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To my beloved, who ushered me back to the city of my
birth when I least suspected

I have grasped this much: if one had made the rise of
great and rare men dependent upon the approval of the
many (assuming that the latter knew what qualities
belonged to greatness and also at whose expense all
greatness evolves)—well, there would never have been
a single significant man!
That the course of things makes its way independently
of the approval of the great majority—that is why a few
astonishing things have insinuated themselves on the
earth.
From Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Will to Power,
New York: Vintage Books, 1968, p. 472.
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PREFACE (January 9, 2016)
The title of this book comes from my erstwhile habit of pasting my
pieces of writing onto postcards and sending them to friends around
the world. I never counted, but I must have sent many thousands of
them. Later on, the postcards reached their audience via electronic
mail, and finally they ended up on a website entitled Residua
(www.residua.org). By now it stretches over some forty years and it
counts close to seventeen thousand pieces of writing with more than
three-thousand addenda extending them. Amazingly, my magnum
opus now counts more than three-million words. All these numbers
were unimaginable at the outset.
Given that my Residua is a book about everything under the sun, years
ago I started making selections from it on different subjects. The first
three such selections are Belgrade Postcards (2002), Istrian Postcards
(2003), and Motovun Postcards (2007), but there are many others by
now. In brief, I was born in Zagreb, grew up in Belgrade, lived all
over the world most of my life, and now I am living in Motovun.
Well, I also spend ever more of my time in the city of my birth. All of
my selections have the same structure: many short pieces of writing
arranged in chronological order. All the pieces and all the addenda
extending them are dated.
Quite a few of my observations and opinions about Zagreb will irk
many of those who love the city and feel at home in it. I can only hope
that some of my pieces will also make them pause on occasion, as well
as laugh every now and then. But this selection from my writings is
primarily meant for people like me, who cannot call Zagreb their
home. I was only born in it, after all. And I was a toddler when my
parents decided to move away and take me with them. At this stage of
my life, I am a stranger in it, if not also a foreigner. Thus I hope that
strangers and foreigners who happen to live in Zagreb at present will
enjoy the book the most. And especially if English is their elective
language, as is the case with me.
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LA TOUR EIFFEL (August 7, 1978)
The train pulled jerkily into Zagreb around nine o’clock in the evening.
Damp hot air crawled into the compartment. Famished, I went out on
the crowded platform to find something to eat.
Acrid stench of innumerable people glued together by sweat, stumbling
aimlessly about: peasants, cripples, beggars, straw hats, guitars, plastic
balls of many colors... A girl of approximately twelve emitting highpitched screams of an imbecile, followed quickly and attentively by
her mother. Drunkards, sticky pavement, beer puddles, Germans
traveling to the coast, the crunch of broken bottles, musty windows
covered with flies... The Balkans. And then, through the damp backs I
caught a glimpse of a man carrying a homemade plywood model of the
Eiffel Tower on his back. Slightly stooped, he moved elegantly
through the crowd, protecting his treasure. The varnished plywood
glistened through the haze.
The loudspeakers muttered something, and I hurried back to my
compartment to feed on the single egg that I forced myself to buy. A
few jerks, and the train was on its way to Split again. “Tomorrow
morning I will touch the sea!”
Addendum I (February 1, 1990)
I was born in Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, in 1946. My parents met
there in the early Thirties, having both moved to Zagreb from the
coast. My father was born in the town of Krk, the capital of the largest
island in the Adriatic bearing the same name, and my mother was born
in Pazin, the capital of Istria. In 1948 we all moved to Belgrade, the
capital of both Yugoslavia and Serbia, where I grew up. From capital
to capital, ever deeper into the Balkans. The proof of the proposition
that Zagreb is in the Balkans also, which would annoy many a citizen
of this proud city, is straightforward: all one needs to do is to make a
brief visit to the public toilet in the Central Railway Station.
Addendum II (November 15, 1997)
My No. 1 son has been living in Zagreb since graduation from Brown
this summer. Many of his stories testify to my verdict, but one of them
is especially poignant. One evening he went to a popular night-club.
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Two groups of young men were getting ever more drunk and ever
more belligerent toward each other. At some point, one fellow
smashed a bottle over another fellow’s head and then stabbed him in
the chest with the remaining shards. There was much blood on the
dancing floor and the wounded fellow was dragged out by his
comrades. Everyone else continued dancing on the bloody floor as
though nothing had happened. After a few minutes the floor was
trampled dry, but the dancers’ shoes and clothing were splattered with
blood. The Balkans.
Addendum III (July 4, 2002)
And now, the clincher as to the “geographic” status of my birthplace.
As I was sipping my double espresso in Coffee Republic in Reading, I
sent a mobile-phone text-message to a dear friend in Zagreb, telling her
where I was. She knows my haunts in Reading well. “Funny,” she
responded immediately, “I am on my way to my favorite café here.”
Then she added, knowing my mind, as well: “Its name used to be
‘Balkan,’ but now it’s ‘Europa’.” The proof definite.
Addendum IV (January 22, 2017)
Pray, who was the “dear friend” from Zagreb who was mentioned in
the previous addendum? My beloved, of course. We were together
when I bought my house in Motovun at the end of the very same
month that addendum was penned. I was on my way to Istria, the land
of my ancestors, so as to be close to her. Through her, I gradually
became close to Zagreb, as well. The city of my birth is not exactly to
my liking to this day, but that is where my beloved lives. What better
reason could there be to return to the Balkans, as well? Destiny,
nothing but destiny!
A TOUCH OF ROMANTICISM (August 14, 1987)
Since 1983 I have been living on a regular cycle: nine months in the
United States, three months in Yugoslavia. During the school year I
am at MIT. My fortress, my steel tower. A mercenary of sorts, I face
battle practically every day. Braced in one of my magnificent threepiece suits, I command my forces with relish. Daily exercise brings
my every muscle almost to the point of perfection. When it is over,
though, I feel exhausted beyond recovery. As soon as my professorial
duties have been fulfilled, I join my parents and friends in Belgrade.
Proud oblivion ensues: I survived another season! The cycle reminds
me of military campaigns of old, which started in the early spring and
ended in late fall, as soon as heavy rains made troop movements
impracticable. Now I am facing another campaign. In a week I will
rejoin the assembling troops. And I feel the kind of excitement I
expect any superannuated mercenary would feel at this time.
Excitement mixed with sweet fear, involuntary muscle contractions,
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and something resembling both tenderness and disgust for the still
distant enemy. Longing for the damned enemy.
Addendum I (April 5, 1998)
Things are different now, but not fundamentally. I still live on a
regular cycle: half a week in Reading, half a week in London. While
in Reading, I face battle every day. A mercenary of sorts, I command
my forces with relish. Come Friday afternoon, though, I feel
exhausted beyond recovery. As soon as my professional duties have
been fulfilled, I join Lauren and the children in London. Proud
oblivion ensues: I survived another week! Everything is the same, or
perhaps similar, except that my parents now live in Reading, and that
oblivion is hard to reach with the rest of the family in London. The
similarity with military campaigns of old is thus sadly lost. Still, there
must be some mercenaries today who regularly commute to their little
jobs around the globe.
Addendum II (February 6, 2013)
Since 2003 things are different one more time, but not fundamentally
once again. The cycle is far from regular, but a cycle it surely is: a
while in Motovun, and a while in Zagreb. Although my beloved
comes to Motovun from time to time, she is the main, if not the only,
attraction of the Croatian capital. Winters are now reserved for
Zagreb, though. If there is any reason to mention the military
campaigns of old, it is that Motovun is now the battleground. It was
supposed to be the hilltown of divine rest, but my battle with its mayor
has changed things as of 2008. What is worse, the misery is likely to
last another few years, which may turn rather nasty in the end.
Returning to the cycle, I am amazed by its place in my life. One way
or another, it has become its permanent feature. Fate, perhaps. But it
is time to stop, for I am getting a bit too romantic for my taste.
Addendum III (September 17, 2019)
Six years after the last addendum was penned, one small correction is
needed: winters are reserved for Zagreb no longer. As of this year, I
intend to spend my winters in Motovun (“The Graveyard Challenge,”
November 18, 2018). Although I go to the Croatian capital several
times a year, my visits are ever shorter. In terms of days, Motovun has
been winning the last few years (“Zagreb versus Motovun, Again,”
October 1, 2016). Returning to winters, the peace and quiet of the
hilltwon are no less than enchanting. Tourist numbers plummet
between New Year’s and Easter, and the weather is usually quite
pleasing. When my beloved comes from Zagreb, the fireplace is
always ready for her, as well. She, too, relishes the boondocks. All in
all, the regular cycle is still with me, but it is rather different at this
point of my life. According to my present plans, I will be going to
Zagreb every couple of months, which translates into six times a year.
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In addition, each visit will take no more than a weak. But only time
will tell how my plans will bear out. Fingers crossed, as ever.
Addendum IV (January 21, 2022)
Well, well. My beloved comes to Motovun every month or so, but I go
to Zagreb ever more rarely. And the reason behind this change is
trivially simple: the bus that used to take me to the Croatian capital has
disappeared since the onset of the novel coronavirus pandemic. Going
from Umag to Zagreb every single day, the bus used to stop in Livade
in the foothills of Motovun ten minutes before ten o’clock in the
morning, and it would reach my destination around two in the
afternoon. Returning to Umag every day, the bus would depart from
Zagreb at fifteen minutes past three o’clock in the afternoon, and it
would leave me at the intersection under the Motovun hill around
seven in the evening. The walk down and up the hill would take me
about forty minutes. To my joy, each trip to the city of my birth would
be entirely in my own hands. Ever since this marvelous bus line has
disappeared, I have to ask a friend to take me to a nearby town for
another ride to or from Zagreb. And this is something I am far from
fond of doing on a regular basis, let alone twelve times a year. The
pandemic is with us for two years already, and it is anyone’s guess
how long it will last. More important in connection with my trips to
Zagreb, the bus line through Livade may never be reinstated. My
regular cycle of around six trips a year is thus best forgotten. I will be
going to the Croatian capital when a friend offers me a ride, which will
be a couple of times a year at best. And that will be that. Alas, so
much for a touch of romanticism from the title of this piece!
AUTOBIOGRAPHY XI (January 14, 1988)
I have always been a stranger, a foreigner, an alien. My family name
had a strange ring in Belgrade, where I grew up in a predominantly
Serbian milieu. My insistence on being Yugoslav meant less and less
as the memories of World War II gradually faded into oblivion.
People would either insist on my Croatian origins, for I was born in
Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, or they would simply assume that I was
Jewish and keep quiet about it. They did not want to hurt my feelings.
Very few people knew about the Venetian connection, because I felt
more comfortable keeping quiet about it. It was similar during the
four-year period in Ljubljana, the capital of Slovenia, where I was
treated as a gästarbeiter with a Ph.D. There, I was a southerner, a
Belgrader, or even a Byzantine—a quaint term for everyone from the
rest of Yugoslavia. At any rate, it was always clear to everyone around
me that there was something amiss about my being there, wherever
“there” was.
All this became obvious to me only after I left Yugoslavia, and
especially after I left it for the second time, that is, after my sojourn in
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Ljubljana. Back in 1970, when I came to Harvard as a foreign student,
I had no idea that I would ultimately choose to stay in the United
States. That possibility surfaced quite suddenly in 1979, when it
became obvious that yet another return to Yugoslavia was out of the
question. My juvenile idea of a multinational career straddling Europe
and the United States turned out to be without any basis or merit, and I
had to choose once and for all. And this I did without any hesitation or
regret. Soon enough I got my “green card” and became officially
recognized as a resident alien. What a felicitous choice of words—
resident alien! A strange designation to be sure, but one that I have
taken quite seriously.
Since 1983, when I started teaching at MIT, all my national ties have
in fact been severed for good. The Institute is my house and home.
Cambridge is my town only to the extent that it is inhabited by resident
aliens. In my mental map of the world, Boston is already too far for
comfort. Both Yugoslavia and the United States are sheer abstractions
from my vantage point. There is much pride in this statement. I am an
alien, and proud of it. To be just a stranger or a foreigner is not good
enough for me, for I now see the limitless possibilities inherent in my
alien status.
For a while I felt like a human, pure and simple. I felt like a member
of my species as a whole, unencumbered by national, religious, or
political boundaries of any kind. MIT and Cambridge were conducive
to this perspective, at least among grownups. It took some time for me
to realize that this was but a stage in my development. Meanwhile I
have become a real alien.
Little by little, my radical rootlessness presented itself in a positive
light. Of course, “rootlessness” is not the right word, no matter how it
is qualified. This is still a negative way of expressing my state of
mind, but it is almost unavoidable at this stage of world development.
For how can I express my communion with the universe out there in
positive terms at the time when there is no evidence whatsoever that it
is inhabited by any other sentient species but my own? The only thing
that I can say is that I feel a considerable distance between myself and
my species, including its natural habitat, and that definitely lacks any
positive connotation. This sounds no less than sinister when it is
expressed by means of language cluttered with notions utterly
inadequate for this task.
It is a blessing to be an alien—an alien sans phrase. I am poised for
contact with anyone and anything, fully open to the possibilities
inherent in the immensity of the universe. This is not to say that I feel
anything akin to animosity toward my species. Far from it. Simply
speaking, I do not feel responsible for its fate. As a consequence, I
recoil from any form of interference into the course of events on this
planet among planets. Here I include my personal conduct, to the
extent feasible given that I cannot but remain bound to my species both
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from within and without. For that reason, much of what I have written
here will appear inconsistent; even more, it will indeed be inconsistent.
But that is inherent in my very position. And that I am by no means
complaining about. Consistency is my species’ petty burden.
MY FLAG (August 6, 1989)
Alone in the cockpit of my father's sailboat, I am gazing at the shore
several paces away: pine trees teeming with crickets above, sea below,
and gnarled rocks in between. Green, gray, and blue. This morning,
my flag.
Addendum I (December 26, 1989)
These words felt both soothing and invigorating against the
background of Serbian, Croatian, Slovene, Albanian, and all other
brands of Yugoslav nationalism. Mesmerized by relentless flag
waving, I was ultimately compelled to make my choice of colors.
Green, gray, and blue. The colors of elective exile.
Addendum II (August 5, 1997)
As it turns out, this is the flag of Sierra Leone. Although its middle
stripe is supposed to be white, it turns gray in use, as witnessed by the
battered rag in front of Sierra Leone’s embassy or consulate on
Portland Place in London. Passing by this building earlier today I
wondered what calamity led to this particular choice of colors.
Addendum III (May 25, 2000)
Having realized today that my flag of choice is almost the same as the
flag of Sierra Leone, which is very much in the news these days on
account of the civil war there, I decided to add a few clever words to
this piece. To my surprise, I found it without much ado. To my even
greater surprise, this connection was long made and perhaps equally as
long forgotten. God only knows when I will be back with this tired
discovery, but it is safe to bet that this memorable event will coincide
with Sierra Leone's return to the news.
GROWING UP JEWISH (November 19, 1989)
Since 1983 I spend most of my summers in Belgrade and on the
Yugoslav coast. When in Belgrade, I go out every evening. There are
many places I like, but my favorite place is the Pen Club, next door to
the National Theater. The owners and many guests of this Belgrade
establishment know me since childhood, when my parents occasionally
took me there. They were regulars for several decades. The Club is a
lively and crowded place. You cannot sit alone for too long—someone
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you know will join you and start talking about anything under the sun.
This is how I gradually learned that many of my acquaintances were
surprised to learn that I was not Jewish. When I was growing up, my
last name and my performance in school were apparently taken as
sufficient proofs of my origins. People kept quiet about it on account
of war atrocities, I suppose. The truth started surfacing only gradually,
many years after I left Yugoslavia for good. I was amused by all this
at first. It took me several years to realize that I had been shaped by
the behavior of people who perceived me as different and thus alien. It
took me several years to realize that I, in fact, grew up Jewish.
CRUMBS (February 27, 1992)
Years ago I heard from an eyewitness that Tin Ujević—one of the best
known Yugoslav bards between the two world wars—once dedicated
the following poem to an ageing lady who kept pestering him for it in
one of his favorite Belgrade haunts:
Trte mi te nate
Nate mi te trt
Pa kad dodje smrt
Trt
I am afraid that my translation is somewhat too neat:
Bummers me onto you
Onto you me bums
And when death comes
Crumbs
As far as I know, this poem has not been recorded or published
anywhere. A pity, too, because it is one of the best poems of its kind
in the Serbo-Croatian language. Be that as it may, it is the only one I
know by heart.
Addendum (January 5, 2016)
Pray, who was the eyewitness in this story? It was Stevan Bodnarov, a
Serbian sculptor and painter of renown who was a close friend of my
parents for many years. Born in 1905, he died in 1993, the year my
parents moved from Belgrade to Reading, Berkshire. He was a
bohemian to boot in his youth, and that is how he became close to
Ujević, another bohemian of renown who lived in Belgrade between
the two world wars. To the best of my recollection, one of his favorite
haunts was the Three Hats, one of the oldest restaurants on Skadarlija,
but it could have been the Two Deer just across the street. At any rate,
Bodnarov was with Ujević when this felicitous poem was hatched.
And he loved to tell about it whenever an opportunity arose. Sadly, I
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do not remember who the old lady was, but it is safe to bet that she was
someone to be reckoned with in her youth.
THE NAMES (July 16, 1992)
A letter from my parents miraculously arrived this morning. In spite
of the embargo sanctioned by the United Nations, which works
effectively in the other direction—judging from the fact that my
letters, which I continue writing and sending to my parents once a
week, as I have done since my departure from home, do not go
through—the letter from so-called Yugoslavia arrived in only five
days. A large part of the letter is dedicated to my mother's experiences
with my birth and early days in post-war Zagreb. Most of her
recollections, prompted by Dorian's birth, I have heard many times,
but the detail has always escaped me. Put bluntly, I have heard all this,
but I have never listened. She writes about the famous Dr. Durst’s
sanatorium in Klaić’s Street, close to the National Theater, where I
was born; about my father's boat, one half of which had to be sold for
her to get a room in a private sanatorium; about my arrival at 1:30 in
the morning on Tuesday, April 17, 1946; about the profusion of
flowers in her room the next day; about the period of nine days she had
to stay in Dr. Durst’s sanatorium, one day for each month of
pregnancy; about Dr. Scrivanelli's private clinic where my mother got
good advice on my early growth and development; about my parents'
apartment in Martić’s Street No. 18, where I spent my first two years;
about how Dr. Scrivanelli told her upon weighing me two weeks in a
row that I was gaining weight perfectly normally, and how she was so
happy on account of this medical judgment that she practically flew
with my baby carriage over Preradović’s Square, where the clinic was
located; about how I was crying incessantly for the first two or three
months, and about her headaches caused by sleeplessness; about my
bowed legs which ultimately straightened out, just as Dr. Scrivanelli
had assured her they would. I read the letter with real interest. The
names of people, streets, and squares struck a magical cord for the first
time.
MONKEY’S EYES (February 11, 1993)
We usually attribute special powers to those with penetrating or
probing eyes, but chances are that they are only violating social norms
about staring into other people's eyes—either because they are
exceptionally inquisitive about others, or because they wish to
dominate them. The two motives are most likely intertwined. This
goes for children and “higher” animals, as well, who are often
perceived as possessing extraordinary powers because they can gaze so
freely into our eyes.
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Years ago, in Zagreb, I was alone in a friend’s apartment. She went
out to buy something for us to eat. Someone rang at the door, and I
went to open it assuming that my friend forgot to take her keys. It was
a young man—my friend’s friend, he explained—with a small monkey
on his shoulder. As soon as the door opened, the monkey leaned
forward to examine me better. The steady gaze of the monkey's eyes
transfixed me. Time froze. Then the little beast forgot about me and
proceeded to explore the new place. My friend soon returned and I
told her excitedly about the encounter.
Some time ago Lauren put a photograph of Samuel Beckett on a wall
in our apartment. Beckett is one of her favorite authors, but she also
loves his face. An amazing face. An amazing gaze, too. This morning
I realized that Beckett's eyes have much in common with the eyes of
the monkey I met in Zagreb.
LETTER TO THE HOME OFFICE: FRAGMENTS (May 23, 1993)
I am writing on behalf of my elderly parents, Milena and Branko Bon,
who are both Yugoslav nationals and currently here on a visit. They
arrived in March and have leave to remain in the United Kingdom until
August. However, in view of the worsening situation in the former
Yugoslavia and because my mother had a slight stroke last week, I
would like to apply for them to reside permanently with me and my
family in Reading.
My parents’ place of residence is Belgrade. Before coming here their
only regular source of income was my father’s pension. In addition,
every month or so I would send them several hundred pounds sterling,
without which they would have been unable to maintain their
household. This financial help had become increasingly precarious as
it became more difficult to ensure the money reached them. As I am
their only child and as they do not have any family in Belgrade, their
situation, as Croats in Serbia, was becoming increasingly difficult.
Many of their friends and acquaintances in Belgrade are now unable to
help them and I do not see any long-term future for them in so-called
Yugoslavia.
Although they had not been directly threatened in Belgrade, their Croat
accents are unmistakable and it will be only a question of time before
someone threatens or assaults them on the street, in a shop, or in their
apartment building. This has already happened to several of their
Croat friends in Belgrade. As both of them are in their early eighties,
this would inevitably be a most serious blow for them. Their distant
relatives in Zagreb and Rijeka in Croatia are completely cut off and
they cannot help them in any way. Although both of them have a few
distant relations in Trieste, they are too frail to move to Italy at this
stage of their lives, and their relatives there would be unable to provide
them with permanent accommodation or any financial support. Simply
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put, without my wife and me in Reading they have nobody and will be
completely lost.
“SO-AND-SO LIVED HERE...” (May 3, 1994)
While I was washing dishes this evening it flashed through my mind
that I might have forgotten some of the addresses of places where I had
lived to date. God only knows what had prompted this alarm. I
quickly drew up a list and was immediately relieved: all the addresses
came to me with surprising ease. Here goes: from my birth in 1946 to
1948 I lived with my parents at Martićeva 18 in Zagreb; from 1948 to
1965 we lived at Jovanova 33, and from 1965 to 1970 at Kosovska 41
in Belgrade; from 1970 to 1975 I lived with my first wife at 898
Massachusetts Avenue in Cambridge, Massachusetts, but the first few
months I lived in two other places, one of which was on Massachusetts
Avenue, as well, where my first wife had lived when we met; from
1975 to 1979 my first wife, my first son, Marko, and I lived at
Linhartova 16 in Ljubljana, but from 1977 to 1978 I lived by myself at
three other addresses; from 1979 to 1983 we lived at 56 Maple Avenue
in Cambridge; from 1983 to 1990 I lived alone at 872 Massachusetts
Avenue in Cambridge, the last year or so of which Lauren and I lived
there together; since 1990 Lauren and I have lived at 11 Abbots Walk
in Reading, where Dorian was born in 1992, and where my parents
joined us in 1993; and since 1993 Lauren, Dorian, and I have lived at
61 Hereford Road in London, as well. As soon as I completed my list
it occurred to me that it should come handy to my biographer, and
eventually to the authorities who put up biographic plaques on
buildings blessed by history: “So-and-so lived here...”
Addendum I (June 29, 1999)
Well, in March 1999 we moved to a temporary accommodation at 1
Artesian Road in London. The Westbourne, as our apartment building
is called, is located at the intersection of Westbourne Grove and
Chepstow Road, just inside the Notting Hill border with Bayswater.
Again, this is only a temporary abode, and it therefore does not
warrant a blue plaque. We are still casting for an appropriate home
with a good spot for the emblem of immortality. The blue selected by
the authorities requires a careful architectural match, but there is no
match to Lauren and me when it comes to good taste.
Addendum II (January 17, 2014)
Gosh, I am getting insensitive to my biographers and authorities who
put up biographic plaques on buildings blessed by history! This piece
needs updating ever since 2003, when I last moved. My present
address, and hopefully my last (”My Last Address,” April 15, 2003), is
Borgo 18 in Motovun, Croatia. The only complication with my record
is that I am spending ever more time in Zagreb, but in my beloved’s
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apartment. The last few years, I am spending more time in the
Croatian capital than in Motovun. At any rate, my record may well
need updating once again, but I still do not share my beloved’s address
at present. Not officially, that is.
UNUSUAL FERVOR (February 15, 1996)
I overheard a hushed conversation between my parents after dinner this
evening. They were in the kitchen while I was watching television in
the livingroom. When I realized that I was the subject of conversation,
I lowered the volume to hear better. He wanted to know whether she
was my mother. He also wanted to know where I was born. She told
him calmly that she was indeed my mother, and that I was born in
Zagreb. “Everything is clear now,” he said gravely, “I do remember
that he had lived with us in Belgrade.” When he went to bed, he kissed
me goodnight with unusual fervor. “He had too much to drink,” she
explained and squeezed my hand.
Addendum (February 22, 1996)
On my way to the office the following morning I kissed my father
goodbye. He turned toward me and grabbed my forearm. “Please
forgive me,” he said peering nearsightedly into my eyes.
NO CHARM LEFT IN ZAGREB (July 11, 1996)
“What will you do alone in Reading for almost a week?” I asked my
father, while my mother was finishing our dinner. I was trying to
persuade him to join the rest of us in an outing to Zagreb, where I had
to go to a conference in early September. “I will stay here with my
friend, Koko,” he said. I explained that his parakeet could stay with
our neighbors. “Besides,” I added, brushing aside his argument that
our neighbors’ cats would end up devouring his friend, “you and
mother have so many friends and relatives in Zagreb.” “There is
nothing for me in Zagreb,” he replied sullenly. “But how about Zlatko
Prica?” I insisted. My parents have several of his paintings and prints,
including my father’s portrait. They have a lively correspondence, as
well. “Zlatko is a wretch,” he said, unperturbed by my entreaties.
“Why is he a wretch?” My father’s face brightened up: “You don’t
know that his wife—who has died some years back—had fucked with
everyone she could get hold of!” Then he added with a victorious
smirk and in a lowered voice: “I got lucky once, too.” I shook my
head as he started giggling, but in the end I joined him. “How about
your brother, Marinko, and his wife, Slavica?” I asked. “Marinko is a
wretch, too,” my father said gloomily. “Why is he a wretch?” The
triumphant smirk reappeared on his face: “You don’t know that she
had forever pursued me, kissing me and pulling me by my member!” I
just raised my hands in despair. “One night,” he continued happily, “I
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let her have it in a dark corner.” And then he started giggling again. I
just shook my head, looking toward the kitchen. It was evident that
Zagreb had no charm left for my father.
HEIL HITLER! (September 7, 1996)
My father did not want to come with the rest of the family to Zagreb,
where I had to go to an international conference. My mother would
not come without him, and thus we simply abducted him. His main
objection to the visit of the town where he had met my mother and
where I was born fifty years ago was Franjo Tudjman’s regime, which
reminded him a bit too much of the pro-Nazi regime in “independent”
Croatia during World War II. Although he has been rather well
behaved the last few days, he greets everyone he meets in Zagreb with
a boisterous salute: Heil Hitler!
ARSEN DEDIĆ (May 15,1997)
A dear friend sent my mother a recording of a popular Yugoslav
singer, Arsen Dedić, one of the stars of Yugoslavia that is no more.
Sitting in another corner of the room, I am watching her listen to it.
Her arthritic hands are beating the rhythm on her knees as she stares
through the window. It is dusk. She is chewing her dentures to the
same beat. And I am pressing my hands over my mouth so that she
cannot hear my sobs.
Addendum I (June 12, 2012)
I just saw Dedić in a Zagreb café. He is in the limelight no longer.
Mostly bald and puffed up, he looked quite horrible. I had hard time
recognizing him at first. Once I was sure it was him, though, I felt like
getting up, approaching him, introducing myself as best I could, and
telling him about a recording of his that my mother had received far
from home close to the end of the last millennium. The story I wanted
to tell him was that she could hardly listen to him singing without
crying. Anyhow, he left the café before I managed to do anything. My
computer next to me, I immediately searched for this piece, which I
remembered quite vividly. The only thing I did not remember clearly
enough was that it was I who was crying rather than my mother.
Addendum II (August 18, 2015)
After a long and grueling illness, Dedić died yesterday. The Croatian
media are all over the place regarding the famous singer of yesteryear.
But my mother is still uppermost on my mind whenever his name pops
up anywhere. And tears are always on the ready. In the meanwhile, I
am ever less sure whose they are, as well as what they are actually
about.
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HOW NAÏVE OF ME! (January 17, 1998)
Through a German friend in London I came in contact with an
Argentinean fellow engaged by his government in the investigation of
the whereabouts of Jewish gold connected with war criminals who
escaped to Argentina after World War II. A good number of these
people came from Yugoslavia, and especially from Croatia, where a
pro-nazi government was in power during the war. He asked me to
help him find two people—one in Zagreb and another in Belgrade—
who would be able to help with archival research. Although his
investigation focused on Croatia, he told me that a good part of the
relevant archives were moved to Belgrade, the capital of new
Yugoslavia, after the war. I immediately contacted two friends—one
in Zagreb and another in Belgrade—and asked them for help. A week
later my friend from Belgrade had found the right person, but my
friend in Zagreb went quiet. After nearly two months and many
prompts on my side, she sent me a postcard with a cryptic message:
“You must understand I cannot possibly do what you are asking from
me.” Of course, how naïve of me! She works for the new Croatian
government. Besides, she is Jewish.
MY FIRST STEPS (March 17, 1998)
A curious thing surfaced this evening around the dinner table: I learned
that my parents had a photograph of Stalin on a wall above a door in
their flat in Zagreb sometime between 1946 and 1947. “What,” I said
pointing at the paintings around us, “Stalin was perched among these?”
Unable to remember any of this, my father continued chewing his
chicken, but my mother said he had brought the photograph one fine
day and nailed it on the wall in their livingroom. He did not say a
thing at the time. She did not say a thing, either. “Back then,” my
mother explained, “Stalin was the top man, not Tito.” The picture
came down only when my father heard from a friend closer to power
than himself that the relations with the Soviet Union were severely
strained after Stalin’s ultimatum to Tito, which in the end resulted in
the expulsion of Yugoslavia from the communist fold in 1948. “That
photograph was not up for long,” my mother explained a few times.
