



ALSO BY KAPKA KASSABOVA


Street without a Name:


Childhood and Other Misadventures in Bulgaria


Twelve Minutes of Love: A Tango Story


Border: A Journey to the Edge of Europe









TO MY MOTHER AND THE CHILDREN


OF EXILES AND REFUGEES EVERYWHERE –


MAY YOU FIND YOUR WAY TO THE SOURCE.


THE DEAD OPEN THE EYES OF THE LIVING.


AND TO THE LAKES,


THEIR BOUNDLESS GENEROSITY.









[image: ]






INTRODUCTION


This book tells of two ancient lakes. Some places are inscribed in our DNA yet take a long time to reveal their contours, just as some journeys are etched into the landscape of our lives yet take a lifetime to complete. So it is for me with these lakes.


Lake Ohrid has exerted a pull on me since early childhood because my maternal grandmother was from there, and she was an influential figure in my early life. As an adult, I often thought of returning to the Lake properly, but sensed that I wasn’t ready. To journey to the place of your ancestors, you must be prepared to see what it is easier to deny.


What finally propelled me was a concern that as time passed, something might happen insidiously. That unless I understood my maternal family’s existential landscape, I might repeat old patterns. That as we continue to witness in this century conflicts of a civil and fratricidal nature, divisive politics between and within nations, patriarchal autocracy and revisionism, mass emigration and displacement – as we witness this, unless we become aware of how we carry our own legacies, we too may become unwitting agents of destruction.


Generations of my predecessors had lived by the Lake. I hoped they could serve as a gateway to the Lake and to this surprisingly little-known corner of Europe. The lake region is home to epic landscapes and rich histories. It is a realm of high altitudes and mesmeric depths, eagles and vineyards, orchards and old civilisations, a land tattooed with untold histories. A couple of years earlier, I had explored Europe’s far south-east to seek out the human stories of a triple border zone between Bulgaria, Turkey and Greece. The lakes occupy the south-west of the Balkan peninsula and are likewise shared by three countries.


The twin lakes of Ohrid (hard ‘h’) and Prespa are embedded diamond-like in the mountain folds of western Macedonia and eastern Albania. They are relatively close to the Adriatic and the Aegean, but whichever way you approach them, they don’t feel close to anything, not even to each other. Forbidding ranges must be traversed, and lonely roads travelled. Here passed the strategic Roman Via Egnatia (or Egnatian Way) on its way from Dyrrachium on the Adriatic to Constantinople on the Bosphorus. Later, Orthodox hermitages and churches were hewn into the limestone, later still Islamic caravanserais and dervish monasteries appeared. Thanks to the Via Egnatia, built in the mid-second century BC to connect the Roman world and used for nearly twenty centuries, the lake region became for a while, in the words of the historian Alain Ducellier, ‘the nerve centre of the Balkans’.


The Via that shaped history was itself shaped by geography. It followed the valley of the River Shkumbin between the great mountains of Illyria, bypassed the twin lakes, snaked between mountain ranges that now straddle the (North) Macedonian–Greek border, before descending into the Pelagonian plains; reached the Aegean and continued, parallel to the coast, all the way to the Bosphorus.


The lakes are engendered by springs, surrounded by springs, and connected to each other by underground streams. They are at the juncture of two and in places three national borders – Greece nibbles at the southern end of Lake Prespa and almost swallows up the teardrop lakelet at the bottom of it, Mikri (Little) Prespa. Here, at the confluence of powerful civilisational forces from antiquity to the present day, mingle the currents of two warm seas and the icy winds of mountains nearly 3,000 metres (9,000 feet) high.


Ohrid and Prespa are Europe’s oldest lakes. Ohrid may even be the world’s second-oldest. Ordinary lakes last only a hundred thousand years at most before they fill up with sediments, but a handful – Tanganyika, Baikal, Ohrid-Prespa – have endured for over a million years. Despite recent probes, scientists cannot be precise about the age of Ohrid-Prespa; they may well be up to three million years old.


