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Introduction




Women see things differently. Of course we do. Like anybody, we bring our own unique experiences to our perception of any problem. The rich and detailed tapestry of who we are is made up of every moment we have lived, felt, seen, experienced, suffered. It affects the way we see things. And we cannot look through anybody else’s eyes but our own. 

Usually, we don’t think much about how differently people see things. We accept ‘home truths’, or conventional wisdom. We come to believe that the certainties presented by the loudest voices are irreproachable: that the narrative presented to us as ‘the state of Europe’ today is fact. 

So it might come as a shock, between the covers of this book, to look at our world only through women’s eyes. To see a Europe so far removed from the over-simplistic, binary, staid portrayal of recent times. To come to it afresh in all its fractured, fragile, compromised, contoured parts. To recognise its flaws and its richness, its gifts and its costs, its challenges and its beauty. Like this, in the words of Asja Bakić, ‘It looks… fragile’. 

It also looks like hope.

We cannot rebuild what we cannot clearly see. We cannot challenge invisible injustices, nor hope to heal wounds we are not brave enough to inspect. We cannot solve a problem without a name, nor address the needs of a shapeless group of people we vaguely label ‘left behind’ because we are too lazy ever to find out who they are. 

To take stock of where we are, and to move forward, we need new ways of seeing the world around us. New ways to look at Europe and the world beyond, and a willingness to forge new ways of being in that world. As Hilary Cottam writes: ‘The answers perhaps lie in a different kind of thinking – or magic if you will.’ 

Through women’s eyes, we can begin to see things differently. It comes as a shock, because our default setting is to see things through men’s eyes without even realising we are doing so. The front pages that deliver us our daily bulletins, the think tanks that advise us, the politicians pontificating and talking heads tattling: they seem to provide us such wide-ranging perspectives. But we are hearing from the same people over and over again. Not just because their views are so frequently informed by the same socio-economic, geographical, ethnic and educational background. But because, in UK Parliamentary debates about Brexit, for example, 90 per cent of the talking is done by men.1 

As any Instagram aficionado will attest, when you have looked at something through a single filter for long enough, it can be a shock to switch to a fresh lens. What is presented to us as real might be hopelessly distorted by airbrushing, but when it is all we see, it quickly becomes accepted as the truth. Like the ‘carefully created but unreal image’ from Nora Ikstena’s story, in which the eyes of a young Europa are brutally opened to a new reality. For a continent named after the myth of a rape, to be forced to look anew at itself through women’s eyes is a refreshing and necessary concept. 

‘What European society so desperately needs nowadays,’ writes Apolena Rychlíková, ‘is a chance to take a deep breath and start thinking beyond the present day, a chance to see itself in a different way, in a different constellation and social order.’

Looking at the world through different eyes is a challenge and it can feel like an affront. The pieces of writing contained in this book are not always easy to read. They are exacting, challenging and complex. As any good solution should be. They encourage us to look at Europe with a fresh perspective, to question our own assumptions and the limitations of what we have thought possible. 

They dare us to move away from a hard and dry consideration of economic factors, of numbers and currency and market movements, and to think instead as people. To think afresh, in the language of Janne Teller’s ‘livability’ – of community – of the simple yearning for what Apolena Rychlíková describes as ‘a dignified and well-rounded life’. 

We cannot achieve a future of peace and prosperity without confronting the sins of the past. These women encourage us to acknowledge our own failings and wrongdoing: to examine, for example, what Gloria Wekker describes as ‘the utter lack of shame manifesting in European political attitudes towards the non-European Other during the colonial era and now.’ Renata Salecl gives us the uncomfortable task of recognising ourselves as a version of the anti-vaxxer, reliant on the tendency of others to make less selfish choices in order that we might pursue our own ruthless individualism. These writers hold up a mirror that is not easy to look into.