The well-informed friend turned out to be Antun Augustinčić, an
accomplished disciple of Ivan Meštrović, whose bronze horseman still
adorns the entrance to the United Nations in New York. And so I
learned only today that my first steps were taken under Stalin’s
watchful eye. It took my parents half a century to confess to it.
MENACING (August 24, 1998)
When I called my parents this afternoon, my mother hurriedly told me
in a serious voice that something had happened, but that I should not
worry about it. As it turned out, her portrait had fallen off the wall a
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few minutes earlier. After some sixty years of faithful service, the cord
on which it was hanging simply snapped and the painting slid behind
the television set. Miraculously, neither the painting, which is rather
big, nor its heavy frame had been damaged; only the connections
between the television set and the wall were severed and the power and
antenna plugs in the wall smashed to pieces. The first thing that
crossed my mind was that my mother might see the incident as a
menacing omen, but the thought had not even crossed her mind. I am
proud of her and ever so slightly ashamed of myself.
Addendum (August 25, 1998)
I asked my mother about the portrait as soon as I returned to Reading.
This is what I learned. It was painted by Vilko Šeferov, who was close
to my parents. This was in August 1942, two months before they were
arrested and sent to an Ustasha concentration camp. Šeferov asked my
mother to sit for him after he saw a portrait of hers by Josip Crnobori,
which was exhibited in the pavilion designed by Ivan Mestrovic in the
center of Zagreb. Šeferov appreciated Crnobori’s portrait, entitled
“Lady in Green,” which was soon purchased by a bank director, but he
wished to try something different. My mother is not sure, but she
thinks that Šeferov was from Sarajevo. He was certainly from Bosnia.
Edo Murtić, another friend of my parents and a famous painter from
Zagreb, told her once that Šeferov was Jewish, as his name would
suggest, but she is only certain that his wife was Jewish. He lived in a
house in Remete, a small town under Sljeme, a hill not far from
Zagreb. She sat for him in his house, and there she met Ivan Goran
Kovačić, a Croatian poet of renown who joined the Partisans and was
later captured and killed by the Chetniks. Before they killed him they
gauged out his eyes, and he was celebrated as a martyr after the War.
My mother remembers how Kovačić once kissed Šeferov’s German
Shepherd, who was still a puppy at the time.
ILIJA ENGL’S HORSE (October 1, 1998)
While I was sipping raspberry tea this morning my mother told me
again the story of Ilija Engl, who survived the Spanish War and the
treacherous return home through an ever-less friendly Europe; who
survived an attack by secret agents on the printing shop in Zagreb,
where he was illegally printing a resistance bulletin together with a
colleague, in which attack he was wounded in his right arm but was the
only one on both sides who came out alive; who convalesced in my
parents’ home until he was well enough to escape from Zagreb and
join the Partisans someplace in the Bosnian woods; and who was killed
by machine-gun fire from a German or perhaps British airplane only
two months before the end of the war because he came out of his
shelter when he noticed that his horse was exposed... Today it struck
me for the first time that I have never learned from my mother about
the fate of Ilija Engl’s horse.
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LASCIATE OGNI SPERANZA (September 12, 1999)
“Have you seen what Bob Collén has sent you?” my mother asked as
soon as I opened a big envelope with the mail that had accumulated in
my absence. I told her I found quite a number of his postcards. Then
she quoted Dante’s famous line, which she found in one of them.
“Tell him I will write to him about Dante,” she said in a quivering
voice. And then she told me the story she would like to share with
Bob. After three months in solitary confinement in Zagreb, my parents
were transported together to the concentration camp in Stara Gradiška.
It was 1943. The agents escorting each of them let them sit together
first in the train and then in the bus. They were separated again only in
the camp itself. Seeing my surprise, my mother raised her eyebrows:
“There are decent people everywhere.” Then she returned to her story.
As the bus was passing through the camp gate, my parents turned
toward each other and each of them quoted Dante. They were married
in 1936. I was born a decade later, in 1946.
JOINING (December 9, 1999)
While I was growing up in Belgrade in the Fifties, the muffled sounds
of Sunday mornings included the rhythmic thud of carpet beaters.
Every courtyard had a horizontal pole over which carpets were draped
for a regular beating. The billowing dust and the plump and ruddy
maids walking up and down tenement stairs with rolled-up carpets
under their arms were a part of the Sunday scene. Among the carpets
hanging on the walls of my room in Reading there is a wicker carpet
beater, a wolf among sheep, which I bought in the open market in
Zagreb only a few years ago. It is almost Celtic in its convoluted and
braided design. No-one who comes to visit me can fathom its purpose.
In Britain, carpet beaters were replaced by vacuum cleaners long
before my visitors were born. By and by, I, too, am joining the refuse
of this formidable century.
THROWING (March 21, 2000)
As she was sipping coffee this morning, my mother remembered how I
used to throw as an infant all manner of things—shoes, hunks of
firewood, toys—over the balcony parapet of my parents' apartment in
Zagreb. These stories come up often in her reminiscences, but today
she ventured a generalization. “You know,” she said and looked up
from her cup, “you enjoyed throwing things when you were an infant.”
Apparently, I especially enjoyed throwing them over balconies and
through windows—in short, out of sight.
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Addendum I (January 7, 2008)
Out of the blue, this evening I remembered one of my mother’s stories
about my early childhood. I was about two years old when an army
officer appeared at my parents’ door in Zagreb. Clutching a piece of
firewood in his hand, he was in a foul mood. Even though he
eventually accepted her explanation and her fervent apologies on
account of my tender age, he still warned her about the broader
implications of my untoward behavior. “No matter how old your brat
may be,” he growled, “this can still be construed as an attack on an
officer of the Yugoslav People’s Army!” Apparently, I barely missed
him. Besides, the hunk was on the large side.
Addendum II (January 8, 2008)
“And now the hunks are postcards: plus ça change, plus c’est la même
chose,” writes Bob Collén in response to this piece, which I sent
around as an electronic postcard. Indeed. Perhaps the only difference
is that I now aim a little better, as Bob’s comment illustrates rather
well. Or so I would dare to hope.
LISA AND HER NIECE (April 7, 2000)
My mother listens to the radio after I retire to my room in the evening,
and she reports to me about the news early in the morning before I go
to work. This morning I asked her whether she had heard anything
about the bombing of Belgrade on April 6, 1941. She said that she did
not, but then she told me that she and my father went to an air-raid
shelter in Zagreb that day, because there was a possibility that Zagreb
would be bombed, too. Then she proceeded to tell me what happened
when the Germans entered Zagreb a few days later. My parents had a
German maid, Lisa. A fine woman of about forty. She would
occasionally bring with her one of her nieces, a girl of about sixteen.
A nice girl, too. Her family had lived in Zagreb, while Lisa came from
the country. The day after the occupation of Zagreb Lisa brought her
niece again. When she came in, she raised her arm: “Heil Hitler.” As
it turned out, she was in the Hitler Jugend. “However,” my mother
concluded, “Lisa always remained the same.”
JUST A BRIDGE (April 15, 2002)
I am sipping a decent red in a decent café on the very bridge that once
separated my family living in Fiume, the Italian part of what is Rijeka
today, from those living in Sušak, the part belonging to the Kingdom
of Yugoslavia since the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian empire.
Together with most of her siblings, my mother first went to Sušak, and
then to Zagreb, where she met my father. On her way, she crossed this
bridge. The two sides of my family could only see each other across it.
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The Fascist Italy was not very well disposed toward the Croats and
Slovenes, the Slavs who lived on the other side of the Yugoslav border.
Both of my maternal grandparents died in Italy virtually alone and
destitute in spite of their many children. And now, some seventy-five
years hence, I am sipping red wine on this bridge, as though it is just a
bridge. Just a bridge.
BORN ON AN ISLAND (April 16, 2002)
I just passed close enough to my father's hotel in Tučepi, some five
minutes by bus from Makarska, to make my eyes water. When the
hotel was designed and built in the late Forties, there was nothing
around it but a handful of fishermen’s stone shelters, but Tučepi is a
little town now. There are three or four hotels besides the one my
father has built. What made my eyes water was the loggia on top of
the hotel, which looks a bit like the bridge of a large ship. It comes
complete with a mast. Born on an island, my father never stopped
dreaming about the sea, boats, and ships. Which is perhaps why I am
here right now.
Addendum (January 19, 2004)
A friend from Zagreb sent me a recent article from a leading Croatian
newspaper about the hotel in Tučepi. A separate section goes into a
little bit of history. The hotel was the first to be built on the Croatian
coast after World War II. My father is mentioned by name, but he is
referred to as an architect from Belgrade. Built between 1949 and
1951 for the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Office of Internal
Security, the hotel had a bit more than three-hundred rooms. It was
initially built by prisoners of war, who were later joined by political
prisoners. The article mentions that the hotel has become a symbol of
the coast around Makarska, but that it is now in ruin. During the recent
war, it was used to house refugees, and later it had fallen into disrepair.
About a decade ago it was purchased for a song by a Lithuanian
businessman, who now intends to replace it with a five-star hotel with
as many as eight-hundred rooms. The project will take two years and
cost some fifty-million euros. According to the article, people around
Makarska are somewhat sentimental toward the old hotel, which
brought many of them livelihood. They wonder whether the new hotel
will in any way remind them of the old one. As for me, I can only
hope that the loggia on top of the hotel and the mast will miraculously
survive.
TALKING TO MY PARENTS (August 31, 2003)
My parents’ art collection moved from Zagreb to Belgrade in 1948,
from Belgrade to Reading in 1993, and from Reading to Motovun in
20

2003. There are nine oil paintings: three are by Mujadžić, two by
Šestić, and one each by Crnobori, Prica, Šeferov, and Uzelac. There
are two prints: one by Prica and another by Reiser. And there is one
ink drawing by Mujezinović. The paintings by Prica and Šeferov are
portraits of my father and mother, respectively, and one of the
paintings by Mujadžić is a portrait of them both on the day they were
married. The date—December 13, 1936—is on the painting itself. I
grew up with these twelve pieces. They are emblematic of the
Croatian capital between the two world wars. As they were all
presents from the artists, I thought of giving the collection to a
Croatian museum, but several friends close to the museum world here
thought I was crazy. Too many such gifts have mysteriously vanished
in recent years. Instead, I made a small gallery in my house. Today I
hung the collection. Each piece has its own lighting fixture. The room
is otherwise bare, except for a carved wooden chest I also associate
with my childhood. Ever since I hung the collection, I keep returning
to the gallery and talking to my parents. I have nothing special to tell
them, though. All my words are those of endearment.
Addendum I (November 20, 2003)
Exactly four months after July 20, when I moved to Motovun for good,
today I completed three one-page leaflets about everything I have to
offer to the visitor of my new hometown. There are two permanent
exhibitions in Ca’ Bon Gallery, both of which can be seen by
appointment only: downstairs is my own show, entitled Cave Art Now,
and the Milena and Branko Bon Collection is upstairs. In addition,
there is a leaflet about my three books, all of which are available from
the Gallery by direct purchase only: Residua: Selections, 1976-1995
(1996), Belgrade Postcards (2002), and Istrian Postcards (2003).
Forthcoming is the fourth book, Cave Art Now (2004), which goes well
with my permanent exhibition. The three leaflets will soon have their
joint website, as well. I wish to attract visitors, but I want to select
them carefully. I certainly do not wish to see hoards of tourists poking
around my house for nothing better to do in Motovun. Which is why
the leaflets will not be on offer around town. They are only for those
who learn about Ca’ Bon Gallery by word of mouth or through World
Wide Web. Anyhow, my parents’ collection is likely to become the
main draw of the Gallery, for many of the artists on show are very well
known in Croatia. Clever of me to hang it upstairs!
Addendum II (November 21, 2003)
“What?!” yelled Zoran Radojčić, my friend form Motovun, when I told
him about my wish to let people know about all the goodies in my
house. “All you’ll get is a guy at your door, who will stick a pistol up
your mouth, and ask you to show him your parents’ collection!”
According to Zoran, Croatia is a wild place still. Art objects are in
special demand, too. The best I can do is keep mum about anything of
value in my possession. He had in mind my parents’ collection, not
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my own paintings or my book. This is where I appear to be completely
safe. Ca’ Bon Gallery has a bright future.
Addendum III (March 26, 2010)
I just learned from Croatian newspapers that Nikola or Nikica Reiser
died in Zagreb a few days ago. Born in 1918, he was ninety-three
years old. I have never met him, but he was among my parents’
friends many years ago. Anyhow, the first thought that crossed my
mind when I heard the news was that no-one in my parents’ collection
is alive any longer. An entire era is now finished. God knows why,
but this realization shook me a little. Eras are supposed to be beyond
our ken.
SEVERE DEMENTIA, THEN (October 26, 2003)
My father had two brothers, Bogoslav and Marinko. They were born
on the Island of Krk or Veglia in Italian. My father was born in 1912,
Bogoslav in 1913, and Marinko in 1917. Bogoslav died in 1991, my
father in 2001, and Marinko is still alive. Barely, as it turns out. I just
talked to his wife, Slavica, who lives in Zagreb. She told me that he is
in a nursing home now. It is an hour’s drive from Zagreb. He is
suffering from Alzheimer’s, and she cannot take care of him by herself
any longer. Until recently, he was known to have Parkinson’s only.
My father suffered from a severe form of senile dementia, but it was
not diagnosed as Alzheimer’s. Marinko seems to have a milder form
of dementia, as he is unhappy to be in a nursing home. He blames his
wife for his plight. Slavica is quite distressed about it, too. This was
her explanation for not being able to remember her own phone number.
“You know,” she said as we were saying goodbye for the twentieth
time, “life is shit.” I kept laughing, thinking of Beckett: “I know, I
know…” Except if you suffer from severe dementia, I suppose.
Addendum (October 28, 2003)
As I just learned over the phone from my cousin Maja, uncle
Marinko’s daughter, he died yesterday, less than a month since he was
moved to his nursing home. It was an easy death, though. He went to
sleep and that was that. His heart just gave out. Thus, my father’s
siblings are all gone, as are my mother’s. With some luck, I will get
closer to their children, my first cousins, as well as their children and
grandchildren. On my father’s side, besides Maja, there are Marina
and Andrea, uncle Bogoslav’s daughter and son. On my mother’s side
there are many cousins. As luck would have it, this afternoon I will
meet with my cousin Lela, uncle Dragutin’s daughter, who lives in
Rijeka. She has an elder brother, Boris, who lives in Zagreb. One day
soon I will meet for the first time my cousin Carmen, aunt Nada’s
daughter, and her husband Aldo, my uncle Radovan’s son. Yes, first
cousins can marry in Italy, provided they get the Pope’s permission.
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They live in Trieste, where there are a few other cousins of mine.
Sadly, I do not even know how many of them there are, let alone their
names.
ONE-NINTH (December 8, 2004)
Aunt Slavica just called me from Zagreb. Her husband and my
father’s brother, Marinko, died last year. At seventy-eight, my aunt is
not very coherent under the best of circumstances. Whenever she
calls, she gets all worked up, as well. She went on and on about some
house in Klana, a small town in Istria not far from Rijeka, where my
father’s mother’s family comes from. According to her, one-ninth of
that house belongs to me. I kept telling her I was not interested in
anything of the kind, but she kept insisting that this was my rightful
share of the inheritance. I could not understand the intricacies of the
story, but I held onto that one-ninth that came up again and again. All
else was a whirl. I know that my father’s mother had three sisters.
They are long dead. One of them, Zorka, had a son. He had a
daughter, if I am not mistaken. To the best of my understanding, she
now lives in the house in question. Another sister, Ivka, had two sons,
but both of them are long dead. Also, they remained childless. The
third sister, Milka, had three daughters. One of them remained
childless, but the other two had three sons between them. My father’s
third brother, Bogoslav, who died years ago, as well, had two children,
a daughter and a son. They are both around. Now, aunt Slavica has
one daughter. And there is me. One way or another, I can count only
eight of us alive. Yet, there must be nine of us, instead. Time to learn
some more about my father’s mother’s family.
EDO MURTIĆ (January 3, 2005)
It must have been 1983 or 1984. Scorching summer. Tre Porte on the
island of Korčula. We arrived on my father’s boat. Marko, my first
son, was still a kid. He was eight or nine. The sprawling house of
Zaga and Ivica Kukoč was our base, but we slept on the boat in the
cove below. An old friend of my parents, Edo Murtić, was there, as
well, and so were his two sons, Marko and Ranko. Both of them must
have been in their twenties. Marko was married and Ranko was there
with his girlfriend. A gorgeous girl, too. The names of Edo’s sons
were enough to make us feel close, a family of sorts, but I fell in love
at once with the old painter. There was something about Edo.
Sporting a short hair and a big paunch, he had a twinkle in his eyes.
Every morning he would disappear with a bunch of papers and a box
of crayons under his arm, and he would reappear in time for a rowdy
lunch under pine trees. His rocks and trees and red earth and glimpses
of the sparkling sea were wonderful to behold. A Croatian painter of
renown, he toiled day after day. Each and every day. Although I am
not impressed by toil as such, Edo’s daily routine impressed me quite a
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bit. There was a bit of a monk to him. Knowing that he had a house in
Vrsar on the western coast of Istria, I wrote to him as soon as I decided
to find a house on the peninsula. He replied, and he offered me a few
pointers. We even talked on the phone. Twice. That was a couple of
years ago. But he failed to respond to my two subsequent letters—
both rapturous, and maybe even embarrassingly so—since I bought a
house in Motovun. I was eager to see him again. I was eager to hug
him one more time. My parents’ friend since their youth in Zagreb, I
felt he was my friend, too. But I just learned that Edo died yesterday.
And Vrsar is within less than an hour’s drive from Motovun. Shucks.
Shucks. Once again I feel cheated by death, the great separator. The
great divider. The great spoiler. But the fault is still mine, for I was
not assiduous enough.
Addendum I (January 4, 2005)
And gorgeous she was, indeed. The memory of Edo Murtić will
always be jumbled in my mind with that of Ranko’s girlfriend. In her
late teens or early twenties, she was still a girl. She appeared to be on
the quiet side, but her smile was uplifting, inspiring. Not too tall,
wearing her dark, wavy hair rather long, endowed with silky skin, she
was nicely tanned by the time we met on Korčula. Early for the
Croatian coast, she enjoyed the limpid Adriatic topless. The shudder
of her small breasts was a joy to behold. It was impossible not to see
her, look at her, and stare at her when circumstances permitted. Yet,
there was something pubescent about her. Nubile as she was, she was
too young to attract untoward thoughts. And thus I wondered how Edo
saw her. Or whether he ever drew or painted her. Whenever I come
upon one of many books dedicated to Edo’s abundant oeuvre, I rush
through it impatiently in search of a glimpse of Ranko’s girlfriend
from Tre Porte. Nipples, navel, buttocks, anything. Sadly, I have
found nothing of the sort yet. But a posthumous edition of his
unpublished drawings and paintings is surely in the works already.
Addendum II (February 1, 2005)
I just learned from Katica Ferluga, my neighbor from a few houses
down Borgo, that Ivica Kukoč died yesterday. His wife, Zaga, is far
from well. Not yet fully aware of Ivica’s death, she is coming in and
out of long slumbers. Not having any children, they were very close.
The last time I saw them both was less than two years ago, in Belgrade.
Back then, I made sure to visit all of my parents’ closest friends.
Katica learned about Ivica’s death from her friend, Ljiljana
Samokovlić, who used to live with her husband, Jakub, in the same
apartment building as Ivica and Zaga. They were friends, too. Ljiljana
tried to call me and tell me the news herself, but she could not find me
at home. As it turned out, Katica just told me, she was calling the
telephone number she and Jakub used to have while they still owned
the house in Motovun that is now mine. And so the world of my
childhood and youth is crumbling. It is becoming thick with ghosts.
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Edo Murtić is among them, of course. Friendly ghosts, I must add.
And ever more friendly.
YET TO BE RECOGNIZED (March 20, 2005)
There is one hefty tome of European history yet to be conceived, let
alone written and eventually digested: the one about the last arrivals,
the Slavs. Bit by ignored bit, step by wary step, and hill by rugged hill,
the Slavs have slowly pushed deeper and deeper into the European
subcontinent. Only look at all the Slavic states on the map of Central
Europe today, most of which would have been unimaginable even a
century ago. The gradual process has taken its final shape only
decades—nay, years—ago. By stealth, endurance, and cunning, they
have populated so many mountain chains, river valleys, and seashores
that took vast armies to grab and hold until a few centuries ago. By
perseverance, inquisitiveness, and stubbornness, they have learned the
ways of their erstwhile masters. And who is to say that this is not a
momentous historical achievement, given how little blood has been
spilt by comparison with Europe’s horrendous past? The last arrivals,
the Slavs, are yet to be recognized as gentle victors.
Addendum (September 23, 2005)
I have been a bit surprised by the reaction of some of my Croatian
friends to this piece of mine. When I thought I was quietly lauding
Croatians, too, they felt quite indifferent. When I thought I would
reinforce my point by mentioning Croats and Slovenes, for example,
the same friends became quite miffed. What do Slovenes have to do
with Croats? But if I went so far as to mention Serbs, as well, they
turned outright hostile. How could I even bring up Serbs and Croats in
the same breath? It took me a few months to understand the reason for
such reactions, but the current controversy in Croatian newspapers
explains everything. Or nearly everything. It concerns the Croatian
Minister of Education, who is a member of the right-leaning party now
in power. A medical researcher and a geneticist of sorts, he has been
involved in scientific research purporting to show that Croats are not
Slavs at all. Voila! Forget about that hefty tome of European history,
at least for the time being.
RELJA BAŠIĆ (May 31, 2005)
I bumped into Relja Bašić in Masaryk’s Street in the center of Zagreb.
When I reminded the famous Croatian actor that we had last met at the
Motovun Film Festival two summers ago, he perked up. But when I
told him again I was Branko Bon’s son, he grinned happily. “You
wouldn’t believe it,” he said affably in his deep voice, “but I
mentioned your father only this morning!” He was talking to someone
about Villa Antić in Bakar, which is taken to be a fine example of the
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fusion of modern and traditional architecture on the Adriatic coast.
Basic used to be married into the Antić family, and my parents used to
be friends with them in Zagreb before World War II. Anyhow, it is a
pleasure to touch my roots. The notoriety of Bašić’s grizzled face only
helps in this regard.
TAKENOKO (May 31, 2005)
If a good sushi bar is a viable criterion of a good place to live, Zagreb
makes the cut. Takenoko is a good sushi bar. Situated on the ground
floor of the recently-completed Kaptol Center on Tkalčić’s Street, it is
hard to miss. The criterion made visible. Palpable. Tasteable.
BUSINESS PEOPLE (June 1, 2005)
In Caffe Flores in the heart of Zagreb, three business people in well-cut
suits are discussing a deal and talking on their mobiles. At any one
time, at least one of them is on the phone. On occasion, all of them
are. Perhaps the many calls have to do with their deal, which is
undoubtedly important, but they are quite a funny sight: together and
yet shorn apart. A rough definition of business, this.
MY FATHER’S ENTRY (December 2, 2005)
The phone rang. I was at the computer right next to the phone.
Although I rarely respond to phone calls, I picked up the receiver after
four or five rings. It was a lady from the Lexicographic Institute
Miroslav Krleža in Zagreb. She was quite pleasant on the phone. She
told me her name, but I did not catch it. At first I thought it was
something regarding a recent letter of mine to the editors of The Istrian
Encyclopedia, but the lady actually called concerning my father. “We
are updating our files,” she said, “and we learned that your father had
died.” Somehow they also learned I was in Istria. “He died on July
20, 2001, in Reading, Berkshire.” I paused to see whether she needed
any other information. “That would be all,” she said pleasantly, “thank
you very much.” And she hung up. My father’s entry in the
Encyclopedia of Visual Arts, which first appeared in 1959 while Krleža
was still at the Institute’s helm, is apparently closed.
THE POODLE FASHION (November 29, 2006)
Women in Zagreb are very conscious of fashion. That is an
understatement, though. Regardless of their means, they all dress
alike. Exactly alike, if at all possible. Every time I come for a visit,
the newest fashion is discernible within minutes. Seconds even. This
winter it is tight pants with knee-high boots, light sweaters stretched
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like mini-skirts over the bottom, and puffy jackets reaching just above
the waist with fur lining on the hood. In short, the women look very
like poodles. Which is why they all look kind of incomplete. Kind of
lacking in something essential. In spite of all the bottom-wagging one
can see without looking, the tails are conspicuously missing. The
poodle fashion thus suffers from a serious fault, which cannot be fixed
by any means available to the poor women. Those tails forever remain
the stuff of mere dreams.
DUBROVNIK CAFÉ (December 3, 2006)
When my parents would reminisce about their best years in Zagreb,
two cafés on the main city square would come up quite often. Of the
two, their favorite was the Dubrovnik Café, if my memory serves me
well. In their mid-twenties, my parents would go there almost every
day, if not more often. They had their own table, too. Everyone knew
where everyone else was sitting. And why. The best tables were
reserved for the leading lights, but my parents were moving up the
hierarchy with my father’s every success. Year by year, they were
ever closer to the most coveted table around. Anyhow, my mother’s
birthday was the right occasion for a cup of coffee at this vaunted
place. The name is still the same, as is the location, but my mother
would have trouble recognizing it today. It must have been refurbished
many times since the Thirties, when she knew it well, but the last
refurbishment is undoubtedly the most atrocious. Bewildered, my
mother would keep turning around. “Krleža’s table was over there,”
she would venture quietly and nod toward a hefty pillar. “No,” she
would raise her eyebrows, “it was a bit farther back and somewhat to
the left.” And then she would shake her head and peer into her
memories with new resolve. But she would give up quickly enough. I
would give her five minutes at most. The postmodern design of the
place would defeat even the best of recollections, such as hers.
THE UNKNOWN URBAN PLANNER (December 6, 2006)
The best thing about Zagreb is the large pedestrian zone smack in the
center. And it is large, indeed. I have not counted carefully enough,
but it encompasses at least three squares and ten streets. In addition, it
is surrounded by streets with restricted traffic, so that the sounds of
bikes, cars, and trucks are often muffled to irrelevance while one
lounges in one of the outdoors cafés in the middle of the zone. This is
what I am doing right now, too. The air is balmy and the sun is out.
The pedestrian zone is crawling with people. Many are lounging in
open cafés and watching the crowd drift past, just as I am doing. The
best of Zagreb without any doubt. And all this thanks to a brave urban
planner, probably supported by a powerful politician, most likely in the
days of former Yugoslavia. No-one in Croatia today would have the
brains and the balls to bar traffic from so many busy commercial
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outlets. The unknown urban planner is liable to remain unknown,
though. And forever. By now, the people of Zagreb take the pedestrian
zone for granted.
Addendum (September 26, 2017)
In spite of my many attempts to pin down the urban planner
responsible for the pedestrian zone in the center of the Croatian capital,
I am none the wiser to this day. So far, the best scholarly paper on the
subject I have come across was written by a certain Davor Ričković.[1]
According to him, the pedestrian zone was first outlined in the detailed
urban plan of Zagreb in 1973, but it was brought to fruition when the
central square in the middle of it started taking its present shape in
1978. Although there is much detail in the paper about the three
squares and ten-odd streets forming the pedestrian zone, it offers not a
word about the brave urban planner behind the endeavor. Chances are
that I will never pin him or her down, either. The unknown urban
planner be praised!
THE THIEVES AND THE WHORES (December 7, 2006)
It took me ten days in the capital to fully understand how the whole
country works, including the most remote of its provinces. Indeed, the
capital reveals it all. It is a peculiar arrangement between the thieves
and the whores. All the others are pawns in their game. The thieves
are known as the sponsors. The whores are known as the sponsored
ones. Or the sponsorees, to coin a less awkward term. Sponsors often
change sponsorees, and vice versa, depending on shifts in each other’s
fortunes and looks. Occasionally they marry, but marriage is rarely for
long. Or in earnest. The whores are the most visible part of the
system. Gucci. Armani. Versace. The thieves are more subtle, albeit
not by much. The whores are always around them, and thus the
thieves cannot be missed. Prada. Fendi. Escada. In its splendor, the
capital brings everything to blinding light. There are so many places
where the thieves and the whores meet and make their arrangements in
plain view of the pawns. The sponsorship system is understood by
them all. Thiefdom and whoredom are intertwined from top to bottom.
The best of thieves and the most attractive of whores splurge the most.
Easier come, easier go. They have the best villas, the best cars, and the
best yachts. Through the media, and especially through television,
they also provide the best of entertainments for the pawns, including
wannabe thieves and whores. Greased by envy at all levels, the
arrangement works smoothly. Occasional mishaps do occur, only to
make the arrangement so much smoother than before. And so much
more revealing.
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NOTHING BUT CULTURE (January 5, 2007)
The Croatian National Theater in the center of Zagreb is one of the
most important cultural institutions in the entire country. It is the pride
of the Croatian elite. Everyone who is anyone in the capital will make
sure to appear at all the important events at CNT, as it is affectionately
called by its Croatian acronym. The sticker on all the entrances to the
building is thus of special interest for anyone interested in Croatia.
And especially its elite. Like in so many other public places around
the world, it shows icons of all the things that cannot be taken into
CNT. A diagonal red line crosses each icon. The icons are piled on
top of each other. There is a dog crossed by a diagonal red line. There
is an icecream cone crossed by a diagonal red line. There is a camera
crossed by a diagonal red line. And so on, and so forth. But on top of
the pile there is a pistol crossed by a diagonal red line. Which only
goes to prove that CNT is about culture and nothing but culture.
Addendum I (January 27, 2008)
The last time I was in Zagreb, which was a few months ago, I checked
the sticker on the entrances to the Croatian National Theater. I am not
sure why I was compelled to check it, though. Perhaps I thought it was
a joke of sorts that would be removed sooner or later. Or that someone
of importance in Zagreb would eventually notice that the sticker was
out of place on CNT’s entrances, which would ultimately result in its
removal. But, no. Nothing has changed. The sticker is still there.
And the pistol crossed by a diagonal red line still sits on top of the pile.
Culture and nothing but culture, as ever.
