army was defeated  and Hunyad 
was imprisoned by the despot of  Serbia. In revenge, the Al-
banian troops devastated large areas of  Serbia. 

I have no intention of  continuing this account to cover the 
wars and foreign  policies of  the following  quarter century. It 
has, however, been necessary to show that these fifteenth-
century Balkan wars cannot be described in terms of  "Chris-
tians" against the infidel. 

That the Osman Empire—that military-feudal  despotism, 
that well-organized military and occupation machine—really 
was a dangerous threat to Europe, is another matter. By pin-
ning down large Osman armies in Albania—up to one hundred 
thousand men at a time—for  a quarter of  a century, Skander-
beg and his Albanian army came to be a shield for  Italy and 
central Europe. And that was how the more clear-sighted 
politicians regarded Skanderbeg's role in European history; 
and that is how, even more clearly, it appears in the light of 
later developments. The Albanian wars put a brake on the 
Osman advance. 

Skanderbeg was an able commander-in-chief  and politician. 
With small resources he carried on a long and successful  war 
against the world power of  his day. But he was more than an 
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able commander-in-chief  and a politician. He founded  a state. 
From having been primus inter pares, capitaneus generalis  of 
the Albanian League's feudal  lords, he developed into the 
omnipotent ruler of  Albania. 

The war made it necessary for  him to limit the powers and 
privileges of  the feudal  lords. His own power, instead of  re-
posing on his role as a Castriot, progressively came to be 
founded  on his historic task as commander of  the Albanian 
forces. 

The gathering at Lesh had been a voluntarily assembled 
league of  high lords. When their shifting  interests came into 
conflict  with the interests of  the war, Skanderbeg had to 
repress them, and their place was taken by a lower nobility 
which held its fiefs  directly from  Skanderbeg. It was also 
directly attached to the new centralized state which Skander-
beg step by step was forced  to create in order to carry on the 
war. 

The high nobility had found  it beyond their capabilities to 
implement a scorched earth strategy. But Skanderbeg's own 
lower nobility could follow  him in this. The conflict  with 
Venice was not personal; it was inevitable. The necessities of 
war also forced  Skanderbeg to draw the cities into the econ-
omy of  Albania's defenses.  It was peasants, clerks, craftsmen, 
and the new lower nobility who formed  the social base for 
his long war. Skanderbeg began the war as a feudal  lord and a 
Castriot; he had gone to war to defend  his own feudal  rights. 
But the war forced  him to carry out a policy which led to a 
social restratification,  to the fall  of  the great lords and the 
foundation  of  an Albanian state. 

We have no need to romanticize Skanderbeg, to "cleanse" 
him of  his feudal  traits, to make him into a hero who from 
the outset was conscious of  his own historic mission. His 
greatness lay in his ability, under the duress of  war, to tran-
scend the feudal  narrowness of  vision and carry through a 
policy that lay in the interests of  the classes then coming into 
power. He was able to defend  the people against the Osmans' 
plundering of  the country. The great lords could not even 
defend  themselves. 
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To carry on a successful  war with a small force  against a 
military superpower demands tactics and weapons other than 
those the feudal  lords could provide. Guerrilla tactics and 
light cavalry were Skanderbeg's hallmark. Continual attacks, 
ambushes, swift  intervention, scorched earth, and popular 
participation (Napoleon thought twice before  freeing  the 
serfs  in Russia—and rightly—because no one knew where it 
would end and the destruction of  the Grande Armee was the 
lesser of  two evils; but Skanderbeg did not hesitate to raise 
the serfs  against the Venetians and incite them to burn down 
the lords' manors), all during a long-drawn-out and im-
placable war—all this pointed toward the future.  With Skan-
derbeg the Albanians took the step out of  the Middle Ages. 

In 1466, Skanderbeg visited Rome. The war had been go-
ing on a long while. The Osmans had devastated Albania. Its 
population had been decimated. Famine threatened. Skander-
beg needed weapons, ammunition, foodstuffs.  But Pope Paul 
II was "too stingy to give Skanderbeg any support," as Marx 
has pointed out. Yet the city of  Rome accorded him a trium-
phal entry. Skanderbeg, however, did not enter the city like a 
medieval commander, in elegant armor. The chronicles note 
that he "was clad like a poor man," even though at that 
juncture he was the best known of  all Europe's commanders. 