Again and again in these pieces, the question of gaze emerges. Where do we choose to look? And when do we allow ourselves to avert our eyes? Will we choose to confront the urgency of climate disaster, or bury our heads in the sand until it is too late? Are we brave enough to look directly at the devastating chasm between our richest and poorest citizens and to admit the hard realities that have widened it? Can we continue to witness the deaths of innocent people at our borders with little more than curious detachment as they beg us to let them in? ‘How humiliating and how tragic’, as Leïla Slimani says.

None of this is easy. As Tereza Nvotová writes, it will require persistence. Or, as Edurne Portela explains, it might only be achieved if we are forced, literally, to stumble over painful reminders of past resistance in order to write a different kind of future for ourselves. 

It will also require us to join forces. Nowhere before reading the pieces contained in Europa28 have I experienced quite this exhilarating mixture of politics with science, philosophy with economics, ethics with architecture. We have a modern tendency to approach a problem from a single angle. To drill down ever deeper into narrow solutions based in a single discipline. But just as the peoples and countries of Europe are not a homogenous bloc, and yet have come together to create something with its own identity, its own magic, so it might take a little of the power of each of these different ways of seeing the world to find our path. We will need both fact and fiction, if we are to admit to the reality of our situation, and yet still have the audacity to dream a new way of being. 

If we are to realise the promise offered by female thinkers, we must also ask difficult questions. It is one thing to celebrate women’s ideas and advances, and another to do the necessary work to enable them to come to fruition. Are we prepared to make the required cultural and structural shifts to clear a path for the women like those whose words appear in this volume? Will we enable them to fulfil their potential contribution to our shared future? 

For too long, we have demanded that women themselves do the work of dismantling their own oppression, a clever trap which pays lip service to awareness of the problem whilst re-burdening its victims still further. What glorious contributions to our society, culture, politics and technology have been suppressed or lost because of the sheer amount of time, energy and headspace taken up with recovering from harassment, avoiding predators, and nursing trauma? What treasures have we robbed ourselves of while we loaded women with abuse upon abuse, piling the indignities up higher and higher until their hands were so full that other things began to fall out? 

Will we be brave? Will we be honest? Will we find a way to listen? Will we look at ourselves? They are not easy actions to take but women like these are ready to lead the way, if we will let them. We are not led by women, however. Our parliaments lack them: their voices and their wisdom, their perspectives and their passion, their ability to step across divides and find familiar, shared ground. We punish them, we shut them out and we sorely feel their missing presence. Women of colour, trans women, disabled women, poor women, most of all. The voices we most need to hear are the ones we ostracise and abuse. Yet we have painted ourselves into a corner, with our standard-issue paintbrushes. The solution must be creative. We will need different minds and new stories in order to move forward.

Will we find them?

Gloria Wekker writes: ‘The issue, finally, is whether we allow our basest fears and anxieties to define who we are as Europeans.’ With the benefit of new and diverse perspectives, the courage to confront our own culpability, and the determination to challenge the barriers of inequality, a future Europe might be defined by our greatest hopes instead. 




Laura Bates

London, October 2019







Note




1. https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/top-stories/womens-voices-not-being-heard-in-brexit-debate-say-peoples-vote-campaigners-1-5734570


AUSTRIA

Cracks in the Ice 

Julya Rabinowich




The Europe we know today, the Europe of common factors, is still young. Almost as young as the people who have unthinkingly received its wealth of opportunities, laid in their cradles as a gift from the fairies. The old Europe is shifting away, apparently blurring in the shadow of memory, almost disappeared from the consciousness of advancing generations. That world marked out by borders, in some cases insurmountable, laid down in Europe between East and West. Those heavily-guarded, barbed-wire-reinforced borders, in those days, scaled on pain of death. Borders with dramatic escape attempts, with soldiers and earth roiled-up in death strips. Patrols and the hoarse barks of guard dogs. Berlin was the beating heart of this Europe-wide fragmentation, a terrifying and fascinating hybrid of East and West. West Germany and the GDR. Linked by well-guarded cracks between the worlds. Checkpoint Charlie was a spaceport from which to leap into another galaxy. On either side of that border, people were largely clueless about what lay beyond. Crossing the worlds was like leaping into a black hole. The Eastern Bloc ceased to exist at the Iron Curtain. The world had frozen in the held breath of the Cold War, and Vienna was a small, much-visited island between the two. It was during this time that the tides carried my little family to Vienna, where we got caught up like driftwood. And luckily so.

