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Transcription notation symbols of non-verbal communication:

() - emotional communication
{} - the speaker explains something using gestures

Other transcription conventions:
[] - addition to the text to facilitate comprehension

Footnotes are editorial additions to provide information on localities, names, or expressions

PartOne

Lura Limani: Canyoufirsttellus ...introduce yourself, tell us where and when you were born, and also tell
us a little ofthe background ofyour family.

Father Lush Gjergj: | am Father Lush Gjergj, |was born on 21March, year 1949 in Stubéll té& Epérme [Upper
Stubla], inthe municipality of Viti, it is part of Karadak, or our Anamorava, as it is called now.lam the fourth
child, we are four brothers. We are all alive, fortunately. | completed fouryears of elementary school in my
birthplace, and after my birthplace | began school a long time ago, | was five--and-something-years old,
with my friends. So, registration to first grade happened in the last day of the school year, when the
inspector arrived. And at that time, the inspector was like some extraterrestriall We prepared forwhat he
will be like, who willit be.

And | was in the first desk, because | was the smallest in height, and the inspector suddenly said to me,
“You, go to the blackboard. Do you know how to read and write?” I said, “Yes, | know everything we have
been taught.” And then he began to test me, and said, “Have you learned by heart, maybe thisand that?’
At the end, the teacher intervened and said, “Comrade inspector, this one is not registered.” “Why?” He
said, “Because he is not the right age, but he is the best in the class.” And then, with my happiness and
delight, the inspector said to my teacher in front of all the students, “Register him today and have him
pass the first year with excellent grades. And even with a present.” The present was a sort of film that
moved the stillimages slowly-slowly,and a book, which was as if the world had been given to me.

Iremember that |went home and showed it to my late mother, Dile Gjergji. | said, ‘| passed first class with
excellent grades.” She looked at me and said, “Surely you cried and they lied to you, they pretended [you
did].”I'said, “No!” And as evidence I showed her the book and that sort offilm, which was a letter and had a
mechanism with a movement, and with a small hole for the eye to see some images, and for me at the
time they were a sort of small miracle.
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As | said, | complete four years in Stubéll, and then there was the dilemma, or the crossroad of my life.
Because there were only four grades in Stubéll. To continue the eight-year education, the lower cycle of
the gymnasium,’ as itwas called then —-Ihad to travel,to make a very, very troublesome trip.And |l was the
first generation. Before us it had never happened that anyone had undertaken such thing. The priest at
that time, Father Dedé Ramaj, persuaded our family, and he persuaded us and motivated us, that
without school, without education, and civilization, there wasn’tany progress. Sowe decided... we were a
group of some twelve students. And for the first year we registered in Viti. Coming and going was twenty-
four kilometers. Think now, a nine- year- old child, lwasn’t even ten, must face such a trip...

It was the year ‘59, therefore, poverty was extreme. We have never had even opanga,” apart from those
with pig skin, which we, my mother and the oldest children, made home. All the clothes were made from
wool, because back then villagers, people, could not even dream of buying them. Apart from this, it was
very difficult because there was no road. We had to often face also small roads that were very risky, as they
say even now, ‘stream ofthe magjup,” when it comes down from Stubéllin the direction ofViti,and where
the stream is 15-20 meters. And in winter slipping was enough for an accident to happen and foryou to
lose yourlife.

Apart from this, there were no roads! There were the roads ofsheep, or better say of goats, because goats
pass everywhereand sheep pass with difficultyon those small roads where myfriends and Iwalked. There
was the river of Letnica, which sometimes flooded the roads we walked on. And this river had no bridge,
but there was onlysome wooden plank that also often moved, which was often frozen and deep, like this,
almost every step was a risk for your life. What was strange then, even the older Serbs in the two Serbian
villages that we had to pass, unfortunately, were an obstacle for us. Verbovciand Gerqari.* And not only
the children, but often also the grown- ups, let off the dogs or they shouted, why we trespassed on their
own place. Then we had to find some road or another small road but we damaged farming land. And the
other people complained, even though they did not treat us aggressively, because they understood that
we were children and somewhere...we could not fly, but we had to pass somewhere.

All I remember from childhood and youth was extraordinarily difficult and harsh. But the greatest
hardship happened to me when I was three years old, when myfather suddenly died. He died at his in-
laws, at my late mother’s family. And he died from the pain and suffering, because one week earlier, ten

L A European type of secondary school with emphasis on academic learning, different from vocational schools
because it prepares students for university
2 Albanian shoes like moccasins, made of leather or rubber.

® Derogatory term for Roma.