Lake Ohrid is fed by tributaries, sublacustic springs, and most remarkably – by underground streams from Lake Prespa, which travel through the limestone Galicica Mountain (pronounced Ga-li-chi-tsa, 2,254 metres high). These sister springs account for a quarter of the lake’s incoming water. The porous karst ensures that the icy waters arrive at Lake Ohrid naturally filtered. This extraordinary transfusion, along with the bubbling lacustrine springs, can be seen at the St Naum Springs in Macedonia and the Drilon Springs in Albania as it happens, second by second.


Prespa sits 180 metres above Ohrid, and seen from the air, the pair look like eyes in an ancient face. The area of the lakes and the Galicica Mountain between them form a reserve with an extremely rich biosphere. Brown bears, wolves and golden eagles inhabit the higher parts. Some say that the lakes’ geomagnetic location creates a very high vibrational quality. Some even believe that Ohrid Lake is inside an ‘energy vortex’, and a popular, if scientifically null, local hyperbole fancies yet another lake under the mountain – a ‘buried’ lake. There is also talk of a subaquatic mountain, caused by ongoing tectonic shifts in the region – which is not unlikely. But what is certain is that the subterranean communication system of the two lakes is the only one of its kind in Eurasia.


Ten years ago on a visit to the Lake, I encountered a young monk who asked me where my grandmother was buried. I said Sofia. He said that it didn’t matter, that her spirit had returned here, because Lake Ohrid is a ‘gathering point’.


On that same visit, I witnessed a freak accident. It was a warm September day. I stood on the cliffs of Kaneo above Ohrid town. From there, you could see the entire shore. I photographed a tourist boat gliding over the mirror of the lake. Thirty minutes later, the boat capsized and sank without trace, as if the lake had swallowed it. The people on it were visitors from Bulgaria. Fifteen drowned, the rest were rescued by locals. With eerie symbolism, that boat was called Ilinden, after the tragic Ilinden (St Elijah’s Day) Uprising in 1903 which had aimed to free Macedonia from Ottoman rule. Ilinden is commemorated every year in Bulgaria and the Republic of (North) Macedonia, though in an instance of retrospective nationalism the two countries’ governments periodically argue over who took part in it – Macedonians or Bulgarians, or both, and whether and to what degree there was a difference between the two.


Tourists come to Lake Ohrid each summer, but the region’s deeper currents remain hidden. The Balkans are a complex civilisational weave into which diverse and sometimes conflicting versions of reality are read by the natives, and projected by outsiders. This Rorschach-test phenomenon has produced and endured more than one apocalyptic war. In the Balkans, as in many places across the world where a new–old nativism is rising again, melting pots are endangered. The lacustrine realm that is shared today by the three countries is one of the oldest surviving civilisational melting pots in Europe and the Middle East.


A salade macédoine in French means the ultimate ‘mixed salad’. ‘With luck a traveller in Macedonia may hear six distinct languages and four allied dialects spoken in the same market place,’ wrote the British journalist Henry Noel Brailsford in 1905, when the region of Macedonia was part of a decayed empire and my great-grandparents were Ottoman subjects. A century later, as an indirect result of this tower-of-Babel effect, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia was embroiled with Greece in a generation-long dispute over patrimony. It finally reached a formal resolution during my journey, with the Prespa Agreement, which saw the country’s name change – rather quickly, and for some, painfully – to Republic of North Macedonia. Although the region continues its tradition of confusion, complication and conspiracy, (North) Macedonia and Albania cling by the skin of their teeth to an old habit of tolerance.


Since the end of the Yugoslav Wars (1991–2001) ‘the Balkans’ have been erroneously conflated with the former Yugoslavia, which occupies the western Balkans only, and the name has been widely replaced in international bureaucracy by ‘South-East Europe’, but in this book I call them the Balkans. This is in a spirit of reclaiming the natural, once neutral, name of the peninsula, after the epic Balkan Mountains in Bulgaria. Although the toponym was initially imposed from the outside, it has become over the centuries a self-designated cultural identifier conferring a transnational kind of citizenship on its diverse people, even when they disagree on other matters.