Addendum II (June 29, 2009)
Today I checked the old sticker once again. It is still there. And I am
still surprised by this very fact. For some reason, I cannot believe that
no-one in the Croatian National Theater understands the obvious irony
of it. This includes all the luminaries who visit it regularly, of course.
It is clear that they have never been to a cultural establishment of the
same status anyplace else in the world. For they would undoubtedly
notice that a pistol crossed by a red line is emblematic of Croatia alone.
As well as very revealing about the nature of this country. Come to
think of it, I may be wrong about this. Perhaps such a sticker can be
found in, say, Sierra Leone. And maybe even Kazakhstan or
Tajikistan. After all, it is unlikely that Croatia is entirely alone on this
planet when it comes to gun-totting elites.
THE FUNNY BIT (February 19, 2007)
Brought by a common friend, Ranko Murtić came to my last party.
The last time we saw each other was about a quarter of a century ago,
when we had spent a couple of weeks together on the Adriatic coast.
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When he learned that my paintings were two-sided, he turned a couple
of them around. But when he put them back on their battens, he
carefully placed them so that their lower edges were flush with the
outer edges of the battens. Now, I would assume that everyone would
do this, but this is actually not the case. In fact, this is never the case.
This is how I can always tell whether someone has fooled around with
my paintings. They regularly end up too close to the wall, thus being
in danger of falling down to the floor. The width of the battens was
carefully chosen to prevent this from happening, but to no avail. A son
of a famous Croatian painter, as well as a Zagreb art dealer of renown,
Ranko knew what he was doing. The funny bit is that I loved him for
it. That quarter of a century that separated us evaporated in an instant.
CARICATURES ALL (September 27, 2007)
The pedestrian zone in central Zagreb is crawling with social
caricatures of all sorts. They come into my focus one at a time, but I
relish them all. This afternoon I am enchanted by the businessman
caricature. In his late forties or early fifties, he struts about with a
solemn mien. He is portly and his cheeks are swollen, suggesting
many a scrumptious business meal. His thinning hair is cropped short,
thus accentuating his puffy look. He is so erect with pride, there is a
danger he will topple backwards. Although it is a few sizes too small
for him, his suit is on the stylish side. Or at least it used to be a few
years back. His smart shoes glisten all day long, suggesting a life
confined to cafés and restaurants. A bulging briefcase slows him
down, as well as tilts him to one side, but he lugs it with gusto. If he is
talking to someone on his mobile phone on his way to or from his car,
he is frowning in a knowing sort of way. As his eyes dart hither and
thither, his attention is reserved for his own kind. Caricatures all,
businessmen salute each other with dignity befitting their exalted
social status. Croatia’s future is in their able hands, of course.
TO BE A FOREIGNER (October 1, 2007)
From dawn to dusk, beggars of all kinds work the joints of central
Zagreb, of which there are many. Some of them sell things, but they
are only thin veils for their true trade. A few of them are rather
aggressive, too. Used to all the forms of evasion in the book, they
cannot be shaken off easily. But I have noticed that most of the
beggars pass me by when I am sitting alone, sipping wine, and reading
a foreign newspaper. Resting on a chair by my side, my scruffy old
knapsack deters their kind, I bet. It probably suggests to them that I do
not have much to spare. Be that as it may, it is good to be a foreigner
in Zagreb. At least when it comes to beggars.
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Addendum I (July 8, 2010)
By and by, Croatia is going to hell. More and more people are out of
work. The crisis is deepening at an ever-faster pace, as well. And
there are ever more beggars in central Zagreb. But many of them still
pass me by when I am sitting alone in one of many watering holes. My
knapsack, which has been replaced a year ago with a sparkling new
one, and my clothing suggest that I am not from these parts. But it is
not a matter of how much I have to spare, I guess. Rather, it has to do
with my supposed inability to understand their sad stories. Of which
there are many, I am sure. At any rate, what a blessing it is to be a
foreigner in Zagreb! Make that Croatia as a whole.
Addendum II (February 2, 2015)
The only thing to add to all of the above is that there is nothing to add.
In short, everything is very much the same after so many years.
Perhaps the only change is in the number of beggars. Year by year,
their numbers keep swelling. Which is why most people in the
Croatian capital look away if anyone approaches them. Another
beggar, they can tell without looking. In short, my appearance is an
ever-greater blessing as many of the beggars pay me no attention
whatsoever. Which only reinforces my wish to look and behave just
like a foreigner. Actually, it also reinforces my feeling that I am one
for true. Come to think of it, am I not a foreigner, anyhow?
TWICE A YEAR (October 2, 2007)
My visit to Zagreb is slowly coming to its close. Tomorrow is my last
full day here. I am leaving the day after tomorrow, as planned. I may
be back sooner than the last time around, but it will still take at least
two or three months until my next visit. So, how do I feel about the
capital of Croatia at this juncture? Much better than close to the end of
my previous visit, I must admit at once. I suspect this is a question of
growing familiarity, though. Zagreb has not changed much in the
meanwhile, of course. I thus expect to be feeling ever better in the city
of my birth as years go by. Visit by visit, the familiarity will keep
growing. But can I imagine myself living here one day? No. Out of
the question. No matter how familiar the city ever becomes, it will
remain distant. Strange. Even foreign. I just cannot imagine myself
feeling at home in this city. Ever. Last, how often can I imagine
myself here? By today’s reckoning, at most twice a year. Indeed,
Zagreb now strikes me like a twice-a-year place par excellence.
SUCH A LIST (January 8, 2008)
Propelled by an inexplicable urge, I just grabbed a piece of paper and
jotted down the names of all the places where I had lived so far, two of
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which came up twice: Zagreb, Belgrade, Cambridge (Massachusetts),
Ljubljana, Cambridge, Reading (Berkshire), London, Reading,
Motovun. This was not the first time that I had drawn up such a list,
either. But then I found myself correcting the list in two places, and
for the very first time. First I remembered that I was in the military
service close to the end of my Belgrade stint. About eight months of
the service I had spent in Sisak, an industrial town not far from Zagreb,
and two months in Zagreb itself. And then I remembered that I had
spent three months on a sabbatical in Hong Kong soon after I moved to
London. Now, these corrections made me surprisingly happy. Indeed,
I felt kind of jubilant. When it comes to lists of such vital importance,
errors of omission are nothing if not pernicious.
Addendum (January 27, 2017)
To my chagrin, the list needs correcting once again. Namely, I have
been spending my winters in Zagreb ever since 2009. And this
includes the first three months of the year. Besides, I return to the
Croatian capital often enough, but especially in the fall. One way or
another, the list is now complete, at least for the time being. For all my
eagerness to leave Croatia for good, chances are that I will not move
ever again. Alas, every move of mine has been accompanied by much
hope, but hope is for the birds. The best advice I have for myself in
my dotage is straightforward: sit where you are, stare in front of
yourself, and shut up. Bingo!
EARTH DAY (April 21, 2008)
Tomorrow is the Earth Day, which was first celebrated in 1970, and
one of the leading Croatian newspapers, Večernji list (The Evening
News), will dedicate the whole issue to the international holiday.
Green will be its dominant color, and it will be printed on recycled
paper. This is why I am in Zagreb this time around. This morning I
sat at the editorial meeting of the newspaper as a part of a small group
of guest editors brought together by Vjeran Piršić, one of the leading
environmental or ecological activists in the country. Although my
domain is spatial or physical planning in general, the focus of the two
articles I wrote is on Motovun. That is, golf and polo courses as
threadbare screens for building a myriad apartments, houses, and villas
in the historic landscape of this medieval jewel of a hilltown. In my
mind, Motovun equals the earth entire, too. If only everyone would
fight for his or her corner of this beleaguered planet! What else could
we possibly fight for, anyhow? Everything else is way too abstract for
our puny brains.
Addendum (April 22, 2008)
The newspaper is out. It is much less impressive than I expected,
although I did not expect much. Most important, my main article is
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entirely missing. It is missing from the online edition of the paper, as
well. Here I delve into the connection between spatial or physical
planning and the second Croatian privatization, which involves land in
state ownership. I explain how politicians, investors, real estate
dealers, and builders collude to turn large tracts of land into private
profit. Even though I do not go in great detail, I show how all this
works in Motovun. I emphasize the crookedness of the whole thing,
which remains safely in the hands of municipal officials bent on
extracting as much money out of the deal as possible. Judging from
the decision of the editor of the newspaper, I am too radical by half.
At any rate, it is good that the subsidiary article is out, albeit
considerably shrunk. It states clearly enough that the town is in peril
right now, as deals are made behind closed doors on how many
apartments, houses, and villas can be built in view of the medieval
town. Even that was worth the effort. My corner of the world is in the
focus, no matter how briefly.
BULLDOG PUB (April 22, 2008)
Sitting in the street in front of Bulldog Pub in the very center of
modern Zagreb, I am watching the people sitting around me. And
scurrying by me. One and all, they annoy me no end. I can see
through their clothing. Through their innermost fears and desires.
Through their thoughts, no matter how petty. Through all their futile
attempts at mimicry. At some point I remind myself that there is no
other place on earth where people annoy me so very much. And then I
realize why. Out of the blue, it dawns on me that I understand these
people better than any others precisely because I am one of them. I
shake myself as if electrified by the revolting thought. For crying out
loud, I was even born in this godforsaken place!
LIKE (April 25, 2008)
I am sitting at the terrace of Bulldog Pub and minding my own
business when two American bitches come along and plop themselves
at a neighboring table. Mid-twenties. Brash as hell. And both of them
are talking, like, blue streak. “When I, like, saw her,” gasps one, “I
was, like, stunned!” “The same, like, happened to me,” sighs the other
and looks away in mock anguish. “I was, like, flabbergasted, too!”
And so they go on and on until I, like, cannot stand it any longer. I
collect my things, get up, and, like, walk away. As though I just
remembered there was something else I, like, had to do right now. As
soon as, like, possible.

33

“IF YOU’RE RICH, I’M FREE” (April 26, 2008)
Thus the sign in large white lettering on a black T-shirt worn by a
woman of about thirty in the center of Zagreb. And in the female form
in Croatian language. The sign would be funny if it did not hit the
essence of the national capital. Nay, its very quintessence.
BULLDOGVILLE (April 27, 2008)
After more than a week in the Croatian capital, I am quite sure of my
observation from the very first day of this visit: the city is crawling
with bulldogs. Some are small and some are large. Some are white
and some are black. Some wheeze and some grunt. I know next to
nothing about this canine line, but there must be bulldogs galore. And
all of them are the rage of Zagreb right now. The trouble is that I
cannot figure out what makes these hideous dogs so popular at this
particular juncture. Loyalty? Tenacity? Brutality? Whatever it is, the
new fashion is most unbecoming. I can only hope it will subside by
my next visit. Given the speed with which fashions come and go in the
capital of Croatia, this one may well be gone and forgotten by this fall.
TWICE A YEAR, AGAIN (April 30, 2008)
As is becoming my habit whenever I come to Zagreb, a day before
departure I start re-examining my feelings about the city. Would I
wish to stay longer? Would I wish to come back soon? And how
often would I wish to come here? This time around the answers to all
these questions are exactly the same as the last time I was in the capital
of Croatia. I am happy I will be leaving soon. I am glad I will not be
returning before the fall, when I plan another visit. And I cannot
imagine wishing to be here more than twice a year. This is precisely
what I concluded a day before my last departure seven months ago
(“Twice a Year,” October 2, 2007). Although my feelings may change
over time, they are not likely to change by much. Nor fast. By today’s
reckoning, once again, Zagreb is a twice-a-year sort of place without
any doubt. For better or worse, we do not choose where we are born.
A FAIR RECOMPENSE (April 30, 2008)
I am sitting at the outdoor terrace of Bulldog Pub only a few tables
from Miljenko Jergović, one of the leading Croatian writers. I know
his face from the newspapers, where he is often celebrated as such, and
so do all the others sitting around or walking past his table. This is
pretty obvious from their quick glances in his general direction. It
must be a pleasure of sorts to be so well known in the center of Zagreb.
A fair recompense for writing in a language only a few million people
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can read, I guess, not to mention the few hundred who actually read his
writings, as well.
BURSTING INTO LAUGHTER (June 11, 2008)
Not long ago I decided to spend more time in Zagreb. That is the only
way for me to be closer to my beloved during much of the year. At the
same time I decided to seek out the most interesting people in the
Croatian capital. Out of a million people, I figured, there must be at
least ten of them worth my while. Today I realized the people from
Zagreb I do know already could help me with this chore. Focusing on
the best and the brightest, as well as the most famous, I asked them to
give me a list of ten people I must not miss in the city of my birth. As
it turned out, I came up with a bit less than a score of people to ask for
this favor, and I wrote to them via electronic mail in two separate
messages addressed to less than ten people each. All of them are in the
public eye both in Croatia and abroad. Wondering whether or not I
would get any response from any of them, I find myself bursting into
laughter every once in a while. Zagreb in a nutshell, too.
Addendum I (June 15, 2008)
A day or two later I sent the same message to a few more people. All
in all, twenty-six artists, writers, architects designers, film directors,
critics, gallerists, and professors received my message. Here they are,
in alphabetical order: Ivo Banac, Saša Bradić, Davor Bruketa,
Slavenka Drakulić, Danilo Dučak, Ljuba Gamulin, Rajko Grlić, Mirela
and Boris Guina, Rada Iveković, Branko Kincl, Želimir Koščević,
Slobodan Lang, Boris Matić, Predrag Matvejević, Igor Mirković,
Ljubo Miščević, Ranko Murtić, Goran Ogurlić, Vjeran Piršić, Nenad
Popović, Vesna Pusić, Tonči Tadić, Tomo Vinščak, Ivo Vrtarić, and
Nikola Zinić. So far, only a couple of them responded with a few
words, but without the magical list. Both of them suggested that the
task was quite onerous, and I thus do not expect to hear from them
again. Alas, I tried!
Addendum II (June 29, 2008)
In the meanwhile, I heard from a few more people I had written to, but
no-one offered the name of a single person I should meet in the
Croatian capital. By now it is perfectly clear that the magical list will
forever remain but a pipedream of mine. However, there is one
surprising thing that should be mentioned in this connection: everyone
I heard from had assumed I was about to move away from Motovun
even though I very clearly stated that I planned to spend only a bit
more time in Zagreb. In fact, I checked my original message a few
times to make sure that I was clear in this particular connection, and I
definitely was. As it turns out, all of these good people cannot imagine
that anyone can survive more than a few years in godforsaken
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Motovun. In addition, they cannot imagine any other place except
Zagreb as the ultimate retreat from all the botched experiments with
life worth living.
ZAGREB AND THE JEWS (August 2, 2008)
There is one Croatian puzzle that has been bothering me for years: how
come that Zagreb is more bourgeois than, say, Graz, Salzburg, or even
Vienna? The word still used to describe someone from the Croatian
capital is purger, a pitiful deformation of the German burger, someone
from town. As opposed to paor, an even more pitiful deformation of
the German bauer or peasant, that has always been a designation of
great value. And even envy among the many. At long last I have the
solution to this miserable Balkan puzzle. The Austro-Hungarian
regime let the Jews develop Zagreb. This pathetic provincial town was
too far from the then capital to worry about, so what the hell?! And the
Jews did well for a generation or two. They prospered, as a matter of
fact, at least until the Croatians sold them off to Hitler and helped him
pack them off to Auschwitz. That is another story, though. While they
were at it, the Jews did everything in their power to present themselves
as the best and the brightest of the Austro-Hungarian world. They
were the representatives of the glorious if distant empire. They
excelled in bourgeois qualities, which they puffed up for the benefit of
the Croatian peasants crowding around them. Not being either
Austrian or Hungarian, the Jews exaggerated, and heavily so.
Mightily, in fact, as is typical of all those who do not really belong.
And Zagreb has remained the victim of their little ploy to this very day.
Holier than thou. More Catholic than the Pope. In short, the pits. Ah,
it is an unsurpassable joy being the leading theoretician of this
miserable country on the very edge of the known world!
LET THEM STUDY (September 19, 2008)
The Croatian television, radio, and newspapers are blaring today that a
score of professors from the University of Zagreb have ended up in
police custody after an unprecedented raid yesterday morning for
exhorting bribes from students for admission, exams, and even
diplomas. Two of them were caught on a police tape. One of them
asks: “What shall we do with those students who do not have enough
money?” “Let them study,” answers the other. Luckily for Croatia,
the number of students who do not have enough money for bribery is
growing at a clip ever since independence.
ZAGREB AND FASCISM (October 5, 2008)
There is many a surprising twist and turn in Roberto Franzosi’s book
about content analysis.[2] Today I stumbled upon a page that touches
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on the origin of fascism in Italy. Citing two experts on the subject,
Franzosi states that fascism represents the class struggle of the petty
bourgeoisie, wedged between capital and proletariat, as well as that it
is a middle-class movement against both capitalism and socialism, as
represented by big business and big unions.[3] I was electrified at
once. “Zagreb,” it flashed through my mind. The very capital of petty
bourgeoisie or the middle class (“Zagreb and the Jews,” August 2,
2008), Zagreb is a natural setting for fascistic ideas of all sorts. Ah, it
is an unsurpassable joy being the leading theoretician of this miserable
country on the very edge of the known world!
CROATIAN SOUVENIRS (October 13, 2008)
As I am strolling through the ground floor of one of the largest
department stores in Zagreb, I notice a large sign ahead: “Croatian
Souvenirs.” I cannot skip this opportunity to learn about the country.
As it turns out, most of the souvenirs on display bear the Croatian flag
and/or its coat of arms. For some silly reason, I am quite surprised.
TITO TO THE RESCUE (October 14, 2008)
On my walks around central Zagreb, I often stop in front of bookstore
windows. An old habit, I guess, for I now buy almost all of my books
via Amazon. Anyhow, two days in the Croatian capital have been
enough for me to notice several new books about Tito. All are
prominently displayed. Judging by their titles and subtitles, the bulk of
these books is far from complimentary. Nonetheless, the growing
interest in the prominent Yugoslav leader of Croatian origin is itself of
interest. Loath of even browsing through the new crop of books, I can
guess that it signals the birth of a new nostalgia. Independence is
sweet, but it comes at the cost of, well, irrelevance in world affairs.
The nostalgia thus cannot but grow in the years to come.
JAPANESE TOURISTS (October 15, 2008)
As I am walking through one of Zagreb’s busy squares, I chance upon
a Japanese couple. They are tourists, and they are all eyes. In their
late fifties or early sixties, they look me over from head to foot. “Oh,”
I feel like stopping them in their tracks, “I am here on a visit, just like
you!” Appalled by being identified with the city of my birth, I restrain
myself with all my might. If only I were Japanese, too!
GABBING (October 15, 2008)
Two ladies in their seventies are sitting next to me at Charlie’s, one of
Zagreb’s cafés of note. Dressed and bejeweled to kill, they are
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gabbing about health, money, and family, in that order. “It’s great that
nothing special is happening at this time,” sighs one out of the blue.
“True,” sighs the other, “even good things can be bad for you!” They
both giggle, and then they return to gabbing about health, money, and
family.
THE CAPITAL OF PROVINCIAL PRETENSIONS (December 9,
2008)
I have written enough about Zagreb on previous visits, I am quite sure.
It deserves little, if any, more thought. Perhaps all I still owe it is a
label. “The capital of…,” I start ever anew as I walk around the place,
but then I always falter. The capital of petty delusions? Nah, too
general. The capital of unfulfilled promises? Nah, too poetic. The
capital of misplaced nostalgia? Nah, too pedantic. The capital of
provincial pretensions? Nah, too straightforward. “Wait,” I stop
myself in my tracks, “what could possibly be wrong with a
straightforward label?” And the capital of provincial pretensions it is.
Zagreb in a nutshell, too.
DESPERATE HONKING (December 15, 2008)
As I am sitting in one of the most fashionable watering holes in central
Zagreb and sipping my morning coffee, I am overtaken by a reverie
about the day when a journalist will drill me in just such a place about
my burgeoning acclaim as a writer. Repelled by the people sitting
around me, I am staring through a large window and answering inane
questions, which pile up at a clip. It is dreary out there. A long line of
cars is crawling past the window. Every now and then, someone starts
honking, soon to be joined by a few others.
Who is my idol among writers? Well, I have never had an idol, let
alone among writers. Early on, a few writers attracted me as such, as
writers, but the attraction never lasted longer than a year or maybe two.
Afterwards, once the attraction faded, I always felt ever-so-slightly
sorry for them. As well as a little uneasy about the whole affair. But
that was long ago, and I do not believe that it is meaningful to think of
these writers as my idols. Actually, the very term is very foreign to
me. I would never use it myself.
How do I explain my success as a writer? Once again, the very term
appalls me, and I feel most uncomfortable whenever it comes up in
connection with what I do. Success? What success? For many years,
my only hope has been that my writings will in time attract a few
kindred souls, and that I may be lucky enough to get to know a few of
them. This is something the World Wide Web makes much more
likely than ever before. The only measure of success I can imagine has
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to do with these people, but I cannot imagine there are many of them.
Perhaps a dozen, if that many.
What is my greatest goal in terms of writing? As witnessed by
everything I have said already, the very notion makes me quite
uncomfortable, for it implies something out there to be reached one
way or another. By hook or by crook, as it were. In terms of writing,
my greatest goal is to keep learning about myself as years go by. That
is, to get to know myself. If I ever get close to such an ideal, perhaps I
will first slow down, and then stop writing altogether. Given such a
goal, I cannot imagine any greater success in life than to stop writing
once and for all.
Do I have any message for my readers? I have no messages for
anyone, my readers included. Well, if I could spare anyone from
messages of any sort, it would be my readers first of all. It is upon
them to find whatever they are looking for in what I have written so
far. Or in what I am yet to write. I cannot imagine wishing to impart
upon them anything else besides. Messages are for fools, anyhow.
Desperate honking in the street breaks my reverie at last. The traffic is
completely stalled by now. A few other inane questions come through
the din, but I straighten myself, look around the place one more time,
and call the waitress. To my relief, the journalist vanishes at last.
Having paid, I get up and walk out. I walk faster and faster, always
watching for the cars around me. Now they crawl, and now they dart
about. This morning I saw two mangled cars in the middle of an
intersection. One of them must have moved very fast. When it comes
to reveries, Zagreb is a most dangerous place.
“LEADER” (January 22, 2009)
A pale and skinny man in his late twenties walking fast in an expensive
suit and tie and carrying a book or magazine with a bold title for all to
see: “Leader.”
THE NEW INSTALLATION (January 23, 2009)
This morning I helped install three battens for six of my boards in a
stark Zagreb apartment featuring several Croatian abstract painters of
renown. When it comes to abstract art, the country is far from a
slouch, too. Excluding my own house in Motovun, since my departure
from Reading I have seen my boards only in two gallery spaces, both
in my town, as well. Outside England, this is the first private space
where my boards have found a permanent home. How do I feel about
the new installation, though? I am elated, I must say at once. And
ever so slightly sorry for all the other painters whose work now shares
the space with my own. Poor chaps, now they are overshadowed.
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Surpassed. Rendered obsolete, if I may say so myself. In fact, I cringe
at the thought of any of them ever venturing into the fateful apartment
right in the center of the Croatian capital. The humiliation!
TO DIE FOR (January 23, 2009)
In the middle of Zagreb, a posse of low teens armed with mobile
phones taking snapshots of each other leaning against an illegallyparked sports car to die for.
CURSING MY PARENTS (January 24, 2009)
Shocked by the best the city of my birth can offer on a Saturday, and
Saturdays are meant for the very best this city can offer, I end up by
cursing my parents.
Addendum (June 1, 2016)
I often feel annoyed with my parents, their parents, and their parents’
parents on account of my place of birth. I understand them fleeing
Istria, but why to the east? And I also understand them fleeing Zagreb,
but why to the east once again? Every move my parents had made
brought them deeper into the Balkans. How could they be so, well,
stupid? And this question goes all the way down the proverbial line.
The only thing I can say in their and their parents’ defense is that I,
too, have hard time figuring out which way they should have gone.
West? Two world wars come to my mind at once. America or
Australia? This is closer to a meaningful choice, but it was hardly on
offer so many generations ago. Mars? Would that such a choice were
available to any of their progeny, as well! But fleeing the human race
is still beyond all available options…
THE FIRST SIGN (February 18, 2009)
The more often I come to Zagreb, and the more time I spend in it, the
less I notice it. And the less I am irked by it. The way I look at it at
present, I am most pleased that the capital of Croatia is gradually
turning into an irrelevance. When I stop writing about it altogether,
this will be the first sign of true love.
DRESSED TO KILL (March 23, 2009)
Too poor to buy anything of lasting value but rich enough to go for
expensive clothing, many a denizen of the Croatian capital splurges on
fashionable coats, dresses, suits, or shoes. Most of these choice items
are cheep fakes, but some are genuine Guccis, Armanis, or Pradas.
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Everyone does his or her best to impress everyone around them with
their discerning taste. And means. Often enough they go over the top,
too. But I have never seen anything like the pudgy woman who just
plopped herself down at a neighboring table in a fashionable outdoors
café in the city center. Roughly my age, she is dressed to kill: tiger
jacket, leopard shoes, and a huge giraffe bag. Her hair is bright red, as
are her lips and nails. Her hat and blouse sparkle invitingly from afar.
Still, she is just short of ridiculous, at least by Zagreb standards.
Chances are that she has sold her family jewels for her fancy clothing,
though. But it was all worth it, I would guess, judging by the interests
she has quickly spied to have sparked in me.
GREEN CROATIA (March 24, 2009)
By and by, Zagreb is turning into the hub of the green movement in
Croatia. I am meeting almost daily with green activists from all
corners of the country. They congregate in smaller or larger groups to
exchange their experiences and coordinate their activities. Some
belong to one of several green parties, while most are members of
green associations of all sorts. Sooner or later, the Croatian capital will
become the seat of a political organization that will unite all green
activists across the land, as well as enter the parliament as a
recognizable force for sustainable development. This is something to
look forward to. More, this is something to celebrate well in advance.
Green Croatia, that is.
HOPELESSLY NAÏVE (March 25, 2009)
Tomorrow afternoon I will speak at a conference dealing with the
hidden aspects of golf development in Croatia, and so I have been
mulling over my talk for a few days now. How to shape it? Where to
place the emphasis? At the moment I am leaning toward talking about
my experiences upon my return to Croatia after so many years abroad,
mainly in America and England. My surprises, that is. These were
shaped over the last few years by events in Motovun, Istrian peninsula,
and Croatia as a whole, in that order.
The first thing I would like to say is that I have been surprised by the
lack of democracy in my new home. Golf development came to
Motovun through opaque processes of spatial or physical planning
followed by vetting of the environmental impact statement submitted
by the investor. The Croatian law requires only a minimum of
democratic involvement in these interrelated processes. Throughout,
the municipal, regional, and national authorities involved stubbornly
stuck to that bare minimum. Although golf development would have a
tremendous impact on Motovun and its surroundings, reaching well
beyond the municipal boundaries, few people in the area have ever
complained about the lack of democratic decision making.
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The second thing for tomorrow’s conference is my surprise at the
extraordinary openness of the lobby supporting golf development in
Motovun, Istrian peninsula, and Croatia as a whole. I have been quite
stunned by the fact that the same law office in Pula brings together as
clients municipal and regional authorities involved and investors in
golf development. The same law office has shaped the law regulating
golf development in the country, as well. Besides, they are
representing the mayor of Motovun and the municipality in two
separate suits for libel brought against me. Such a transparent network
of client relationships would be unimaginable in democratic
environments I have witnessed in America and England.
Of course, my two surprises are two sides of the same coin. Opacity of
decision making and transparency of power are actually inseparable.
In short, Croatian democracy has a long way to go. But this is what
worries me slightly about tomorrow’s talk. Will anyone at the
conference understand what I am talking about? More to the point,
will anyone understand my two surprises? Coming from this country,
most participants are likely to conclude that I am hopelessly naïve
about everything that has been happening to me ever since my return to
Croatia.
Addendum (March 26, 2009)
Everything went splendidly at the conference early this afternoon. The
trick with my talk was to start by admitting that I was hopelessly naïve
concerning Croatian affairs of all sorts. This timely admission made
all the difference. There was much laughter, too.
HELP, HELP! (May 26, 2009)
If Motovun rumors are to be trusted at this treacherous moment, my
third court case is now being quietly concocted, this time for slander
proper. I used some strong words in my presentation of Motovun’s
golf story at a meeting of environmental activists in Zagreb two
months ago, and a recording of the event found its way onto the World
Wide Web. Taken out of context, a clip from this recording turned up
in town a few days before the local elections a couple of weeks ago.
Circulated surreptitiously by one of the leading lights of the incumbent
political party, it became a weapon against political change. Of course,
the gist of my message got pushed to the side, if not entirely out of
view (“Hopelessly Naïve,” March 25, 2009). The new court case will
therefore revolve around the so-called public discussion of the
environmental impact study of golf development under Motovun, my
humorous rendering of which is captured by the camera. However, the
public discussion skirted the law beyond any reasonable doubt (“The
Mayor and His Stooges: An Electronic-Mail Message to the Members
of Motovun-Eco Town,” October 22, 2008). Once again, the court
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case will bring to light the wholesale repression of political dissent in
Motovun, Istria, and Croatia as a whole. Monty Python’s “Holy Grail”
surfaces once again: “Help, help, I am being repressed!”
ANOTHER FASHION RAGE (June 5, 2009)
On every visit to the Croatian capital I am struck by another fashion
rage. This time around, it has nothing to do with women. Fashionconscious men now sport thin, rectangular bags that serve as oversized
external pockets. Ah, there are so many things one must always have
at hand! The bags hang on one hip and their straps hug the opposite
shoulder. As the straps diagonally cross chests and backs, they are
quite visible wherever one goes. Mostly made of synthetic materials
so as to keep them waterproof, the bags are supposed to be practical
accessories rather than fashionable items. But fashionable items they
are beyond any reasonable doubt. In less than a year, only complete
nincompoops will still wear them to the consternation and ridicule of
all the men in the know. Concerning such things, Zagreb can be rather
cruel, too. Getting caught off fashion is a dread few can afford.