When I was nineteen, this apparently stable state of torpor began to tremble. Bricks loosened from walls and crashed to the ground, falling across decades-old lines drawn to divide the land both on the map and in its real form. Europe as we knew it morphed bit by bit into a new, open, common Europe. Shortly after the Wall fell, I moved to Berlin for a while. The great euphoria, the intoxication of freedom, the creative dialogue along the Wall are experiences forever anchored in my mind – brighter, more intense, uncanny and exciting than almost anything else. And I have not forgotten it my whole life long, that atmosphere of starting anew. With all the unexplored, and yet, common factors.

Back when the first sections of the Wall broke down and contemporary history was written – tangibly, palpably, co-operatively – Europe was not yet where it stood a few years later. What had once split Germany in two was surmounted. Great days lay ahead of us, we thought at the time.

What lay behind us, though? That steel fencing was not the first of its kind.

Europe has donned its barbed-wire dress several times. People prevented from leaving their country died, chased down in hiding places, driven together like animals, degraded, de-humanised, emaciated, skin stretched taut over bones. Children playing in piles of corpses, seeking protection from the wind and weather. That too is our European past. Never again, it was said back then, and today we gaze once more into the hideous face of this de-humanisation, born again, albeit not derailing at full speed. Not yet. Our common Europe is thus the response to the destruction wrought by the Holocaust upon the European body. It is intended to place our common factors over those that divide us. It is intended to tear down borders of the mind and our territories. It is intended to unite and enable common growth. It is intended as the opposite of what once was. The idea is beautiful. But also, a little delusory. The ice of civilisation is thin, too thin to carry out test drillings of a political nature. The ice is thin and its cracking is clearly audible in times like these. 

The ability for empathy is what might help humankind survive. This aggression and waning of empathy, incidentally, are the deadly sins that Stephen Hawking regards as a threat to humankind’s survival as a species. What can be done when inhibition levels fall while sea levels rise? Unfamiliar tides await us. The safety and security to which we are so accustomed – they are not guaranteed. They are a mere promise that might perhaps no longer be kept if the fronts become entrenched. We only have this one world, and at the moment, Hawking’s recommendation to resettle in space is unachievable science fiction.

The waters are rising. The inhibition levels, however, are falling.

Stephen Hawking was a scientist of great genius, whose theories were well-founded. I am merely one writer among many. And yet I want to believe in a better world and a better outcome. I want to believe in humankind. And in its ability to develop further. I want to believe that we might not develop only weapons capable of bringing us death and extinction a hundred times over. We can also develop a way of cooperating, a culture of dialogue that might secure a different future for us.

And now, Europe? What once was divided is now expected to grow. Another thing growing, however, is the resistance against uniting. And nationalism is on the rise too. The nationalism that the European Union set out to end, and likewise the nationalism whose political representatives have often developed a remarkable closeness to Russia, particularly to Vladimir Putin. Presumably not without reason, when we keep finding leaks about monetary transfers from Russia to parties like Marine Le Pen’s, for instance.

What might help repair this rupture? What might put a stop to this fragmentation?

We need a Europe of affinity. A Europe of empathy. A Europe of cooperation and equal opportunity. Only with firm ground beneath our feet can we reach for the stars – including those set against a blue background. We need a Europe of self-confidence. Of moral conviction. And that’s where the next question arises. The much-touted European values – what exactly are they? Worshipping the past while disregarding its crimes? Or recalling what makes humans human: compassion and responsibility? Recalling what makes Europeans European: the Enlightenment and humanism? And if that’s the case, how do we now deal with the deaths in the Mediterranean? The lifeless corpses of children floating on the water of our next beach holiday – do we suppress the thought of them, do we prevent them?