‘The Balkans, that’s us,’ my grandmother used to say – meaning her family. But in as far as ‘the Balkans’ came to be equated with the fragility of peace and tolerance, hers was a broader insight into the human condition. Our world is unstoppably connected, yet increasingly self-fragmenting. Some might say ‘Balkanised’. In a term now a century old – it was first used in 1918 in the New York Times – to Balkanize is ‘to divide a region or body into smaller, mutually hostile states or groups’. The French se balcaniser is self-reflexive, implying full agency, which hardly makes it happier. But before ‘the Balkans’ as a political designator acquired a negative hue, and contrary to the lazy and inaccurate stereotype of ‘ancient hatreds’, the peninsula had long housed a polyphonic, sometimes cacophonous, diversity. It still does.


In a wider context the two great opposing global forces at present, and I think at all critical times in human history, are these: fractiousness and harmony, war and peace, ignorance and understanding. Because of their transcontinental, transcultural geography, the southern Balkans have been a strategic theatre where these dichotomies have been played out with especial force, even ferocity. The geographic region of Macedonia sits in a highly seismic part of an already seismic peninsula. In 1963, the capital Skopje was destroyed by a massive earthquake. Thousands were killed and injured. My grandparents drove from Sofia to Skopje with supplies and camp beds – my grandmother’s brothers and their families were left without homes, and my grandparents camped with them in the parks of the ruined city. They lay awake at night in their tents, listening to the earth roaring underneath them. To this day, the clock at Skopje’s central railway station is frozen at the hour of the earthquake.


Sometimes, I feel like that clock. It’s an irrational feeling, out of joint with the present: ruins all around, stuck in a long-ago moment of disaster. I knew that this stopped-clock legacy had come down from my mother but I wanted to find out where that came from, and how others carried it. I wanted to know what creates cultural and psychological inheritance, and how we can go forward with it, instead of sleepwalking back into the geopolitical abyss. The abyss is home to the bones of our predecessors who could not escape dark forces. Some of those forces are still with us – they never went away – the better to let us know that the abyss is always open for business.


Geography shapes history – we generally accept this as a fact. But we don’t often explore how families digest big historiogeographies, how these sculpt our inner landscape, and how we as individuals continue to influence the course of history in invisible but significant ways – because the local is inseparable from the global. I went to the Lakes to seek an understanding of such forces. I knew from my Border journey that sometimes history’s thoroughfares are disguised as geography’s outposts, the better to fool us that the past is another country.


From roughly the time of Herodotus, the ‘father of history’ (fifth century BC), and for the next twenty centuries or so, the Greek word historia meant the multifaceted, multidisciplinary, often narrative exploration of a subject in the spirit of total enquiry. The subject of Herodotus’ Histories was ostensibly the Persian–Greek wars, but his deeper subject is how human destiny plays out across vast stretches of time, memory and geography, and against the ever-moving canvas of the known world. Only in the late Middle Ages did ‘history’ come to be associated specifically with the past, and gradually as a discipline lodged entirely in the past, cut and dried, and separate from the rest of earthly experience – which is in essence boundless and not always linear. It was the original view of historia that I sought through this journey.


It was impossible to travel these ancient roads without seeking out earlier writers on the Lakes and the region. They have been delightful companions. Elsewhere in this book, some private individuals’ names have been changed. When it comes to place names and terms describing national and regional identities, I have taken the utmost care to work with unbiased sources and firsthand accounts when writing about the past, and with current self-identifiers when writing about the present. The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia was renamed the Republic of North Macedonia in February 2019, which is why I use this new name in its current context only. Before this, the country was known locally and internationally as Macedonia or the Republic of Macedonia, and the varying usages in this book reflect this situation. I take the same approach with other place names that have changed over time.


Given the complexity and sensitivity of some of the material here, if anyone feels that their particular viewpoint is underrepresented despite my striving for inclusivity and fairness, I ask for forgiveness.


Kapka Kassabova


The Highlands of Scotland




Give me wings and I shall soar


Back to our lands, our shores


Set eyes on our places


See the faces of Ohrid and Struga


Where the lake is white and true


And when the wind blows – dark and blue.


