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"If there is ever another war in Europe, it will come out of some damn silly thing in the Balkans."
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If the past cannot teach the present and father cannot teach the son, then history need not have bothered to go on, and the world has wasted a great deal of time.                                              

                                                                                       Russell Hoban

The Lion of Boaz-Jochim and Jochim-Boaz
                                                                                      2 March 1993

From the dark hills on the Serbian side a red tracer snapped overhead and burned away into the gathering dusk. Below its path more than a thou​sand refugees snaked along the snow-covered road. All save the youngest and oldest sagged under the weight of bulging suitcases and plastic bags, the last of a lifetime's pos​sessions. A father drew a small sledge, his crippled daugh​ter and her crutches balanced atop what they had been allowed to keep. A second tracer split the air. It was a reminder of the Serbs' prom​ise to mortar the road if their unarmed victims had not com​pleted the three-mile journey by night​fall.

Darkened Land Rovers, Union Jacks and large, black UNs barely visible under the grime, moved up and down the road collecting those who had begun collapsing in the cold. In the back of my little Suzuki five people clutched suit​cases. In the passenger seat an old man held his grandson; a son and daugh​ter-in-law clung to the bonnet. Driving without lights, I leaned out the window to see around them, edging past a white Scimi​tar armored fighting vehicle. At the edge of Turbe, where battered mini-buses were shuttl​ing refu​gees to Travnik, my passengers stepped back into the snow. One old woman slipped and fell. Holding a wrenched knee, she rocked back and forth. "Where will we go?" she sobbed. A soldier of the Army of Bosnia-Herzegovina stepped forward to help. We all flinched as an​other tracer flashed above us, scoring its way into the dark.

I drove back toward the tail of the column, looking for more who had stopped in despair and exhaustion. At the edge of no-man's land a soldier rose from replacing mines across the road and waved me to a stop. His head tilted toward two uneven silhouettes moving out of the gloom. "There are no more after them," he said. The solid figure of Bob Stewart, CO of the Cheshire Regiment, strode side-by-side with the much smaller Salko Beba, Muslim chief of refugee exchanges. Don Quixote and his Sancho Panza. Like their namesakes, they, too, were tilting at wind​mills. Hatred and insanity gripped the land and lest anyone should forget, one more heroic Serb squeezed a trigger to tell them so, the red dot streaking over them with a distinct crack!
When I passed the Scimitars with my last load, their 30mm cannon had tra​versed toward the sniper positions. The order had gone out: “If the bastards fire again ...” A convoy of white Bedfords loomed out of the night to begin col​lecting the hundreds of refugees still struggling towards safety. Li’l Sue and I were no longer needed. I nosed through the mass of dazed and bewil​dered people, switched on the headlamps and turned left for Travnik, sur​prised by my tears of anger and relief.

My last trip. My last trip to this mad​house. I'm alive and I'm going home.

*                

                




August 1992

Newly arrived, with body armor and notebooks defining our trade, we moved hesitantly around the rubbish dump near Mostar. As the story began to appear an Italian journalist spun away to the trees and we could hear him retching. Eventually, almost ninety rotting corpses, all Croats or Muslims, lay next to the pit. Many in their 80s, their throats had been cut by the retreating Serbs a month earlier. In retrospect, it was a scene that synthesized a Balkan truth, where history is marked not so much by birth and creation as death and desolation. Had those of us recently arrived done our homework we would have known it was an old, old story; centuries old, in fact. Any of those shrunken faces could have been captioned with the same line from Joyce: History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.
Given the two-week time limit imposed by ABC Prime Time, which had hired us to investigate the role of American mercen​aries, we decided to split our forces. The rest of the crew headed north, while rumors took me along the coast to Vrtovi Sunća, Dubrovnik, then inland to Ljubuški and Čaplji​na, where a British mercenary pointed me in the direction of Stolac. An hour later I was driving into the demolished town. In the school that had been turned into paramili​tary headquarters, the local com​mander insisted I join him in a few shots of slivov​itza, home-made plum brandy. Though neither of us knew the other's language, I was able to com​muni​cate that I was looking for Americans. "Eng​lez?" he queried. "Ameri​kanc​i," I insisted. "Amerikanci, Englez," he responded with a tilting of the hand. At his nod three armed teen​agers piled into my hired Yugo and we sped out of town, turning up a winding gravel track. Then it was a hard climb under sporadic shelling to a forward observa​tion post. "Eng​lez!" they shouted, and pointed trium​phant​ly at a sol​dier. "Amerikanic!" they added, lest I hadn't under​stood. Bingo, I thought, until discovering they reckoned I wanted an inter​preter and had taken me to some​one who spoke English.