* Villages in the municipality ofViti, in the mountainous area of Karadak.
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days earlier, my 17 years old sister, who was named Terezé, had died. And often when I think about life, the
big part of my life that | dedicated to the blessed Mother Theresa, with 15 books, with 29 years of
friendship, maybe it is my unconscious looking for my sister, whom | did not know, because the death of
myfathervanished any memory of myssister.lwas about three years old, but | was not three years old yet.
My father, | remember him!lremember him as a dream, | remember him play. But | don’t remember my
sisterat all. All this gave me even more motivation to liveand work.

After the fifth year we changed to Zhegér.We changed forthe reasons | mentioned: that we had obstacles,
that there was a river, which was often a threat and a risk, and notably there were grown-ups who
obstructed us.And at that time we met the priest, Father Dedé, and told him, “We cannot go to Vitil” And he
said, “There is a solution! And the solution is Zhegér,because Zhegéris part of our Karadak, in Zhegér they
are laramané,” they know we are Catholic and in Zhegér wehave friends. Therefore we are on the same
territorial side and we have the same mentality. But there isa problem.”

| had never been in Zhegér before. | had gone to Terzije, which was part of the road and from which my
mother came from, and | asked the priest, ‘And where is Zhegér?” He said, “We don’t have a map, but itis
about twelve kilometers to go there, and twelve kilometers to come back. But there is a problem: there
are no houses.” And l was happy, | said, “There are no houses, nobody will beat and threaten us.” He said,
“Slowly Lush, there are all hills and mountains, and there are many wolves.” Then | said, “We have a
solution for this!” “What is the solution,” he said, “you are not afraid of wolves?” | said, ‘I am afraid, like
everybody, like every child, but we have a strong dog, and the village has some dogs which are in the
condition to fightagainst a wolf,and surelywill defend us. And that's how we handle it.

We found the strongest four-five dogs, which were.. .then we called them gejté e hekrve,® which were, you
know, always tied. And they followed us from the first step from the house, until school, until Zhegér. Very
interesting! In Zhegér they did not enter the village, a small town such as Zhegér was then, but stopped
and waited for the entire time untilschool ended. They did not fight and did not struggle with each other.
They started to become friends, as we also became friends. And this saved us, because during fouryears |
often heard the howling of wolves, notably in the winter, when they were hungrier, but fortunately, our
dogs, inaway, turned into our guardian angels, they never let anything happen...

In Zhegér we were wonderfully welcomed. Zhegéris a place that I remember with much, much nostalgia
and love. Because in Zhegérthey accepted us as if we were from Zhegér, even better. And our luck was that
in Stubéll we were all excellent students. Then they began to love us even more. During our trip there we
would repeat the lessons of that day: together we studied, together we played, together we spent our

® Laramans. crypto-Catholics, Albanians who during Ottoman times feigned to be Muslim.
¢ Literally: caged dogs. Aterm used to describe untamed, savage dogs.
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lives. So, Zhegér for me was and remains the school that gave me the momentum, the will, the
enthusiasm forlearning, studying, and life.

| remember the late director Ismajl Rama, who unfortunately died in a traffic accident ...some years
earlier,when we had a sort oftest and exam, the question then was, “What will you do now, after you finish
eighth [grade]?” And I had already decided that Iwould go to the seminary to become an ordained priest,
a Catholic priest. Then I wrote, “classical gymnasium.”” And all the other girls and boys asked me, “What is
this?” Because there was a real gymnasium, but the classical gymnasium was nowhere, and the only
classical gymnasium was in Dubrovnik, it was the Jesuits’ gymnasium,® which was recognized also by the
then Yugoslav state.

Then, as | began to explain, the director, may rest in peace, Ismajl, rose... he was a gentleman, an
excellent rhetorician, an extraordinarily good educator... he said, “Young kids, kids,” he said, ‘I will now
explain to you what Lush has chosen. He has chosen the best school. It prepares ordained priests.”

And then he praised the Catholic clergy and said, “Do you know what? What do we speak now?” “Albanian.”
“We speak Albanian, because the Albanian Catholic clergy preserved the language, the tradition, the
culture, and etc.” And he began to mention figures that we knew a little, or we only knew the names, and
he said, “OurLush will go in their steps.” | never forget that moment! And with a caress, he embraced mein
front ofthe students, and said, “You chose the best path.”

Somethingelselcan remember is the collaboration we had. We had the chorus ofthe school. For the first
time we went on foot from Zhegér to the school of Gjilan for a concert. We were very tired from the two-
three hour trip, nevertheless we won the first place. And for the first time, then, in eighth grade, | came to

Pristina, because there was a competition of the eight-year-schools of Kosovo. And thisis my memory...

As the best student in the class and the school, | went to Belgrade on an excursion. And this was my first
visit...the trip was by train. | had been to Skopje, but Belgrade... an environment that speaks a
completely different language, because | knew Serbian a little, some salutations, coming from a village
which is completely Albanian and completely Catholic. For me it was an experience, in the first place
Belgrade as the capital and a large city, then in the second, | did not know how to communicate with the
other schools, or with the others. And it was an experience!l One memory that bothered me was, “Why
don’tlknow Serbian or a Slavic language?” as we called them then.