Konstantin Miladinov, 1861




LONGING FOR THE SOUTH


It so happens that I am the fourth generation in a female line to emigrate. A hundred years ago, my great-grandmother emigrated from the Kingdom of Yugoslavia to the Kingdom of Bulgaria. Her only daughter, my grandmother, emigrated from the Federative People’s Republic of Yugoslavia to the People’s Republic of Bulgaria. My mother, an only child, emigrated with her family from Bulgaria to New Zealand, and I emigrated from New Zealand to Scotland. My sister moved back to Europe too. For each of us, emigration has meant separation from our parents.


As the changing names of the countries suggest, the uprootings in this family, as in numberless others, were triggered by cataclysmic historical forces: the fall of the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires, decolonisation, and the rise of Balkan nation-states; the Balkan Wars (1912–13) and the two world wars; the Cold War, its end, and globalisation.


In a more personal sense, this pattern of serial flight reminds me that the desire to travel, explore and indeed escape, has been with me since early childhood. Or even before – in the womb, I revolved ceaselessly, and emerged from my mother nearly suffocated by the umbilical cord which I had tied into a knot. Drawn early on to stories of adventure and the high seas, I longed for some place that would set me free – from the pressure cooker that was our small flat, from school with its compulsory patriotic parades, from the low-level oppressiveness that was indistinguishable from home and homeland. I longed for freedom before I knew what freedom meant, or who I was.


My maternal grandmother Anastassia longed for it too, or she longed for something at any rate. She was in my life for thirteen years, the last five of which she was ill with breast cancer. I loved her fiercely. She was in her fifties when she sickened. Although she wore a wig and put on lipstick, terrible things were happening under her clothes. She was also losing her sight. I sometimes read to her, as she had read to me. It was in my grandparents’ flat in Sofia that I read my first book, aged five, with the blue outline of a mountain framed in the window.


My grandmother had an iconic book containing the lyrics of hundreds of folk songs. It was the work of two folklorists and linguists known as the Miladinov Brothers who had travelled across the Macedonian and Bulgarian lands – that is, the southern Balkans – in the mid-nineteenth century and gathered an epic collection of folk songs. The brothers were from Struga, a lake town not far from my grandmother’s town of Ohrid, eponymous with the Lake. She told me their story, and I noticed that like all ‘our’ stories, it ended with brutal injustice but was retrospectively redeemed by the power of its ideal – freedom through learning and education. But the main point here was that the younger brother, a lyrical poet, wrote a poem called ‘Longing for the South’, T’ga za yug. It was inspired by his native lake while he was studying in cold, faraway Moscow.


Does the sun rise darkly there


As it rises darkly here?


To subsequent generations, this poem became symbolic of the Lake, of exile and loss, of some indefinable sorrow that was to do with Macedonia, with ‘our places’, with the Balkans and the South. It sat deep in our bones, like weather. Significantly, the word t’ga means simultaneously ‘longing’ and ‘sorrow’.


Its last lines are:


There [by the lake] I’d sit, I’d play my flute a while.


The sun would set, I’d sweetly die.


To sweetly die. This was one of my first contacts with poetry. Already I felt the presence of something heavy and tangled in the atmosphere around me, something emanating from my mother who was an extension of my grandmother who had come from the Lake. How did she come to be here (urban and incomplete), yet often talked of there (watery and complete), where her family remained and where they spoke slightly differently from us, as if speaking an old dialect, but looked the same as us. There was a hard border between us. I’d often become absorbed in a heavy Soviet atlas of the world, where our Soviet world appeared in pink, and where you could see the geodesic features of faraway lands. On the main centrefold page, Europe appeared as a messy tangle of interbleeding colours, cramped and weighed down with multiple meanings.