When I returned them to Stolac, the com​mander wouldn't hear of me leaving without offer​ing more slivovitza. When, in self defense, I produced a bottle of Johnny Walker, I was immediate​ly wel​comed into the bro​ther​hood of, as it turned out, Muslim fight​ers. When I pointed at the crescent he wore round his neck, he let fly with what I took to mean, "Yeah, we're Muslims, but" - as he sampled the Johnny Walker approv​ingly - "we're not that serious about it.” Insist​ing, final​ly, that I really must be on my way, I shoved the depleted bottle into my camera bag and headed for the car, sur​rounded by my new-met broth​ers-in-arms.

On the steps a lovely, earthy, young woman dressed in camou​flage insisted I fire her AK47 toward the Serb positions. Under her smoldering gaze, I fired into the air, earning a chaste peck on the cheek. I'd turned for my car when they dragged me back into the school. Within a min​ute the first mortar shell landed. Laughing up​roari​ously at their little joke, the com​mander circled his watch face with a forefin​ger to explain that the barrage would last for the next hour. "John​ny Walker - dobro, good," he allowed, eyeing my camera bag thirst​ily.

An hour later I was poured into the miraculously untouched car and sent weaving down the street, missing not only most of the rubble but the road out of town, as well. I was suddenly flagged down by an excited soldier pointing franti​cally in the opposite direc​tion. In the middle of a befuddled three point turn, I was dis​tracted by a fresh series of explosions and reversed over a ditch that left the rear wheels dangling in mid-air. Before I could decide which way to run, four more sol​diers emerged from a bunker, lifted the Yugo back onto terra firma and I laid rubber all the way out of town, commenting in shrill Anglo-Saxon on the sheer insan​ity of it all. But as Stolac disap​peared behind I knew I'd have to return. 


*

We found the soldier looking for a ride at the last check​point. He settled into the back seat with his assault rifle and the military police waved us on. "Drive faster," the hitch​hiker said in Croatian soon after we'd left the check​point behind. The road from Čapljina to Stolac curves through rich farmland spotted with barns and once-neat stuccoed homes, all over​looked by rocky-gray hills. In better times a tourist exploring this part of south​ern Bosnia might have been content to keep to the 40 mph speed limit and enjoy the unspoilt views. Not now. The fields lie fallow, the neat houses are gutted by fire and roofs open to the sky where tiles have been ripped away by direct hits. Even the winding macadam road is gouged from the daily mortar and artil​lery bar​rages.

"Vozi brze!" the soldier said again, more insistently, leaning forward and pointing to​ward the hills to our left. He explained something to my companion. "He says to go faster," she translated from the pass​en​ger seat. "He says the Serbs can see us from their positions up there. Five people were killed along here this morning.” I floored the accelerator, hoping the gun​ners would find us an unworthy target. Slow​ing where the valley narrowed, we crossed the bridge into the empty town and turned left to parallel a glassy river bordered by splin​tered chest​nut trees. Demol​ished shops and homes spilled onto the streets. We stopped at the school and one of the teenagers ran to find the girl.

She arrived minutes later, a Kalashnikov riding easily in one hand. In her black shirt and camou​flage trousers, 20-year-old Amela Isakovic was but one of a million refu​gees. And in the charnel house called Bosnia her story counted for little in the trail of tears that criss-crossed the land. The daughter of a prosper​ous farmer, Amela's life before the in​vasion was filled with school, admiring young men and family holidays. Though Muslim, her inherited religion played little part in that life. "Some of the old people were seri​ous about it," she shrugged, "but not the young ones. I haven’t been to a mosque in two years.” Yes, there were problems before the war. "Where we lived Muslims were a minority, and we knew the Serbs hated us, but nothing really bad ever hap​pened" – until the war came in June and the Bosnian Serb Army arrived.

Waiting out the after​noon bombardment in the school’s cellar, Amela described her capture. "The Chetniks found me and my brother hiding in a barn," she said toneless​ly. "They sharp​ened their knives in front of us, then held one to my bro​ther's throat while they interro​gated us and ran​sacked our home.” When asked if the Serbs had harmed her, she looked at her hands and said they were finally released and allowed to join a convoy. Amela left it in Stolac, described in a pre-war tourist guide as "a pleasant little town set in a deep valley with a ruined Turkish castle and some old Turkish houses”. There is nothing pleasant about Stolac today. During a lull in the firing, we walked through the town, past the burned-out cars, the damaged mosque, side-stepping the rubble. Amela com​plain​ed that the men tried too hard to protect her. She pointed toward the sur​rounding high ground. "But when we are stronger I will go with them to fight for our land.” Did she under​stand what would happen if she were captured again? Amela nodded. "That's why I will keep the last bullet for myself."