" Gymnasium dedicated to the study ofthe humanities, and focused on the classical languages of Latin and Greek.

¢ The Diocesian Classical Gymnasium of Dubrovnik Ruder Boskovi¢is one ofthe city’s oldest educational
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And this is a physical and spiritual preparation for what would happen later. Because the classical
gymnasium and the preparation to become a priest were not, of course, on an Albanian land. Then Ihad
to make a request to the dioceses, which was then in Skopje and it had to be accepted. |was accepted
in the Ruder Boskovi¢ Seminary. Ruder Boskovic¢ is a world-renowned scholar, a Jesuit. That classical
gymnasium was the best known at that timeinYugoslavia.

The trip from Stubéll to Ferizaj was on foot, because there was no bus, with some big bag that was made
of carton, because | did not even have a better bag. It was raining a little, that bag and everything that |
had taken with me, some clothes, got wet. From Ferizaj to Belgrade. It seemed | knew Belgrade, because |
had been there. From Belgrade to Sarajevo. Some 16-18, up to 20 hours. But the real adventure was
Sarajevo to Dubrovnik, where there was a small train, which they called Ciro, which went slowly, and when
entering-exiting [stations] took place, you were supposed to chain it, then the passengers got out and
walked parallel to the train. And this was an adventure for me. | thought, “Will | ever know how to return to
my Stubéll?” Because the trip lasted two days and two nights.

And when | arrived in Dubrovnik, a medieval castle, now, a wonderful city, but up to that pointlhad learned
and I'had grown-up in a mountain place, where everything was green, where there were vegetables and
fruits, where there were meadows, when | saw all those walls, when | saw the sea for the first time, when |
saw a city which resembled our castles and kulla,’ the experience was shocking. And Ibegan to tell myself,
“Maybe I will stay here 24 hours.” My changes and experience were shocking, because itwas a city like it was:
the pearl of the Adriatic, a medieval city, surrounded by high walls, castles, and churches. There were no
trees anywhere, there was no green anywhere, there wasn’ta flower, nothing. On one side there was a hill
called Serrgj, not like our Sublovaca full of greens, it was completely rocky. On the other side, there was the
sea. We were in the middle. But | did not know what I was looking at. What | saw, in shock, in fear, was the
sea, all that water, and on the other side, a hill that had nothing, apart from some bush here and there. |
didn’t know where to rest myeye.

And after the first day and the first nights...we were about 180 students, we had our big dormitory with 10,
15,20 beds. There were specific teaching courses. Discipline was like the one of the Jesuits: two hours of
strict study, you would not dare turn your head rightnor left, nor open the desk, because the desk had a
board where we put our books and notebooks. They taught us to study first, and to prepare all we
needed duringour strict study, as itwas called. lfyou didn’topen iton timeand did not pullout the books
and the notebook, they stayed there, but you had no right to take them out and no right to open the
desk, as it was called then...there was the technical term “pultin” to take out the books and the
notebooks.

° Traditional, fortified Albanian house, tower.
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All these things for me were of course difficult, and completely insurmountable. And after two- three days |
decided, | said, “Iwill go back!” Butthe problem was how to go back, with all that road. My luckwas that my
brother Father Ndou Gjergji, who was three years older than I, was with me, and three years at that age...|
was about 14years old, he was 17. He had waited for me to finish my eighth grade to continue studying
together. Ihad managed to go one year earlier, he had paused. And Isaid, “l cannot stay here anymore.”
But his ability, his intelligence, his maturity in supporting me... he said, “Yes, we stay and some day we will
see. We have time, we can go back when you wish. And I will go back with you.” So once or twice, with this
good brotherly tricks, Ibegan slowly-slowly to settle in.

Another shock was the question of the language. I had a very strong memory then - fortunately | have it
even now -so that if I read a page and closed my eyes, | knew it by heart, even if | did not understand it.
But if the professor asked anything, | stopped and did not know anything. And fortunately professors
were...an overwhelming part of them were Mastersand Doctors of Science in different fields. When | got my
grade report from my school, and when I saw that | had passed all classes with Fives’ and honors, then
they called me to know what lunderstood, and said... the grade report would come every three months:
the first three months, six months that was a semester, and then the other three months. This was the
system there. And the director of the school told me, “Lush, we are not grading you in the first three
months.” | feltbad, “Why?” and then to make me understand, he said, “/ou have all good grades, you are
an extraordinary student! But you don’t know the language. We are giving you the chance to learn the
language.” And this saved me. For three months | learned the Croatian language, how beautiful, and
other classical languages: old Latin, old Greek, German, Italian, French, so that when the first three
months passed they did not grade me, but in the second trimester or mid-year, | was the best student
and I had allFives.