Official history said that our southern neighbours were not the same as us, they were other – historically, they were agents of perfidy (the Greeks) and tyranny (the Turks). We, on the other hand, were long-suffering martyrs, passionate, poetic, unjustly wronged. But my grandparents’ neighbours across the landing, the Vassilopoulovs, were not at all other. The mother, who was Bulgarian, beat her daughters and locked them out on the landing, and the father, who was Greek, tried to intercede. He was connected with what was mysteriously called ‘the events in Greece’. My father, a university professor, had a Greek student I fancied. As to the Turks – my grandmother’s years with a Turkish landlady in Ohrid were fondly remembered, and my father had grown up with much-loved Turkish neighbours. Besides, the poem mentioned Istanbul as one of ‘our places’. Moscow, on the other hand, and contrary to what we were told officially, was not one of our places. True, the poem was over a century old and things had changed, but its heavy mood of separation and yearning resonated strongly, as if untouched by time.


On my grandparents’ round living-room table covered by a fringed velvet cloth was a jar with pebbles from the Lake. They were smooth pebbles like any others, pink and white, but they were also talismanic objects that brought with them the breeze of a lighter, more spacious world.


Anastassia is a Greek name meaning Resurrection. With a girl’s instinct, I could tell that my grandmother had been a great spirit as well as a beauty, a combination that had visited this family only twice in living memory: in Anastassia and in her beloved niece Tatjana who had just died of a brain tumour in Ohrid, aged thirty-six.


In the last years of her life, it was difficult to be around my grandmother. In Communist Bulgaria there were no hospices, and you relied on the mercy of family. Demanding by nature, my grandmother became downright tyrannical towards her husband and her daughter, who couldn’t do enough even as she was doing too much: sewing clothes that had to be just so, organising birthday gatherings, because Anastassia had always been a proud hostess. In her suffering, my grandmother seemed to want life to be spoiled for her loved ones too, a favourite expression for the women in the family.


Meanwhile, the little pleasures still available to my mother, she denied herself. My mother couldn’t eat in the terrible last few months of my grandmother’s life, and became hollowed out by infections, a shadow ready to join her mother in the underworld. And if my mother died, I’d have to die too, because we were the same person. We had the same feelings and the same views. I mirrored her every move, sensed her every mood, mopped up every overspill of emotion, anxious to see her smile. By age ten, I spoke in my mother’s grave voice and had her drawn face. I blamed our unhappiness on my father, twisting my natural love for him out of shape. Like my grandfather, he was outnumbered, held to account daily, and trying to atone for some unspecified failure. The emotional accounts were perpetually out of balance.


There is an abiding memory from those years. My mother and I sat on the bus home, after a visit to my grandparents at the foot of the blue mountain. From the bus window, we waved to them up on their seventh-floor balcony, tiny figures. But my grandmother was turned in the wrong direction because she couldn’t see – and my grandfather gently redirected her wave. I waved and smiled. My mother was crying and I started crying with her.


She had done her best to protect me, I had done my best to protect her, but there it was – the loss couldn’t be stopped. We were holding on to each other, keeping our heads above water, like those frescoes in Orthodox churches where the damned are drowning in a fiery soup, only their heads showing. And though we lived in a strictly atheist culture and I had never learned the word Damnation, I felt it bodily. By the age of ten, I was writing poems full of wrenching departures at train stations, doomed longings and nevermores. As if someone else was writing them through me.


It was not so much my grandmother dying – I could accept extinction, children do – it was the intolerable pain of parting I sensed in my mother. My mother said that she’d always lived in fear of something happening to her parents. I lived with the same fear. In the late Sofia summer in the year of the Chernobyl explosion, we bid goodbye to Anastassia. Among the red-gold leaves blown by the wind is my mother, a shadow dressed in diaphanous purple-black. A strong gust could sweep her away, like a leaf. She always felt to me precariously attached to life, as if born rootless, as if needing an external force to earth her.


The following summer I came down with an autoimmune disease, and spent weeks in a run-down hospital with blocked toilets where I wrote poetry, translated Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal, and Longed for the South. My father was away on a fellowship, and my mother came every day, through dusty public traffic, after work as a data analyst, to bring me food she’d cooked at home and take me for slow walks in the hospital grounds. Although there was a Roma boy in the hospital I fancied, when I looked at the poems recently I was startled to see that they were addressed to my mother. Startling too was my discovery of love letters written by Grandmother Anastassia – beautifully worded, full of yearning to merge with the beloved, of seeing the beloved’s green eyes and silken hair in the sea, in the sky. The sun would set, I’d sweetly die. They are addressed to her teenaged daughter.