What about the future? Didn't she ever think about that? "Before the war, I just planned a normal life with a job and friends," she said. "Not marriage yet, I'm too young. If I'm alive when the war is over...” She hesitated. "But that's too far away to think about now.” I'd opened the car door when a mortar bomb landed some​where in Stolac. At the heavy ca-rump I suddenly wanted to think of Amela Isakovic telling these stories to her wide-eyed grandchildren in a better time. "I hope you never have to use that last bullet," I said from the bottom of my heart. For a second the mask slipped, and I saw the uncertainty and fear. "So do I," she said.

                                                                                15 October 1992

A three-day drive from England to Croatia. Having decided to return for six months of covering the war, I've invested in a second-hand Suzuki jeep. Li'l Sue, I've decided to call her. She's not much to look at, and certainly no speed demon, but hopefully good, re​liable trans​portation. At least now that the fuel problem is more or less sorted out.

Followed the Cheshires' Warriors and the IX-XII Lancers' Scimitars when they de​ployed from Split to Tomislavgrad, then along the treacher​ous 30-mile stretch of icy moun​tain track. North of Prozor I stopped at a sand​bagged petrol station. Concentrating on a map, I looked up in time to halt the attend​ant before he pumped more than 10 liters of diesel into the tank. Squeezing 20 liters of petrol on top thinned it a bit, but by the time I reached Travnik, a provincial town under Ser​bian bombardment since July, Li'l Sue's coughing and stumbling told me she wasn't very happy. At the Croatian Defense Council headquarters LtCol Filip Filipovic, a former Jugoslav Peoples Army officer now com​manding the Travnik Brigade, invited me to follow him into the frontline village of Turbe, warning that two kilometers of the road were under direct obser​vation by the Bosnian Serb Army. "Don't slow down," he smiled thinly.

I slip on my body armor and snap the chin strap on the helmet. Filipovic settles into a Ford Sierra with his driver and bodyguard. They pull out and I drop in behind. Until the village of Ovčarevno we're in dead ground. Coming around the next curve the terrain flattens and the Sierra accel​er​ates away. They're still open​ing the distance when the first mortar bomb lands. Li'l Sue is straining to hit 65 mph as more explo​sions penetrate the scream of her 970cc engine. I'm thinking this is not a good way to make a living when she coughs, shudders and cuts out. Shit! Downshift, pop the clutch, and she fires up, belching an enormous cloud of white smoke. We're back up to 50, 60, almost 65, and she cuts out again! Into third, still nothing, slowing steadily - come on, baby - hear another explosion, down to second and she catches, leaving an​other thick cloud in our wake. Still half a mile to go, speedom​eter moving slowly past 50, and she quits a third time! Hands and feet go through the drill with lightning speed, she catches, there's the billow of white smoke behind and we're still acceler​ating as we pass into relative safety.


*

A few days later I follow members of the Refugee Exchange Commis​sion to the Serb lines above Turbe. To the left a sheer, 400-foot drop; Li'l Sue hugs the valley wall on the snow-covered road to Vlašic. As we cross the lines Serbian soldiers watch us warily. Colonel Urož, the Serb commander, invites me into a caravan where he produces a bottle of slivo​vitza and suggests I spend time on their side of the line "to discover the truth". When? As soon as we can receive per​mission from higher auth​ority, but soon, he says congenially. On the way down I notice aban​doned clothes and suitcases strewn along the road. Zvorko Bajo, HVO chief of the Refugee Commission, explains that Urož's soldiers often inter​cept the refu​gees to plunder their few possession; those who resist are thrown over the side.

A week later I head once more for the Serb lines, this time without Li'l Sue; in anticipation of a Serb attack, the Croats have blown an eighty-foot section of the road. Under gray skies a scarecrow figure in civilian clothes leads our lonely procession of three, a small Red Cross flag tied to a spindly branch. Zvorko follows, making his 46th trip to the Serb lines to negotiate refugee exchanges. Nei​ther is armed. We climb toward Vlašic, where the Jugoslavian ski team trained for the Sarajevo 1984 Winter Olympics, and where only a year ago Muslims, Serbs and Croats shared lifts, slopes and apres-ski tots of slivovitza. Now the sounds of battle rise from Turbe below us, echoing between the valley walls. Two Ser​bian officers are waiting in the snow as we top the last crest. Per​mission for me to cross the lines has not yet been received. We head back down, the occa​sional bullet rico​cheting off the rock face above us.