How does Europe explain this failure on its borders? How do we explain the reception camps in Greece, the starving refugees in Hungary, where the state refuses to provide them with food so as to encourage them to leave the country? How can the European Union watch Viktor Orbán’s actions, the destruction of press freedom, the unleashing of darkest instincts – right-wing populists always resort to the darkest of instincts, a simple, effective and cheap solution that will cost us all dearly.

I am writing this piece in Vienna, the city that was always poised between East and West, a Checkpoint Charlie of a different kind, a political fulcrum in the style of The Third Man and a neutral site of the United Nations. But also a country that has veiled its complicity in the Holocaust, unlike Germany – Austria with its myth of being Hitler’s first victim – and at the same time a country that has made great contributions in the humanitarian sector, the country that gave me a new home and that I regard as my country, the country which I therefore demand does the right thing more firmly than I demand of other places not as dear to my heart. I love the narrow, winding streets around St Stephen’s Cathedral, I love the magnificent buildings along the Ring, the rustic taverns selling local wine, the cool museum quarter, the range of culture on offer, the literature and the biting wit, and I love the safety and security it still provides. And yet: as I sit at my desk and look out of my window, I see Stumbling Stones, the brass cobblestones inscribed with the names of the Jews murdered after 1938, remembrance cast in metal outside the front doors of their former abodes. And right next door to me, someone has drawn a swastika in the dusty glass of a flat being renovated. That is the reality of Europe at this moment. That which we believed surmounted has returned. To date, it is erratic, blurred, not yet fully materialised; the sleep of reason is still in the act of producing its monsters.

We want to be a moral instance, an embodiment of Never again, we want to be enlightened and humanist? Then we must tackle all these issues. Earnestly. Decisively. There is not much time left to act. Already the structure is swaying, already bricks are falling from facades once thought solid, already the ice is cracking beneath our feet. Listen very closely. You can hear it now, at this moment. We want to be human and remain so? Good. Then let us take action. Now.




Translated from the German by Katy Derbyshire











BELGIUM 

Staging Europe 

Annelies Beck 




Umberto Eco’s response to my first question was booming laughter. We were sitting in a taxi, cruising along the Rue Royal through Brussels, the capital of Europe. I was a young journalist at the time, working on my first novel (facts alone didn’t do the human experience justice, I felt). He was Umberto Eco, the Italian writer and European intellectual. We were making a detour on the way to the airport, allowing me to steal some time for an interview. I had asked him whether he liked Brussels and he had laughed. ‘Considering that you live here, politeness requires me to say “Yes, of course”. It’s not an interesting question.’ This was the beginning of our conversation.

It was July 2001. Looking back now it feels like the last innocent summer: 9/11 was still a few months away; Facebook wouldn’t start holding our attention hostage for another year or two; and climate change wasn’t considered more of a threat than it had been in the ’80s and ’90s when we all wore T-shirts saying: ‘No time to waste’. 

I was indeed living in Brussels and that summer, Europe came to town. That is to say, Brussels had been the official capital of the European Union for years already, of course. The EU had landed in Brussels much like a shard of glass lodged in a hand. It was a separate part of the city where buildings with mirrored windows suggested transparency rather than offered it; a beer was more expensive in this quarter, and ‘eurocrats’ flew in and out every week to earn big paycheques. Reporting on what was going on in the EU was, more often than not, focussed on its institutions rather than on Europeans. In short, not many people living in Brussels, or beyond for that matter, felt the EU pertained to them, in spite of the euro and the cheap labour that it made possible. 