Though I wanted to read the whole box of mother–daughter letters, I couldn’t bear to go on. These romantic sentiments, the lover-like intensity that consumed her, were very familiar to me: they had travelled down to me undiluted, as had the need to express them through language. My grandmother wrote poems for the birthdays of family and friends and I still have a poem she wrote for my tenth birthday, five lines for the five letters of my name, even though by then she could not type and could barely see; she had dictated it to my grandfather. A journalist and scriptwriter for the Programme for Bulgarians Abroad – something like the BBC World Service but in a Communist context – her voice carried on the waves like a spell.


‘Dear compatriots,’ her seductive alto would begin. ‘This song is for you.’


And some wrenching tune would reach for the heart-strings of the Bulgarian diaspora around the world. Of course, many of them could not return because they were blacklisted political émigrés. On occasion, I visited her in Radio Sofia’s Bauhaus building. I’d wait at the security guard’s kiosk in the main hall and look at the wall mosaic. It was in the shape of a proletarian sunburst, or perhaps a map of Bulgaria, but it also looked like Marx and Engels in profile, and Lenin, because they often appeared as a threesome. Then she would burst out of the elevator like the first day of summer. She occupied all the available space and had an uninhibited laugh that spread out in waves. Surrounded by the mediocrity, conformity and mendacity that a totalitarian system thrives on, Anastassia lived with zest, speaking her mind in a society where half the population didn’t have a mind and the other half were careful to keep it to themselves.


Before she became her illness, she was like Demeter the goddess of harvests, the source of all things bountiful and delicious: shelves filled with books, a wardrobe of leather and fur coats which my grandfather procured for her from the state industry where he worked as head accountant. But then she got too sick to wear them. I brought one with me to Scotland though I’ve never worn it. It looks like the skin of a selkie, the mythical Northern creature who sheds her seal skin to assume human form on land and marry, but is destined to return to her watery home.


I have tried to reproduce my grandmother’s recipes. The stuffed spinach filo with hand-pulled pastry, the baked lamb with yogurt called Elbasan tava; the imam bayaldi, aubergine roasts. You know what it means in Turkish? It means ‘the imam has overeaten’. And like the imam, we overate together. Sometimes we slept together too, my grandfather abandoned next door. She ate to excess, smoked heavily, felt deeply, and what she found pleasurable was driven to a point of exquisite pain. Neutrality was not an option. Her health, like her emotions, was unstable long before the cancer, and my mother’s has been labile too. I followed suit: as I became a woman, an all-pervasive malaise took hold of me. I didn’t know how to feel good. In late adolescence, as we started a new life in New Zealand, I spiralled into anxiety, bringing every experience to a low point. If my parents went away, I imagined them in a fatal crash and drove myself into pre-emptive distress. I harshly judged myself and everyone else for perceived imperfections. Literature saved me from total self-destruction. Then my mother was dragged down by a raging depression that she projected onto her loved ones. After all, it was up to us to make her happy. When I look back, I see that my grandmother, my mother and I were taking turns in a pre-scripted drama. Though we tried to protect ourselves and each other from some unnamed menace, the protection didn’t work. If anything, it seemed to attract the very thing it professed to ward off. Something pulled us down and compelled us to be unwell. The patients alternated, but the illness remained.


In childhood photographs with my grandmother, we have our hands on each other, proprietorially. The same in photos of her with my mother, a generation earlier, and with her nieces in Ohrid, the Lake behind them: you are an extension of me. But also: don’t ever let me go.


Who do you love more, Mum or Dad? went the treacherous question adults asked you. Grandma or Grandad? Grandma or Mum? Secretly, I loved boys. Before I was ten, sensing my interest, Grandmother Anastassia warned me: never go with a boy who has the feet of a peasant or – I forget the rest, but there was a list which signalled that she didn’t want me to enjoy boys at all. Not without her, for I was the apple of her eye. To be the apple of her eye felt like being irradiated. It made you glow, and it also made you tired. You wanted to close the door. But she had the key to the door.