*

I've driven into Prusac, a frontline village eight miles SW of Travnik. The Muslim com​mander takes me for a tour of the defenses. Like Turbe, Prusac is a place of naked roof beams and walls gouged by shrapnel. We head for an observa​tion point near an old Turk​ish fort, duckwalking along shallow trenches to avoid sniper fire. When we reach it, the commander points out a Serbian tank 800 meters to the north. A sniper some​where west of us fires, the round cracking over our heads. The sec​ond round is closer and we slip back down the hill, running from the cover of one shattered house to the next, when the tank gunner fires. The shell passes between two shat​tered homes ahead of us and detonat​es another 100 meters beyond. None of the fighters even flinches. "It's quiet today," one of them notes as I get to my feet. 


*

A third trip up the mountain road to Vlasic ends as the first two, but the following day a radio message from the Serbs con​firms that a cease-fire has been negotiated and I've been authorized to cross the lines. Loading my car the next morning when Colonel Bob's Che​shires pass through Travnik towards Turbe. By the time I catch up with them, War​riors and Scimitars have taken up tactical positions along the road through the vil​lage. At the Muslim command bunker Salko Beba explains that the Serbs have agreed to a meeting with Ste​wart. Three white Land Rovers and a little red Suzuki follow the large Red Cross flag flying from the back of his car. The British armor – which has not been given per​mission to cross into Serb-held territory – grows smaller in my mirror and disap​pears when our softskinned convoy rounds a bend. At the Muslim line a string of anti-tank mines lies across the road. Beba gets out and shoves them aside with his foot, a maneuver the press corps has dubbed “Bosnian curling”. We con​tinue, weav​ing through chi​canes of welded I-beams, until reaching another string of mines – this time Serbian. Beba again stops to kick them clear. 

At the edge of Turbe we stop in front of a cafe sur​rounded by soldiers in the muddy brown uniform of the Bosnian Serb Army. The temperature inside is as cold as the stares from the Serbian officers who line the far side of a long table. I step outside where the atmosphere remains tense. Stewart eventually emerges and asks if I'm ready to follow them back. When I admit I'm heading the opposite way, one of his officers mutters, "I think you're mad.” Seldom have I felt quite as alone as when those white Land Rovers disap​peared toward Travnik.

At the press center in Banja Luka travel documents are issued allowing me to drive to the Serbian brigade headquar​ters in Vitovlje, a small village six miles north of Turbe. At a checkpoint outside Skender Vakuf I'm stopped and ordered out of the car. Five Serbian military policemen form a semi-circle round me. My attention is on one playfully slapping me from the right when I smell something burning. Looking down I catch another burning holes in my ski jacket with his ciga​rette. They find my sudden efforts to brush out the embers hilarious.

Arriving at the brigade headquarters, I see an armored BBC Land Rover. My first thought is that I've been scooped. Then I under​stand. The vehicle sits on blocks; above the hole in the driver's door the inside of the armored glass is stained brown. A month earlier a BBC crew was covering the fight​ing above Turbe. When the driver stopped to turn around a sub-caliber tank shell tore through one door and out the other. He died in​stant​ly.


*

The next two days are spent along the frontline villages of Šešici and Podkraj above Turbe. Fog thick as cotton wool packs the valley, but there are enough speculative bursts of small arms and light cannon fire that little time is wasted between cover. Major Udiparip, the sector commander, leads me at a dead run between houses. In a cellar the inevi​table bottle of slivovitza appears and the soldiers—-almost all of whom grew up with those on the other side of the lines—come close to nostalgia for the days when Bosnian Serb, Croat and Muslim lived together in peace. Knowing that I'm returning to Travnik the next day, a tank commander asks if I will take a letter to a friend who, he's heard, has been wounded. I agree, and he writes quickly on a sheet from my notebook. Someone translates and there's a moment of quiet inside the cellar.

To Maté Jozaku:

Maté, I'm sending you this letter with wishes for a speedy recov​ery. When I heard you had been injured I took the news very hard. Your old friend, Jovan Jokanovic the shopkeeper, is writ​ing this letter.