A MATTER OF THE PAST (July 2, 2009)
I was right in the center of Zagreb when the news of prime minister’s
resignation started spreading early yesterday afternoon. Mobile
phones were ringing all around the crowded Bulldog Pub terrace,
where I was sitting with a few friends at the time. Everyone was quite
stunned. Prime ministers do not resign every day, not even in Croatia.
As people around me were discussing the consequences under their
breaths, my mind immediately shifted to Motovun. What will be the
consequences of the unexpected resignation on golf development
within sight of the enchanted hilltown?
The connection between the mayor of Motovun, the governor of Istria,
and the prime minister of Croatia in golf development is obvious
enough. From the very first day, every single move in the process of
building a hulking golf resort right next to one of national cultural
treasures was controlled from the top. The key ministers involved in
the process had to be coordinated, and the prime minister was always
there to keep an eye on everything. If it is also true that many of the
top government officials were involved in a money laundering scheme
through the British investor in Motovun’s golf resort, as well as many
other similar developments across Istria and Dalmatia, coordination
from the very top was rather essential.
What is in store, though? Is the prime minister’s resignation the
beginning of the end of golf development in Motovun? Although there
are too many unknowns in this murky venture, I would surely guess so.
The Croatian government will be in turmoil for weeks, if not longer.
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Other resignations are soon to follow. The new prime minister will
take months to bring all the reins of power together once again. In the
meanwhile, some shady deals will fall by the wayside. On top of
everything, Croatia is currently doing very poorly in tourism, its sole
“export” sector worth talking about, which means that the economic
crisis will only get worse after the busiest summer months. Next year
is likely to be much worse for tourism, as well. All in all, chances are
that golf development in Motovun is a matter of the past. Phew!
THE NATURE OF CROATIAN SOCIETY (July 3, 2009)
Ever since my move to Motovun, I have been eager to understand the
nature of Croatian society. How does it work? The mystery is clearing
only gradually, for the workings of this society are far from
transparent. Here is a sketch only, but even this is a small step
forward.
Most Croatians are scratching a living in perfectly
predictable ways. Many of them live off tourism either directly or
indirectly, and the government taxes them heavily. There are few
mysteries here. Other productive sectors are few and far between.
Agriculture and manufacturing are in shambles. Construction is still
doing relatively well on account of a large number of infrastructure
projects financed mainly by means of foreign debt. Services are
growing, but not too many can afford them as yet.
However, a few lucky Croatians live off government activities. And
the government is huge for a country Croatia’s size. This is where
mysteries abound. Governments are normally financed from taxes, but
the Croatian government is not yet properly equipped to collect them.
For instance, taxation of wealth is still left without adequate legal
foundations. In addition to foreign debt, the main source of
government revenue is the sale of national assets, mainly to foreigners.
The sale started with companies of all kinds, but it subsequently shifted
to natural resources, including land. Government offices are stuffed
with people who do nearly nothing, but who live very well from the
massive sale. They form the social elite, which is concentrated in
Zagreb. In terms of the standard of living, the difference between the
capital and other parts of the country is staggering. The same is also
true of central Zagreb and its periphery. The bulging elite engages in
all forms of conspicuous consumption, for which it has ample time, as
well. Central Zagreb is its stage.
Can the Croatian society continue working like this? Most likely it
can, but only for a while longer. Sooner or later the sources of foreign
debt will dry up, for there are limits to how much can be paid back.
More important, there will be no more national assets to sell. The
Adriatic coast is a limited resource, after all. And tourism will in the
end remain the only productive activity worth talking about, but the
rapacious government will threaten to snuff it out of existence through
excessive taxation. The elite will not give up its privileges without a
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stiff fight. And when will all this end? In a decade at most, I reckon,
but the economic crisis that is now gripping the world may speed up
the demise by as many as five years. By its very nature, the Croatian
society is unsustainable.
MY OWN DAMNED COUNTRY (August 30, 2009)
As I am listening to freedom songs from the American South, I
suddenly feel the music as my own. Tears well up. I, too, am a
foreigner in my own damned country.
Addendum (March 8, 2017)
Stark as this haiku happens to be, it is hardly stark enough still. For I
am not only a foreigner in Croatia, but I have never felt so much a
foreigner anywhere I have lived so far. And I have lived in many a
country over my many years. Croatia is the winner, to be sure. Indeed,
it is the most foreign country I have ever lived in. And Zagreb, its
capital, is the mother of all winners when it comes to my feeling
foreign in it. I know no city that can beat it in this sense. In it, I feel
like a foreigner for true. The fact that it happens to be the city of my
birth only accentuates the feeling. It raises it to a new power. The
foreigner!
THAT ONE THING (September 12, 2009)
Renata Vrtarić likes to tease me about my intellectual ways. Too
critical of everything! Not positive enough about anything under the
sun! Just before I left Motovun this morning, she solemnly asked me
to report upon my return from Zagreb at least one thing to my liking
that I have witnessed during a week in the Croatian capital. Anything
would do! Anything at all! And I dutifully promised to oblige. The
day is not yet over, and I already have that one thing to report to
Renata upon my return: this evening I saw at least a hundred Chinese,
Korean, and Japanese tourists in the center of the city. God bless them
all! Croatian faces bore me to death by now.
AN ACT OF GOOD WILL (September 15, 2009)
I hope that the fact that I have not written a single bad thing about the
Croatian capital so far on this visit will eventually be taken as an act of
good will.
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ZAGREB VERSUS MOTOVUN (September 18, 2009)
Each time I come to Zagreb, I jot down my arrival and departure dates.
I just went through the bulging list of this year’s visits, which I keep in
a kitchen drawer in my beloved’s apartment. To my surprise, this year
I have already spent two months out of nine in the Croatian capital. So
far, I can boast of six visits of about ten days each. By the end of the
year, there will most likely be at least three more visits of similar
duration, which will stretch the amount of time spent in Zagreb to a
minimum of three months. A quarter of a year, that is. Wow!
Motovun, eat your heart out!
Addendum I (November 29, 2009)
Having just arrived in Zagreb for my last visit this year, I checked the
kitchen-drawer list with my arrival and departure dates once again. In
nine visits, I will have spent one-hundred and six days in the Croatian
capital. Which amounts to twenty-nine percent of the entire year. The
way things are shaping at present, it is almost certain that this
percentage will only grow from year to year. Chances are that Zagreb
will eventually win over Motovun. When is this momentous event
likely to take place? In three or four years, I would guess. Go, Zagreb,
go!
Addendum II (March 18, 2010)
As I am packing for my return to Motovun after a long winter in
Zagreb, I am comparing the residence statistics once again. Out of the
total of one-hundred and eleven days last year, the first three months I
had spent exactly thirty days in Zagreb. The first three months this year
I have already spent seventy-one day in the Croatian capital. So far, the
remainder I spent in Motovun only because of my court hearings. And
now I am returning to Istria mainly because of my garden. It is high
time to remove the weeds, turn the soil, and plant a few good things.
Anyhow, if I keep returning to Zagreb at the same rate as last year for
the remainder of this year, I will spend in the city of my birth about
one-hundred and forty days out of three-hundred and sixty-five. Poor
Motovun!
Addendum III (December 5, 2010)
There are nearly three weeks till the end of my twelfth and last visit to
Zagreb this year, but the count is clear already: I will have spent onehundred and eighty-one day in the Croatian capital. That amounts to
exactly fifty percent of the year. All this is just as I expected it to be.
Next year I will spend about a half of my time away from Motovun, as
well. How about the future, though? It is hard to tell at this point, but
the hilltown still beckons when the weather is nice and there are people
around. Not counting the locals, of course. Chances are the fiftypercent mark is here to stay.
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TOMISLAV (September 30, 2009)
I like dark beer. The best dark beer I have found in Croatia goes by the
name of Tomislav. Produced by Zagreb Brewery, one of the largest in
the country, it is available in Motovun, as well. I like the beer, but I
am quite amused by its packaging. “Croatian Royal Beer,” the sticker
on the bottle blares next to the year when it was introduced: 1925.
And the picture on the sticker shows an old man on horseback wearing
a crown and a heavy cape—presumably made out of a precious fur. In
his right hand he is brandishing a heavy sword. King Tomislav, of
course. The first Croatian king, too. Not much is known about the
fellow, though. The scarce sources claim that he was the duke of
Dalmatian Croatia from around 910. It is not clear exactly where that
was, or whose duke he was, but Charlemagne’s kingdom was not far
away at the time. According to a few documents, he was declared king
in 925 and he ruled through 928 or thereabouts, when he died. And
that is about all there is to this legend. At any rate, the only thing that
is absolutely sure about Tomislav is that it is a dark beer very to my
liking.
Addendum (October 1, 2016)
I like dark beer, indeed. And Tomislav is a dark beer very to my
liking, as well. But this piece skirts the very reason why I started
drinking it in Zagreb. Used to relatively cheap but reasonably good
wine in Motovun, I was quite stunned by wine prices in the Croatian
capital. A glass of any wine worth drinking would cost as much as
four bottles of beer. And no kidding. At the time, two deciliters of
reasonably good wine would cost about sixty Croatian kuna while five
deciliters of Tomislav would cost fifteen kuna only. Amazing, to say
the least. By comparison, one would get two deciliters of good wine
for twelve kuna in Motovun. Although I would rather drink wine in
Zagreb, too, I switched to beer because I found wine prices no less
than ridiculous. Actually, outright insulting. I discovered Tomislav
quickly enough, and I stuck with it. In short, Croatia prides itself as a
wine country, but its capital is definitely not a wine city. To this day,
wine is way too expensive there.
BLACK SHIRTS (October 9, 2009)
A week or so ago, a Swiss court decided to ban a concert in
Switzerland by a popular Croatian singer with unmistakable fascist
leanings. As I write, there is a huge demonstration against this
decision in front of the Swiss embassy in the center of Zagreb. I was
having my coffee at the terrace of Bulldog Pub next door when the
demonstration began and then gathered momentum. “Croatians are not
fascist,” yelled one speaker to a thunderous applause. “Croatians have
been slighted,” yelled another to a new thunderous applause and
tremendous waving of flags. “Croatia, Croatia, Croatia…,” the crowd
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responded in unison. The flags went wild. Once the crowd started
thickening a bit too quickly, I got up from my table, paid my bill, and
hurried away. Now, the only problem with all of this is that many of
those who have gathered for the demonstration are wearing black
shirts. Perhaps they think that black has been the singer’s favorite
color ever since the country’s independence for no other reason than
idiosyncratic taste.
Addendum (September 4, 2015)
Each and every time I tell this story, I add a detail that is mysteriously
omitted from this account. Namely, one of the reasons why I got up
and left the Bulldog Pub in a hurry while the demonstration was
gathering momentum was that I happened to be wearing a black T-shirt
on that particular day. Not only was I uncomfortable with the
thickening crowd, but I was also afraid that I would be mistaken for
one of the Croatian singer’s avid supporters dressed in black. Now,
why is this detail conspicuously missing in this account? The only
explanation that comes to my mind so many years after the event is
that it would make the story kind of funny, if not even hilarious,
whereas I wanted it to be as serious as it could possibly be. Croatian
fascism is hardly a joke, to be sure. At any rate, the story is now
complete. The name of the Croatian singer with unmistakable fascist
leanings is not even worth mentioning at this juncture. Or ever, for
that matter.
A VANISHING BREED (October 24, 2009)
Intellectuals are a vanishing breed in Croatia. Ever since my arrival in
Motovun more than six years ago, I have been searching for them in
the Croatian media. The first who has come to my attention is Predrag
Matvejević, a writer and a teacher of literature. Having landed in court
for libel some five years ago, though, he has been rather quiet lately.
Slavko Goldstein, an historian of note, is the second intellectual who
has attracted my interest, but it seems that I see the history of Croatia
somewhat differently than he does. For some reason I have a feeling
that he is playing to the gallery. The third, and last, among Croatian
intellectuals who has come to my attention over these years is Igor
Mandić, a writer and literary critic. However, he has also been kind of
quiet lately. Thus I was quite pleased to skim through an interview
with him in today’s Glas Istre (The Voice of Istria). His picture even
appears on the front page under a scathing title in bold lettering to the
effect that Croatia has ceased to exist with its independence two
decades ago. Sold out to all sorts of foreign interests, it has become a
travesty of a country. Corrupt to boot, it is but a shell tossed by the
waves. Still clutching onto the newspaper, I called a friend who knows
him well and asked for an introduction. With some luck, we will meet
in Zagreb when an opportunity arises. At long last, there is someone in
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Croatia I would still wish to talk to, and in earnest. Or am I becoming
deluded about this vanishing breed once again?
Addendum (March 12, 2018)
Wishing an introduction to Igor Mandić? Perish the thought. So many
years later, I would gladly skirt the last Croatian intellectual, as it were.
Everything I have learned about him over the intervening years
suggests that the introduction would be entirely in vain at best. At
worst, he would bore me to death. The same holds for intellectuals
from any other country, I hasten to add. They will all go the way of
the dodo soon enough. And so will I, it goes without saying. The best
I can do in the meanwhile is enjoy my own company. As well as in
writing, as this addendum amply suggests. The last intellectual for
true.
MY MATERNAL GRANDFATHER (November 2, 2009)
I just walked out of the headquarters of the top Croatian institution
dealing with organized crime. Having written to them less than a week
ago on advice of one of the Commissioners of the European Union,
this morning I got a phone call from one of their officers. Thus I was
invited for an interview on the first day of my visit to Zagreb. I talked
about golf development in Motovun for more than an hour, and the
officer took everything down: names, places, dates. We will keep in
touch concerning further development of the case. And I must report
that I feel great about all this. At long last, the ball is rolling. With a
little bit of luck, we will put another dent into organized crime in this
country. But the strangest thing that happened to me immediately after
the interview is that I remembered my maternal grandfather. He came
to me out of the blue. To my pride, he was the last chief of police in
Pazin under Austro-Hungarian rule. And he lost his job as soon as
Italy grabbed Istria in the wake of World War I.
ON MY OWN SHOULDERS (November 4, 2009)
Everyone I talk to in the Croatian capital shares much of my new-born
optimism concerning organized crime in this country. Yes, it is in
retreat, which seems to be picking up, too. And, yes, the retreat will
last as long as the global economic downturn lasts, for it was the
cheerful boom preceding it that had given rise to many among the
thieves and whores around us. But, no, organized crime cannot be
eradicated. It is too pervasive to stamp out once and far all. Wellconnected as my friends and acquaintances happen to be, they cannot
imagine all the thieves and whores behind bars. There are too many of
them. And they are still to be found everywhere from the very top to
the very bottom of the bulging government. Courts cannot possibly
process them all. Jails cannot possibly house all of them, either.
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Which puts a small dent into my new-born optimism. All I really care
about are the thieves and whores I personally know. The ones closer
to, as it were, home. As far as I am concerned, both courts and jails are
more than ample for each and every one of them. Once again,
everything seems to be falling on my own shoulders.
ONLY CROATIA (November 6, 2009)
Thus a poster in the window of an abandoned shop I walked past in the
center of Zagreb. “Only Croatia,” I kept repeating in my mind as I
kept walking. Ever more intrigued, I stopped and turned around. In
addition to these words in bold lettering, the poster shows the blue flag
of the European Union crossed by a red line. “No,” it is written next to
the flag in much more discrete lettering, “thanks!” Not a great fan of
the Union, I still shuddered. The poster undoubtedly comes from
ardent nationalists, but it offers no information about its origin. And
nationalism in Croatia goes hand in hand with organized crime. One
shields the other by all means available.
FOUR HOURS ACROSS (December 2, 2009)
What with the old rail tracks, as well as the more recent highways,
Zagreb has become a linear city in about a hundred years. Stretching
from east to west, now it is about twenty kilometers long. A few years
ago I walked westward as far as the tram tracks go. Today I followed
the tram tracks eastward. In two hours minus a quarter, I walked from
the main square to Dubec, where the tram turns around. Another
quarter of an hour, and I would have been in Sesvete, which was a
quaint village only fifty years ago. When I returned to the main square
by tram, I looked at a large map of the city and its surroundings. To
my disappointment, I walked around eight kilometers only. Given that
I walk four to five kilometers per hour, though, I should not have been
surprised at all. But my disappointment may have to do with the city
of my birth. Linear as it has become, it is not longer than four hours
across all told. And on foot.
THE MASK (December 4, 2009)
I have seen many a picture of people wearing protective masks in
connection with the swine flu, but I have never seen a single person
wearing a mask first hand. When I walked past a woman wearing one
in central Zagreb, I was stunned enough to stop in my tracks, turn
around, and follow her with my eyes until she vanished in the crowd.
Middle-aged, rather shabbily dressed, and slightly stooped, she tucked
her head deep between her shoulders to hide the paper contraption as
best she could. Light green and ridged, the mask was still perfectly
visible. I shook my head in disbelief and started walking again. It
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took me a minute or two to realize that I had been living in the
boondocks for quite a few years now. Protective masks like the one I
saw this morning must be quite common in all the places where I had
been living before moving to Motovun. The boondocks be praised, I
guess.
Addendum (February 5, 2020)
On my last visit to the Croatian capital, which lasted an entire week, I
expected to see quite a few people wearing protective masks on
account of the new and deadly virus outbreak hailing from China.
Coronavirus is its name, which dominates the media these days.
Zagreb is not only the largest city in the country, but also a tourist
attraction of world renown as of late. To my surprise, I spotted no
more than three people wearing masks during my visit, and all three of
them struck me as locals. In short, the epidemic that is currently
shaking the world has not impressed the denizens of Zagreb. Not in
the least, as a matter of fact. And I cannot but feel kind of proud of
them. Congratulations all around!
DARK SUITS (December 9, 2009)
Two fellows in surprisingly well-cut dark suits are having a lively talk
not far from my table in the crowded Bulldog Pub. It is only morning,
but not a table is free. Looking like hard-boiled lawyers, they seem to
know each other rather well. Every now and then, their padded
shoulders meet for another important point. In their mid-forties, they
must have discussed deals of all sorts many times already. Used to
crowded places, they are covering their mouths when it is their turn to
talk. In the Croatian capital, walls have eyes, too.
DIFFERENT NUMBERS (December 10, 2009)
Today I went to a rally of Croatian journalists opposed to censorship in
all its forms. About two hundred people assembled in the center of
Zagreb. After a few short speeches, we all walked to the ministry
responsible for the media, where a note of protest was delivered to the
minister in question. At the rally I met an older journalist who had
spent quite a few years abroad. Although happy to take part in the
protest, he did not expect much to come out of it. “Censorship brings
together only a couple of hundred people,” he sighed. “Real change
requires different numbers.” And then he told me about his bout in
Poland during the early days of the Solidarity movement. This was in
the early 1980s. “Whenever you would pick up the phone,” he said,
“there would be a recorded message to the effect that all
communications were controlled.” At the beginning, the message
worked. People were not very eager to speak their minds over the
phone. “But they figured out soon enough that communications
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between close to fifty-million people could not be effectively
controlled.” This is when everyone started using the phone as though
no-one was listening any longer. And the control quickly collapsed.
“This is the kind of understanding of the world around us that is
beyond the Croatian society to this very day.” I kept nodding in
agreement. “A wonderful story,” I sighed in the end.
THEIR POCKET (January 4, 2010)
I am sitting in the Bulldog Pub, sipping coffee, and reading the last
issue of The Economist, which I just bought this morning. Four burly
guys in their forties sit next to me and start talking over coffee.
Bosnians, I can tell before returning to my reading. From time to time
I hear them mention all sorts of places: Frankfurt, Venice, Belgrade,
Istanbul, Rome, Rotterdam, Marseilles, Palermo… A bit surprised, for
they strike me as provincial sort of guys, I start listening to what they
are saying. As it turns out, they are truck drivers. And much of
Europe is their home. Nay, their pocket.
HENDRIK VAN LOON, AGAIN (January 10, 2010)
Today I bumped into Hendrik van Loon’s quaint history of mankind in
the most famous Zagreb flee market. Translated into Croatian and
printed in two handsome volumes, it was identical to the edition my
parents used to have in their library while I was growing up (“Hendrik
van Loon,” July 11, 1980). They must have bought it in Zagreb, where
the translation was most likely published. Chances are that this was
just before World War II, some years before I was born. But I am not
sure about any of the above. At any rate, I quickly discovered the stark
drawings I used to cherish as a child. My eyes sunk into them without
any effort. It was like revisiting a dream. For a brief moment I was
tempted to buy the book. The price was perfectly reasonable, too. But
I quickly straightened myself up and put the book down.
Sentimentality is an unpardonable sin. My only regret is that I did not
check the publication information while I still had a chance.
MY FATHER’S CRUMPLED GHOST (January 20, 2010)
Every once in a while, but not too often, I stop for a cup of coffee at
Charlie’s in the heart of Zagreb. On a quiet day, the table with two
chairs in the window niche to the left of the door is free. Their backs
against a thick wall of an old masonry building, the chairs are facing
each other. And I always sit on the chair to the right of the niche,
whence I can watch both the busy door and the lively pedestrian street
to my right. Opposite each chair there is a large oval mirror, so that
one can see one’s reflection going all the way to infinity. No matter
how often I sit there, the view I get of myself stuns me ever anew. My
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dull gray hair, my flabby face, my sagging neck, my tangled eyebrows,
and my empty eyes always put me in my place. There is no hiding
from the uncharitable likeness in the two mirrors. There is no hiding
from my advancing age, either. Or my father’s crumpled ghost. Who
says he has been dead for nearly a decade already? Cut out his lying
tongue.
IRON CAGES (January 22, 2010)
This morning I witnessed something that made me, well, happy. Right
in the heart of Zagreb, a group of intrepid green activists prevented the
devastation of a pedestrian street that is to be turned into a ramp
feeding an underground garage under a controversial housing and
shopping development at one of the most beautiful squares in town. A
bunch of trees are to be felled in the process. The activists placed iron
cages around the trees, each cage containing a bunch of defiant people.
Some of the activists climbed the trees, as well. After a brief stand-off
in front of many a television camera, the developer pulled back.
Armed with all the plans and permissions required by law, the
developer will surely be back. And so will the activists, whose spirited
leaders I know well. Although the handsome street may be lost in the
end, this morning I witnessed civil society at its best. It is not a
figment of my imagination, that is. What is more, it can be found right
in the heart of Zagreb, where I have succumbed to utter despair more
often than I would wish to remember.
THE NUNS (January 26, 2010)
Wherever one goes in central Zagreb, one bumps into nuns walking
past. One thus pays them ever less attention, but I was startled by a
large flock in pitch black only a moment ago. There must have been at
least a score of them in identical attire and in tight formation. Which
started me thinking. Or daydreaming, to be more precise. They may
well have a bright future, the nuns. As the world goes into its final
spin, they will be protected for a long while from both hunger and
sexual abuse by roaming gangs of destitute men. Becoming militant to
buttress the monastery walls, they may become the last and most
ardent feminists, too. United by growing dread and devotion, as well
as accustomed to hierarchy, they will be hard to beat. Thus they may
hold out longer than other social groups, such as soldiers or sailors, no
matter how tight they may appear at present. In the end, my idle
thoughts led me to a trace of envy. And of nuns, of all the world’s
humble creatures.
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DEALING IN FUNNY CARS (February 3, 2010)
In his mid-forties, wearing a greasy baseball hat and a tight leather
jacket that lets escape his sagging belly, he plops himself next to me in
the Bulldog Pub. Before he hits the seat, he starts dialing his mobile
phone. “Remember to call me a minute before you reach my place,”
he says, “and I’ll open the garage door for you. Okay?” He dials
again. “Finished? But have you driven it yourself?” He fidgets in his
chair. “Have you driven it yourself, I’m asking? Okay, we shook
hands, and I trust you.” He dials again. “Listen, he is a serious buyer.
What’s your final offer?” He dials again. “I’m off to Belgrade to see
an old friend, but I’ll be back in Zagreb by tomorrow. Okay?” He is
dealing in funny cars, of course. And in plain daylight. But the thing
that grabs me is that he could not care less about a complete stranger
sitting right next to him. As far as he is concerned, the Bulldog Pub is
as safe a place to do business as any.
IF I AM NOT CAREFUL (February 5, 2010)
Day by day, but almost always by chance, I am reconnecting with old
friends and acquaintances from Zagreb. Some of them I know since
my days in the army, others from the period when I lived in Ljubljana,
which was practically next door, and yet others from the long summers
spent sailing on the Adriatic coast, which ended twenty years ago.
After many a decade, it is usually difficult to recognize each other, but
a few quick words of introduction most often do the trick. And
memories burst into the open. Years fade away. So much so, that I am
starting to worry a bit. If I am not careful, Zagreb will indeed become
my home.
MY MISPLACED PRIDE (February 7, 2010)
This wintry morning we were surprised by a long, slow line in the
heart of Zagreb. Tickets for a concert? Or a soccer game? Stretching
across much of the pedestrian area, it led to the door of a popular
bookstore, instead. In addition to a chain of bookstores, the company
that owns it is a major publisher in Croatia, as well. When we returned
home, we found the answer to the puzzle in the online editions of
several major newspapers. In celebration of its twentieth anniversary,
the publisher cum bookstore operator was offering a range of books for
a few coins each. Long lines I do not like, especially if they are slow,
but I still felt kind of proud of all those who had waited for a long
while on a freezing morning. When it comes to books, I can be quite
unreasonable. Deep inside, I rebel against lumping them together with
other commercial products. Books are, well, special. Whence my
misplaced pride, too.
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MY IDEA OF MISCHIEF (February 8, 2010)
On our daily round, we can be spotted in one of several Zagreb cafés,
bars, or pubs: Bulldog, Flores, Hemingway, Charlie, and Bavaria. This
is where we go for our morning coffee and our evening drinks. They
are all smack in the center of the Croatian capital. More often than not,
I go to Charlie’s when my beloved is at work, and Bavaria is only a
recent addition to the list of our favorite spots. At any rate, all of these
outfits except Charlie’s have their insignia printed on sugar bags that
can be found in ceramic containers gracing each table. As of late, I
have been taking a few bags at a time from one place to another. Two
bags from the Hemingway Bar are in my pocket at this very moment,
and they are most likely to end up in the Bulldog Pub, where I will be
going soon. The bewilderment of both attentive guests and waiters
delights me no end. My idea of mischief.
CROATIA AT CROSSROADS (February 12, 2010)
The pedestrian area in Zagreb is rather special. Regardless of the
season, it is always bustling with all sorts of activities. It is thus not
surprising that a large construction project in the middle of the
pedestrian area is irking many people here. One of the best-known real
estate magnates in Croatia is building a commercial center and a bunch
of luxury apartments within an old city block. To reach the garage
under the development, he plans to transform a pedestrian street
leading to one of the nicest city squares into an access ramp. The
street is lined with handsome trees, whose days are numbered.
The intrepid developer has gotten all the requisite papers from the city
authorities, of course. Still, a couple of green organizations have
confronted him head on. A few weeks ago they occupied the
pedestrian street with containers. Two days ago they organized a rally
at which they presented the developer with a massive Trojan horse
made of wood. About four-thousand people came to the event. The
street was jam-packed with those who can best be described as the
harbingers of civil society in Croatia. What with the president-elect, a
professor of law and a musician, and the ever-brighter prospects for
Croatia’s accession to the European Union, there was much hope in the
air at the rally. In spite of heavy snow, spring was in the air.
In the wee hours of the following morning, however, about onehundred heavily-equipped policemen in fifteen police vehicles
descended upon the green activists holed up in the containers. Twentythree of them were arrested on the spot. The containers were carted
away. And, as a symbol of excessive force, the Trojan was smashed to
smithereens right in the middle of the street. The developer welcomed
this intervention, it goes without saying. But blatant police repression
has still surprised many people in Zagreb. To the shame of the
authorities, the raid smelled of bad old times—both the rapacious post55

war regime, which has ushered capitalism at its worst, and the obdurate
socialist regime before it.
Croatia is at crossroads. The makings of civil society are already
palpable, especially in Zagreb. Bolstered by the president-elect and the
approaching accession to the Union, thousands upon thousands of
people now expect conflicts to be resolved openly and peacefully.
However, too many people used to resolving conflicts with brute force
and behind closed doors are still holding onto power. The mayor of
the Croatian capital, and the sour looser of recent presidential
elections, is one of them. The fate of the pedestrian street in central
Zagreb has brought these two groups in direct contact. Although civil
society will ultimately win this contest, the next few steps in its
development will be crucial. And they will be felt throughout the
country for years to come.
AS FOR TOURISM (February 17, 2010)
“Croatia is a tourist country,” says one of the fellows at a neighboring
table in the Bulldog Pub, “which means that real-estate prices here will
always be going up.” Everyone at his table nods in full agreement with
this obvious non sequitur. Which actually means that the real-estate
slump in Croatia will be deeper and last longer than necessary. As for
tourism, the country’s one and only viable economic sector, it is
anyone’s guess where it will be going. And especially in the long run.
PEASANT STOCK (February 18, 2010)
Late this morning I was surprised by the number of policemen in one
of the pedestrian streets in central Zagreb that I know well. I have
never seen so many of them at this place, and so I sat down in a
neighboring café in expectation of something interesting to witness.
When a line of large black cars appeared, I realized what was going on.
The hubbub was right in front of the Constitutional Court building.
Top Croatian judges were about to be taken to the inauguration of the
new president, which was to take place in the government complex
some distance away. Indeed, the judges piled out of the lobby soon
enough. There were about a dozen of them. And they were quite a
sight. I could not take my eyes from them. Mostly men, they all
looked surprisingly similar. Rather short and stocky, most of them
were in their fifties or sixties. All of them had round heads and thick
necks. Their arms and legs were on the thick side, too. It took me a
minute or two to come up with a term that would best describe them
all. Peasant stock, it occurred to me at last. Yes, peasant stock is the
right term. I can imagine that the term would pretty well sum up most
of those invited to the inauguration, as well.
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BEING ADMIRED FOR YOUR COURAGE (February 18, 2010)
I just returned home from a meeting with a Zagreb lawyer, who is now
advising me on the best way forward with my triple lawsuit in Istria.