Somewhere inside her was an abyss that could not be filled. It seemed to have its origins in Macedonia and the Lake. It’s as if she was more than one person, a whole nation of souls, a clamorous hinterland of back-story. She carried some original matrix where the land masses were still moving, the fault lines stirred under the surface, the water level rose and fell, something was out of sync and could not be reconciled.


In my childhood, the family in Yugoslavia sent us a 3-D card of a blue lake and a town on a hill. Different aspects of the scene were revealed as you moved the card. It was compelling. I could do this for ages, enchanted by the blue of the lake – big as a sea – and the possibilities it represented. It was not clear why my grandmother had abandoned such a magical place. Why she had left behind her loved ones. But now you are my loved ones, she said. It was up to us loved ones to make her happy.


‘I live between two worlds,’ she said. ‘When I’m in Ohrid I long for Sofia. When I’m in Sofia, I long for Ohrid.’


She always longed for something, so did my mother, and so did I. To be a woman was to lament an absence, a fault, an imminent loss. In short, to be in pain. Early on, I was certain that I didn’t want to be anybody’s mother or wife. I wanted to travel to distant lands, not to the school gates again; to live and die in peace, not surrounded by family. But some things follow us wherever we go.


The water dream began visiting me in late adolescence, shortly after our family arrived in the Pacific and just as Yugoslavia began to break up. In the dream, I watch a vast body of water rise on the horizon. I need to run but something is holding me back. I must bear witness. Now the water engulfs the shore, then buildings, electricity pylons, and people. Extinct species float in it. The mountains are ancient like pyramids, but they too are sinking. These are the waters of the Earth, immemorially old – and disturbed. They engulf the known world. My heart pounding, I swim through the wreckage, looking for those still alive, trying to help.


In Jungian psychology, water is the collective unconscious, and the calamity presaged in this dream does feel impersonal. I don’t like this dream and want it to cease, but it has become only more frequent in the last years.


Three years after Grandmother Anastassia’s death, in the oppressive summer of 1989, we travelled to Lake Ohrid: my parents, my younger sister, me, and my grandfather dapper in his suit. There was a sense that something was unravelling. In retrospect, that thing was our two countries, though at the time, it felt as if it was our family. With Anastassia and her niece Tatjana gone, it would never be the same. There was an awkward visit to a man with two sons: Tatjana’s widower and boys, my second cousins. There were silences and Yugoslav chocolates wrapped in gold foil, melting in the heat. My fascination with Tatjana’s tragic trio felt like love. Fifteen and a virgin, I already understood the whole thing about sex and death. The Lake welled up with ripening figs and unbearable yearning. All my life, I’d be drawn to people and places that are damaged.


My grandmother’s family had owned orchards for as far back as was remembered. Her father’s family name was Bahchevandjiev, the Gardeners (from the Persian for garden, bahcha). Now my sister and I too were taken to see some peach orchards still owned by our uncles. That was the Lake – southern, bountiful, decadent, full of light, and also of a malaise that could not be named. A few years later, Yugoslavia lay in ruins. For the first time, Macedonia became the name of a fully independent nation-state. Of all the ex-Yugoslav republics, she escaped without a single shot being fired on her territory, though the war began with the mob murder of a Macedonian teenager whose ill fate had been to man a tank of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) in Split. When recruiters for the JNA came calling at Ohrid homes to seek volunteers, a surprise lay in store: ‘Not here’ was the answer at every door. Seeing which way the wind was blowing, the families of Ohrid’s young men had dispatched their sons abroad, to relatives in other towns, or to the cellar. Fresh trouble came knocking on doors later, a year after the Kosovo War, when the violence spilled into Macedonia. And once again: ‘Not here’, came the answer.


Macedonia of the Lake had no taste for war. She had a way of surviving by the skin of her teeth.