And this then gave me the will, that Iwould not dream...apart from the great nostalgia that |felt, because
then there was no way of communicating, a letter took an entire month to get some information. There
was no telephone, nor | thought about it. So, this was my experience, the experience of studying,
wonderful, but an extraordinarily difficult experience for a 14 years old, with an iron discipline, with rules
and norms, so that if it were not for the support of my brother, and the great will and desire to learn
everythingand more...because horizonswere opening up.

When I was little | thought that | knew everything, because | knew all that the teacher told me. While now,
with the opening of doors and windows, the horizons of science, of culture, | began to see especially the
classics, the texts in Latin, I began to see art, | began to see Dubrovnik. | began to see the coast, because

10 GradeAon an AF scale (Five-0)
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we went to walk there. | remember a walk in Zara. For the first time in my life | saw Arbanasi” houses. And |
said, “This must be linked to us!” And there | learned the history that 300 years earlier it was the Albanians
who fled the victimization of the Turk-Ottomans, and found shelter there. [ remember the first visit to Split,
and the tomb of Diocletian, the Roman emperor with lllyrian origins, etc. You know, everything and more
stayed and grewin my desire, will, and work, that often I had the feeling that | was sinning, | was making a
mistake, when | was sleeping. However, it was all defined, and it was not the question that I could go
somewhere else, because everything was according to the schedule. Thebelland the schedule began to
become a component of my life even though by nature | was very lively, and I was very dynamic. And | was
at the age when I had the need to be more creative, to move more. Then the only movement was that
the school and the boarding school had a small stadium, but we were 180 students... then the onlysport
was swimming.And | learned how to swim quickly, and in those few days when I could go out and go to the
sea to swim, to bathe, to sunbathe, then | began to have another joyin my life, apart from what was the
extraordinary taste and beauty of writing, reading, and all that was an extraordinary adventure in my life
and youth.

Lura Limani:You mentioned that it was impossible to communicate with yourfamily that you had leftin
the village, because there was no telephone. Whom did you, you and your brother, had left
inthe village?

Father Lush Gjergj: There was my late mother, and there were two brothers. My oldest brother Zef, who
was 17 years old when my father died, later took the role of the oldest brother and father, because he
raised us, he helped us, he educated us, he supported us.And the second brother, Mhilli, while the two of
us, Ndou and |, were in Dubrovnik. Nostalgia was an extraordinarily difficult thing, and | could bear it only
thanks to my brother and the group of Albanians who were there. And to chase away nostalgia and
boredom, Iread, Istudied,lworked. Because that was myonly salvation!

PartTwo

Lura Limani: In the seminary... can you describe to us a little the lifein the village, in Stubéll, before you
went to the seminary.

Father Lush Gjergji: Stubéll is a mountain place, extraordinarily beautiful. | lived in Stubéll for about 14
years. Stubéll is an oasis, whose basis is the Albanian school, the first Albanian school, as it has been

1 TheArbanasi (Albanianin Croatian) isan Albanian community in the Zadar region, Croatia. They speak a

dialect of GhegAlbanian. They are known in Albanian literature as the Albanians of Zadar.
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documented until now. My home, wherelwas born and grew up, and the church, were separated only by
a street. The door ofthe backyard and the door ofthe church faced each other. So, | grew up, practically,
inthe yard of the church. I played differentroles. Ibegan to help in the mass, or how itis called in technical
terms, | was an altar boy as a kid, for Father Dedé. | remember when | was four-five years old, and | had
begun school, and that | liked the bells that | had to play during the celebration of the mass. | liked the
candles that had to be lighted or carried in the procession, | liked the robes, when the nuns then sewed
the garment forthe altar boys.

And this was my world, in which | dreamt. | always liked the great figure of Father Dedé Ramaj, who was a
priest, a spiritual father, who was an educator. Think a little! Any time, before beginning our trip to Viti or
Zhegér we met in church, in the backyard, to pray. And he waited for us then. It was about five, five and a
halfin the morning, because mass began at seven. And he blessed us, he told us some words. And when
we came back, before going to our families, we returned to the church. Thus the church was a second
home for us, or to say it better, the common house for all children who went to the eight-year-school.
Afterwards, one part of us went to the gymnasium.

| remember also one detail, when he came, when the inspector came. Then a sort of experiment was
done. The girls were on one side, and we boys were on the other side. And the inspector came to the
second grade class, and said, “You should not divide the class this way, but you must have a girland a
boy.” This was dramatic for us, because we had never learned such thing. The girls had their games, we
had our games, with some ball-shaped rugbecause there wasn’tany ball, or with something that moved,
just so that we could play, whether exercise or run, wandering through meadows, through the beautiful
flowers that my birthplace had, that was for us. And | remember, | remained astounded, but also the
other children were astounded: how will it happen? Especially the girls almost died standing, when they
heard such thing. But | was lucky, | saw that near me was a girl whose house was 100-150 meters from
mine, therefore we had grown up and had played together. So,lwent through this drama very easily, also
because she knew me and I knew her. ButImust say that this episode discloses the worldview of the time,
the world was divided in two antagonistic worlds, masculine and feminine.