Your driver's license is still with me; I hope I can personally return it even​tually. Both your homes are intact, as are your brothers' homes. Please accept greetings from all your old friends on Vlašic.                                                                 Jovan Jokanovic

Outside old friends fire into the fog in hope of killing each other.
3 February 1993

With almost three months here I'm wondering if there was ever a war as irrational as this one. Were there but two sides, how easy to compre​hend. Officially, there are three, but counting the individual warlords on all sides, with their own dreams of money, power and future fief​doms, then probably closer to twenty. Between Kisel​jak and Turbe tensions between Muslims and Croats, theoretically allied against the Serbs, are inten​sifying daily, with regular inci​dents of intimi​da​tion, torture and murder by one against the other. While each of the three official sides is fighting the other two, all view journal​ists with deep suspicion: I've already been warned that spending too much time with one side can make me a target for assas​sin​ation by another. Of course, you never know when you might stumble onto someone who’ll kill you just for the fun of it.

Having concentrated on the Croats for most of my first two months, and mindful of perceptions, I decided to turn my attention to the Muslim Armija Bosnia-Herzegovina. From my first introduction to them in Stolac they seemed good sorts, gen​erally more laid back than the Croats, and just as willing to share a bottle of slivovitza whenever the opportun​ity arose. And they did hold most of the defensive line in Turbe where, given the amount of incoming Serbian fire, one was guaranteed being scared shit​less on a fairly regular basis. My first few days are spent in observation posts above Turbe, my Muslim com​panions eagerly glassing the far side of the valley for Serbian tanks. Their eagerness comes from re​ceiving one of the most sophisticated anti-tank missile systems in the world—the Swedish TF8, compliments of Iran—and I'm promised the opportunity to photograph it in action. Late in the afternoon on the fourth day two tanks are spotted, but the missile crew don't have a clear shot. Just as I give up for the day, one of the tanks moves. There's no time to bring me down; they fire, and seconds later a plume of black smoke marks what's left of the tank.

For the next three days I hunker down, freezing my arse off. At dawn on the eighth day I follow a guide on foot up and down the mountains to the village of Bijelo Bučje, less than a quarter of a mile from the Serb lines. As we enter the village I'm sur​prised at the Arabic greet​ing of Salaam aleik​um from the vil​lagers. It's the first time I've heard it from Bosnian Mus​lims. Inside the command bunker, a former cafe rein​forced with the usual logs and sandbags, I'm told that a dug-in tank has been spotted. As soon as everything is ready they​'ll bring me up. They depart, leaving me with my guide and the local commander, who laughs uproari​ously at my pidgin Serbo-Croat and even louder at his own attempts at English. 

He's still laughing when three soldiers enter. "Salaam aleikum," one offers. The commander's laughter dries a​brupt​ly. "Aleikum wa salaam," he mumbles uncomfortably. I echo the greeting. The newcomer knows no English, but speaks about as much German as I do and explains that he's a Bosnian muja​hed. So what's a Bosnian mujahed when he's at home? No alcohol, no pork, no women, no swearing, but killing lots of Serbs as the true path to Allah. And Croats, too, when we're finished with the Serbs. Our brothers have come from many places to help us: Yemen, Egypt, Libya, Sudan, Afghanistan and Iran. They are near, but they do not talk to foreigners. They leave and I begin check​ing my cam​eras.

Three others enter. This time there's no polite small talk: I'm to come with them. Now. I look at my guide, who refuses to meet my eye. The local com​mander suddenly doesn't know me either, has never cracked jokes with me and instead busies himself stoking the pot-bellied stove. I try to explain that I'm supposed to stay here until sent for. One points his AK towards the door and my guide raises his eyes long enough to tilt his head in the same direction. At the edge of the village we enter a house where eight expression​less faces regard me silently. White banners with green Arabic script adorn the walls. A feeling of malevol​ence hangs in the room. I clear my throat and address a bearded figure in camouflage and bright green turban. "Salaam aleikum.” The response comes back grudgingly and I'm directed to a settee. Silence returns.

"Are you Mus​lim?" one finally asks in English. No. “Are you ready to accept Allah?” But the Prophet, I remind him, said that those of the Book must not be forced into conversion. A pock-marked thug in the corner hisses some​thing. "He wants to kill you," my inter​ro​gator smirks. Why? The one in the corner speaks again, fingers fluttering as his eyes lift toward the ceiling. "So you can greet Allah," he says flatly. “In the Koran," I swallow, “the Prophet, blessed be his name, directed all good Muslims to pro​tect the defenseless. I come as a friend and as you can see am unarm–.”

