OH, THE LIFE OF A WAR CORRESPONDENT
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Far off the ferry’s bow the black mountains of Montenegro emerged fang-like in the dawn. After vowing never again to set foot in the Balkans, I was back. Oh, I’d kept abreast of things through friends returning from the borders of Kosovo, and my colleague Roddy Scott had occasionally rung from the squalor of Kukes in northern Albania. Sitting safely at home, I’d listened sympathetically, if not a little yearningly, to frustrated accounts of high adventure and low comedy in his efforts to make common good with the Kosovo Liberation Army before the war ended. But the bombing campaign was finished now, the Serbs were skeddadeling and Roddy had at last crossed the border to record the evils done. The war - at least that war - was over.

But war in the Balkans is like a pernicious bacterium; stamp it out here, and it sprouts afresh over there, its toxin intact and bubbling. If thumbing a few centuries of history fails to convince, one need look only at the four wars instigated by Slobodan Milosevic since 1991. Given that the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) had lost one state to each conflict - Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, and now Kosovo, and been whittled down to Serbia and Montenegro in just eight years, one had to wonder if he suffered a long-term learning disability. But the miasma of Balkan intrigue, ethnic enmity - “Did you cut many throats in the war, daddy?” “You bet, sweetheart, and I could have done a lot more if it hadn’t been for those bad NATO people.” “I’m sorry, daddy.” - and a genetic predisposition to self-destruction beggars logic. 

So, despite Slobo’s most recent drubbing, Western eyes now focused uneasily on Montenegro. Would Serbia’s last reluctant co-republic be the next flashpoint? Many of Milosevic’s thugs had retreated into its northern mountains, where 90 per cent of the population called itself Serb and where Frenkie’s Boys and Arkan’s Tigers, the most brutal of the paramilitaries, had established power bases. Supported by kith and kin in aerie hideouts, they’d chosen their moments to dash drunkenly across the border to rape, murder and loot, to the approval of their atavistic cousins back home. The Serbs, it’s been said, have never lost a war against unarmed civilians. 

Strategically and more soberly, Montenegro was Serbia’s last remaining access to the Adriatic. Thus the recipe, with all the attendant ingredients, was there for the Fifth Balkan War of the 1990s. But I’d long since had my fill of the place. Gimme a merry band of mercs in the heart of Africa and I’m away. But schlepping around the Balkans on my own again? Uh-uh, not this boy.

The telephone rings. “Hey, Hoop, it’s Robert.” Robert is publisher of World’s Most Dangerous Places.

“Hiya, Robert,” I say warily. “How’re things in California?”

“I need a piece on Montenegro—” 

“Forget it.”

“—to run with Roddy’s stuff in the next edition. Now that boy has some good stories, right from the thick of it in Albania and Kosovo.”  

“Good for Roddy.” After nine wars I’ve become mature and cautious. Yellow, actually.

“How are you on Dangerous Places T-shirts?”

I sigh. He knows my weak point. “I gave away my last one in the Congo,” I say pathetically.

“No sweat. As soon as I get your stuff I’ll have Bev FedEx a bunch to you.”

In the old days you could fly right to Montenegro’s capital of Podgorica. But the Coalition put paid to that by bombing the bejeezus out of the runways. Flying to Dubrovnik in Croatia and grabbing a taxi to the border was out too: the FRY army had blocked the crossing with tanks and were refusing entry to foreigners. Especially foreigners with press cards. Same along the border with Albania. The softest entry, I heard, was the port of Bar, controlled by the local Ministry of Interior Police (MUP), few of whom supported Belgrade. In fact, Montenegrin President Djukanovic had ordered all FRY troops to return to barracks and stack their weapons: until further notice, the loyal MUP would oversee Montenegro’s security. 
Those FRY troops who leaned towards Serbia were damned cranky at that and not all had taken it to heart; those who were Montenegrins first and Serbs second didn’t think it such a bad idea. After all, Djukanovic was Western-friendly and had kept them pretty much out of the war. Oh sure, there’d been some bombing, but only in an essential military sort of way. A few runways holed and a handful of missile and radar sites blown to smithereens, but little of the tiny country’s infrastructure or industrial base had been touched.