I also had many other memories. | liked music very much. | did not have another instrument apart from
the flute, here and there the ¢ifteli.’” And here | have one very beautiful memory and situation. Right after
when school ended, then we had the sheep:fifty, eighty, up to one hundred, and Iwas a small shepherd
who escorted the flock to pasture. The dog always came with me, it was part of life, because as | said
earlier, he followed and guarded my life and the other friends’. Butwhat is more characteristic,and Iam
sorry that back then we did not have any possibility to record it or film it, my dog was very musical. He had

2 Two-stringinstrument with a long neck, played in Northern Albania and Kosovo, used to playfolk songs and epics.
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affinity for music. And as | picked up a flute {pretends to play a flute with his fingers}, and played some note
ofsome song, he looked at me, he stared at me, and perfectly followed me with his woof.|can say that he
did not get any note wrong. And he sat near, and this usually always happened. Any time | picked up an
instrument, especially the flute, he sat near me, stared at me, and with his woof he followed the song or
the melody that Iplayed with the flute.

It was an extraordinary thing. | told the story some times, here and there and around the world, and
anywhere Iwas asked, “Doyou have any documentation?” What documentation could I have at that time,
in the conditions in which we lived, apart from the lively memory that I have even today. And | remember
with real nostalgia that this dog had an affinity, that it was so close, that every day...for example, there
was a small bag, Ihad bread and water, or something, but he never touched it,he always guarded it until
I took something, neither he came close if I took the bag and opened it to eat something. He looked shy.
Only then, when I handed him something, then of course he took it with happiness. These are childhood
memories, which [will never forget.

Lura Limani:Veryinteresting! When was it the first time that you came back afteryouwent to
Dubrovnik to study?

Father Lush Gjergj: Yes, it was the first year of the gymnasium. | was registered in the gymnasium in the
year 1963, thus the school year of 1964. And nine months, ten months, were too long. But fortunately my
interests grew. The desires to write, to read, to learn, to read, were all very great, and | was successful, |
became enthusiastic. So | had no doubt that this was my life, my path. However nostalgia and the two
contrasts of what was the village life in Stubéll, and lifein a city of science, culture, medieval art, such as
Dubrovnik or Ragusa, they were really two worlds. But fortunately, the doors and the windows of a world
that untilthen for me was completely unknown and imaginary, were opened there.

Lura Limani: How did you decide to study farther away, in Italy?

Father Lush Gjergj: My call to become a priestis also interesting, and here maybe it is better that we go
back. Because this happened before | went to Dubrovnik and the gymnasium. A tragedy happened in
Stubéll. We began to build a church, because the old church that was also the first Albanian school was
already so small, that when we were in the building we were in each others arms. We opened the doors
and the windows, but itwas impossible. Often people fainted during the mass, even in the peak of winter.
And the priest then, the late father Domenik Ramaj, or Dedé as we called him, who was from Stubéll, asked
fora permitand began to build the church.
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ltwas about 1958,59,and UDBA® at that time, especially Rankovi¢*...and here Ihave the bitter experience
of weapons collection. Here I have the fear that we had at night. Of course at that time only Gjilan had
electricity, there was no electricity in Viti, but the terror of the long nights. And we waited in the nightmare
that Rankovi¢ police, UDBA, would come and look for weapons. Here | will connect briefly with what is

historical in my calling, how God called me, and how lanswered that calling.

As Isaid, Father Dedé began to build the new church. And at that time UDBA wanted to put himin jail at any
cost, wanted to terrorize the village, and in a way make a normal lifeimpossible, if one can callitnormal in
such situation. So, they found a trap: they found two men who killed a first cousin of Father Dedé in an
ambush, and they said that Father Dedé said in confession... confession is an absolute secret when the
faithful come to ask for forgiveness or forgiveness of sins... and in this way they killed David Ramaj, who was
the first cousin of Father Dedé Ramaj.

And the tragedy happened! He was stopped...never earlierin mylifelhad heard...Iwasinsixth grade, and
Icame back hungryand thirsty from Zhegér. My late mother had prepared meat, bread, somethingelse...
And a woman came, and said, “Dada® Dile, have you heard?” My mother gave her a sign to not talk about
how David Ramaj was killed by a knife, worse than a pig, than a pork. And I remember, I...not only|stopped
eating, | stopped breathing. | did not have the strength to take a bite or something. | looked at my
mother, | looked at my brother, Ilooked at that woman. For the first time in my life | heard, “He has been
killed, 2 man has been killed!” And, think a little. Father Dedé was sentenced 14 years of prison, the killers,
one two years, the other four. And they were not held in prison even forthose years.