But all of that was going to change. Belgium had taken on the six-month rotating presidency of the council of European heads of states for the second half of that year. The idea was to put a heart into the European Union, a heart called Brussels. The then Belgian prime minister Guy Verhofstadt – who was big on symbolism and a firm believer in the EU – brought together a group of wise men (and two women) from all over Europe to discuss the best way to mark Brussels as a capital of and, most importantly, for all Europeans. (Yes, in 2001 it was still possible to include only two women among those great minds.) 

‘Could it be a building? A piece of music? A monument?,’ the prime minister wondered aloud. It was up to the gathered sages to decide. They discussed the matter over dinner at Erasmus House, the site where Desiderius Erasmus – a humanist and the prototypical European intellectual – stayed for a few months in 1521, writing letters, enjoying the beautiful garden and discussing the state of the world with his friends. One of the participants in the 21st-century version of this exchange of ideas was Umberto Eco, the man I shared a taxi with at the end of that day. It hadn’t been made clear yet what the result was of all the brainstorming and wining and dining at Erasmus House. (And as it turned out, it never would be.) Eco, however, had a personal view he didn’t mind sharing.

‘A true city is like a theatre. It offers wide perspectives with a finely calculated distribution of grand monuments. You have to be careful: throw around too many imposing buildings and they lose grace, think of what the Nazis did.’ We were still driving along the Rue Royal with the Palais de Justice looming ahead of us, a giant building with a golden-tinged dome, shrouded in scaffolding for decades, in a perpetual state of salvage from ruin, as opposed to restoration or improvement. Needless to say, the metaphor wasn’t lost on Eco. 

‘It is not enough for Brussels, or any city, to have a brilliant artist design a wonderful monument, compose a piece of music or sculpt a statue, for people to relate to it as the capital of the EU.’ 

We made a stop in the European Quarter and drank a coffee – a proper coffee – on a terrace at the Luxemburg Square, in front of the European Parliament. ‘I can only see it working as a hub, a place where every Erasmus student feels obliged, intellectually and morally, to spend at least three months during the course of their studies. A city where the ruling class of tomorrow learn the trade, form bonds with each other and the city.’ His eyes lit up. ‘And I mean bonding in the most literal sense: marrying each other, learning each other’s languages, appreciating each other’s food.’ 

Eco told me stories about his wife, who’s German, and about his favourite food. ‘In thirty years, Europe will be a colourful continent, not only in terms of skin but in terms of ideas. It will be a continent where all kinds of religions will have to live together. To learn to appreciate each other’s culinary traditions is a fundamental way to learn about one another’s mentality!’

It was an exciting idea: Brussels as both the pole of attraction and the springboard for the next generation, the first truly European generation, from Warsaw to London, from Stockholm to Madrid, whether they’d be the ones manning the institutions, artistically shaping European reality or exchanging recipes and vegetables, grown back home. His vision appealed to me, being of the interrail generation myself and having studied abroad: I could imagine this whirl of like-minded young potentials all too well. But could it ever work for everyone?

It was time for Eco to catch that plane, and he did.

Today there’s no way you could risk a detour through Brussels’ city centre in a taxi (or even an Uber) on the way to the airport. Twenty years on, cars are losing the fight for public space to pedestrians, electrical bikes and public transport, but until the battle is truly over, people pay in time, health and nerves. The Palais de Justice is still standing, held up by scaffolding. In the European Quarter, more glass buildings have arisen, adding to the labyrinthine aspect of that part of the city, with the fissures of the financial crisis of 2008 plastered over. The terrorist attacks in 2016 laid bare other tears in the city’s fabric. Brussels has changed and so has Europe.

I wonder what Umberto Eco would make of Europe today – he died in February 2016. No doubt his ideas of 2001 about enlightened and truly European bureaucrats and politicians are deemed elitist by some. His understanding of the need for recognition of local and historical traditions would be considered provincial by others.