A few days later I wing my way to the Italian port of Bari and wander down to the docks for a ticket on the ten-hour Bari-Bar ferry crossing. In America you have lines, in England we have queues. In Bari they’ve never heard of either. Hopping up and down behind a heaving mob, I can see the agent’s wife flicking through paperwork, supremely disinterested in the crush of beseeching customers. The agent’s lumpen daughter stares vacuously, then frowns at the impertinence of a ringing telephone, before painting another fingernail. A dozen more people push ahead of me. I yelp as a Gypsy woman stomps on my toe and scuttles in front. If ever there were a case for diplomacy, Balkan-style, this is it. Snarling, I dive into the scrum of shouting, gesticulating and highly aromatic Albanian truck drivers. An hour later, exhausted and panting, I’m squashed against the ticket window, waving an expired UN press card in one hand and an enormous wad of lira in the other. “Per favore, signora!” I wail, hanging on for dear life 

Eighteen hours and a sleepless night later, I stand bleary-eyed at the ferry’s bow as a predawn sky silhouettes the coastal spine of Montenegro. And feel the first butterflies stir my innards. Two hours later, we sail past the breakwater and the petroleum storage tanks that NATO had generously left off its target lists. We inch into the harbor, followed at a distance by two sleek fast boats, smugglers’ boats that have spent the night ranging up, down and across the Adriatic for such essential commodities as cigarettes, whiskey, perfumes and condoms. But the boats that really capture my attention are tied opposite our berthing pier: FRY navy corvettes saddled with sea-skimming Styx missiles expressly designed to give Western sailors the vapors. They’d make a lovely snapshot for Jane’s Defence Weekly, but I’m not encouraged by troops lounging menacingly along the quayside. Having been interrogated, threatened and thumped by Serbs in the past, I cannot recommend it, and leave the camera bag tightly zipped.

Instead of charging the customs building en mass, à la the ticket office in Italy, my fellow passengers fall meekly into line under the gaze of a uniformed giant smacking his palm with a nightstick. “Dobar dan,” I wheeze ingratiatingly to the customs officer inside. Good day. He looks at my passport. “Why you here?” Reportage, of course. “America, England no good,” he snarls, loud enough to be heard throughout the hall. “NATO all shit!” Impressed by his command of the idiom, I about break my neck nodding in agreement. (Maybe you forgot my yellow streak.)  Satisfied I’m not importing guns, printing presses, Serb-Muslim inter-racial pornography or other proscribed contraband, he motions me to repack my bags. I turn to escape. “Stop!” He hands back my passport with a private wink. “Welcome to Montenegro,” he whispers.

Outside, a taxi driver latches on to me. Where go? Podgorica. Okay, okay, 600 dinara, nema problema! Settling into a Lada that has seen better days, I grimace as broken springs prod my delicate parts through the threadbare upholstery. He slides a length of coat hanger through the open window and around the central post, giving it a few twists, before dashing round the bonnet for a Le Mans start. First switching on a transistor radio hanging from the stump of a rear view mirror, he turns the ignition with a knife blade and we’re off in a cloud of smoke and bolts. This, my friend, is where the dangerous part comes in. One minute rock walls are flashing by, the next I’m looking over precipices that drop forever. In some countries guard rails preclude sudden wingless flight. Not in macho Montenegro, where they’re considered only for the timid. And ol’ Sterling Moss here is anything but timid.

He drifts through a hairpin turn, bald tires scattering gravel on a two-foot verge separating us from oblivion. Over a crest and there below a column of four trucks descends steeply in first gear. Beyond them the road disappears into another hairpin. Sterlingich floors it. The engine bellows in protest through the broken exhaust. The door, which remains alarmingly ajar despite the coat hanger, bangs and rattles like a Trinidadian out-of-tune steel band, and the shock-absorberless Lada hurtles towards destiny. My frantic scrabble for the seat belt draws a disdainful smirk. One truck. Two trucks. Three trucks. My feet threaten to rip through the firewall in search of the brake. Four trucks! The road disappears to the left. Ahead is freefall. The nose of an oncoming truck appears round the bend, horn blaring. I close my eyes. Why couldn’t I have snapped those missile boats and been safe and sound in jail? We swerve back to the right, fishtailing on the edge of thin air as gravel ricochets off the underside, and then we’re through. I glance weakly at Sterling, who, conducting with one hand, is singing along to a wailing Balkan love song issuing from the jiggling radio. Unable to speak, I point at the tenth or twentieth roadside shrine draped in plastic flowers. Sterling interrupts his aria. “Many accidents this road,” he shouts instructively, shaking his head at the sort of drivers one has to put up with these days.

If you’re going to stay in Podgorica, the government-owned Hotel Crna Gora, at $150 a night, is as good - or bad - as anything else in town. Done in traditional socialist style best described as Stultifying, it boasts a restaurant where the portions are as large as they are inedible, and telephone service that’s hopeless. The latter may be due to everything being routed through Belgrade, where NATO bombers took a keen interest in the telephone exchanges. (Hint: carry your own GSM; it may take just as many tries to get through, but at least you can do it in your own time, rather than going through the glacial process of the hotel operator.)  

In the lobby a Casablanca collection of spooks and smugglers lurks inconspicuously behind potted plants wreathed in cigarette smoke. Outside on the terrace one can observe the hustle and bustle of Montenegro’s capital: black market money changers; cops in natty blue American uniforms; their bosses in natty blue and white American Buicks; smugglers striking deals over endless cups of Turkish coffee; a Gypsy child mother suckling a baby as she moves expressionlessly from one table to another with palm outstretched; and the most astonishing parade of beautiful women you’re ever likely to see this side of a modeling agency. 