A while ago I sent him all the court papers, but I started our meeting
today by telling him about my communications with the highest
Croatian authority dealing with corruption and organized crime. To
the best of my knowledge, golf development in Motovun and
elsewhere in Istria and Dalmatia involves money laundering by top
government officials. This could not be conveyed over the phone or
electronic mail, of course. When he heard my story, he gave me a long
look. “I admire your courage,” he said gravely, “but pay good
attention wherever you go.” As I was leaving, I returned to these
words of his. “There is nothing worse than being admired for your
courage,” I chuckled. “Please pay good attention wherever you go,” he
repeated his words of caution with a small smile.
Addendum (December 13, 2010)
Now that the former prime minister of Croatia is behind bars in
Austria, and that his criminal organization is in the news day in and
day out, I feel a bit safer wherever I go around the Croatian capital.
Criminals are in retreat, no doubt. But I still worry about the
surprising silence surrounding the prime minister’s involvement with
golf development. The ministers who helped him promote sixty-odd
golf courses, most of which only served as a massive money
laundering operation, are not mentioned anywhere. Neither are the
governors of the regions that embraced golf with relish. Of course, the
governor of Istria is uppermost in my mind, for more than twenty golf
courses were entrusted to his care. Now that I am doing my best to
remind all and sundry of the Croatian golf scam, I cannot but
remember the good lawyer who admired my courage less than a year
ago. “Please pay good attention wherever you go,” his words come
back to me every once in a while. The former prime minister’s
criminal organization is still up and about, and especially when golf is
concerned. At around seventy-million euros per course, more than
four-billion euros were involved in the scam, and many sorely
disappointed people.
DOLAC (February 20, 2010)
If I were asked to select a single place in Zagreb a hurried visitor must
not miss, it would be Dolac, the main market adjacent to the main city
square. This is my favorite place, too. The green market is open to the
sky. Next to it is the fish market. Meat and milk products, bread and
pastry, spices, and many other things can be found right underneath the
green market. Every time I go there, something else surprises me.
This morning I was stunned by pig tails, ears, and rolled skins piled
high at a butcher’s. The last time I was amazed by the profusion of
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dried mushrooms at an open stall. But the people are surely the main
attraction of this market. Young and old, rural and urban, poor and
well to do, many of them are quite a sight. This morning I could not
stop staring at a fat man with a leather cowboy hat who seemed to be
entirely lost in the crowd. The last time I was mesmerized by a
crooked woman on crutches who still managed to cart away an
enviable load of vegetables. To round off a quick visit to Dolac, one
can always find a fine morsel to gobble up on the spot. Which is why I
make sure not to go there more often than once a week.
IN PRAISE OF MACEDONIAN WINES (February 24, 2010)
Croatia prides itself as a wine country. The tradition goes a long way
back, or so the story goes. Most Croatian wines are rather
unimpressive, though. Except for their prices, I hasten to add. Which
is why I never buy them. While in Zagreb, I have been looking for the
best value for money in wines. Not surprisingly, wines from Chile,
South Africa, and Australia quickly came to my attention. By and
large, they are appreciably better than Croatian wines. Besides, they
are about half the price. But I kept looking. As it turns out,
Macedonian wines offer the best value for money in the Croatian
capital. For about half the price of reasonable foreign wines, their
quality is about the same. As most Croatians thumb their noses at
wines from Macedonia, I am lucky to have them almost all to myself.
My only worry now is that I may affect both the availability and price
of my favorite wines. After all, I drink about a bottle a day!
TO SEE AND TO BE SEEN (February 27, 2010)
Every Saturday around noon, which is marked by a thundering shot
from a canon in the old city towering above the new, the pedestrian
area in central Zagreb is crowded. Everyone who is anyone in the
Croatian capital comes to see and to be seen. But you should see the
streets and squares in the pedestrian area today! Sunny and balmy, the
place is packed. Every sunlit patch is jammed with jabbering people.
This is effectively the first day of spring, and the thirst for sunshine is
palpable. Actually, it is almost painful. People need to wallow in the
blinding light come what may.
The need is overpowering.
Unbearable. Amazed by the show, I cannot but remember the
proverbial Martian visiting our planet. If any day would be the best to
visit Zagreb from afar, it would be today around noon. The humans at
their most predictable. And perhaps even lovable.
LAST WORDS (March 9, 2010)
Once again, I bump into Relja Bašić in the center of Zagreb. “Ranko
Bon,” I offer him my hand. As always, he is happy to see me. I tell
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him that Motovun is dead in the winter, but that it is love that actually
brings me to the Croatian capital. “Ah,” he offers me his hand in turn,
“I’m not going to say, ‘take care of Yugoslavia for me,’ but, ‘take care
of love for me’.” To the best of my recollection, he is quoting a
Serbian king’s last words.
Addendum I (November 6, 2016)
As luck would have it, this was the very last time I bumped into Relja
Bašić in the center of Zagreb. Having come across this piece entirely
by chance, I searched for him on the World Wide Web. On many a
website, he is celebrated as one of the greatest Croatian actors. Born in
1930, now he is eighty-six. Although he is still alive, his last words
weigh rather heavily on my mind. For some reason, they strike me as
portentous. And there cannot be any doubt that they will pop up in my
mind as soon as I hear of his demise. Then and there, I will commit
myself to my tacit promise the last time we met. From that day on, I
will take care of love for Relja and no-one but Relja.
Addendum II (April 8, 2017)
As I just learned from my Internet service-provider’s website, Relja
Bašić died in Zagreb last night. He was eighty-seven years of age. I
also learned why I had not seen him in the pedestrian area of the
Croatian capital for so many years. According to the article I read, he
had an unfortunate fall seven years ago, which must have happened
soon after our last meeting. He broke his hipbone, and had many
operations afterwards. Sadly, he could barely walk after the fall.
Predictably, the article is full of praises for the actor, whose mother
was of Jewish origin. Although he was kind of forgotten for many
years, now he is celebrated as one of the greatest actors in these parts.
At any rate, I will keep taking care of love for Relja. And no kidding.
His last words mean a great deal to me to this day. In retrospect, he
must have had a premonition that the end was nigh.
SLOVAKIA, CROATIA: A LETTER TO THE ECONOMIST (March
13, 2010)
It is almost painful to read in Croatia about Slovakia’s disturbing
patriotism (“Culture Creep,” March 13, 2010). As you say, mythmaking is common to many countries, but the prime minister of
Slovakia, Robert Fico, seems bent on rehabilitating the Nazi-backed
Slovak puppet state of 1939-1945. Having become fully independent
only in 1993, Slovakia is rewriting its own history with alarming zeal.
Well, Croatia became independent in 1991, and its Nazi-backed puppet
state of 1941-1945 was no slouch by comparison with its Slovak
cousin. Myth-making is rife in Croatia, too. Just like Father Jozef
Tiso, Slovakia’s wartime priest-president, Croatia’s own wartime
puppet, Ante Pavelić, is now attracting increasing attention. Novels
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are being written about him. A few years ahead of Croatia’s entry into
the European Union, one can already smell its political development in
the years to come. And, of all countries, Slovakia is blazing the trail.
“WELL OF LIFE” (March 17, 2010)
In front of the Croatian National Theater in Zagreb there is a well
made by Ivan Meštrović, one of the foremost Croatian sculptors.
“Well of Life” is its name, and it is considered one of the jewels of the
Croatian capital. This morning I saw a scrawny and shabbily dressed
man in his mid-sixties fish for the coins that people throw into it for
good luck. Unabashed, he went about his business with determination.
Judging by his several sharp tools and his expert handling of them, this
is what he does for a living. As I was walking past, I marveled at the
match between the man and the place.
Addendum (December 3, 2010)
Walking past the Croatian National Theater building this wintry
morning, I could not but put it into a personal perspective. The
building, which is considered ancient by the Croatian capital’s
standards, was completed in 1895. And that was only fifteen years
before my mother was born. Several of her brothers and sisters were
older than the theater building, though. Through my parents, I reach to
the very foundations of Austro-Hungarian Zagreb, which was booming
when they came to the world. When their parents were born, however,
it was a medieval town the size of a village today. By my family’s
standards, much of the Croatian capital spans less than three
generations. A fitting thought for my mother’s birthday, I guess.
THE CAPITAL OF CARICATURES (April 25, 2010)
Sitting outdoors at the Bulldog Pub this balmy evening, I caught a
glance of many a caricature that crowds central Zagreb. I kept turning
hither and thither to take in another warped face. Another bouncing
belly. Another lurching gait. Shaking my head all the while and
mumbling to myself in disbelief, I could not stop staring every which
way. And caricatures kept pressing past me as if to dazzle me by their
enviable numbers. Motovun is too small for this sort of enchantment,
it goes without saying. Even when it crawls with tourists, as it does
during the summer months, it cannot possibly compete with Zagreb.
The capital of Croatia is assuredly the capital of caricatures, too.
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THE UBIQUITY OF SPARROWS (April 29, 2010)
Cannot but recall Renata Vrtarić when I come to Zagreb. Is there
anything “positive” about the Croatian capital? Anything at all? Yes,
the ubiquity of sparrows.
A HYPER-REALIST (May 2, 2010)
In one corner of the main square in Zagreb there is a life-sized
rendering of the last supper made of plastic. Jesus and the twelve
apostles are rendered rather realistically, but their rough clothing has
an awkward plastic sheen. And so does the tablecloth. The sculpture,
if that is what it really is, is placed on a cheap red carpet made of
plastic and surrounded by clumsy metal railing. Next to the railing is a
car with an armed guard from a private security company. The whole
display attracts some attention. Everyone who stops by is quite
puzzled. What is this? Who put it in the corner of the main square and
why? Which city office is behind this? And why the railing and the
armed guard? It takes only a few moments on the World Wide Web to
learn that the sculpture was vandalized soon after it was installed a
month ago. As well as that the artist, if that is what he really is,
wanted everyone to be able to touch Jesus. He is a hyper-realist.
Except for the railing and the guard, that is.
THE THREE LAWYERS (May 3, 2010)
Three fat and bald men roughly my age are discussing all and sundry at
a neighboring table in the Bulldog Pub. One of them is a famous
lawyer whose peasant face is hard to forget. Judging by their language
and delivery, the other two are thriving lawyers, as well. They are
talking at the top of their voices, and so it is rather hard not to overhear
their learned discussion. Now they are talking about an ugly riot at a
recent soccer game, and a moment later they are debating the legacy of
Margaret Thatcher. As I am jotting this down, they are discussing the
Turin shroud in quite some detail. They do differ about many a topic,
but one of them goes down without any controversy whatsoever: there
are too many people on the planet. God cannot but intervene at this
stage, either. As witnessed by many a natural disaster all over the
world, the end to this nonsense is mercifully nigh. As the three
lawyers turn to more controversial topics, I start wondering about their
poor clients. Their merciful end must be nigh, too.
THE CITY CENTER (May 3, 2010)
We are sitting in the Bulldog Pub and enjoying our evening drinks
when an awful blonde reeking of a cheap perfume plops herself down
right next to us. She is wearing the highest of heels, net stockings that
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must have been made in Russia, and a horrendous blouse with a
panther pattern. “Excuse me,” my beloved turns to her in earnest,
“where did you get that blouse?” The beauty grins back happily: “The
City Center!” The shopping mall is one of those places in the outskirts
of Zagreb where one can find the best and the worst the market can
bear. My beloved thanks her most sincerely, and we do our best not to
snigger right away.
THIRTY YEARS (May 4, 2010)
This morning I was surprised by the Croatian newspapers. It is thirty
years since Tito’s death. Thirty years! Having just returned to the
Sates after four years in Slovenia, I was nearly half my present age.
Which is perhaps why I do not remember Tito’s death very well. At
the time, I was preoccupied with other things. With the exception of
my parents and friends, Yugoslavia was far, far away. If my memory
is not playing tricks on me, my main concern at the time was the
break-up of the country. Again, my parents and friends were
uppermost in my mind rather than Yugoslavia as such. But I was sure
that the country had no future without Tito. All of his trusted men
wanted a hefty piece of it all to themselves. Indeed, it took only ten
years for the break-up to take place. At any rate, the passage of thirty
years is the only surprise here. Nearly half of my life.
Addendum (September 27, 2015)
Having come across this piece purely by chance, I cannot but be
amused by my recent surprise at time’s passage. Thirty years since
Tito’s death! “I was nearly half my present age,” I read close to the
top of the piece. “Nearly half of my life,” I read at the bottom. Five
years later, though, the word “nearly” is entirely superfluous. In fact, I
was almost exactly half my present age when Tito died. By now, we
are talking about a bit more than thirty-five years since the historical
event, and I am a bit less than seventy years of age at the moment.
Anyhow, the only surprise this time around is that I am hardly
surprised at the passage of time any longer. Which is not to say that I
have mastered it, I hasten to add. Actually, I have grown used to such
surprises to the point of becoming kind of callous to them. Looking
back, only a bit more than five short years have passed in the
meanwhile!
FLUSHED IN MY FACE (May 17, 2010)
Zagreb is up in arms again. The same street in the center of the city.
The same developer building a ramp to the underground garage under
his commercial sanctuary by way of a beautiful pedestrian street. The
same green activists, my friends. The same policemen and paid
security guards. And thousands of people defending their own city
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from devastation for the sake of nothing but callous capital. As well as
petty politics. Reading about it and watching clips of the hubbub on
the World Wide Web, I am reduced to walking up and down my empty
house in Motovun. Up and down. Alone. Flushed in my face. Eager
to join the fray. Lost in space while Zagreb is up in arms again. The
same pedestrian street right in the center of my city. The same green
activists, my dear friends. And thousands of people defending their
own space from mindless destruction. Up and down my house.
Flushed in my face, I am reduced to walking up and down my empty
street. My own city lost in space.
Addendum (July 16, 2010)
Once again, Zagreb is up in arms while I am stranded in Motovun.
Flushed in my face. Clenching my fists. But it is slightly different
now. The developer won, as it were. And the trees in the beautiful
pedestrian street in the center of the Croatian capital were felled
yesterday. Defended by the police, who arrested many of my friends,
the workers devastated the street at a clip. The ramp to the
underground garage will be built come what may. Eager to join the
fray, I kept checking the online news. Again and again. It is over
now, though, as witnessed by last night’s wake around the besieged
building site. But yesterday’s victory for the developer and his
political backers is the beginning of a new chapter of Zagreb’s history.
Those trees will be remembered by thousands of people for many a
year. Croatian capitalism has entered a new phase. Clenching my
fists, I swear to that. And I am sure that many of my dear friends in
Zagreb feel the same. From now on, they will be defending their own
space from mindless destruction with a different mindset. And
different tools. Flushed in my face, I feel like celebrating, too.
NOON! (May 25, 2010)
Three women in their early twenties are sitting at a neighboring table at
the Bulldog Pub. There is a strong provincial air about them. My
knowledge of Croatian accents is pretty rudimentary, but I have a
feeling that one of them is from Dubrovnik. And then there is a blast
of the cannon in the old town. Noon! The woman first jumps in her
seat and then she smiles to herself sheepishly. Now I am quite sure she
is from Dubrovnik.
ANNUAL MAINTENANCE (May 28, 2010)
When we got up this morning, there was no electricity. It was half past
eight. I had to be at my dentist’s at ten. Not used to power shortages
in Zagreb, we scrambled around the apartment to figure out what
worked without juice and what did not. In Motovun, where shortages
occur with annoying frequency, we would know exactly what to do.
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My beloved called the electric power company and learned that there
was no power due to the annual maintenance of the whole street.
Annual maintenance? Whole street? The fellow on the other side of
the line offered precious little by way of explanation, but he said that
the exercise would last until noon at the latest.
Somewhat bewildered, we got out in search of the morning coffee, but
we quickly realized that the power shortage stretched across a large
swath of central Zagreb. Many streets were involved, including my
dentist’s. I called him to ask about our upcoming appointment, and
learned that we had to postpone our meeting until next week. A few
minutes later we learned in a local sewing shop, where a pair of my
pants went for a few stitches, that the power shortage affected us once
again. The local bakery did not have my favorite pastry, either.
“Annual maintenance,” the girls behind the counter grinned at us
innocently. It was obvious that the misery was rather regular but
highly unpredictable.
The electric power company, which is owned by the government, must
have informed the affected citizens about the annual maintenance.
This is required by law, of course. But the Croatian legal system is
such that little is needed for the company to comply with this tedious
requirement. A tiny announcement in some obscure government
newspaper is probably sufficient to absolve it of all obligations
regarding the many hardships involved. In addition, those affected
would not even dream of complaining about the whole thing. In spite
of its unpredictability, the annual maintenance is regular enough. As
well as strictly necessary, it goes without saying.
NO-MAN’S LAND (May 29, 2010)
I am having my morning coffee at the edge of a small and peaceful
square in the center of Zagreb when a procession bursts in from one of
the corners. The procession is led by a man my age carrying a huge
Croatian flag. The pride in his gait is unmistakable. He is dressed in a
uniform I immediately associate with Herzegovina. Behind him there
is a large brass band composed of young men and a few young women.
All of them are tall and sturdily built. Then there is a small group of
pre-school boys in uniforms that strike me as Turkish followed by a
company of young men carrying rifles over their shoulders. Their
uniforms also look Turkish to me. Behind them there is a group of
middle-aged women followed by another group of men the same age,
among whom there is man playing pipe. The last two groups sing
alternately, but never together. Their high-pitched ululations must go
many centuries back. The two groups are dressed in traditional clothes
of Slavic origin, which they wear with amazing pride. It is clear that
all these people—at least a hundred of them—come from the same
area, if not the same village. Yes, Herzegovina. Squeezed in the
swath of no-man’s land between the Austro-Hungarian and Turkish
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empires, these people have borrowed cultural patterns of both sides.
And then, out of the blue, I realize that much of the map of Croatia is
made up of Slavs populating the no-man’s land between empires of
old—including the Venetian one stretching along the Adriatic Sea.
POL POT AND I (May 31, 2010)
Just like Pol Pot suspected everyone wearing glasses in Kampuchea,
for he considered them a telltale sign of education and thus capitalist
aspirations, so now I suspect everyone wearing neckties in Croatia, for
I consider them a telltale sign of good social connections and thus
organized crime. For good measure, the necktie apparently originated
in the 1630s, when Croatian mercenaries were enlisted into a regiment
supporting Louis XIII and Cardinal Richelieu against the Duc the
Guise and the Queen Mother, Marie de Medici. The Croat military kit
included scarves distinctively knotted around the soldiers’ necks. The
cloths used ranged from the coarse ones of enlisted soldiers to the fine
linens and silks of the officers. The knotted scarves quickly became
the court rage. Interestingly, the French cravate is a corruption of
“Croat.” Returning to organized crime, it is so entrenched among
Croats of good social standing that the correlation with neckties is
nearly perfect. The exceptions are few and far between, and therefore
of little concern. If Pol Pot erred on occasion, so do I.
HEADING HOME (June 30, 2010)
I am sitting on the terrace of the Bulldog Pub and minding my own
business when four middle-aged cunts sit to my left. The abominable
dresses, shoes, hairstyles, jewelry… I turn to my right when five old
cunts sit right in front of me. The abominable dresses, shoes,
hairstyles, jewelry… I turn again and gaze straight ahead when seven
young cunts sit right in front of me. The abominable dresses, shoes,
hairstyles, jewelry… Having nowhere else to turn, I get up and leave
the terrace. But cunts of all ages are everywhere around me no matter
where I go. The abominable dresses, shoes, hairstyles, jewelry… In
the end, I find myself heading home.
THE SUPERIMPOSITION (July 7, 2010)
In the heart of Zagreb I spotted a young man wearing a black T-shirt
with the map of continental United States printed in red on his chest
and the word “Balkans” printed over it in white. Reminiscent of the
work of Vlado Martek, a Croatian conceptual artist, the
superimposition is quite startling both graphically and otherwise. And
so I almost stopped him in the middle of the street to ask him about the
felicitous garment’s provenance, but I thought better of it the nick of
time. Chances are that he believes it is but a joke.
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MONDRIAN IN ZAGREB (July 7, 2010)
I am not sure what is Ljudevit Gaj’s claim to fame, and I am not very
likely to be enlightened about it, either, but a street in central Zagreb
bears his name. As it happens, I walk up and down the street quite
often for both, well, business and pleasure. And I have grown to like
it. But the doorway of No. 18 is my favorite spot in the Croatian
capital. I visit it whenever I can. Rather tall, wide, and deep, it is
decorated in a classical style that must have been in vogue a bit more
than a century ago, when this part of the city was built from scratch. It
ends with a magnificent glass screen, though, which must be of much
more recent vintage—say, a couple of decades. The rough steel frame
supporting the glass is Mondrian at his best. And his least selfconscious, for the screen is functional to boot. The corrugated glass is
translucent, revealing a luscious but unreachable garden beyond.
Mondrian with such a tempting background is simply magical. And, to
the best of my knowledge, still undiscovered. Mondrian in Zagreb, no
less. After this brief but beguiling introduction, it is sure to appear in
every tourist guide. As my favorite spot in Zagreb, perhaps.
Addendum I (July 15, 2010)
“Been following your work in progress for quite some time,” writes
Kevin Tangney in response to this piece, “and I thank you for it.” This
I got via the feedback function on the Residua website. “Just thought I
would let you know,” he continues, “that I think you will find Gaj
quite an interesting man.” I immediately thanked him for his kind
words, and asked him to tell me more about Gaj. “I came across him a
few years back while researching the history of the region,” he
responded, “and was a little surprised that you had not recognized the
street name.” He concluded his second message with a few kind words
about my fight with the golf lobby in Istria and beyond: “Keep up the
good work and don’t let the bastards grind you down!” I was
delighted, but it took me a while to check Gaj on the World Wide Web.
Which I just did. Born in 1809, he was a Croatian linguist, journalist,
writer, and politician central to the development of the Illyrian
Movement, which contributed to the formation of Yugoslavia in 1918
as a multiethnic Slavic state. He died in 1872, many years earlier.
However, the sources I have managed to find do not mention Napoleon
Bonaparte, who comes first to my mind when the Illyrian Movement is
concerned. To the best of my knowledge, it was he who gave birth to
the idea of a multiethnic Slavic state in the Balkans a few years before
Ljudevit Gaj was born. Be that as it may, many thanks to Kevin!
Addendum II (September 3, 2016)
This year among years, I am spending relatively little time in Zagreb.
Whenever I go there, I stay for just a few days, or a week at most.
Which is why I am starting to miss it as of late. To be a bit more
precise, I do not miss the Croatian capital as such, but some of my
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favorite places in it. The doorway of Gajeva Street No. 18 is one of
them. It crosses my mind every now and then the last few days, and I
find myself staring at my painting of the glass screen’s steel frame in
my Motovun home (“The Starkness,” March 24, 2011). The stark
painting is as realistic as they come. It takes me only a few seconds to
find myself in that glorious doorway. Indeed, I can almost smell it,
too. But I am sure to visit the place at least once on my next visit to
Zagreb, no matter how brief. I simply must.
Addendum III (March 8, 2017)
Missing my paintings in Motovun, which I had last relished more than
a couple of months ago, I remembered my rendering of Mondrian in
Zagreb. And so I went straight to Gajeva 18 on yet another visit of that
wondrous doorway. To my chagrin, a motorcycle was parked right in
front of the glass screen in its magnificent steel frame. I had to squint
to obliterate the ugly contraption from my field of vision. To my
amazement, the doorway is not yet under protection of some cultural
institution taking care of artworks in the Croatian capital. Alas, this is
the only Mondrian on offer in these parts! For crying out loud, Gajeva
18 should be advertised far and wide as a place to visit. And
motorcycles should be banned from it forever. When I pulled my
laptop out of my knapsack and searched for this piece on Wide World
Web, I realized that it was written no less than seven years ago. Seven
years! To be sure, Croatian cultural institutions are dreadfully slow.
PLAYING STATE (July 24, 2010)
At a contested building site in the center of Zagreb the developer can
boast of two sorts of helpers in addition to the construction workers:
private security guards and police officers. He hired the former. The
latter were sent to the site by his friends in the administration of the
Croatian capital. Together, they make sure that the developer’s
interests are not compromised in any way whatsoever. Real estate
above all! But each time I walk by the site I can see the security
guards and police officers chatting amiably. A moment ago, there
were three of each standing together and laughing. Apparently, there
is no-one in the state who would instruct the police officers that they
have an entirely different social function than security guards. As well
as that they should not be seen chatting amiably with the guards in
spite of their common social origins. As I like to say, Croatians are
only playing state. Of which the contested building site in the center of
Zagreb is just an illustration.
KORKYRA, ABSYRTOS (July 26, 2010)
Three fellows about my age are talking at a neighboring table on the
terrace of the Bulldog Pub. One of them is yelling rather than talking,
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but he seems to know a thing or two about toponyms of the Adriatic
coast and their etymological roots. For instance, he claims at the top of
his voice that the name of the island where my father was born, Krk in
Croatian, comes from Greek, Korkyra. When he is challenged by
others around his table that this is the Greek name of another Adriatic
island, Korčula, he explains that this island’s full name is actually
Korkyra Melania or Korkyra Nigra, which I know to be the case. He
sticks to the origins of Krk’s name, which is called Veglia in Italian.
This I know to be the case, as well, which reinforces my trust in the
loud fellow’s expertise. Excited, I almost ask him for the Greek name
of the neighboring Cres in Croatian or Cherso in Italian. Absyrtos, I
can almost hear his answer.
ITALIA O MORTE! (July 29, 2010)
We need to change a large euro bill, which confuses everyone in
Cividale del Friuli, and I ask a policeman for the closest bank. He
shows us the way to Banca di Cividale not far from the Ponte del
Diavolo that connects two parts of the old town forever divided by the
deep Natisone. Everyone in the bank is most pleasant, but we
immediately notice a curious exhibition right in the middle of the
ample lobby. Life-sized sepia pictures of two soldiers greet us from
the entrance. One is brandishing a knife, the other a hand-grenade.
They look kind of ridiculous in their old-fashioned uniforms, but they
are still menacing. When we approach other exhibits, we quickly
realize that this is a celebration of Gabriele d’Annunzio, a proto-fascist
poet who conquered with his “legionnaires” Rijeka and Zadar, or
Fiume and Zara in Italian, in the wake of World War I. Both were
Austro-Hungarian to boot at the time, and now they are Croatian. One
of his leaflets printed for the citizens of Rijeka declares ominously:
“Italia o morte!” Two frayed flags are on display, too. One is red and
it shouts: “Quis contra nos?” The other is black and it whispers:
“Danunzio.” Irredentism pure and simple. And all this in the middle
of the European Union an hour by car from Croatia, which is supposed
to join the vaunted Union in a few short years!
Addendum (August 2, 2010)
Afraid for their lives, my father’s family ran away from Krk before
d’Annunzio’s legionnaires arrived in Rijeka. First they went to
Slovenia, where they remained for a year or so. After a brief return to
Krk, which was never occupied by the proto-fascist poet, they went to
Zagreb, where they stayed. My father’s father was Venetian, but he
was not comfortable with the Italian takeover of Rijeka. He was about
the same age as Italy, and it is quite likely that he took a dim view of it.
D’Annunzio’s call to arms must have disgusted him, too.
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THE SIDEWALK (August 30, 2010)
After so many years in provincial Motovun, navigating the streets of a
city like Zagreb is a bit of a challenge. Some people are faster than I
am, and some are slower. Generally, the older they get, the slower
they become. And less predictable. But women are generally much
less predictable than men their age. They meander. They slow down
to inspect shop windows. Or they stop suddenly to check their purses.
Older women are the pits, though. Whenever I find myself behind one,
I try to predict which way she will go. As I overtake her, I make sure
that I choose the correct side. More often than not, this means going
toward the sidewalk edge, where there are no alluring windows.
Except if the woman suddenly decides to cross the street, which
happens from time to time. “Sorry,” I mumble as she grumbles and
pulls her purse closer to her chest. For an older woman, such behavior
is beyond comprehension. “People are so careless nowadays,” I can
almost hear her complain to a shop attendant across the street. “They
rush around like crazy!” At which point the attendant nods and smiles
vaguely.
TIN UJEVIĆ (August 31, 2010)
The rattle of jackhammers. The beep of bulldozers reversing.
Building site fences all around his statue in the heart of Zagreb. The
entertainment of Tin Ujević.
THE MEANING OF ALL THIS (September 1, 2010)
Neither too cold nor too hot, the day is delightful. We are enjoying our
morning coffee on the main square in Zagreb. Some distance away
from our café, a Hare Krishna group is chanting their endless hymn.
Wearing orange robes, they have a drum and harmonium, too. One of
them is walking around the square with a bunch of books under his
arm. They are for sale. Now and then someone approaches him for a
brief chat. At some point a man in his mid-fifties walks up to him, and
they start talking in earnest. After a while, we get a feeling that the
man is quite interested in the Hare Krishna message. Maybe he knows
a thing or two about it, as well. When we finish our coffee, we take a
walk around the square. Quite by chance, we pass by the two men,
who are still talking. “Please tell me,” we hear the one not wearing an
orange robe, who points toward the group with his chin, “what exactly
is the meaning of all this?” At this point both of us burst into laughter.
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MUST BE A POET (September 6, 2010)
Tin Ujević’s statue draws me ever closer. But it is not my former
academic career that brings me to the din of the nearby building site. I,
too, must be a poet!
DIAGRAMMATIC THINKING (September 8, 2010)
Over my morning coffee at Charlie’s, where the political elite from the
Croatian capital congregates, I am listening to a fellow at a
neighboring table. I have seen him there before. About my age, he is
quite loud. And he has much to say about every topic broached at his
table. “Hitler made one mistake,” he says. “The persecution of Jews
was not only morally reprehensible, but it was also politically and
economically disastrous.” After a brief pause, he comes up with
another pronouncement: “A great lady, she speaks only when she gets
a direct question.” A short while later, he starts laughing. “People
who lose their parents early on are handicapped forever,” he says.
“Forever!” A bit annoyed by the surfeit of wisdom, I start thinking
about the origins of diagrammatic thinking. “As a journalist,” he starts
again, “I learned much of the little bit I know from listening to
people.” “There!” I catch myself going for the clincher, but I abandon
this tack a second later. Just in time, too.