This was a blow, and it was connected to my calling. I returned from Zhegér, they stopped us before the
doors of the house, of our yard, of the doors of the church. And one police who spoke Serbian, then an
Albanian police who translated, said, “Do you know the criminal Domenik Ramaj?” For me, in the first place
Domenik was unknown, because | always called him Dedé. Second, | understood “criminal,” and the
Albanian said, “Police is asking...” As the youngest, perhaps also the chattier, the courageous one, Isaid, ‘|
am sorry, but he is not a criminal, he is the father of all of us.” And then the police wanted to punch me
with his fist. Fortunately I sat down, fell to the ground and he did not hit me. They kept us one hour there.
Our legs and hands trembled from tiredness, from hunger, from terror because they were 15-20 police
armed to the teeth. And after some time, Father Dedé came out with his hands tied in the back, with a

3 Uprava drZavne bezbednosti(State Security Administration), with the additional “a” for armije, Yugoslav army.

Y Aleksandar Rankovi¢ (1909-1983) was a Serb partisan hero who became Yugoslavia’s Minister of the Interior and
head of the Military Intelligence after the war. He was a hardliner who established a regime of terror in Kosovo, which
he considered a security threat to Yugoslavia, from 1945 until 1966, when he was ousted from the Communist Party
and exiled to his private estate in Dubrovnik until his death in 1983

1 Turkish: dadi,a nanny. In Albanian, the term takes the meaning of respectful address towards older women
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look that seemed like Jesus when they led him to the cross, and when Mary looked at him with great pain
and walked step bystep towards him.

Father Dedé stopped, and looked at us. | feltthat in that look he asked me, he said, “lam goingto prison,
but who will protect our church, our village?” And just as this horrible procession of police passed, before
and after him, | saw the scene ofthe cross, fell on my knees, and said to God, “If you ask me and you want
it, Iwill take your path and call. Iwant to replace Father Dedé!” And this was in sixth grade. Two years later,
when | finished eighth grade, this desire and search, and this calling of mine, became practically even
stronger.

Lura Limani: Did you return to Stubéll inthe end to replace Father Dedé?

Father Lush Gjergj: No, | never served in Stubéll. | finished four years of gymnasium in Dubrovnik,
afterwards, the first year of Philosophy in Split. And after the year 1968, until the year 1975, Iwas in Rome for
seven years, where | finished...| have a Masters in Philosophy, | graduated in Theology, and
contemporaneously to Theology | graduated from the State University of La Sapienza, at the Institute of
Psychology, Psychology, and also became a Doctor with the thesis, “The role of the Albanian woman in the
family and society.” Finally Ireturned to Kosovo in the year 1975. At the time the Bishop was Monsignor Niké
Prela, and he appointed me his personal secretary and vicar in Feriza]. | served there for 18 years, and
there my work of writing and publishing in the religious- cultural magazine Drita began, with many
publications, volumes, articles, talks and papers that | began to give in former Yugoslavia, or Yugoslavia
back then, especially in Croatia and Slovenia, later in Italy, where | lived seven years and which was almost
like mysecond country, and later in Europe and the world.

Here | must connect also with the first meeting with Mother Theresa. | knew Mother Theresa through
stories. My paternal aunt, Mriké Gjergji, was a household nun, you know, who does not wear the robe of a
nun, but was dedicated, and spent her life helping the dioceses in Macedonia or in Kosovo. She was also
contemporaneous to Mother Theresa and had known her as a young girl in Skopje. Thereis even a story, a
very beautiful episode in which Gonxhé opened the heart of my aunt, Mriké Gjergji, and said, “Mriké, | have
decided to become a missionary nun and go to India.” And my aunt said, “Oh Gonxhé, do you know where
is India? You cannot find it on the map.” Then she said, “Dear, you are so weak that you will not get there
alive!” And Gonxhé then gave her a fantastic answer, which is also prophetic and providential. She said,
“Mriké, ifGod calls me, then it isnot my by mystrength or myworkthat Iwillarrive or will not arrive there. Ifhe
callsme, let him think and let him finish the job. | believe that he called me!”