(Every male correspondent I know who’s done time here agrees that the region boasts more drop-dead gorgeous women per capita than anywhere else on earth. However, lest this give you ideas, remember it’s the Balkans, where sharp knives and humorless male relatives offer the prospect of speaking several octaves higher forever more.)

Rental car ready, it’s show time for your intrepid reporter. I part the fronds of a potted palm. So where’s the action? But the concierge is too busy striking a deal for a late model Japanese car that recently disappeared in Germany to do more than wave his hand and mutter, “Try the airport.” The airport! Why didn’t I think of that? It’s one of the few places still controlled by the FRY army. Thirty minutes later, I turn off the main road. From atop a bridge a scorch mark or two, courtesy of coalition bombers, livens the place. A red and white pole blocks the entrance. 

Three soldiers slowly lower bottles, pick up Kalashnikovs and sway to their feet. My pleasant “Gosh, hi, dobar dan, how are you guys today?” is met with blank stares. “Journalist,” I explain helpfully. Six bloodshot eyes sink to the level of the window and I’m rocked by a disconcerting lack of personal hygiene. “America, England no good,” a stubbled face growls. Practicing the recommended diplomacy for dealing with armed Slavs on the toot, I’m nodding energetically: up-down-up-down-up-down. “NATO all shit, fuck NATO,” hisses another, spittle flecking my glasses. I’m still chuckling delightedly at the rare bonhomie, and nodding like a moron. “And fuck you, too,” adds the third, giving lie to claims that an interpreter is essential in the Balkans. Welp, so much for the airport, I decide, wishing I’d paid more attention to the movies where the hero does something tricky with the steering wheel, whips around in the opposite direction and lays rubber till he’s out of sight. Back on the main road, I make a note to ask Robert about an evasive driving course when I get home. Fat chance.

Okay, time to unlimber those investigative skills and get cracking on a scoop. This is for Dangerous Places, after all. My reputation’s on the line. Back at the hotel the concierge is waxing his new car. So what did NATO bomb? I ask. Oh, lots of stuff. Like what? The airport. Forget the airport. Hmmmm, he thinks. Did they hit any hospitals, schools, cows? I ask provocatively, looking for an angle. No, he says after a ponder, they were pretty careful, but what do you think of my new car? Nice, but I need some dirt. Wait! he says, they bombed something big near Ulcinj! I spread my map, the excitement of the hunt throbbing in my veins. Ulcinj is down the coast near the Albanian border, a four-hour drive. What was it? Something near a civilian beach, he shrugs. Yeah? My eyes gleam. I can see the slug already. NATO BOMBS CIVVIE SUNBATHERS. At night, he adds. Oh.

Desperate, the next day I’m lunching at a seaside restaurant in Ulcinj. The waiter brings another ice-cold Heineken. It’s a tough assignment. Any NATO bombing around here? “Oh, yes, big bombas there” - he points farther down the coast - “other side Ada River near most famous in Montenegro beach.” Aha! I’m getting warm. What did they hit? “Yes, something for seeing airplanes.” A radar site, I cleverly deduce. “Yes, my brother there in army.” I cringe. Is he, like, okay? “Oh yes. Montenegro army peoples here not want fight America, England, so don’t go work when bombas come.” He gives me directions to the most famous in Montenegro beach. 

I cross the Ada, the road curves sharply right, and my blood freezes at the sight of a manned checkpoint. I’ve missed a turn and driven straight into a hard-core FRY unit guarding the border. An Audi bearing German license plates pulls up behind, blocking my escape. Fumbling nervously with the gear shift, I stall. The driver honks impatiently, then pulls out and passes, stopping at the checkpoint. The Audi’s suspension sighs in relief as a German couple of majestic proportions climb out. Cheerful banter and money change hands. Beaming, the couple strip to the buff. The Audi sinks and they disappear round a leafy bend. 

I’m still staring open-mouthed as the guard saunters forward. “Hier ist ein nudischeprivatstrand,” he says in pidgin German. A nudist beach? Those dirty-minded Serbs were manning a radar site on a nudist beach? Naked human shields! Perverts! I steel myself. This is what investigative journalism is all about. I step out wearing only sandals and panama, a handful of cameras dangling strategically. “Keine photo-apparaten,” the guard frowns. No cameras. I set them inside, holding nothing more than the entrance fee. There’s a snigger and a comment in Serbian. The snigger becomes a chuckle, one points, and they both guffaw loudly. I look down and see nothing remotely funny. By now they’re in convulsions and pounding each other on the back. I recognize it for what it is, psychological warfare at its most malicious. Well, if I can’t take photos, I grumble, what’s the point? and climb huffily into my clothes. Their laughter follows my retreat over the bridge. Oh, the life of a war correspondent.

So there you are, Robert. Now where’re my fucking T-shirts?
* *