Pock-face cranks a round into his Ka​lashnikov. The sound is terrifyingly final. "He's going to kill you now.” I glance at my guide whose eyes are fixed on the floor; he knows if he inter​cedes he will be next. I'm alone. There will be no white-painted cavalry gallop​ing to the res​cue. For the first time in my life I know I'm going to die. Pressing hands to thighs to hide their trembl​ing, I look directly at my execu​tioner: "Inshallah," not recognizing my own voice. "Are you afraid to die?” It's my last chance. What I say next will be my death warrant or reprieve. I speak slowly and carefully: No, for having accom​panied Muslim forces in Chad and Sudan I know them to be good and generous people who would not kill without cause or ... . At the mention of Sudan, a keen supporter of Islamist jihad, a flicker of surprise crosses the face of the leader. He interrupts to demand my press cards. He examines them con​temptu​ously before tossing them back. "He says this is our village and you are not welcome​. You will leave your cameras and go.” My guide, who has uttered not a word since our arrival, nods impercep​tibly and we walk out. Alive. 

At the edge of the village I'm beginning to breathe again when I spot Pock-Face, AK propped on his hip, watching from the slope to our right. We pass below, and I wait for the sound of a shot. When I summon the courage to look over my shoulder, he's gone. A few minutes later I hear the launch of the missile, then an explosion. We clear a line of trees to see what must be a tank burning across the valley. There's a large orange muzzle flash a few hundred meters from the flames. I turn questioningly to my guide to see him diving for cover. I'm at the bottom of the ditch with him when the Serb artil​lery shell lands short of us. Rising cau​tious​ly, we brush the snow off and step out again. There's a second flash. Back into the ditch.

An hour later I barge into the Turbe headquarters bunker and explain to the ABiH com​mander what I've just been through. He pours us each a slivo​vitza. "Extrem​isti," he says, shaking his head. Out​side, the Serbs are shelling the village sector by sector. There's a lull and I run for the car, opening the door just as a rocket slams into the road not more than 60 meters away. I see the cloud of black smoke and feel the shock wave on my dive to the ground. Shrapnel rattles against the build​ing next to me. When I look up people are running, limping, crawling out of the smoke and dust. I think of the next one on its way. Fuck this for a job, I decide, jumping into Li'l Sue and screeching away in the opposite direction.

Two days later, Ted Skinner and Derek McBride, British mercenaries with the Mus​lim army, were kidnapped in Travnik and taken to Bijelo Bučje by the same mujahedin. After be​ing tied and tortured, they were each shot in the head. I will never know why I was released and they died.

                                                                             27 February 1993

With this latest trip behind me, all I'm starting to think about now is staying alive. It started with the idea of interviewing General Ratko Mladic, the Bosnian Serb army command​er. Quite straightfor​ward, until one under​stands that getting to his headquarters in Pale means crossing the Sarajevo airport and running the gauntlet of Serbian snipers. When I asked advice from some BBC types who regular​ly make that run, their first question is: "Soft-​skinned?” Which in the new lexi​con of Balkan repor​t​age means: "Are you driving an armored vehicle, or some​thing that won't stop much more than an icy snow​ball?" 

My sotto voce "Yeah" to the soft-skinned drew sympathetic tsks from those who cruised the scarred landscape in customized "hard-​cars" protected by £40,000 of steel and Kevlar. As far as going into Sarajevo itself, forget it; after crossing the airport one has to pass down Sniper Alley - arguably the most danger​ous stretch of road in the world - to reach the Muslim defenders, and no way I’m doing that in Li’l Soft-skin​ned Sue.

Set out from Split, staging in Kiseljak for last minute advice at the BBC's forward base, thence to the Serb check​point. Once across I give a ride to a Serb soldier who knows a safe way through Ilidza and round the north of Sarajevo, missing the airport altogether. We go from country lane to macadam, then forced to turn left by another check​point, and eventually onto a winding dirt track with the besieged city appear​ing below us. Arrive in Pale, where Ameri​cans are not the flavor of the month, what with Clinton making noises about intervention. A meeting with Sonja Karadzic, daughter of the Bosnian Serb president, results in mutual loathing at first sight. Surrounded by paramilitary thugs of the “Panther Brigade,” she explains she can have me “taken care of”. Permission for the interview is denied. On hearing of her threat, a Dutch military observer says it’s serious and I should “get outta Dodge” immediately. The next morning I head back. Dirt track, then the stretch of macadam that in better days took one straight into Sarajevo. Some​where along here, marked by the Serbian check​point, is the country lane offering a safe diversion to Ilidza. But the checkpoint is gone, and I motor serenely past the crucial turning.