Later, my mother too had met her, and especially a priest who is very known, the best historian of
Christianity among us, but also in the Albanian world, Doctor Gaspér Gjini, who wrote the book, The
Dioceses of Skopje-Prizren during centuries, where he presents two thousand years of Christianity among
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Albanians. In fact he died young at 55, in the year 1985. [At] This [time of the] year is also the anniversary of
his death. Theyear when I had written the request to be accepted in the seminary, 68, he held the mass
for the day of Saint Anthony in Binca, which is near Viti. And he dedicated the whole sermon to Mother
Theresa, and he said, “Saint Anthony made many miracles across the world, and you all know, and honor,
and love him, and are gathered today. Butlwill tell you that we have a great and wonderful figure, whose
name is Mother Theresa, who makes miracle in India and in the world.” And he filled the spirit with
happiness, the heart with happiness,and Ibegan to have more and more curiosity from what my mother,
from what my aunt, from what from his sermon [said]. Later | found, and how...in  The Voice of Our Lady of
Montenegro, which was back then of the Catholic Church in Kosovo, which was published in Skopje, there
thus Ifound 10-15 lines, “Gonxhé Bojaxhiu, now Mother Theresa, workswith the ill, with the lepers.” And there
lam today!lkeptitas a great and holy memory. And thus Ibegan to be interested.

In Rome, in the year 1968, where | went in September, October, one month later they gave the news that
Mother Theresa was coming to Rome because she was invited by the then Pope Paul VI Idid not sleep the
whole night. | was excited, | began to write questions and what...But everything fell into the water,
because when Iwent there, she welcomed myfriends and me with such cordiality, warmth and love, like a
mother, as if we had grown up together! She took my hand {joins his hands} to listen the pulsing of my
veins and my heart. She asked about Skopje. We as kids knew little or nothing about her time, and her
Skopje. However, the experience was extraordinary, and |wrote in myjournal, “She is a saint and a miracle,
and lwill never separate from her.”

Thus my research began, and later | curated 15volumes which | dedicated to her, and which have been
translated in 34-35 world languages not because | have written them, but because Mother Theresa is
known and loved in the whole world. Fortunately I saved the majority [of those volumes], because today
they would have disappeared and and would have been less known and before me no biography knew
anything more than her name and her last name. There was no photograph of her, nor of her mother
Drane, her father Kol&, her brother Lazér, her sister Age, nor of Prizren, where her family was from, not
Skopje, not Letnicé, where she had lived. And fortunately | researched, traced, and saved everything that
was and isforme a precious, spiritual and cultural treasure, and not onlyforme, but forall Albanians and
foreverybody, the whole world.

Part Three

lwas a student in Romein 1968, and because Mother Theresa came to Rome,then we went and met her.
And it was a first meeting that continued until she passed away, some 29 years later, in different time
zones. Especially | met...there are two or three unforgettable moments: the Nobel Prize, when she asked
that laccompany her to Oslo for seven days. With her...Ifeltalso embarrassed to be near her and afraid




14

Oral History Kosovo

ofbothering her.Ithought, “lam so small,” and she told me, “fou can only change side: on the rightor the
leftof me.” And she took my hand, myarm, and said...she had a life, a joy, a natural great joy,and she said,
“Lastly, Father Lush, can’t you see...” and she had a very simple bag, people, some gave her the money,
some gave hera check, some gave her a letter, and she told me, “You take care of it better, because I will
lose them ifyou are not here,” just to give me a reason to be near her.

And the days | spent in Calcutta, where | went when she was ill, and where she was on her deathbed, and
fortunately she survived and it passed. And there | experienced things...Ithought about writing them, but
they are unspeakable, because Calcutta is the capital of suffering and misery, the capital of pain and
grieving, the capital of caste divisions and all that, turned into a city of goodness and love thanks to the
life and work of Mother Theresa.

Later I accompanied her to all time zones, especially in South Eastern Europe, then Social- Communist
Europe, Croatia, Slovenia, of course in our area, Macedonia, Kosovo, Albania, then Poland, Hungary,
Bulgaria, and we went wherever it was open. Because through me Mother Theresa rediscovered once
again our Albanian world and as much as it was joyfulit was also hurtful, the older she got, she got more
homesick. She felt my absence so much, that if I had to leave for half an hour during the day, when |
returned she asked me, “But where are you?” Because through me she had made me a sort of return to
what the church meant among the Albanian people, to the Albanian world.

 remember, this is the 25th

anniversary of the reconciliation of blood feuds, when | was in Bucharest on
May 3...on May Day, I had participated in the Verrat e Llukés [gathering], when a miracle happened, halfa
million people came to celebrate the reconciliation. And | showed her some photographs, | showed
something. And she...her wrinkles (marks his face with his hands) her face, was so teary! Tears of joy. She
opened her arms and said, “Oh God, my Albanian people are forgiving and reconciling!” And she
handwrote also two messages, ‘I would like to come and celebrate together with my people the
reconciliation of blood. And | greet the Albanian Kosovar youth and all those who made this great and
saintly work.” Later the situation changed. She announced that she was coming, and we were ready for
her arrival in the Bistrazin in Gjakova, however the circumstances were such. At the time, through the
Vatican, America had signaled that some massacres of the population could happen, of all the
population. And for Mother Theresa and us, it was painful for her, and painful for us that she could not
[come], but she was always supportive. When | told her that in the reconciliation of blood people often
also mentioned her name, she lost her voice, she could not speak from the emotion {voice trembles
because of emotion}.
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Lura Limani: It's very good that you mentioned the reconciliation of blood, because | would like to ask
you to tell us more about the establishment of the association Néna Tereza’® and about the work you
did forthe reconciliation of blood.