One could say that in the long run, after  Hunyad's defeat 
in the autumn of  1444, and with the policies of  Venice and 
the papacy being what they were, the Albanians could not 
win against the Ottoman World Empire. This, however, is 
mere speculation; it is being wise after  the event. Seen from 
his own time, Skanderbeg's war yielded possibilities of  vic-
tory right up to the end. 

After  Skanderbeg's death and the Albanians' defeat,  what 
was the situation in Albania? The country was more devas-
tated than any other country in Europe. Trade was at a 
standstill. Many cities had been so utterly destroyed that 
they were never rebuilt. Churches, monasteries, and castles 
had been burned down. All wealth had been plundered. Great 
numbers of  people had been killed or had starved to death. 
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Others had fled.  In the years 1444, 1464, and 1468, great 
waves of  refugees  poured into southern Italy and Sicily. 

Only up in the high mountains could the clans—albeit in 
extreme poverty—preserve their independence. It would not 
be until far  into the twentieth century that the country was 
able to reach the level of  economic development it had en-
joyed at the beginning of  the war. 

This is a dark picture. Nor does it show the historic im-
portance of  what Skanderbeg did. For it was during this war 
that the Albanian nation came into being. And in the cen-
turies to come, Skanderbeg—for  all Albanians, regardless of 
religion or dialect—was to be Albania's national hero. Nor 
was this heroic figure  a myth. It was during this long and 
bitter war that Albania became a realm, and it was then that 
the Albanians became conscious of  themselves as a nation. It 
was this war that made it possible for  the Albanians to sur-
vive as one. 

And this was how the arms of  the House of  Castriot be-
came the national symbol of  Albania. And why, in a new, 
bitter war, the Albanian partisans sang: 

Under Skanderbeg's banner, 
under Enver's leadership. 
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Borshi lies by the sea. A large village in southern Albania, it was burned 
to the ground by Greeks in 1914, by Italians in 1943, and by Germans 
in 1944. Of the villagers, nineteen fell as partisans. Of the population, 
95 percent used to suffer  from malaria; syphilis and tuberculosis were 
common. The average life expectancy was thirty-three years. Now the 
marshes have been drained, the village has been collectivized and has 
become prosperous. The average life expectancy is sixty-six years. The 
village's party secretary is young; he is also an amateur painter. Oppo-



site the cafe he has painted, in tempera, his own and the other Borshi 
villagers' view of Albania. 

But this view of their own country and people is not a matter of 
chance—it has not been decided merely as a result of their experiences 
during the last few decades. The Albanians are a small people. They 
have their own language, their own territory, their own history, their 
own culture; but their path to nationhood has been long and trouble-
some. Where the Illyrian city of Amantia once stood is now only a 



small village. The people are the same, but 2,500 years elapsed between 
the greatness of the city and the electrification of the village. 

They have been 2,500 years of war and conquest. Such is history. 
But Albania's problem has been that each time an Albanian nation 
became a historical possibility, it was annihilated by foreign conquest. 
Yet the Albanian people were not annihilated. Other peoples were con-
quered; their identity was lost. Where are the Thracians today? The 
Etruscans? Their culture lives on in other cultures. As ethnic entities 



they have vanished. The Albanians have survived all the great migra-
tions, invasions, conquests, and empires. 

The Greek trading towns—colonies—in Illyria were wealthy and im-
portant cities. When Pausanias in his Periegesis  of  Greece  (about 160 
A.D.) describes the works of art at Delphi, he points out that the 
sculptures of Apollo and Callisto were the work of the master Pausanias 
from Apollonia. The sculptures in the museum in Apollonia were found 
during the 1958-1959 excavations; those which were found earlier are 
now, naturally, in Rome, Vienna, or Paris. 



Although much has been devastated, Albania is rich in monuments. 
The walls of Apollonia's acropolis were still standing in 1944; then the 
German fascist officers  did what the British empire builders had once 
done at Herat in Afghanistan: they pulled down the monuments to 
build fortifications.  The most famous Illyrian is probably Pyrrhus . . . 
which perhaps says something. In the Roman era the great trade route, 
the military road to the east, the via Egnatia, started from Durres, 
passed through Elbasani, and went on to Salonika. 

The monastery at Pojana—ancient Apollonia—was founded by Mi-