Come round a curve where a 10-tonne truck, tires flat, hulks across the road. Whoa, and I brake to a stop. This wasn’t here three days ago. Turn the volume down on the tape player and look around. Eerily quiet. Then I notice lots of fresh debris from mortar impacts. Don't like the feel of this, so wheel around and head back. I've just reached for the volume control when I'm jerked upright by the roar of an automatic rifle. To my left a Serbian soldier, the muzzle of his Kalashnikov a haze of gunsmoke, is firing at me from the hip. Mother​fuck​er! Race out of range and stop at the first farm​house to check the way. Straight back the way you came. Are you sure? Da. I mean, really sure? The door closes in my face. Right. Snug up the body armor, helmet on and back I go. (Dumb, dumb, dumb.) No fire when I come abreast of the posi​tion, but immedi​ately it's behind I hear half a dozen aimed shots snap past me. Bastard! I duck my head and floor it, scream​ing around the truck blocking the road.

And things go from bad to very bad: chicanes and anti-tank mines dotting the surface. Frontline. Seen it before in Turbe. I'm already wishing desperately I were some​where else when I start taking fire from the left, this time from very close. People shoot​ing at me from both sides. Mines ahead. Do I turn and try getting back out? No. They're ready, they'll be wait​ing. They're not going to miss a fourth time. The options have run out.

I stop. 

If I run now I'm dead. Step out with hands raised and turn slowly. Thirty meters away a crouched figure on a narrow side road curtly motions me forward while another covers me with a Kalashni​kov. "Journal​ist! American jour​nalist!" I shout, remember​ing horror stories of hacks tortured or killed by the Serbs. Know​ing I've gone right into their frontline posi​tions, and unable to think of a better opener than to suggest a soli​dar​ity against their enemy, I ask with unfeigned terror: "Gdje Muslimane?” Where are the Muslims? I realize this is not the best opener when he jabs a thumb to his chest and growls, "Mi Musli​mane.” We're the Muslims. Oh, shit. I've gone through the Serb lines.

"Dokumenti!" he demands. I pass over the plastic wal​let with some reluctance, for nestled op​posite ​my UN press card is—oh joy, oh joy—my Serbian accreditation. I'm soon sur​rounded by half a dozen scowling com​batants whose col​lec​tive gaze hardens as the wallet goes from hand to hand. An English speaker arrives and I pour out my story. “I’m sorry. I got lost.” Once the expla​na​tion completes the circuit everyone's in stitches. All save one chap who keeps slap​ping me on the shoulder and apologizing, "But I almost killed you, I almost killed you!” I don't thank him for being a bad shot. Lots of smiles and laugh​ter, mine the widest and loudest, and sligh​t​ly manic.

Li'l Sue, meanwhile, is idling happily in the middle of the road, Nat King Cole crooning Unforgettable on the tape deck. I'm sent out to move her, but "keep low" they mo​tion, pointing directly across the road and saying, "Sniper, sniper.” A sprint and dive through the open door—feeling the cold crosshairs of the Serbian sniper scope on my ear—and whip into the side road, skirting another line of mines.

"We don't know what to do with you," it's admit​ted, so off to their command post, dashing from cover to cover. After con​ferring by landline with a Higher Authority he tells me to go to my car, give him five minutes to get to a checkpoint farther up, then go like hell till I see him. Taken back to the car, wished good luck by the one still feeling badly for almost shooting me (who stays carefully behind cover), and I jump in, reverse carefully to avoid the mines, then drop her into first and screech away. Through the chi​canes, an extra jog here and there to miss more mines and arrive at the checkpoint from where I'm escorted into Sarajevo and the sector headquarters. After hearing my story of busting two front lines the commander shakes his head. "Happy birth​day.” But it's not my birthday. "Oh, yes. You should be dead. Today you have been born again.” I'm escorted to the battered Holiday Inn in the dead of night.

Awake in the morning to the basso profundo of artillery. In the grubby dining room the warries from the world's heavies are gather​ing for breakfast, all of them tense at the prospect of heading out for the day's stories and photos. Long silences when shells land close enough to rattle coffee cups. Everyone hating it. Over​hear two Spanish journalists say they're driving out in a few minutes. Please, can I follow? Si, but you must go very fast. I'm right behind you, amigo.