Whereas back then the shape and future of Europe seemed to have been the prerogative of politicians and intellectuals having a civil conversation, the question today is of a much more pressing nature than the role of ‘Brussels’. The conversation has turned into a shouting match between parties calling each other names (‘elites’, ‘nationalists’, ‘cosmopolitans’, etc.) and, more importantly, challenging the role of the European Union. The EU is too much or too little, too loud or too quiet, too unified or too divided. 

Men continue to pontificate, sometimes wisely too. But, thankfully, more and more women now raise their voices and make themselves heard. Eco was right: bonds are being forged across boundaries. ‘Climate kids’ take to the streets, inspired by a Swedish girl, and hold the EU to account for what it is failing to do. Young men from Hungary to Belgium calling themselves ‘identitaires’ challenge the idea of the EU altogether. The debate is no longer about symbols or a shared capital. The next generation is talking about survival, recognition, dignity, and home, albeit in many different and often contradictory ways. 

Whether it is being rejected as the root of all evil or embraced as the start of the solution, the EU is finally, and somewhat ironically, at the heart of the debate. On second thought, ‘debate’ may be too civilised a word for the clash that is being fought on so many different fronts: on the streets and social media more so than in political arenas. Politics has become a spectacle, a theatrical event with effect trumping essence. It quickens the blood and raises the stakes in equal measure. The ‘inner emigration’ of Europeans who don’t feel at home anymore in their own country and who, as Hannah Arendt put it, withdraw to an interior realm, into the ‘invisibility of thinking and feeling,’ is as much part of what threatens to break up the European construction as the perceived threat of actual people crossing the Mediterranean. Migration is not only a movement of people but also of minds. Citizens hesitate between wearily shaking their head or turning their backs on it all.

But a story is being written and it will play itself out far beyond the theatre that is Brussels. Some scripts are being prompted from the wings across the ocean, whispering the catchphrase ‘Take Back Control’. Others are being tested in citizens’ panels or forums that are redesigning democracy with an eye on the future. Every European, old and new, here or on the way, has a stake in this story – stories, plural. There are many, many sides to the debate. Eco’s ‘wide perspectives’ are ever more fractured, much like a kaleidoscope wherein fragments constantly realign themselves in unimaginable patterns. 

So how to bond and bridge all those elements, all those people in their multifaceted individuality? How to leave room to manoeuvre and at the same time hold the continent together? Is it possible to blend and at the same time respect the where, whence and how of the parts that make up the whole? Brexit taught us that breaking away comes at a cost. Since the last European elections, it looks like fewer parties want out, but more – and perhaps louder ones – want it done differently.

A foundation of facts won’t suffice to hold up the European project. An empty theatre, no matter how grand it looks, is a soulless place. There’s not just the one story that should hijack the stage and occupy the theatre. There should be room for more. Stories can work in a myriad of ways; they are not in themselves good or bad. But they can unlock hearts and minds and lay bare the shared humanity of all, more so than newly invented symbols. They can put a wedge in shrill sounding certainties that are sold as unassailable truths.

I’m still a journalist, trying to gain footing in fact. But I’m ever more the novelist, examining the more complicated ways in which we exist. My first question to Eco, ‘Do you like Brussels?’, wasn’t an interesting one – he was right. There are other questions to be asked: ‘What do you think of…?, How do you feel about… ?’, ‘Who are you…?, What is your life like… ?’, ‘What do you suggest…?’ Questions that set off stories. The power of a story lies in a voice speaking up. The power of a story lies in its multiplicity. The power of every story lies in it being listened to.


BULGARIA/UK

Two Lakes 

Kapka Kassabova 

Dedicated to the people of the Balkans 







The topographic features of the mountain had telling names, in no chronological order. Here was, simply, a treasurescape of centuries: Coffin-Maker, Wolf’s Lair, Bloodied Stone, Lost Souls, Mean Valley, and beyond the shadowy side of Mean Valley was Albania. Not that anything had been simple here, where even the name of this country was recently altered with a geographical signifier, to ‘North Macedonia’. In fact, we were in the far south of the western Balkans. 