A SMILE (September 27, 2010)
A jackhammer bursts into action a few paces from my table. I sprout a
smile. When I look up at Tin Ujević’s statue, it seems that it, too, has
sprouted a smile.
PEOPLE OF SOME CONSEQUENCE (September 28, 2010)
When in Zagreb, I spend much of my time in watering holes right in
the center of the city. This is where I regularly bump into people of
some consequence in Croatia: politicians, writers, film directors,
artists, philosophers, actors. I know their faces from newspapers and
television, neither of which I follow except by chance. Anyhow, many
of these people notice me quickly enough. Everything about me
suggests that I may be of some consequence, as well. They cannot
place me, though. One of my little games is to exchange greetings
with some of these people whenever and wherever our eyes meet. On
occasion, circumstances permitting, I even shake hands with them. Of
course, they would not dare ask me for my name. Or anything else, for
that matter. Zagreb is too small for admissions of ignorance about
social connections.
And especially among people of some
consequence. Thus we exchange a few pleasant words and part our
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ways with sincere smiles on our faces. Until we meet again, and bow
toward each other with growing familiarity. Ah, what fun!
EXAGGERATING A BIT (October 5, 2010)
Whenever I spot a man wearing a tie in central Zagreb, and especially
when it matches a reasonably good suit, the same word pops out of my
mind: “Thief!” I know I am exaggerating a bit, it goes without saying.
I also know some of these men must be perfectly innocent foreigners.
Still, habits are habits, I humor myself. And the same word keeps
popping out unchecked many times a day. I just spotted a man in his
eighties wearing a good if dated suit and a matching tie, but the old
word got stuck in my mind for some reason. “Perhaps not,” came out
instead. It took me a few seconds to realize that the man must have
retired as long as twenty years ago. But this only points to yet another
bias of mine, for I still believe there were many fewer thieves in former
Yugoslavia. Even in the Republic of Croatia!
OLD FRIENDS (October 5, 2010)
I am sitting in a café running along one side of the main square in
Zagreb and watching the people around me. The green market nearby
attracts quite a crowd, but the square itself always offers a few
additional attractions: marching bands, performers, singers,
commercial promotions. At some point I spot funny shoes on an old
woman walking past my table. I look up and see that she is also
wearing a funny coat. I look further up and realize that I am looking at
my old friend, Slavenka Drakulić, who has missed me completely. By
the time I figure it out, the famous Croatian writer is a few steps too far
to call her back without attracting too much attention. It crosses my
mind that I could get up and catch up with her, instead. I give up on
the idea quickly enough, though. Old friends are best remembered as
old friends. And we are talking about the early Eighties, no less.
MANZOKU (October 7, 2010)
There is a perfectly credible sushi bar on Ljudevit Gaj’s Street in
Zagreb. Manzoku is its name. In Japanese, this stands for “delight,”
as one learns from a poster on the bar’s wall. I end up there almost
every lunch, and the two young men working behind the counter
already know what I wish to eat without a word from me. Most of the
people who come by while I am there take away their sushi in plastic
containers, but a few of them stay to eat there, just as I do. I was
already at it a short while ago when a man in his forties came along.
Dressed in a prim suit and wearing fancy shoes, he appeared to be a
frequent patron of the bar. He ordered a few things and then he sat
next to me. To my surprise, he brandished a plastic fork and knife. He
71

proceeded to eat quite daintily, his elbows tucked in, and his utensils
held with aplomb. But it was excruciating watching him spear one
piece of sushi after another with his plastic fork before shoving it into
his mouth. As it happens, I have never seen anything like this
anywhere in the world. Pure delight, too.
THE APPREHENSION (October 28, 2010)
The way things are at the moment, the only people who know me in
Zagreb are waiters. And I am hardly exaggerating. This is how I like
it, too. Wherever I go, the waiters already know what to bring for me,
and so we exchange but a few words at a time. But it just crossed my
mind that things may change if and when my writings are discovered
here. I would avoid the media like the plague, but this might only
increase their zeal. My cover blown, people might wish to talk to me.
Or argue with me, for my views of Croatia and its capital are not
exactly complimentary. My anonymity gone, Zagreb would turn into a
nightmare. I would have to start hiding lest I got buttonholed. Or
worse. This is not very likely to happen, though. As elsewhere,
people here read ever less, not to mention obtuse writings such as
mine. On the World Wide Web. And in lavish English. But the
apprehension is still real. The longer I live here, the greater the
probability of being discovered. To wit, I mention Zagreb and Croatia
in my writings at my peril.
STUPIDITY, COMPLICITY (November 22, 2010)
I am sitting in the Bulldog Pub and sipping my drink. As well as
reading the Croatian newspapers over the shoulders of a fellow sitting
right next to me. He is a voracious reader, too. All the leading
newspapers are in his lap. The pope’s belated acceptance of condoms,
albeit under very special circumstances, is on the front pages. The
former prime minister and his mafia are several pages behind. Whole
pages are dedicated to the intricate ways in which he, his ministers, and
business people associated with them, have managed to defraud the
country. But, to my amazement, golf is not in the news. Neither are
the ministers and other politicians involved in the biggest land grab
ever witnessed in these parts. The prime minister promoted the law
giving golf the place that highways and ports have in other countries so
as to open wide the gates for investors with whom he was in cahoots,
but this is hardly newsworthy. The ministers behind him, as well as
the governors and mayors involved in the sham sport, are not even
mentioned in the pages I can see over my neighbor’s shoulders. It is as
though golf has been completely forgotten already. And as though the
historic land grab would not have offered the politicians involved
untold riches from their illicit shares in a myriad golf courses. The
stupidity, as well as the complicity, of the Croatian media never ceases
to amaze me. I cannot but smell the newspaper owners’ take in the
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covert spoils. The same undoubtedly goes for all the other media,
among which television must come topmost. They were all on the
take, no doubt. The way things look at the moment, all that is history.
Forgotten together with the deflated real-estate bubble. Swept under
the rug. Swallowed by the silly pope’s condoms.
Addendum (November 24, 2010)
Amazingly, today’s newspapers, the headlines of which I spied in yet
another watering hole in central Zagreb, claim that the former prime
minister bribed the media years ago to project the best possible image
of him and his ministers. It was a sizeable bribe, too. If I am not
mistaken, the article focused on television rather than newspapers.
One way or another, I felt ever-so-slightly uncomfortable with this
revelation. The most astute among my readers are bound to think that I
am privy to such stories a couple of days in advance. God forbid! For
better or worse, I am but a couple of days cleverer than the general
public.
ON THE ROAD TO JUSTICE (November 23, 2010)
As I am sitting in the Bavaria Pub and sipping my drink, I am reading
newspapers over the shoulders of several people at neighboring tables.
It is like yesterday at the Bulldog Pub, except that the place where I am
now sitting is smaller. And tables are closer together. It is difficult not
to spy all those blaring headlines around me. The highest authority in
the country concerned with corruption and organized crime is
complaining about the working conditions they face with so many
crooks. They need many more inspectors. Down the line, they also
need more prosecutors. As well as offices for everyone. Further down
the line, the courts will need more judges. Eventually, the jailers will
be too few and far between. Courts and jails will need expanding, too.
And what is the government doing about all these bottlenecks on the
road to justice? Well, precious nothing. Austerity, of course. Their
hands are tied, it goes without saying. Sooner or later, the whole
system designed to deal with crooks will collapse under their weight.
Lucky crooks! Having stolen everything within their reach, they can
enjoy the fruits of their labor at their leisure. Crooks of the world,
come to Croatia! This is your heaven.
MY MOTOVUN LOVE AFFAIR (December 1, 2010)
Yesterday morning I bumped into Filip Vrtarić in the center of Zagreb.
Now he studies in Ljubljana but lives in the Croatian capital with his
grandparents. He chuckled when he saw the green Motovun badge on
one of the straps of my knapsack (“The Badge,” March 18, 2009). He
was pleased to see this little reminder of the town in which he was
raised, but I immediately made a mental note that the badge’s time was
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up. I remembered my decision only this morning, and I removed it
from the knapsack, where it was pinned a short while before the
municipal elections nearly two years ago. At first I thought of tossing
it into the garbage, but then I decided to keep it as a memento of my
Motovun love affair. What the heck, it was splendid while it lasted.
Addendum I (December 2, 2010)
The current issue of The Economist carries no less than three articles
about Croatia (“Cordon Sanader,” “Coming Together,” and “That Was
Then,” November 27, 2010). This is quite out of the ordinary, which
possibly means that the country is not very far from the full
membership in the European Union. Be that as it may, the first article
is about politics, the second about business, and the third about culture.
The last article is about a recent addition to the permanent program at
the Klović Dvori Gallery in the old town perched above the modern
city. Three years after they broke up in 2003, Olinka Vištica and
Dražen Grubišić founded the Museum of Broken Relationships. It has
been on show in many places around the world ever since. Starting
with their own wind-up, hopping bunny, it includes all sorts of little
treasures that mean something only to those who are no longer
together. The accompanying stories are the key to the museum’s
growing appeal. Knowing Olinka quite well since my early days in
Motovun, when she was director of the Motovun Film Festival for a
couple of years, this morning I pinned the discarded badge onto a
postcard of mine, which shows me in army uniform in 1970, and asked
her on the back to check this piece of writing on the Residua website.
Of course, the badge is meant for the museum’s collection. When it
comes to broken relationships, those between people and medieval
hilltowns must be kind of rare.
Addendum II (January 18, 2011)
Having heard not a word from Olinka, a few weeks ago I sent her
another postcard with my army picture with another passionate
entreaty scribbled on the back. To no avail, though. This morning I
went to visit the new museum in the old town. After a quick tour of
the place, which harbors no trace of my own love affair, I returned to
the front desk. “Please give Olinka my regards,” I said nonchalantly to
the woman on duty. For good measure, I produced my business card.
“I sure will,” beamed the woman at me happily. And this is perhaps
the end of yet another broken relationship.
Addendum III (June 4, 2013)
Today I met Olinka in the center of Zagreb. We hugged, as ever.
After a few friendly words, I mentioned my contribution to her
museum. “But I have never heard from you,” I complained with a
mock frown. “What?” she pinched her lips. “Haven’t I responded to
your electronic mail?” At any rate, my contribution is not likely to be
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displayed any time soon, if ever. I can imagine that the museum is
bursting at the seems with all sorts of contributions by her friends, as
well as many others. And love affairs with picturesque hilltowns are
farthest from her mind. Be that as it may, the only important thing at
present is that we are still friends, as it were.
“YOU’RE AN OLD MAN” (December 2, 2010)
Thus a short, scrawny man who bakes chestnuts at the edge of a
pedestrian square in central Zagreb with whom I have been exchanging
greetings for a couple of years, but with whom I have talked never
before. “You’ll understand,” he continues by way of explanation.
Coming from the rugged hills to the south of Prizren in Kosovo, he
means well. “The Albanian border was a hundred or so paces from my
village,” he chuckles and raises his hands. An old man is a person who
understands, that is. In fact, the chestnut man is making me a
compliment. “I first came to Zagreb in 1968,” he continues. “And I
served in the army here for sixteen months.” Which means that he is
only a few years my junior, for I started my army service in 1969 just
after I received my first university degree, which he must have
skipped. “You’re an old man,” he repeats, “you’ll understand.” And I
feel grateful for the compliment even if it takes a little time to
appreciate it in full. “I also spent a part of my army service here in
Zagreb,” I chime in. “That was in 1970…”
PRECIOUS HANDBAGS (December 3, 2010)
The way fashion has gotten, women now need no less than two chairs
in Zagreb’s watering holes—one for their precious bums, and another
for their even more precious handbags. The average volume of my
knapsack, which goes on the floor next to me, the handbags cannot
possibly go out of sight. Too much time and money was invested into
the obligatory accessories to put them on the floor. And too much is
expected of them in return from other women and the most intrepid
among men. Which is perhaps why no-one complains about the
pervasive abuse of chairs, not even in the most popular of watering
holes. Always in short supply, the chairs have become the women’s
undisputed domain.
A LONG, THICK POLE (December 6, 2010)
I am sitting on the terrace of the Bulldog Pub when five young men
join me at a neighboring table. They are kind of quiet. One of them,
who happens to be sitting right next to me, is clutching onto a Croatian
flag loosely wrapped around a long, thick pole. Its top towers high
above him. As well as me. I cannot figure out where they are coming
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from, or where they are going, but I feel ever more uncomfortable in
my seat. Like a deaf and dumb accomplice to a crime.
MY, AS IT WERE, YOUTH (December 13, 2010)
My parents got married on this day seventy-four years ago. I was born
ten years later because they had expected another world war.
Belonging to the Zagreb intelligentsia of the time, they knew well
enough what was in store, and they were loath of putting their
offspring through the ordeal. Which is why I was conceived just after
the war had ended. This is something I am always pleased to tell
anyone who would listen to my ravings. But it just crossed my mind
that I would have been seventy-three years old had my parents thought
differently about the upcoming events. In the event, I would have been
nine years older than I actually happen to be. Out of the blue, I felt
kind of happy for the world war. Indeed, one never knows what a
calamity of that ilk may be good for. And I owe it no less than my, as
it were, youth.
YELLOWSTONE WOLVES (December 16, 2010)
The Bulldog Pub is nearly empty this mid-afternoon. It is freezing out
there, and everyone seems to be rushing home. As a few of us
scattered around the ground floor are sipping our drinks, we are casting
our glances toward a big television screen mounted on a wall visible
from almost all tables. Unusually, a nature channel is on rather than
one of many sports channels. By and by, the screen gets ever more
inviting. The documentary on the program is about a pack of
Yellowstone wolves. It does not take me long to sink into the story
unfolding on the screen. And it gets gripping every once in a while.
Tears well up as the documentary comes to a close. “Yes,” I mumble
to myself, “wolves are lucky not to be as bright as humans.” Just then
two chicks in their late twenties walk into the bar and look around for
an empty table. They are dressed almost identically: tall boots with
high heels, glittering tights, bright short skirts, and skimpy jackets with
hoods that are embellished with fluffy fur. “Wait a minute,” I get
confused for a split second, “is this supposed to prove me wrong?”
ZAGREB IS FOR SISSIES (December 14, 2010)
It never ceases to amaze me how small Zagreb is. Tiny. Teenyweeny. Wherever I go on foot, people warn me of dazzling distances,
which turn out to be laughable in retrospect. Half an hour at most, and
often much less. Few places worth mentioning in the city are more
than an hour apart. And on foot. It is the people who live in the
Croatian capital who make it big. Huge. Gigantic, no less. They
cannot imagine living without cars, trams, taxis, buses, trains. Soon
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enough they will be calling for helicopters and airplanes, as well. But
all they really need are their own legs. As a matter of fact, even shoes
are superfluous for a good walk. And they would still reach everything
they think they need to reach while keeping themselves in reasonable
shape. Zagreb is for sissies. Actually, it is for people who are dying to
live in a big city.
ELECTRICITY (December 19, 2010)
A funny thing happened yesterday morning. Funny for Zagreb, that is.
It was Saturday. We were lounging in bed later than usual. When I
got up to turn on the computer, it turned out that there was no juice.
Judging by the radiators around the apartment, which were still hot, for
it was freezing cold out there, the power cut occurred quite recently. I
returned to bed, and my beloved welcomed me most warmly. After
many years in Motovun, where power cuts can last for many hours, I
was a bit concerned. She was not, though. Not the least bit. “Turn on
a light,” she suggested after a while, “so you’ll see when the electricity
comes back.” By the time I returned to bed, the radiators were
appreciably cooler. My beloved giggled at my frowns, but I got ever
more anxious. “What if this lasts for hours?” I whispered. “We’ll stay
in bed and hug!” she chuckled as she snuggled next to me. Soon
enough I got up once again to check the radiators. They were
lukewarm by then. Back in bed, my beloved kept hugging me and
teasing me for my anxiety. “Hey,” she shook me after a while, “cheer
up!” When the juice came back on about an hour later, I praised her
for her attitude toward the power cut. And this I kept doing all day
yesterday. “You know,” I hugged her before we went to bed again,
“together we are so much stronger.” It is Sunday, and there is no
trouble with electricity, but my anxiety is still with me, albeit in a
slightly different form. How could I get so dependent upon it? Only a
century ago, few people had ever heard of it, either.
APPEARANCES, APPEARANCES (February 10, 2011)
The Kolding Caffe in central Zagreb is located in a courtyard that has
been covered with translucent plastic relatively recently. Glass must
have been too expensive at the time. When one enters the place from
the street and passes through a long, dark archway, one is surprised by
a huge picture of a small port that covers the back wall of the
courtyard. At first one thinks it is a picture of an Istrian town, but one
quickly realizes the architecture is not of Venetian origin. In fact, it is
Portofino in Liguria not far from Genoa, which I visited only once in
the early Nineties. The fishing village has turned into a tourist
attraction. The transformation must have started about a century ago.
Its name, Portofin in Ligurian, comes from the Roman Portus Delphini
for the dolphins that used to inhabit the sea around it. That means the
area must have been rich in fish, as well. The picture was taken in the
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summer, when the place was crowded with tourists. The architecture
around the port strikes one as rather opulent, but a careful look reveals
that all the architectural detail is painted on the façades. Stone pillars,
architraves, panels, and moldings are all painted. Make-believe
opulence, in short. Not having the means to appoint their buildings to
their aspirations, the inhabitants of Portofino resorted to painting. I am
not sure why this picture was chosen for the Kolding Caffe, but it fits
the Croatian capital perfectly. Appearances, appearances. Zagreb in a
nutshell.
ANOTHER ONE OF HIS (February 10, 2011)
I love one of Tin Ujević’s poems so much that I even translated it into
English. More, I love that poem so much that I do not even dare read
another one of his.
THE STATION (February 20, 2011)
On our walk around the Austro-Hungarian Zagreb, which I quite enjoy,
we pass by the central train station. “Let’s see how it looks inside,”
my beloved suggests with a twinkle in her eye. I nod in agreement and
we walk in. The station looks grand from the outside, but it does not
take us long to see it all. After all, Zagreb was a tiny provincial town
when it was built in the late Nineteenth Century. “It doesn’t look that
bad,” I comment after a while. My beloved nods in agreement.
Indeed, there are few things I remember from one of my old pieces
about the station, which is still alive in my mind (“La Tour Eiffel,”
August 7, 1978). There are no crowds. The place looks reasonably
clean. It does not stink, either. There are few drunks lounging about.
But then I realize the key change by comparison with more than thirty
years ago: there are few trains, too. Alas!
OLD AGE, OLD AGE (February 22, 2011)
I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe and sipping my drink when two
gentlemen in their mid-fifties walk in. The best of Zagreb, as it were.
Dressed in fine suits and wearing fancy ties, they look around quite
carefully. Several tables are free, which makes their choice rather
difficult. In the end, they select a table not far from mine, but both of
them hang their precious coats on a hanger right next to my chair.
They apologize for the inconvenience, too. After a while, one of them
returns to fetch something from his coat. “Old age,” he comments and
apologizes again. After a while, he returns again and starts fumbling
through his coat pockets one more time. “Old age, old age,” he
grumbles and bows toward me. “No, nooo,” I plead at last. He keeps
quiet, though. It does not cross his mind that I am about ten years his
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senior. When they leave, the forgetful gentleman wishes me a good
day and bows toward me apologetically for the last time.
ON TERMINAL OPTIMISM (March 14, 2011)
A few years ago I asked a number of people from Zagreb, or at least
well acquainted with it, to help me identify a bunch of people in the
Croatian capital who would be worth befriending (“Bursting into
Laughter,” June 11, 2008). I knew this was a tall order, but I still tried,
albeit half in jest. Of course, I got no leads worth mentioning.
Looking back, I feel fortunate, though. Even the people I asked for
suggestions I do not see any longer except by chance. And this is
precisely how I like it. My hypothesis that a city of about a million
people should harbor at least ten people whose company I would enjoy
was palpably wrong. One per million is much closer to it, and I am
already with my beloved, whose company I enjoy to boot. Which only
shows my eternal optimism about my fellow humans. An incurable
optimism it is, too. Or should I call it terminal, instead?
Addendum (September 7, 2016)
Even though I have already written more than enough on this sorry
subject, this piece still invites a few punchy words. To wit, I am
delighted to know nearly no-one in the Croatian capital. Minus the
waiters in my favorite watering holes, I hasten to add. They are my
dearest friends one and all. Anyhow, one of the greatest attractions of
Zagreb is precisely that I know next to no-one there. Wherever I sit or
stroll, I feel free like a bird, for I know that my peace will not be
interrupted. I am an alien in the city of my birth, and this is the
greatest blessing for me at this stage of my life. An alien at long last!
SMILES ALL AROUND (March 18, 2011)
When I enter the Kolding Caffe, I take one of the newspapers from the
counter before I get to my table. I glance through the newspaper
before my drink arrives, and then I put it on an empty chair at my
table. Sipping my drink, I drift away. All of a sudden, my reverie is
broken by a loud voice from a neighboring table: “Excuse me!” A
young women sitting next to me looks exacerbated. “The woman over
here is asking whether she can have the newspaper,” she explains
somewhat impatiently. The middleaged woman two tables away
waves at me with a big grin. I nod, grab the newspaper from the chair
next to me, and hand it to the woman over the table in between. There
are smiles all around, and I return to my reveries. Chances are that I
was not responsive for quite a while. Which only goes to show how
far the world surrounding me has gotten. Very, very far, indeed.
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ILICA (March 18, 2011)
Starting from the center of Zagreb, this afternoon we walked west
along Ilica, the longest street in the city. Quite soon we were in
Eastern Europe, as it were. “Bratislava,” I commented the tangle of
dilapidated apartment buildings, army barracks, shabby stores,
abandoned factories, and squat rural houses, many of which were on
the verge of collapse. After an hour and a half we came to Vrapče,
famous for the largest lunatic asylum in the vicinity of the Croatian
capital. The Austro-Hungarian building fronting a large number of
wards of different vintage was rather appealing from Ilica, which ends
at a narrow road lined with tall trees leading to the asylum gate, but I
was not too eager to enter any of its long corridors. Thick grills on
many windows suggested some caution. My beloved was a bit
disappointed by my unwillingness to explore the place in greater depth,
but we soon headed for the bus that would take us back to civilization.
“Two tickets to Zagreb,” I told the driver. “No-one here appreciates
your humor,” my beloved whispered behind my back when she saw his
sour face. Going along Ilica once again, we were back in the AustroHungarian center of Zagreb in no time. “Hmm,” she mumbled as she
looked around the main city square, “I feel lost for some reason.”
Indeed, it took us only a couple of hours to visit several centuries. As
well as several countries.
Addendum (March 19, 2011)
In response to this piece, Hrvoje Bielen writes that Ilica is only the
third-longest street in Zagreb. He sent me a link to a website that relies
on a well-known book that sets things straight. For better or worse, I
have not even heard of the other two streets. Long as they are, they
must be some distance away from the center, which I know pretty well
by now. Anyhow, Ilica remains the longest street in the city for me.
The website I glanced through also claims that this is the street that is
most typical of the Croatian capital. There!
WELL AHEAD OF US (March 31, 2011)
We will walk to the Zagreb zoo this afternoon. I look forward to
visiting our closest kin. Their stinky prison notwithstanding, they are
still well ahead of us.
Addendum (April 1, 2011)
Our visit was very much to my liking. The chimpanzees, the closest
among our kin, were ensconced in a large cage. There were four
adults, two males and two females, and one adolescent, another male.
The adults were huddled together on a branch of a large tree, their
backs turned toward the visitors. To the best of my understanding,
they were engaged in collective grooming. We came around twice, but
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they hardly budged from their comfortable positions. Only the
adolescent pranced around the cage. As well as showed some interest
in the gaping visitors. Total disregard of their surroundings by the
adults made me kind of proud. The adolescent will get there in due
time, no doubt. Zoo, what zoo? The visitors be damned.
ERDINGER DUNKEL (April 1, 2011)
At Kolding Caffe they have Guinness on draft. Which is one of the
main reasons why I am a regular customer, too. The waiters start
pouring me a pint as soon as they see me at the door. Guinness is
produced in Croatia now, and it is quite to my taste. This is a country
rich with good water, after all. But the delivery is kind of iffy as of
late. The waiters keep explaining to me that it is not up to them. They
always point elsewhere when they ask me what I want instead.
Erdinger Dunkel is my choice as of late. As dark beers go, this
German one is pretty good. Both the taste and color are fine. It comes
in handsome glasses, as well. Guinness it is definitely not, though.
One more time, I am wondering about my lot. There is so little that I
want from this world, but I cannot get it whenever and wherever I want
it. Although I know that my complaint is on the ridiculous side, it
keeps popping up in my mind with annoying regularity. My lot, once
again.
Addendum (April 5, 2011)
By this morning, Erdinger Dunkel is gone, too. Pointing elsewhere
once again, the waiter asked me what I would like instead. He was
most apologetic, though. As well as sympathetic. The new shipment
was on its way, he kept assuring me, but he could not tell me exactly
when it would actually arrive. And so I did my best to come up with
an alternative. But my complaint is ever sharper in my mind. Day by
day, it is becoming almost painful. There is so little I want from this
world…
REPUBLIC OF CORUPTIA (April 6, 2011)
Thus a large sign in English carried by four people protesting a new
development in the heart of Zagreb, which boasts of a grand opening
today. The lettering is Roman to boot. Together with many others
around them, the protesters are reminding everyone who is coming to
the opening of all the shenanigans that accompany real estate
development in this city and country. For good measure, Coruptia can
be read not only as Croatia, but also as Corinthia, the seat of the Hypo
Alpe Adria Bank in Austria. Apparently, this crafty bank has been
deeply involved in the development now opening in the Croatian
capital. And much else across the land. The misspelling of Latin
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notwithstanding, all the other misspellings are well taken. Corruption
is the name of the game in this region. Since Roman times, too.
H&M (April 7, 2011)
I am not sure what “H&M” stands for, but it is supposed to be a
famous chain of department stores peddling fashionable but cheap
clothing, mainly for women. It hails from someplace in Scandinavia, if
I am not mistaken. They have just opened several outlets in shopping
centers across the Croatian capital. At any rate, today they opened a
big department store right in the heart of Zagreb, which serves as their
flagship. It is the main draw to a controversial development that has
been plopped by hook or by crook into one of the most beautiful
squares in the city. It was amazing to watch the havoc in front of the
department store’s entrance this morning. To one side of the square
there was a huge crowd of protesters carrying signs of different sizes.
Most of them were young men, but there were many women among
them, as well. A line of policemen with helmets, shields, and all sorts
of protective gear on their arms and legs barred their way into the
development. To the other side there was a long line of people waiting
to be admitted into the new H&M department store. Almost all of
them were young women, though. In short, Zagreb is very much
divided. And along gender lines. The feminists among the protesters
must have felt pretty distraught at the sight of the throng of wannabe
H&M shoppers.
Addendum (April 8, 2011)
The protesters are long gone, but the line in front of the department
store is still going strong for the second day in a row. It is Friday, and
the weekend will bring many more curious shoppers. The line will
swell to bursting, and the many guards keeping it in good order will
have much to do. Once again, nearly all of the shopping enthusiasts
are young women. Although they do not look exactly provincial,
many of them appear to come from some distance away. Judging from
their unflagging interest, H&M has done well with the location of its
flagship. Croatian capitalism has many ardent supporters, but the
women in line are surely among the most ardent. By and by, they will
be showing off their precious acquisitions ever farther from the
Croatian capital, thus fomenting ever more interest in the new
department store. And travel. Another victory for the eager consumer,
no doubt. As well as for global commerce dedicated to their shallow
tastes and even shallower pockets.
BY WAY OF SINCERE THANKS (April 9, 2011)
The day is gorgeous. It is mid-afternoon, and central Zagreb is
crammed. All the outdoor cafés are full. We are sitting on the terrace
82

of the Bulldog Pub when the president of Croatia, Ivo Josipović, his
daughter, and a personal guard of his take a table right across the isle
from ours. Without a tie, he looks good. He looks relaxed in the
crowd. Both of us are impressed. Deeply impressed, as a matter of
fact. Having finished our drinks, we get up, and I feel an urge to
congratulate him on his demeanor with a gentle bow, but I resist the
urge with all my might. Thus this note. By way of sincere thanks, of
course.
Addendum (March 19, 2016)
The day is gorgeous once again, and central Zagreb is packed. All the
outdoor cafés are full, too. On my walk around the city, I notice a
familiar face in one of the cafés. It does not take me long to realize
that this is Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović, the president of Croatia. Ivo
Josipović lost the last elections to her. She is sitting with several
people, one of whom must be her personal guard. One more time, I am
deeply impressed. For all its faults, Croatia is safe enough for public
displays of this ilk. Presidents regularly mingle with all and sundry
without pomp or fanfare. This time around, though, I do not feel an
urge to congratulate the new president with a gentle bow. I am
familiar enough with the Croatian capital by now. Besides, my thanks
would be far from sincere enough.
THE TIN TIN (May 13, 2011)
I am quite fond of Tin Ujević’s statue in the center of Zagreb. The
more time I spend in the Croatian capital, the fonder I get of it, too.
But a few days ago I saw something that damped my enthusiasm at
once. As I was sipping my drink in a nearby café, two young men
climbed onto the bronze platform that supports the statue and started
dancing there. As they shook and waved their arms above their heads,
their girlfriends were taking pictures of the happy event and giggling.
I did not mind their shenanigans until I noticed that the statue was also
shaking. And it shook quite badly, which struck me as incongruous
with the poet’s stature. He looked ridiculous as the statue shook
violently. It appeared it was made of tin rather than bronze. “The tin
Tin,” it crossed my mind. Or Tintin, the comic-book hero of my
youth. So many days later, I cannot forget the incongruous shake. Or
Tin’s new and unhappy name.
GUESSING NO LONGER (May 13, 2011)
There are so many beggars in Zagreb that people feel ill at ease
whenever anyone approaches them. Yet another one? Soon enough,
they will be guessing no longer.