Wrapped in body armor and helmets, we blast out of the underground carpark in tan​dem, squealing up the circular drive and racing flat out through the city, cutting across pavements where the road is blocked by rubble, hammer shifts on the corners to the sound of incoming. We skid into the sandbagged UN compound at the PTT building to wait for a French armored patrol to the Serb lines. Heavy explosions all over the city. There is the rumble of diesel en​gines as the white armored personnel carriers, hatches dogged down, pull out. I tag on to the end, and then it's down Sniper Alley, wait​ing for the sudden hole in the windscreen and praying that if it happens someone will see and come back for me. An aban​doned tank lies halfway across the road. Just beyond it a crumbling wall bears WELCOME TO HELL in black angry brush strokes. Arrive at last Serb check​point, hold breath until across, then on to Kiseljak and the BBC, telling yesterday's story between gulps of scalding tea. 

You're one lucky son of a bitch, Hooper. Day you went over a French photographer crossing the airport was hit in the throat by a sniper. Same day a Reuters guy caught one in the foot. Both in softskins. Yester​day a French APC hit with a rocket on the runway: one dead, three wounded. I wonder suddenly at my luck in missing the airport, of going through an active front under fire from both sides, of facing the muja​hedin in Bijelo Bučje. And the times under tank, mortar, rocket or artillery fire and not a scratch. How much luck are we given? How much have I used? 

Look, I'm only an hour from Travnik; think I'll spend a few days chasing stories there, anyone know what the road's like? Lots of shaking heads. Confus​ing, they say, but pretty nasty because of fresh fight​ing between Muslims and Croats. Heard that a French TV crew took some hits between Kačuni and Buso​vača this morning, don't know which side shooting, but hard​ car, so no one hurt. A Dutch driver in an aid convoy wounded when a round came through his wind​screen. I try to ignore that sixth sense whispering Don't do it, and head for Travnik.

Pass through successive checkpoints, now Muslim, now Croat, Muslim again. At each hastily rigged blockade eyes narrow as I come into view, fingers slip​ping inside trigger guards and muzzles swinging towards me. I approach them slowly, hands visible at the top of the wheel, hoping they can see PRESS on the bonnet. Through the last one and the empty road winds through a narrow valley. Snug farm​houses I've passed often the last four months are smoke blackened and gutted. Around a curve lies the still-smoking shell of a VW Golf. Five minutes later an Opel Kadette, windows starred by bullets, blocks half the road. Below the open door something darker than the gray macadam is congealing in the cold air. Muslim or Croat? Are they still here, watching me over their sights? My knuckles whiten at the sound of a single shot. At me? At someone else? A warning? What the fuck am I doing here? Dry-mouthed, I con​tinue, nerves drawing tighter and tighter.

Outside Kačuni a white Scimitar blocks the narrow bridge. The commander's hatch cracks open, re​veal​ing red-rimmed eyes. What's the situation ahead? Some automatic stuff, says a north country voice, and there's a sniper just over there somewhere. Any press been past? One hard-car, but I'll move if you want through. Firing starts beyond the bridge and the eyes disap​pear beneath the hatch. I step behind the British armor till it stops, then walk to the car. Go on, or turn back? Open the door and rap it twice to hear the tinny ring. Li'l Sue. She's brought me through 10,000 miles in this war. Probably take me another 10,000. But I don't have anything to prove by giving some​one another go at me today. They had their chance—more than once, but who's count​ing? 

I am.

I wave toward the Scimitar's periscope, settle behind the wheel and turn around. Climbing the icy mountain road between Kiseljak and Jablanica, I wonder who is the more insane: Balkan thugs bent on killing till they drown in the blood?—or me for driving around alone in the middle of it? Seems to me I really should be sitting in front of the fire at home, soft music, a decent bottle of wine and a loving girl alongside. Okay, after this England might be a touch quiet, but right now a spot of quiet might be just what the doctor ordered. 

One more trip and I'm out of here. One more.
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...white Bedfords loomed out of the night to begin col​lecting the hundreds of refugees still making their way toward safety. When my passengers stepped out, Li'l Sue and I were no longer needed. I nosed through the mass of dazed and bewil​dered people, switched on the headlamps and turned left for Travnik, surprised by my tears of anger and relief.

My last trip, I kept thinking, my last trip to this mad​house. I'm alive and I'm going home.

* *