My guide Angelo and I were climbing the sunny side of the valley. The opposite flank was topped by the rusty antennae of a Cold War-era observation station. For fifty years, the Albanian and the Yugoslav sides spied on each other over Mean Valley, on this once-impermeable border. The people of the lakes could see each other across the water they have shared since pre-history, yet for half a century of Cold War, this border kept them in parallel realities. Those who attempted to cross were shot, even children. Today, once you pass the sleepy Saint Naum checkpoint by the lakeside and walk into Albanian territory among birdsong and cherry trees, all you see from that era are the bunkers. 

While we puffed up the path marked by brown bear dung, the mountain felt like a barrier between the lakes. As with a border, you were either on one side or the other, your view limited to one lake. The other lurked somewhere beyond, unknown, vast, disquieting with its otherness. Although the lakes are five kilometres apart as the pelican flies, it takes an hour to drive across them, along a switchback road built by political prisoners in the first decade of Tito’s regime. 

Now, two thousand metres above sea-level, a new perspective opened. To the west was Lake Ohrid, a giant blue crater – no wonder its early name was Lychnitis, lake of light. To the east was the higher Lake Prespa, meaning ‘snow drift’, with its cold undertones. Ohrid is a perfect oval. Prespa is a jagged tear shape. The limestone shores of the Lakes are full of medieval cave churches and niches painted with frescoes so life-like they almost walk off the walls towards you. Prespa also has a companion ‘mini-me’ lakelet, Mikri Prespa, but they were separated by a post-WWI border: the mother lake is split among (North) Macedonia, Albania, and Greece; the little one is in Greece but with its tail end in Albania. From up here, you could survey the insanity of treating these ancient lakes and mountains like nothing more than a geopolitical pie, though the national borders were invisible to the naked eye. You had to know they were there. Locals, including fishermen, were prohibited from crossing into neighbouring lake territory, and they knew exactly where in the water the invisible lines ran and when to turn the boat back towards land. Although you could hear the Italian music of Albanian fish restaurants while having lunch on the Macedonian side, you could not just swim there, or take a boat – you had to use the official checkpoint. 

‘Now do you see?’ Angelo beamed. Despite his disfigured back, the result of a paragliding accident, he didn’t get out of breath. ‘The lakes and the mountains are a complete ecological and spiritual system.’ 

The mountain ranges unfolded all the way to the Aegean in the south and the Adriatic to the west, uninterrupted. The two lakes are connected through underground rivers that run under the mountain: Prespa above fed Ohrid below and by the time the water reached the lower lake, it was filtered by the karstic mountain, making it Europe’s largest natural body of clean water, as well as Europe’s oldest lake, and the only lacustrine biosphere of this kind in Eurasia. Mikri Prespa has the world’s largest nesting colony of Dalmatian pelicans; they overwinter in Africa and make their spectacular return in May, except for the older individuals who stay home all year. 

‘See the craters?’ Angelo pointed at the pockmarked hillside below. The Macedonian Front had passed through here – the most strategic Balkan front during the First World War and the site of tens of thousands of multi-national deaths. The craters came from mortar explosions, and there were remains of trenches, hacked into the stone by the Bulgarian army with Sysiphean devotion. The French Oriental Army shelled them across Mean Valley, in snow and sunshine, with numberless Cameroonians and Senegalese dying of exposure, leaving gold napoleons buried under stones – or so the locals believed. A generation later, the Italian front in Albania stretched to the west. 

Heaven and hell met above the Lakes. The Earth gave us heaven, we provided the hell. Seen from the plateau, the Lakes were like eyes in an ancient face. Each generation had sacrificed its children, as in a Greek tragedy, to appease some perverse god. There had been winning sides, but no winners. 

‘These border mountains with Greece are full of human bones,’ Angelo said. 

On the far side of Lake Prespa was a checkpoint with Greece, closed during that country’s military dictatorship.
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