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A HOTCHPOTCH FOR TRUE (June 6, 2011)
Soon after I “returned” to Croatia, I bought a book about the genetic
roots of the Croats. That is the only book in Croatian I have ever
bought, too. I have only skimmed through it, and it offered much
merriment. The then minister of education, an idiot through and
through, wrote the introduction, which was ridiculous to boot. At any
rate, the book was about the Persian roots of the nation. Pure bullshit,
it was fun in its own right. Which is why I love to watch the faces
around me in the Croatian capital. There are a few recognizable types,
which I can associate mainly with Slavonia, Dalmatia, and
Herzegovina. Most Slavonians look Hungarian to me, the bulk of
Dalmatians look either Italian or Arab, while the Herzegovinians seem
to be a mix of Slavs and, say, Illyrians. But the rest is an incredible
hotchpotch, and especially in Zagreb, where all Croats congregate.
Quite a number of people look German to me. A few seem to be
Russian. On occasion I stumble upon Asians of all sorts, though. As I
am writing, across the isle from me in a busy café there sits a woman
who would feel at home anywhere between, say, Azerbaijan and
Turkmenistan. Luckily for me, she speaks fluent Croatian with an
accent that comes straight from the capital. So much for the genetic
roots of the Croats. Like any other nation, they are a hotchpotch for
true.
U (June 10, 2011)
Right in the center of Zagreb I saw a man in his late twenties or early
thirties wearing a T-shirt with an enormous “U” printed on the chest.
It could not be bigger and remain legible at the same time. In the
Croatian capital, this letter has only one possible reading: Ustasha.
Ustashas were the World War II Croatian fascists of some renown.
And this display of affection takes place on the very day the European
Union is supposed to declare the country’s date of accession. Now that
Croatia is almost a member, it is time to let it rip. And rip it surely
will. T-shirts with an enormous “U” printed on the chest will become
ever more popular in these parts. Ustasha organizations will spring
back to life. Dressed in black and wearing their beloved symbol on
their military hats, they will parade around Zagreb and many other
cities with gusto. There will be applause for them, too. At first it will
be subdued, but it will get boisterous soon. Whence this awful
prediction, though? Only look at rampant fascist organizations in
Hungary and Slovakia next door, for instance. And they are squarely
in the blessed Union for many years already.
FAMILIAR STRANGERS (June 16, 2011)
Every single day I walk past or sit next many people I know by sight,
but I never acknowledge them, let alone greet them. I behave as
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though they do not even exist. As though they are invisible or
transparent, in fact. Well, that is Zagreb for you. And it took me only
a couple of years to learn the trick. The learning was painful, too. The
haughty disdain of those to whom I was not properly introduced was
hard to miss. They were tough teachers, but I was a quick student.
After all, I was born in this city, in which familiar strangers are kept at
respectable distance for as long as possible. With luck, an entire life.
CRIME SCENE (July 4, 2011)
I just bought Richard Schneider’s Mjesto zločina: Hypo Alpe Adria
(Zagreb: Jesenski & Turk, 2011). It first appeared in Austria last year,
but it was quickly translated into Croatian. It appeared in bookstores
only last Friday. The country figures prominently in the original. The
key German word in the original title, Tatort, as well as its Croatian
translation, stands for “crime scene” in English. On the front cover,
Croatia is outlined in chalk on asphalt, and there is a big blood stain
within the outline. I went for the index at once. Jörg Haider is
mentioned on twenty-six pages, Ivo Sanader on twenty-one page, and
Ivan Jakovčić on six pages. Although I was a bit disappointed by the
last figure, I took the book to the cashier’s at once. Schneider is an
independent journalist concerned with economic affairs, and he has
followed the development of the Austrian bank over the years. Also,
he is well acquainted with Eastern Europe. At any rate, I am looking
forward to my reading.
Addendum I (July 5, 2011)
Well, Stevo Zufić is mentioned on only four pages in Schneider’s
book, but he is someone I have neglected so far. He was Jakovčić’s
predecessor in the Istrian Democratic Assembly, the leading party in
Istria. He was among its founders, too. Over the years, he has become
one of the key real estate dealers in Poreč, but he has been involved in
all sorts of projects throughout the peninsula. Most important, he was
the first Istrian politician who got in touch with Jörg Haider and his
bank. Hypo Alpe Adria Bank came to Istria through Zufić. Anyway,
he is a man to follow a bit more closely in connection with real estate
development in Istria, golf development included.
Addendum II (July 6, 2011)
I am not even half way through the book, but it is already clear that
corruption and organized crime are at the very foundations of the
Croatian state. These are at the cornerstones of the whole country. It
all started with Franjo Tudjman and crooked arms imports that
bypassed the United Nations’ ban. Austria and Germany were there to
help since long before Yugoslavia fell apart. On top of this, Tudjman
buttressed his autocratic rule by promoting his legendary two-hundred
Croatian families into wealth and influence. Austria and Germany
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helped once again, their banks always on the ready with hidden
accounts and money laundering facilities. And Tudjman’s successors
have made sure that the foundations of the new state have been kept
intact. Corruption and organized crime only blossomed during the real
estate boom at the start of the millennium. This is where crooked golf
came in, for large swaths of land in the hands of the state could be sold
or leased at ever-higher prices. The control of the sale was in the
hands of the state, anyhow. One more time, Austria and Germany
were there to help, its banks going gaga over the luscious prospects.
The real estate bust stopped all this at long last and the banks went into
a spin. It is a depressing reading, to say the least. Lustration of any
kind is simply impossible in Croatia. Everyone who is anyone has
been involved in corruption and organized crime from the very first
day. If not even earlier.
Addendum III (July 15, 2013)
I was reading at home when I heard knocks on the front door. When I
opened the door, I found a tall man with a prominent nose and bushy
eyebrows. “Ranko Bon?” he asked. I nodded. “Richard Schneider,”
he grinned and gave me his hand. I invited him in, and we sat at the
dining table. I realized who he was only when he mentioned his book.
“Ah,” I gave him my hand this time, “congratulations!” As it turned
out, he is working on a new book on Hypo Alpe Adria and its
shenanigans in Croatia. Thus he came across my name. We had a
wonderful talk about golf and polo development in Motovun. He is
already familiar with most of the key players, and he is following them
around Istria and beyond. When he got up to leave, we promised each
other to stay in touch. “I’ll let you know if and when I learn anything
of interest,” I beamed at him happily. “It’s wonderful to meet you,” I
gave him my hand one more time, “and I wish you the best of luck
with your new book!” Where would we be without independent
journalists like Schneider?!
ALCOHOL AND TOBACCO (July 22, 2011)
I am sitting on the terrace of the Bulldog Pub and sipping my drink
when an American couple sits right next to me. “Hey,” he leans over
and points at my dark beer, “how do you call that?” “Tomislav,” I lean
toward him in turn, “the first Croatian king!” A lively conversation
follows. When I pull out a cigar, he is interested once again: “Where
can I get a good one?” I give him directions to several stores as we all
sip the same drink. Soon enough, we turn to economic affairs in both
America and Europe. As it turns out, they share my outlook. Neither
of them is too optimistic about the prospects we collectively face.
Both America and Europe are in for a nasty ride. At some point we
turn toward the best investment one can make in this mess. “Land,” he
pronounces, but I shake my head incredulously. “Look,” I lower my
voice conspiratorially, “this is what led us to the last boom and bust.”
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Both of them agree without much hesitation. “Alcohol and tobacco,” I
offer at some point, and both of them laugh. The best investments,
indeed. And that is how we part our ways, armed with doomsday
economics. “Alcohol and tobacco,” we wave across tables with big
grins on our faces.
ALBEIT IN REVERSE (July 26, 2011)
To my astonishment, I am getting used to Zagreb. Its petty-bourgeois
ways are becoming quite normal to me. The snobbish nobodies around
me do not even annoy me any longer. Not the least bit. But I am
starting to miss my earnest disgust of yesteryear. My bilious ire. And
my poisonous comments, which I used to spew out with enormous if
untoward pleasure. How could I ever get used to the Croatian capital’s
stuck-up ways? How could I ever acquiesce to its groundless conceit
and arrogant ignorance of its rightful place in the grand scheme of
things? Wait a minute, though. I already feel a bit better. To my
relief, my ire is very much alive still. Only a few unforgiving words
are enough to make me feel at home again. The old remedy is working
quickly enough, albeit in reverse this time around. For crying out loud,
I was born in this dreadful place!
SONGS OF MY YOUTH (July 27, 2011)
I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe and listening to songs of my youth.
Someone must have put the most popular among them on a single
compact disk. And I hate them all, including those I kind of liked
when I was in my late teens and early twenties. I cannot but wonder
why. Most people would be enchanted by songs of their youth, I
suppose. The only thing that comes to my mind is that most people
would think of their youth as the best time of their lives. This is not
the case with me. There is no nostalgia in my heart. None whatsoever.
The past has no grip on me. The best time of my life is now, and it has
always been so. Luckily for me, I guess. Except for songs of my
youth that I must endure as I am sipping my drink. Well, except for
the most popular songs of today, as well.
THE OLD ADVOCATUS DIABOLI (August 31, 2011)
I am sitting next to Čedo Prodanović in the Bulldog Pub. He
represents Ivo Sanader, the ex-boss of Croatia. I am too fucking close
to the old advocatus diaboli.
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VERY MUCH ALIVE (September 2, 2011)
A pigeon alights on Tin Ujević’s bronze hat and starts preening itself.
Then it flies away. For a while, the poet looks kind of ridiculous, but
very much alive.
“I AM NOT A TOURIST” (September 5, 2011)
Thus the proud pronouncement on the T-shirt of a fellow who just
walked past me in Zagreb. I was immediately attracted by the
disclaimer, but only in the case he was actually a tourist.
Unfortunately, he struck me like a denizen of the Croatian capital. As
well as born in it. Both in Zagreb and Motovun, I would wear only the
reverse claim: “I am a tourist.” If a disclaimer were needed, I would
go for something a bit more general: “I am not from here.” Still better:
“I have nothing whatsoever to do with this town or country.” The Tshirt would be also an asset when traveling abroad. At least for me, the
pronouncement would be universally true. To hell with it, I have
always been a tourist.
DEVELOPER’S FINE TOUCH (September 5, 2011)
Boasting of fancy shops, even fancier penthouse apartments, and an
ample public garage, the biggest development in the center of Zagreb
is nearing completion. The shops and the garage opened first, for that
is where the return will come from, but the apartments are almost
there, as well. Although the developer ended up in jail, albeit for other
reasons, his fine touch can be felt even today. Three huge flags have
suddenly appeared on one of the buildings facing a busy pedestrian
street. In the middle is the flag of Croatia, it goes without saying. To
one side is the flag of Zagreb. And to the other is the flag of the
European Union. The developer must be proud. Much of the money
for the project came from the Union, and he has had a good deal of
help from the governments of Croatia and its capital. I can imagine
many people smiling at the developer’s fine touch. The government
officials who have helped him with the project may soon help him out
of jail. He has killed two people by sheer negligence. What the heck.
THE CROATIAN COMPLEX (September 28, 2011)
The Reputation Institute from New York annually ranks fifty countries
in terms of trust, esteem, admiration, and good feeling the public holds
toward them. This includes perceptions of the quality of life, safety,
and attention to the environment. This year’s results, based on
opinions of more than forty-thousand respondents worldwide, rank
Canada first, Sweden next, followed by Australia, Switzerland, and
New Zealand. This is what I learned this morning after discovering in
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the local media a sour complaint that Croatia is not even among the
fifty countries, which include the likes of Iran and Iraq, as well. The
first thought that crossed my mind upon reading this bit of trivia is that
the Croatian inferiority complex should be advertised far and wide so
as to warn all and sundry of the potential dangers involved. The
Reputation Institute should be warned, as well. But the Croatian
complex is so persistent and pervasive that it may eventually attract
worldwide attention. And a new ranking exercise, perhaps. This is
where Croatia would surely have a good chance at victory!
PROHIBITING PHOTOGRAPHY IN CENTRAL ZAGREB (October
4, 2011)
As of this morning, all paths leading to the pedestrian area in the center
of Zagreb are sporting large road signs prohibiting photography. They
show a camera crossed by a red line. Ridiculous as the signs are, they
are being photographed by many passers-by. Tourists must find them
hilarious, as well. A quick search through online editions of Croatian
newspapers shows that the signs have been picked up by a few
journalists, too, but all they offer so far is speculation regarding the
prohibition’s background. Is it a joke of some kind? Given how the
country has been run for the last two decades, though, it may well
come from some lofty government office. Whatever happens with the
signs, they are perfect examples of how Croatia is governed nowadays.
Haphazardly, if this is not too mild a word. And prohibiting
photography in central Zagreb is at least out there for everyone to see.
And photograph. But the entrenched governance style is rarely so
blatant in its idiocy as is the case since this morning.
RAVE THE FUTURE (October 10, 2011)
Thus the sign on the T-shirt of one of the four effeminate boys of about
nineteen sitting next to me in the Kolding Caffe. I cannot see the sign
on the T-shirt of his identical twin sitting next to him, but it must be
revealing, too. The boys are as gay as gay can be, and they are
enjoying themselves to the best of their ability. I am fascinated by the
identity of the identical twins, whose gestures and expressions are
effeminate to boot, but the sign I can see strikes me as a forecast. And
an apt one. The future will be raved away, and the boys know it
already even in the capital of Croatia. But it will take a while for the
rest of us to pick it up from their T-shirts. Nothing to it, though. All it
takes to read the future nowadays is a tiny bit of plain old English.
CATTLE MARKET (October 12, 2011)
Today’s issue of one of the leading Croatian newspapers has a major
article and the entire front page dedicated to the effort of many
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Croatians of renown to rename Marshal Tito’s Square in the center of
Zagreb. The old dictator has no place in the Croatian capital, some of
them argue. Most of them are for the Republic of Croatia Square.
However, the article goes through all the historical names of the
square, the first of which was Cattle Market. There is no date attached,
but it must have been in use a bit more than a century ago. The
language of the time is enchanting, as well: Marvinski trg. As the
words “market” and “square” are identical in Croatian, the name
sounds decent enough. Eager to contribute to this important debate, I
just sent a letter to the editor of the newspaper. “Let us be serious
about history,” I began. “As a Croatian of international renown born in
Zagreb,” I continued, “I am for renaming the square into its first
historical name.” Of course, the likelihood of such a glorious event is
zilch. And so is the likelihood that the newspaper will publish my
letter to the editor.
Addendum (June 29, 2017)
Amazingly, Marshal Tito’s Square in the center of Zagreb is in the
news to this day. And there is ever more hoopla about renaming it.
Slowly but surely, it has become one of the leading concerns in this
godforsaken country, which remains plagued by a host of much more
worrying problems. To my chagrin, though, the original name of the
square appears to be completely forgotten by now. In fact, the media
are quiet about it, mainly because it is a dead giveaway about the city’s
past. But it still strikes me as nigh perfect for the Croatian capital—the
Cattle Market for true. By way of proof, it is enough to witness the
shenanigans of the many belligerents. Even the cattle would be taken
aback by some of them.
A COMPLIMENT IN CROATIA (October 15, 2011)
It is not cold in Zagreb today, but it is far from balmy. The streets and
squares in the center are jammed in the early afternoon, but only in
places the sun can reach. My beloved and I were walking past a sun-lit
café table a moment ago when the people sitting there started to get up.
We stopped in our tracks, turned around, and approached the table as
slowly as we could so as not to get in their way. But two women in
their late forties or early fifties suddenly rushed in. “No, no,” one of
them exclaimed indignantly, “we’ve been waiting for this table!” We
were taken back. “You’re more aggressive,” I chuckled as I started
beating a retreat, “so you should win!” “Thank you,” the woman
replied with a grin and plopped herself into the nearest chair. Of
course, the charge of aggressiveness is a complement in Croatia.
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“ELEGANCE” (November 3, 2011)
The main green market in Zagreb is closing for the day. An old man is
pushing a cart piled up with potatoes. His frayed jacket boasts a single
word: “Elegance.”
LIVING INCOGNITO (November 9, 2011)
I love Zagreb. Hardly a day passes without a burst of feeling for the
city of my birth. I am living incognito at last. Wherever I find myself,
I am relieved by the knowledge that the remaining traces of familiarity
are limited to a handful of helpers−waiters, shop attendants, petty
officials. An occasional acquaintance only spoils the show. The
friends are so few and far between that I rarely come across them.
They are fading into insignificance, anyway.
Whence the yen for living incognito, though? Am I tired of life? Am I
growing too old to care? Or am I only losing the last traces of interest
for the passing show? That is, am I on my way to better things? Well,
that is the hope. The hope of enlightenment, to put it bluntly. And
yoga is with me all the time, indeed. Regular yoga practice crosses my
mind not only every day, but also many times each day. It is turning
into a burning passion, no less.
To my amazement, I find Zagreb conducive to my liberation. The
passing show is always there to remind me of what it actually is. The
emptiness of it all is in front of my eyes every single day. It provides
the proof I seem to be after. And it offers me so many opportunities to
observe everything without being observed in turn. My regular yoga
practice is thus becoming a part of my life in the busiest places Zagreb
can provide. And these are precisely the places where living incognito
is quite palpable. Whence the powerful bursts of feeling, no doubt.
MY MATERNAL GRANDFATHER, AGAIN (November 11, 2011)
Around lunchtime I often meet in one of Zagreb cafés a man who
works for the top Croatian authority dealing with organized crime. We
first met almost exactly two years ago, when I reported what I knew
about crooked golf in Motovun (“My Maternal Grandfather,”
November 2, 2009). I went to talk to him a few more times afterwards,
but we have been in touch by electronic mail ever since. At first sight,
one would never guess what he does for a living. On the young and
short side, he looks rather innocent. Whenever I spot him in the
crowd, I wave at him with a smile, and he always responds in kind.
Today he approached me with a big grin in one of my favorite cafés.
We shook hands. “How are things?” I asked. “Well,” he shrugged his
shoulders and looked at his shoes. “This is a big chance in life,” I
continued, “but it must be hard at times.” He was embarrassed a bit by
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my concern. “You’ve seen my office,” he muttered, “and you’ve seen
how many of us are there.” With so many top government officials in
jail, and so many others at its door, I can imagine how much there is to
do. “I wish you all the best,” I shook his hand for the second time. He
thanked me and took his leave without much ado. And I felt kind of
proud of him. My maternal grandfather came to me again. Heading
the police office in Pazin nearly a century ago, he would have been
puzzled by the world we live in. Organized crime that has blossomed
in Croatia since independence would be quite beyond him, let alone
crooked golf in his beloved Istria. It would break his heart, too.
SAINT MARTIN’S DAY (November 11, 2011)
Croatia prides itself as a wine country. Yet wine is so expensive that
most people drink beer even in wine-growing regions of the country.
Today is the vaunted day of young wine, and it is on offer all around
Zagreb at supposedly special prices. All sorts of signs remind you of
the happy occasion in cafés and restaurants. But a small glass of
young wine still costs as much as a hefty mug of beer. Which is why I
have long switched to beer in the capital of Croatia. I simply refuse to
be taken for a ride on account of some long story about the country.
Most people around me are not fooled, either. They stick to their beer
even on Saint Martin’s Day. As far as I am concerned, Zagreb is a
beer city. Period. And much of Croatia is a beer country, too.
A BIT OF A SMIRK (November 14, 2011)
On her way to my table, where I am waiting for a pint of Guinness, the
waitress on duty at Kolding Caffe takes a tall glass of hot chocolate
topped with a dollop of whipped cream to a neighboring table. A man
and a woman in their mid-thirties are sitting there, and I assume the
drink is for the woman. But the waitress puts it in front of the man. At
that moment the woman looks up toward the waitress and cracks an
almost embarrassed smile. The smile is barely visible. There is a bit
of a smirk in it, too. Neither the waitress nor the man notice it, though,
and the woman shifts her gaze toward me. Seeing that I have spotted
her discomfiture, no matter how slight, she wipes the smile off her face
as quickly as possible and looks down at her coffee cup. The waitress
is already at my table by then, and I make sure not to look toward the
couple any longer.
DIKAN (November 15, 2011)
How small is Zagreb? This morning I walked past Josip Radeljak,
known to all as Dikan. Although few people know what he actually
does for a living, he is an entrepreneur of renown in Croatia. And a
jetsetter, as the term goes. Roughly my age, he has gone through quite
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a number of women of the same ilk in his career. They were famous
actresses, singers, fashion models, and the like. From time to time, I
bump into him in the streets and squares of the pedestrian area in the
center of the Croatian capital. As we were walking past each other this
morning, he gave me a long look, and then he nodded toward me
faintly. He could not place me with any precision, but he was sure
enough that our paths had already crossed. And so Dikan nodded
toward me no matter how faintly, just in case. Well, that is how small
Zagreb is.
FAR SUPERIOR (November 15, 2011)
Zagreb feels different this afternoon. There is a bounce in the air.
Many young people look exceedingly happy, almost jubilant. And
especially the young men, who seem to have sprouted wings all of a
sudden. Many of them have Croatian flags draped over their
shoulders. Also, there are many policemen in the center of the city.
They look formidable in their riot gear, but they seem to be jubilant, as
well. This evening Croatia will battle against Turkey once again.
Soccer. The Turks lost quite badly in Istanbul a week or so ago, and
the rematch in Zagreb will take place in a few hours. According to the
last count, some four-million versus seventy-million people, and
counting. God only knows who will win this time around, but I feel
quite jubilant, too. “Far superior to war,” I keep repeating to myself
ever anew, “far superior to war!” Wherever I go, a big grin is etched
on my face.
WHORES AND THIEVES (November 18, 2011)
Anywhere one goes in central Zagreb, one can feel the distress of the
whores, of which there are many. For the thieves are ebbing away.
They are becoming an endangered species nowadays. Now that
corruption and organized crime are going out of fashion, at least
temporarily, the poor things are destitute.
Forever preening
themselves, forever casting around, the whores are waiting in vain for
their counterparts in the grand social game. When one considers all
the money invested in hairdos, puffed up lips, engorged tits, and plush
tans, the plight of the whores is not inconsiderable. Not the mention
the luxurious clothes, of course. For the time being, my heart goes to
them. And no kidding. The best I can do for all the whores on
permanent display in the Croatian capital is to wish them many a
happy return. They surely deserve their merry thieves, anyway.
WONDERING ABOUT FRIENDSHIP (November 26, 2011)
It is Saturday and the pedestrian area in the center of Zagreb is packed.
In spite of the cold, that is quite normal. On top of that, parliamentary
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elections are coming up in eight days. Representatives of all sorts of
political parties are out in numbers. Wearing scarves of different
colors, they occupy the squares or walk around the busiest streets
distributing leaflets and shaking hands with the voters. Megaphones
are blaring all around. As I am ploughing through the crowd, I see a
bunch of people wearing orange scarves coming my way. Vesna
Pusić, one of the leading people in her party, which has very good
chances in the upcoming elections, is in front of them. She is smiling
from ear to ear at everyone in sight. My first thought is to turn around,
but the crowd pushes me forward. Passing right by her as fast as I
could, I look down. Luckily, she does not recognize me. Relieved, I
start wondering about friendship. Once upon a time, we were close
friends. To my horror, now she is a politician. Even worse, she is a
successful one.
Addendum (October 21, 2016)
I was on my way to the barber’s this morning when I saw Vesna Pusić
from afar. Although we were just off the main square in Zagreb, the
street was almost empty. Having spotted me from quite some distance,
she started grinning. And so did I. When we got closer together, I
gave her a big hug. “This is like meeting comrade Tito,” I chuckled.
“Gosh,” she chuckled in turn, but it was clear the association was not
exactly to her liking. Besides, he is long dead. After a few words, we
waved each other goodbye. This time around, I felt closer to Vesna
than the last few times I met her or spotted her in the Croatian capital
or in Motovun. By now, she is all but retired from politics. And
friendship is a bit less farfetched than during her political career.
DEATH IN VENICE (November 30, 2011)
As I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe and sipping my drink, I cannot but
hear bits and pieces of conversation of three fellows sitting right
behind me. In their early twenties, they seem to be preparing for some
university exam. “Thomas Mann,” says one. “No, no,” says another,
“Karl Mannheim.” “Death in Venice,” laughs the third. “Ortega y
Gasset,” tries one again. “Oh,” chimes in another, “I hate that one.”
“Such a moron,” agrees the third. They soon forget about the exam
and turn to their favorite movies. “Robert de Niro,” says one and they
all laugh. “Leonardo DiCaprio,” jumps in another one. “He gets paid
to kill someone,” laughs the third, “but then he pays someone else to
do it.” Luckily, by then I manage to turn them off completely.
CEASELESS TRUMPETEERING (December 12, 2011)
The Kolding Caffe regulars are blessed with oodles of vintage music.
This morning it is Louis Armstrong. Oodles of brambly crooning and
ceaseless trumpeteering.
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Addendum (December 14, 2011)
This morning I found Will Hughes’ electronic-mail message about this
piece. Neil Armstrong is an astronaut, he explained. I must have had
in mind Louis Armstrong, the jazz musician. Indeed. It shows my
love of jazz pretty well. Anyhow, I changed the name at once, but I
was one character too long for my haiku of one-hundred and sixty
characters exactly. So, his scratchy crooning turned into brambly
crooning in a jiffy. The word suits my purposes even better, I suppose.
But all this would go unnoticed without my editor in chief. And it took
him only a day to spot the boo-boo.
THE FREEDOM TO SHOP (December 17, 2011)
One look at Christmas crowds in central Zagreb tells you that they are
not about the freedom of speech. Any old despot would do. As well
as the freedom to shop.
THIS STUCK UP CITY (December 20, 2011)
Zagreb is a strange place. People who see each other almost every day
do not exchange greetings until they are properly introduced to each
other. In the meanwhile, they appear kind of stuck up. Avoiding eye
contact, they look through each other. Or that is how I have
experienced their behavior so far. Annoyed by funny looks whenever I
would greet someone I have not been introduced to, I started doing the
same to others. What the heck, I thought. Why go through this misery
all the time? But I must confess that I feel a tad guilty about it from
time to time. I can see that some people are surprised by my behavior,
stuck up as it must appear, and I feel like explaining its origins to them.
Hey, I am only adjusting to this weird place! But what if it turns out
that I have learned how to behave from the wrong people? What if not
everyone in this city is actually stuck up? Most likely I will never
learn, for I do not care to talk to anyone about it. Or anything else, for
that matter. Having been born in this stuck up city, perhaps I have a
special knack when it comes to learning its peculiar ways. In a few
short years I may look through even the best of my friends, avoiding
eye contact with consummate poise.
THE POOR OLIVE TREE (December 21, 2011)
The Kolding Caffe is graced with a number of plants, the largest of
which is a palm tree that reaches all the way to the rafters. A couple of
puny olive trees were added to the collection a year or so ago. Thin
and rather bare, they look lost among the more opulent plants. This
morning an old man dragged himself in with a cane, chose a table next
to one of the olive trees, looked around for a place to put his cane,
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spotted the tree, and hung the cane on one of its spindly branches. The
people sitting at a neighboring table sniggered quietly at the sight, but
the poor olive tree suddenly got a purpose. At long last, it was
vindicated, as it were. The other olive tree some distance away could
only dream of such a felicitous turn of events.
ENOUGH SAID (January 2, 2012)
“Good holidays?” asks a waiter at the Kolding Caffe after my longish
absence. I dither with my answer long enough for both of us to start
laughing. Enough said.
FENG SHUI (January 2, 2012)
A couple in their late fifties walks into the Kolding Caffe and looks
around. He has long gray hair and wears a dark-blue suit with a blue
tie. She wears a long black coat with a silver scarf and her hair is died
blond. Both of them wear Zagreb on their sleeves. They look petty
bourgeois to boot, that is. She goes to the toilet, and he looks for a
table for the two of them. He sits at a table next to mine and orders
drinks for both. When she comes out of the toilet, she asks in a low
voice: “Why did you choose this particular table?” “Feng shui,” he
answers in a low voice. She seems to be satisfied with his answer, and
I get up to leave.
EXCRUCIATING (January 4, 2012)
My main problem in Zagreb cafés is that I can rarely find a table far
enough from everyone else. Listening to all the twaddle can be
painful. Nay, excruciating.
THE INTERVIEW (January 5, 2012)
I notice that two people sitting next to me at the Kolding Caffe do not
swear. My attention is immediately aroused. They talk and talk, but I
can hear not a single swear. That is unusual anywhere in the Balkans,
including the Croatian capital, which holds itself above the regional
norm. Swears are there for emphasis only. Like exclamation points,
they pop up every once in a while. What is going on between the two
people sitting next to me? And then I notice a recording device
between them. Judging by a little red light, it is turned on, as well. Of
course, I am witnessing an interview. The mystery solved, I turn my
attention to other tables. Of all things, the interview is about nutrition.
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ON CAPITALISM AND CHRISTIANITY (January 5, 2012)
Wherever one goes in central Zagreb, Christmas decorations are still
going full blast. Streets and squares keep blinking merrily day and
night. Discounts are deeper than before the vaunted holiday, but the
good cheer remains unblemished. Buy, buy, buy! The budding
Croatian capitalism is about Christmas and nothing but Christmas. If
only it could be stretched all year round! In the event, capitalism
would be saved from its own avaricious vices. And Christianity would
be married to it for centuries to come. No matter how pitifully abased,
it would stand as the bulwark of incessant acquisition. But the
impoverished masses can do only so much. The impulse to acquire is
still there, no doubt, but pockets are already empty. Painfully empty,
as a matter of fact. Alas, the decorations are about to come down!
Any day now, the capitalist dream will be pushed forward. Save, save,
save! The next Christmas is just behind the corner. It will be even
more glorious than all the Christian holidays of the past put together.
After all, Croatian capitalism is at stake. And insatiable Christianity is
its hallmark.
TITO THE CROATIAN (January 8, 2012)
Croatians are obsessed with Tito. I do not follow the newspapers, let
alone the national television, but I can see that there is yet another
movie about the communist leader. Or is it a television series? There
was an earlier one only a few years ago. If I am not mistaken, the
newest movie is about his secret life. His love life, in fact. To the best
of my understanding, it is rather popular, too. Born in a tiny village
not far from Zagreb, Tito was as Croatian as they come. When I was
growing up, his nationality was not an issue. It was actually pushed
aside. Now it is of the substance. I only wonder when Croatians will
figure out that they have never had a leader to match the erstwhile
Yugoslav potentate. And they never will. It will take a generation or
two for the simple truth to become obvious across the land. His love
life will gradually fade into oblivion, and his political acumen will
come to the fore. Resistance to Stalin, self-management and selfgovernment, the non-aligned movement, and so forth. Lucky
Croatians. At long last, they will have something to brag about. Tito
the Croatian. The rest of former Yugoslavia can eat its heart out.