Father Lush Gjergj: The foundation of the association Néna Tereza was a necessity. As her biographer, |
was the vicar and the secretary of the Bishop in Ferizaj. To tell you the truth, | was not the initiator. Many
think that it was an initiative of mine. At the time the vicar in Pristina was Father Zef Gashi, today he is the
Archbishop of Bar, in Montenegro. And one group of intellectuals thought it out, talked about itand said,
“One hundred and fifty thousand persons are unemployed because they did not accept Serbia as their
country and MiloSevi¢ as their head of state.” And then they wanted to self-organize. Our oath was this,
“Not poor, nor lacking dignity.”

And the late Doctor Engjéll Sedaj came to Ferizaj, with his brother Franklin Sedaj, who is still alive, a lawyer,
with another group of people, and they said to the late Bishop, Niké Prela, “We must do something.” As
they talked a bit, the Bishop called me and said, “You must take the leadership of this humanitarian,
charitable association.”I said, “Excellency, you know how much |work, | am not makingitand lam a small
man in a bigworld, | am like a mouse in a pumpkin.” He said, “Only you and nobody else.” | said, ‘| obey.”
And | accepted. We made the preparation for May 10 of 1991. We founded it here in Pristina. We did a
statute, wedid everything that needed to be done, we registered. It was our luck, it was God’s providence,
because there could not have been a humanitarian charitable association of Kosovo Néna Tereza... the
Albanian world has died more easily from guns than from hunger and poverty. A popular revolt would
have happened, ofall the people, or they would be subject to what was the strategy and the politics of
submission that Serbia had forus.

Fortunately, neither this nor that happened, because our people have heart. And here we began to live
to survive. Webegan to live to help and give each other. We had also branches not onlyin Kosovo, but also
in Macedonia, and in Montenegro. And we expanded also in different states of Europe, also America, firstly
in our fellow citizens’community. Later we expanded also among all others. Sister organizations such as
Caritas of the Catholic Church, and other organizations and associations, when they saw and understood
what was happening, helped us. Later, the Albanian people in Kosovo, from the year 1990 until the year
1999, until the arrival of NATO, lived from charity and providence. And this is the most powerful evidence of
what can be a person whois inspired, motivated, and believesinvalues and virtues.

' Mother Theresa, the self-help organization that during the 1990s, at the height of MiloSevi¢'s repression, supported
the parallel society of Albanians, expelled from all state institutions and services.
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Think a little! And this other question you asked, it is closely connected to it. We were in a conflict, nobody
exactly knew this. When we began the campaign for reconciliation, Iremember the first conversation with
the great, the marvelous Professor Anton Cetta. He said, “Father Lush, perhaps, perhaps they are
hundreds.” While they were thousands! And when we began this campaign, we did not know who are the
wounded and the killed, but as | said, what is the cancer of the Albanian society. And God’s willing, our
youth’s willing, I understood thanks to the ex-political prisoners, who had come back from prison, and
were beaten, crushed by Serbian violence, but were full of enthusiasm and with the will to live. And they
could barely wait forsomeone to propose something.

And while we talked and explained... we could not guard both the front and the back. We had to have
our back, and our back, our background, isthe brotherhood ofallAlbanians.And only thus...because we
all understood that whenever the time will come, when the war knocks on our doors and on our heart,
the time will come to face this question. And today, in the promotion of the book by Behram Hoti, I said,
“We broke a prejudice and a tradition which says that, ‘An Albanian never forgives, and blood is never lost’.”
And we proved that an Albanian forgives, and forgives wonderfully if the veins of communication are
found. And if an Albanian is motivated, he does not lose blood, because we don’t have too much blood
and life, but we honor their blood by building a culture oflife and a civilization of love, which is the origin of
peace, freedom and democracy, which came later.

However, our people, there are people who talk from the heart of hearts, and who know how to explain
and prove that this is not our tradition, this is not a good tradition. | deciphered vengeance, or vendetta
in this way: that firstly it is suicide, is the killing of brothers, because it killsa brother or a sister,and onlyin
the end itisthe killing of someone else. And when the people understand, they enter a logic of life, a logic
offreedom, a logic that we have been killed enough, crushed and been enslaved by others. Will we always
be the heir, the generation of Cain? Will we always be those whom this tradition, or this bell,’” took by the
throat, and makes us say that Albanianskill, say that thisis our tradition, won’t we understand that thisis
atrap? And thisisa ril,today andinth utue.
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