Soon after that visit to the Lake, we emigrated to New Zealand. My parents put down firm roots there. My sister and I tried to do the same, but eventually I left New Zealand at the age of thirty to settle in Scotland and she did the same in Switzerland. But as life finally became easier for our family and the struggle of multiple emigration abated, of starting from zero over and over again in new places where they can’t spell your name, peace became perversely elusive. Whenever we got together, something was twisted out of shape, brought to a painful point, and all our energy went into fixing it. Reunions became a crisis to be survived.


Repetitive overwhelming states don’t always need a current object, it transpires: in transgenerational psychology, this is seen as a result of unprocessed trauma and is known as ‘time collapse’, which is how it feels. Time collapses. My mother stands in ruins – again – and I run to her. I’d listen to her bitter lament and weep with her as if we were freshly bereaved. Sigmund Freud called the masochistic compulsion to re-enact painful experiences ‘diabolical’, because it takes us away from life, and that’s how it is: in such moments, you are just surviving. This draining cycle was repeated long enough so that eventually I stopped playing my part and began to draw boundaries for self-preservation. My mother and I grew apart. The no-woman’s-land between us lay barren. Time after time, as in a nightmare, I looked into her eyes and saw not my mother but a mask out of an ancient tragedy.


Thirty years after my grandmother’s death, and shortly before I embarked on this journey, I was grappling with a health crisis featuring mysterious widespread pain and fatigue. Like the dream of rising water, it felt oddly impersonal. As if I had tapped into a pool of negative energy and it was transmitting its waves to me for reasons I couldn’t fathom. I felt the presence of universal death. But I slowly healed myself. Looking back, I am certain that had I not experienced this waterlogged night of the soul, I might not have had the courage of desperation which took me to the Lake.


Around the same time, my mother was struck down with an incurable disease. One of the symptoms was a severe neuralgia, which she called the pain, and soon it was The Pain. Overnight, my parents’ lives were subsumed by it. It became the only thing there was. Yes, something was rising like a dark wave, time after time, trying to make itself known beyond any doubt, a shape-shifting presence that felt ancient. It had never been properly challenged, and with my mother’s diagnosis it was promoted to legitimate member of the family. But by now, I was so sick of it all – the expression suddenly made sense – I could take no more. I just wanted it all to cease.


On my last visit to my parents in Auckland, I found it more suffocating than usual to be in the house with my mother. No doctors or healers could relieve The Pain, it was resilient and narcissistic, and had taken over her whole being. I had the same oppressive sensation I’d had around my grandmother: of subversive subterranean forces disfiguring a landscape. It brought to mind James Hutton’s geological insight, in the mid-1700s, into how erosion, sedimentation and deposition had occurred over vast aeons beyond human comprehension: with ‘no vestige of a beginning, no prospect of an end’. A chilling thought.


Not for the first time, I had the urge to just walk away. But I knew I couldn’t do that, and anyway walking away wouldn’t be enough. Under the Antipodean sun which my mother avoided, as ever, behind closed shutters, I saw it starkly: unless I understood why the two women I had loved and who’d had so much going for them (including caring husbands) had become tragic Furies, why we were martyrs to an unknown cause – I was next in line. The mask lurked behind my own face.


When I wave goodbye to my parents at the departure gates in Auckland and they stand there, still together after fifty years – my spectral mother folded in on The Pain, my stocky father propping her up – I wave and smile. My mother’s face is collapsed, my father’s eyes bright with tears but he is smiling for courage: two people who mean more to me than can be put into words because it precedes language. Soon we’ll be oceans apart. Wave and smile. It is only once I pass through the gates that I cry.


I have travelled to distant lands. I have made my bid for freedom. Yet here I am, by the Lake, looking for answers.




Ochrida [sic] hangs on a hillside, and trails along the shores of a lake that half Europe would flock to see were it not in this distressful country – a lake of surpassing beauty, second to none for wild splendour. The purple-and-silver glory of its snow-capped mountains fades into a mauve haze beyond the dazzle of its crystal waters. Its awful magnificence grips the imagination, and in mad moments awakes a thrill of sympathy for the unknown men who painfully hewed out tiny chapels in its flanking cliffs, and lived and died alone above its magic waters. There were times when I should not have been surprised to hear the white Vila of the ballads shriek from the mountains.


Edith Durham, 1903
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