WASTED CHRISTMAS TREES (January 9, 2012)
As of this morning, Zagreb is littered with wasted Christmas trees.
They rest on their sides along many a building. Waiting for garbage
trucks, they line entire streets, squares. Still in perfect shape, the
sacrificed trees look pitiful. What a waste! When one imagines the
rest of Croatia, Europe, and the Christian world entire, millions upon
millions of trees are pillaged for a silly holiday. Each and every year
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entire forests are cut down in vain. Amazingly, not even the so-called
Greens seem to mind the perpetual carnage. And so it continues as
though there is no tomorrow. Merry Christmas forever!
Addendum (January 13, 2016)
Sitting in one of my favorite cafés in central Zagreb, I just spied the
title of an article about wasted Christmas trees in one of the leading
Croatian newspapers read by a fellow at a neighboring table.
According to the title, about a hundred-thousand Christmas trees end
up in garbage dumps close to the Croatian capital. That amounts to
around three-hundred tons of waste. Apparently, the trees are ground
to dust, which is then used to feed forests across the country. Given
that Zagreb has a quarter of the country’s population, there must be
roughly four times as many wasted Christmas trees in Croatia.
Considering Europe as a whole, the number rises some five-hundred
times. And it rises more than two-thousand times when the entire
Christian world is taken into account. In short, millions upon millions
of trees are indeed pillaged for a silly holiday each and every year.
JUST A LAUGH (January 10, 2012)
Six men in their seventies and eighties take a table next to mine in the
Kolding Caffe. Judging by their clothing, their pensions are ample
enough. When the waiter comes, they start ordering all sorts of coffee.
One of them is quiet. “What would you like?” the waiter turns to him.
“Give me,” the man starts hesitantly, “coffee with…” His friends start
laughing. “Whipped cream?” suggests one. He shakes his head.
“Chocolate?” suggests another. He shakes his head again. “Brandy?”
suggests the third. “No, no,” he stammers, “my wife drinks it every
single day…” “Milk?” suggests yet another. “Well,” he joins the
laughter, “give me coffee with milk!” When the waiter departs, the
guessing game continues, but without any success. As it turns out, the
man is new to the company. They regularly meet to have coffee
together. The youngest is seventy-eight and the oldest eighty-six. It is
a joy to sit next to them. They tease each other all the time and they
laugh a lot. Forgetfulness is the way of life. Infirmity, too. Old age is
fine with them. Even death is just a laugh.
NOT EVEN THE BEGGARS (January 10, 2012)
I leave the smallest coins on sills along Zagreb streets. They surely are
visible enough, but on occasion I see them accumulate. They draw not
even the beggars.
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FUR COATS (January 12, 2012)
Fur coats are all over Zagreb this time of year. They are worn mostly
by women in their seventies and eighties. Many of the coats look as
though they have been inherited, too. Long and baggy, generations of
women must have worn them. Some of them could go back a century
or so. On top of looking incongruous at this day and age, when fur
coats are among the symbols of animal abuse and environmental
oblivion, they look tattered and entirely out of synch with
contemporary fashion. Which is why I relish them in my own way.
They are ugly as hell. And they get uglier as time goes by. In a few
short years I will start missing them, I am almost sure. Fur coats will
be history. Another reminder of the Austro-Hungarian roots of the
Croatian capital will have perished never to return. And this brief note
will become utterly incomprehensible. Worse, unfashionable.
CROATIA! (January 22, 2012)
“I’ve got an irrefutable proof of my love for you,” I blurted out just
after our passionate lovemaking. “Tell me,” she was confounded by
my outburst. “Croatia!”
LAMB ON A SPIT (January 24, 2012)
Since the beginning of the year, we have been gorging ourselves on
young lamb from the island of Pag in the Adriatic. Only a month or so
old, the lamb is roasted on a spit in our favorite Zagreb restaurant. It is
one of their specialties, too. Pag is famous for its lamb, but it is even
more famous for its cheese. Which is why we are eating only males.
Females are kept for the production of milk, and only a few males are
needed for reproduction. Keeping them alive for more than a couple of
months is tantamount to wasting lamb food. At any rate, we do feel a
bit guilty about our many feasts, but the lamb is so delicious at this
time of the year that it is hard to resist. As far as restaurant food is
concerned, lamb on a spit is perhaps the best deal one can get
anywhere in Croatia. And it is not likely to last much longer. Across
most of Europe, lamb so young is not available as food. Many people
would consider it a barbarian habit. Sooner or later, Croatia will join
the bulk of the sub-continent in this regard, as well. In the meanwhile,
we will keep gorging ourselves during winter months on young lamb
from Pag.
ALWAYS A BOURGEOIS (January 30, 2012)
I am walking across one of Zagreb squares and farting my heart out.
But then I catch myself checking my rear. “Once a bourgeois,” I
smile, “always a bourgeois.”
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“CROATIA IS SHACKLED BY SNOW” (February 7, 2012)
Thus many a title in Croatian newspapers the last week or so. There
are many variations, as well. Here one reads that Zagreb is shackled
by snow, there that Split is shackled by snow, and over yonder that
Slavonia is shackled by snow. In short, everything is shackled by
snow. Other terms are not used. For instance, nothing is paralyzed or
seized or halted by snow. At first I was annoyed by the omnipresent
term, but then it crossed my mind that it has deep historical roots. It
goes way back, too. All the way to the arrival of the Slavs to the
European sub-continent, when many were shackled for true. Chances
are that it is also popular across much of Central and Eastern Europe,
where Slavs have settled.
LIKE AN OLD LADY (February 7, 2012)
Smothered by snow, Tin Ujević’s statue in the center of Zagreb loses
much of its charm. His treasured hat is hardly recognizable. Now he
looks like an old lady.
INTERNET FREEDOM (February 11, 2012)
Thus a large hand-painted sign carried by two young men in front of a
group of about two-hundred people in their teens, twenties, and thirties
marching through central Zagreb this evening. There were several
other signs of similar nature. One young man marched with a drum,
which he kept beating somewhat clumsily. But I immediately spotted
another young man wearing an Anonymous mask. The Guy Fawkes
mask, that is. I was rather indifferent toward the protest until I saw
that mask. Out of the blue, I was with the protesters with my heart and
soul. Curiously, it was the mask that started me thinking. Where
would we be without the Internet and the likes of the Anonymous
group, which has been hacking its way through bastions of wealth and
power around the world? So far, all other forms of protest have been
entirely in vain, anyway. Long live the Internet freedom! And long
live the Anonymous movement!
THE SNOW-SHOVELING COMPETITION (February 12, 2012)
It has been snowing in Zagreb since last night. And the pavement in
front of my beloved’s apartment building has been piling up with
snow. During the week, the job of shoveling it to the edge of the
pavement and onto the street rests with the owners of four shops on the
ground floor, but it is Sunday today. On this special day the owners of
four apartments in the building are required to shovel the snow.
According to the law, anyone who falls and gets injured on the
pavement on a Sunday can sue the apartment owners for the damages.
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Which is partly why we are trying to figure out when we could jump in
and do our bit. However, this is what all the others owners are doing,
as well. To make things worse, there is only one shovel available. Of
course, shoveling the snow is also fun, at least on occasion. Now that
snow has become a rarity, such occasions are few and far between. In
short, the snow-shoveling competition is no less than fierce. It affects
even my beloved and me. Hey, she is about to wash her hair! Perhaps
this is my chance!
JOKE OF THE DAY (February 14, 2012)
Five old men in suits and ties huddle around a table at Kolding Caffe.
Around their table there float four red heart-shaped balloons. Is this a
joke of the day?
ON MY DAILY ROUND (February 20, 2012)
Wherever I go on my daily round of central Zagreb, I am surrounded
by people I know well. Actually, I do not know them at all. I only
recognize them. Still, I know their faces, voices, grimaces. Their
laughter. As well as the things they wear. Often enough I know what
they do. And talk about. Or even think about on occasion. But I do
my best not to know them. Not to know them any better, that is. I
make sure not to greet them lest we become acquainted well enough
for us to become closer, and perhaps also chummy. God forbid. I
already know them well enough to be sure that this is where my
knowledge of them must stop. Stop dead, too. As I said, I am
surrounded by people I know well. All too well. So well, as a matter
of fact, that I live in perpetual dread of them on my daily round. If I
knew them only a little better, Zagreb would become but another
Motovun. The horror.
ON LANGUAGE AND NATIONALISM (February 22, 2012)
Rade and Jasna Kronja were in Zagreb a short while ago. We are
friends since our university days. This morning I found Rade’s
electronic-mail message from Alma Ata, where he works as an
architect since a few years ago. He wanted to thank me for my
hospitality, which consisted of a dinner, and asked me for a small
favor. Namely, he wanted a copy of Snježana Kordić’s Jezik i
nacionalizam (Language and Nationalism).[4] I responded that the
book would be on its way as soon as I got his whereabouts. I also
mentioned that I had heard of her book and that I read a newspaper
article of hers, which I quite liked. She is one of the rare Croatian
linguists fighting for Croatian language without nationalist
interventions meant to make it as different from Serbian as possible.
At any rate, an hour later I already had the book, which I will send to
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Rade as soon as I get his address in Kazakhstan. It has just crossed my
mind to read the book in the meanwhile. But then I reminded myself
that I read Croatian only under extremely unusual circumstances.
Addendum (March 20, 2013)
Rade asked me to keep the book until his and Jasna’s next visit. We
will meet in a few hours, and I will give him the book at long last. For
better or worse, I have not read it. I just leafed through it, on a couple
of occasions and it was clear that Kordić and I agreed on everything
concerning language. We are on the same page, as it were. Perhaps I
would go a step farther, though. I have adopted the terminology
introduced by the International Criminal Court in The Hague, and thus
I call the language of Bosnians, Croats, and Serbs by the court’s
felicitous acronym: BCS. If Serbo-Croatian is dead, BCS will never
die. The Hague be praised!
BARBARIZATION (February 23, 2012)
As a part of our recuperation from the flue, my beloved and I walked
around the so-called upper town in Zagreb. It was nippy but sunny,
and it was a real pleasure to revisit the old German town, which was
quite empty. In one of the deserted streets we heard loud classical
music. We looked around and saw an open window on the second
floor. The music was going full blast. It was Franz Liszt or Johannes
Brahms, I would guess. Viennese Romanticism is not my sort of
music, but it was still a joy to hear something else than the computergenerated whoop-whoop-whoop that prevails wherever one goes
nowadays. When I mentioned this to my beloved, she agreed at once.
Even the late Nineteenth Century beats the early Twenty-First by a
wide margin. But the decline is unmistakable. Barbarization is
proceeding at full tilt, and music is one of the surest signs of its
relentless progress.
THE TRENDSETTERS (February 28, 2012)
As far as I can tell by just walking around central Zagreb, a pattern
resembling leopard spots is the rage this year. Almost every woman
with ambition sports the same pattern, which I actually associate with
Russian women. It was popular with them five or six years ago, if not
even longer. Sitting in one of the Motovun cafés during the tourist
season, I could tell a Russian group of tourists from afar by the leopard
spots on shirts, pants, hats, and bags. Back then, the pattern was
simply ridiculous, albeit in an almost endearing sort of way, but it is
outright pitiful by now. All of a sudden, I find myself surrounded by
Russian women of ambition in the middle of the Croatian capital. The
trendsetters, no doubt.

102

DOLAC REVISITED (March 3, 2012)
As I noted a couple of years ago, if a hurried visitor would wish to see
a single place in Zagreb, I would send him or her to Dolac, the main
open market adjacent to the main city square (“Dolac,” February 20,
2010). On top of everything, it is easy to find. Of course, I am far
from alone in my enthusiasm about this place. On our way to the
market this morning, my beloved and I saw a huge fire engine right in
front of it. The ladder on its back was raised as high as it could reach.
In the basket on top there were several people with bulky cameras.
The footage they will produce will surely attract many a visitor,
hurried or not. From everything I can see, the promotion of tourism
works quite splendidly in Zagreb. In spite of the Adriatic coast, which
attracts most tourists, the Croatian capital is a tough competitor of both
Dalmatia and Istria. As witnessed by the cameras on high, Dolac is
one of the main city attractions, indeed.
THE BURLY MOTORCYCLES (March 4, 2012)
One of the fashion shops in my beloved’s block has recently acquired a
new alarm system. For a fortnight or so, it bursts into action whenever
a burly motorcycle roars past. And it goes on and on before someone
manages to turn it off. It is annoying beyond belief, but I cannot be
sure who or what to be annoyed about. The fashion shop must have
had a burglary a month or so ago. The company that has provided it
with the alarm system is most likely entirely incompetent about its
deployment. But burly motorcycles have become ubiquitous all
around Zagreb. They roar around the city all day and night. And so I
choose to be annoyed with the authorities that allow noisy mechanical
contraptions of this ilk into the city. Topmost among such authorities
must be the police, which is also utterly incapable of protecting the
fashion shop in our block from occasional burglaries. For all my sins,
I would wish police officers all around the block. And I would wish
them to stop the burly motorcycles from roaring down our street. In
the case the police authorities could not come up with all the officers
required, I would wish a license to kill the offending motorcyclists
from the window of my beloved’s apartment. With a little bit of
practice, the alarm system next door would go quiet for good. This I
would solemnly promise with quite some relish of the jolly job ahead.
JEWISH ZAGREB (March 5, 2012)
I have long been interested in the rôle of the Jews in the development
of Zagreb (“Zagreb and the Jews,” August 2, 2008). The lack of books
on the subject strikes me as the proof of the thesis that it was precisely
the Jews who developed the Croatian capital under the AustroHungarian empire.
In short, Zagreb’s history must be too
embarrassing for proud Croatian historians to investigate in any detail.
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Thus I was surprised today when I saw a book on the subject in one of
the bookstores. Available in both English and Croatian, the book’s
title seemed most promising: Jewish Zagreb.[5] When I looked into it,
though, it turned out to be yet another picture-book, as is the case with
many other books about Zagreb’s history. There was hardly any text
in it, which is why I ultimately decided not to buy it. The promising
title notwithstanding, the history of the Croatian capital remains to be
written. Embarrassing as it will undoubtedly be, it will be a most
pleasurable read.
OPEN, CLOSED (March 6, 2012)
Three women in their mid- to late twenties sitting next to me in the
Kolding Caffe are giggling about their new jewelry. Hanging around
their necks, there is a cardboard sign that can be turned around at will.
It says “open” on one side and “closed” on the other. And in English.
Punchy and cheap, this is jewelry very to my liking. I only wonder
how often the three women will actually wear it. And which side of
the cardboard sign they will end up preferring.
DRESS CODE (March 7, 2012)
Many old women in Zagreb dress like my mother used to. Although
she left the city in her thirties, through her nineties she remained
faithful to its dress code.
Addendum (March 8, 2012)
Whence yesterday’s memories of my mother?
Today is the
international holiday celebrating the liberation of women, which I
associate with one woman only ever since childhood. The holiday
survives to this day, but only just. Most people associate it with
socialism of yesteryear. Even worse, they associate it with former
Yugoslavia. In my own mind, though, today is my mother’s day.
Period. And this is how things will surely remain till my last day. It
seems that faithfulness to mindless things runs quite deep in our
family, as witnessed by yesterday’s haiku.
TITO, PUTIN (March 10, 2012)
We are sharing a cigar in the Bulldog Pub next to an old lady dressed
to kill. “It doesn’t suit you,” she says to my beloved at some point.
“Cigars are not for women!” We just giggle. “Tito used to smoke
cigars with style,” the old lady says a while later and looks at us
pointedly. We giggle again. “He used to be quite a guy,” she says
with feeling. “Yugoslavia was too small for him!” Realizing where
she is coming from, I chime in: “You must love Putin.” The old lady
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is delighted at once. “We’re lucky to have him,” she glowers at us.
“We would be lost without him!” Luckily for us, she leaves soon
afterwards. My beloved looks at me, and I shrug my shoulders. “Tito,
Putin…,” I mumble as I take a few more puffs from our dying cigar
before tossing it into the ashtray.
HUMANS ARE FOR FUN (March 14, 2012)
After a late lunch, we go for a drink at the Bulldog Pub. The place is
jammed already, but we are lucky to find a decent table. There is
much laughter around us. Everyone seems to be jolly. Now and then,
there is some screeching, too. “What do you make of all this?” my
beloved asks in utter dismay. “C’mon,” I slap her on the shoulder,
“humans are for fun!” She grins, but without any conviction. “If
humans are for fun,” she seems to be thinking, “how come I don’t feel
like laughing?” A good question, no doubt, but the answer still holds.
“There, there,” I kiss her hand. For the foreseeable future, at least, no
better answer can be hoped for.
Addendum (January 8, 2015)
My beloved was not in the best of moods over our morning coffee at
the Hemingway Bar. She is hardly ever chipper early in the day, but
she was saddled with bad dreams this time around. We could not but
mention yesterday’s massacre in Paris, and thus I ended up by
reminding her of my cheerful line. “Humans are for fun,” I beamed at
her at some point. She did not feel like laughing this time, either.
Whence this morning’s haiku, the link to which I sent to her by
electronic mail soon after she reached her office (“The Long and Short
of It,” January 8, 2015). She responded kindly enough, but I am still to
make her laugh. For my sins, I cannot think of anything funnier than
the human race.
CHIMPANZEE (March 15, 2012)
I often think of Dostoevsky’s Satan with envy. As he boasted, nothing
human was alien to him. For such a grand achievement, I am way too
naïve. Nay, chimpanzee.
Addendum (March 16, 2012)
What is all this about? I happened to see over the shoulder of a man
sitting next to me in a Zagreb café that a retired Catholic priest
someplace in the Croatian boondocks was recently exposed to the
public eye after untold years of touching little boys entrusted to his
tender care. Touching is the word, too. The newspaper picture of the
priest reminded me of an old toad. Not a pretty sight, to be sure.
Anyhow, touching little boys is entirely beyond my comprehension.
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Why would a man ever wish to touch little boys, let alone succumb to
such wishes? Or little girls, for that matter. The priest in question, as
well as thousands upon thousands of his pious brethren, must have
benefitted from a much better appreciation of the Satan than I can ever
hope to achieve. After all, that should be an important part of their
sacred service to the Catholic church.
ROTE LEARNING (March 22, 2012)
Next to me in the Kolding Caffe there sits a woman in her early
twenties who holds several handwritten pages in her hands. The pages
are covered with marks in several magic-marker colors. She reads a
little, and then she covers most of her face with the pages. Then she
talks to herself in a low voice. And she talks about pharmacology.
Although she is doing her best to be inaudible, the pages in her hand
only sharpen her voice. She sounds a bit like an old announcement
system at a railway station. Many a foreign tourist would be surprised
by the spectacle. What in the world is the woman doing? Everyone
from Croatia would know the answer at once: she is preparing for an
exam at her university by mastering the lecture notes. She is learning
the correct answers by heart and she is practicing them out loud
because the bulk of exams in this country are still oral. Rote learning
is what most university professors in Croatia are perfectly happy about.
In fact, they encourage it. Critical thinking is nigh impossible to
examine, anyhow. Oral exams are rather quick, as well. On top of
everything, they are impossible to check, giving the professor all the
power. The mystery resolved.
GOLD AND SILVER (March 25, 2012)
According to the Croatian media, which I follow only grudgingly if
superficially, gold and silver are being bought left and right from the
Croatian citizens and sold abroad. Tons upon tons of the stuff are in
question. If the media are to be trusted, most of the stuff goes to Italy,
of all places. Simply put, family gold and silver are exchanged for
cash so as to buttress the flagging economy. Many a jeweler in Zagreb
has been involved in this form of international trade. Every jewelry
shop has a huge sign to the effect that gold and silver are sought. As of
late, there is a new twist to the trade. New shops are springing up all
over the Croatian capital. They sell no jewelry, but only offer cash for
gold and silver. Such a shop has recently sprung up in my beloved’s
apartment building. It replaced a pastry shop, which survived only a
couple of years. The shop windows have been plastered with signs
seeking gold and silver. Inside, there sits a young woman behind a
desk. It is hard to tell how long the shop will be there, though. Gold
and silver the citizens of Zagreb have on offer cannot go forever. Thus
I would give the new shop a year or at most two. It will be interesting
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to see what destitute Croatians will be selling once their inheritance is
exhausted. Organs and body parts, perhaps?
Addendum (April 25, 2013)
The gold and silver shop in my beloved’s apartment building
disappeared less than a month ago. The sparse furniture and all the
signs in the windows vanished over night. It lasted about a year only.
As soon as the gold price collapsed recently, shops of this kind started
disappearing all around the Croatian capital. Chances are that there is
little gold and silver left in the city, too. At any rate, the market works
pretty swiftly. Now that many shops in Zagreb are empty, the real
estate market also works swiftly. Three cheers for capitalism!
THE MAN ON PINS AND NEEDLES (March 27, 2012)
Kolding Caffe attracts quite a number of regulars. One of them is a
gaunt man about my age with carefully groomed gray hair. He does
not notice anyone around him. Once he chooses a table, and there are
only a few tables to his exacting taste, he spends his time fiddling with
lottery forms of some kind. His table is covered with thick wads of
such forms, which he checks every now and then. But he takes at least
half an hour to fill a new form. Sometimes it takes an hour. As he
does that, he keeps smoking one cigarette after another and sipping his
coffee. Holding his head with one or both hands and staring at the
form in front of him, he takes at least a minute before he marks one of
the boxes. And there are plenty of them. His concentration is intense.
But it is amazing to watch his feet. They are in constant motion. He
behaves as though he is on pins and needles. Literally. Although he
looks perfectly calm above the waist, below it he is excited beyond
belief. His feet twist and turn all the time. On occasion they shake. It
is enough to watch his feet for a few minutes to become as jittery as he
appears to be. Thus I have learned to leave his feet alone. I make sure
not to look at them at all. The passion of the man on pins and needles
is contagious, indeed.
MY KNAPSACK (April 16, 2012)
My knapsack is loaded with important things, such as my passports,
keys to my house in Motovun, quite a bit of cash in various currencies,
and much more besides. My beloved keeps telling me to put the lot
away while with her in Zagreb, but I keep telling her that there is no
chance for me to leave the knapsack unattended. “It is with me at all
times,” I boast. This afternoon I left it hanging on a chair at the
outdoor terrace of the Bulldog Pub, though. It got pretty windy, and I
eventually retired inside. A waiter I know well brought it to me a
while later. “Thank you so much,” I kept shaking my head in utter
disbelief. “God be thanked that people in Zagreb are so honest,” he
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kept telling me with a knowing smile. Later on, when my beloved
came home from work, I told her about my predicament. And I left all
the important things in her apartment at long last. “I don’t love you,” I
muttered as I hugged her afterwards. “I don’t love you, either,” she
muttered in response.
HER MIGHTY CLAN (April 18, 2012)
Across the isle from us in the Bulldog Pub there sits a woman who
looks like a whore. Not exactly a cheap one, but still a steadfast
member of the oldest profession. In her mid-forties, she has a hairdo
hard to miss. Her tits are in plain view, too. And she powders her
nose every few minutes for all to see. At some point my beloved
notices that she is eyeing us from time to time. Our age difference
must look quite suspicious to her. Which is why my beloved may
appear to her as the member of her mighty clan. As well as a potential
competitor, of course. At long last, a bear of a man comes along, and
she perks up at once. Oh, how excited she is to see him! How
delighted she is by his every word! In his late fifties, he is dressed like
a businessman of note. I have seen him around often enough. Another
Croatian thief, no doubt whatsoever. As my beloved and I get up to
leave, we make sure not to look their way. Thieves and whores are a
dime a dozen in central Zagreb.
THE FIRST PAWNSHOP (April 19, 2012)
There is a new shop close to my beloved’s apartment building in
Zagreb, where shops seem to open and close at a clip. This time it is a
pawnshop. “This is the first of its kind I have ever seen,” my beloved
said on our way to our morning coffee. At first we thought it was
another shop buying gold and silver, of which there is a growing
number in the city (“Gold and Silver,” March 25, 2012). When we
looked a bit more carefully, we realized that this was yet another omen
of hard times gripping the country. To make ends meet, people are
selling everything that can fetch them some cash, not only gold and
silver, which are easiest to sell. Pawnshops like the one we have come
across this morning are likely to spring around the Croatian capital at a
fast pace. The future is bright for vultures of all descriptions.
FRESH WATERING HOLES (April 25, 2012)
By and by, I am exchanging greetings with a growing number of
people in my favorite watering holes across central Zagreb. Time to
look for fresh watering holes.
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FRAIL BEYOND BELIEF (April 27, 2012)
As I was approaching the Kolding Caffe this morning, I saw a delivery
van pull up by the front door. Two uniformed fellows brought in carts
upon carts of bottled drinks in plastic crates and untold aluminum beer
kegs, one of which bore the Guinness insignia. This is why I come to
the café, too. And then they took away carts upon carts of empty
bottles in crates and empty beer kegs. They moved at a clip, but the
delivery still took them a quarter of an hour at least. And then one of
the waitresses spent a few minutes poring over all the papers the
fellows brought with them. When she signed them at last, the van was
off. Watching this morning’s delivery from start to finish, I could not
but feel awed by our fickle ways. I would not go for any other drink
but Guinness. Everyone else who comes to the café is as touchy about
their tastes as I am about my own. The bottles, the crates, the kegs, the
carts, the delivery crews, the uniforms, the vans, the gas, the roads, the
warehouses, the bottling plants, the breweries… Staggering. As well
as frail beyond belief. Which is why there is no Guinness in the
Kolding Caffe every now and then.
Break any link in the
overstretched chain, and everything we take for granted falls apart. On
a happier note, though, it would take us just a few months to settle for
any old drinks. As for me, any decent beer would do. Perhaps I would
even feel fortunate to find any at all. The same holds for anyone else,
it goes without saying. So, let the chain shrink!
A MOST HUMBLE FELLOW (May 3, 2012)
As I am sipping my drink in one of my favorite watering holes, I am
suddenly surrounded by many enthusiastic people. Most of them are in
their twenties and thirties. I am not sure what it is that has brought
them together, but it is obvious that they have a common goal. And an
important one, at least in their own minds. The way they are talking to
each other also suggests that they are both collaborating and competing
with each other. The old pecking order is obvious enough. Feeling
overpowered by their enthusiasm, as well as dismayed by their
eagerness to impress each other, I discretely slip away. After all,
enlightenment is my one and only goal. I am a most humble fellow.
BUT NO CIGAR (May 7, 2012)
Three women walk into the Kolding Caffe and choose a table next to
mine. The one closest to me has a girl of about two in her arms. It
does not take long before the girl turns her attention toward me. She
seems to be fascinated by my long, thick cigar. Soon she points at the
glass bowl with crackers that I get with my Guinness. The women get
no crackers with their coffee.
Her mother turns toward me
apologetically, but I tell her that everything is just fine. One by one,
the girl eats all the crackers. When the bowl on my table gets emptied,
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she points at my cigar. Her mother laughs. “But no cigar,” she tells
her daughter and pulls her closer to her chest. The girl sulks at once.
It does not take her long to relent, but she starts smiling and waving
coquettishly at me. “But no cigar,” I remind her with a wry pucker.
She looks down dejectedly, and then she turns her attention toward her
mother and her friends.
TWENTY YEARS ONLY (May 8, 2012)
A couple in their mid- to late eighties limps into the Kolding Caffe.
Both of them are on crutches, but she is quite a bit slower than him.
As he is looking for today’s newspapers, she is looking for a table.
Many tables are empty, but she has a hard time deciding where to sit.
When he joins her, they sit by the door and order coffee with milk. As
he is flipping through a newspaper, which he holds close to his nose,
she is staring in front of herself. Having finished their coffee, they
reach for their crutches. They get up from their chairs with great
difficulty. She needs to go to the toilet, and he escorts her to the toilet
door. As it takes her a long time to return, he starts wandering about
the café and looking for other newspapers on offer. By the time she
comes out, she looks completely lost. Confused, she asks a waiter
where her husband has gone. He is only a couple of paces away,
though. Together at last, the couple limps out. Leaning on their
crutches, they are appreciably slower than before. Having watched
them all the while, I shake my head. “Twenty years only,” I almost
blurt out aloud. “If I’m lucky!”
THE ISTRIAN DEMOCRATIC ASSEMBLY (May 30, 2012)
Go ahead, call me a purger. I was born in Zagreb, too. My parents
fled there from the fascists in Istria. And I am fleeing from the Istrian
Democratic Assembly.
PENSIONERS (June 2, 2012)
There is a joke printed on a flyer promoting drinks in the Kolding
Caffe: “What sort of people multiplies without sex?” The punch line is
poignant: “Pensioners!”
POL POT AND I, AGAIN (June 5, 2012)
As I sit in the Bulldog Pub in the center of Zagreb, and as I stare at the
throng of passersby, I am ever more convinced of my speedy solution
to Croatia’s troubles. To wit, all those with a necktie should end up in
a concentration camp as soon as possible (“Pol Pot and I,” May 31,
2010). To speed up the unpleasant cleanup job, I would execute a
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whole bunch of them on the spot. Bang, bang. The more expensive
the necktie, the quicker the verdict, too. But I am left wondering about
my clever proposal. How come it is not catching up by now? And I
came up with it a bit more than a couple of years ago. Plenty of time
for all concerned, to be sure. I have a feeling that no-one in this
country wants to follow my advice, for neckties would have
disappeared by now. Alas, Croatia’s untold troubles are sure to
multiply! As are the telltale neckties.
THE WAITER’S MISTAKE (June 6, 2012)
When I walked into the Kolding Caffe this morning, I saw two new
waiters. I waved at them, and headed for my favorite table on a raised
platform. One of the waiters walked toward me and saluted me with a
friendly smile: “Hello!” He addressed me in English, though. “Good
day,” I responded in Croatian, and he quickly took my lead. With my
short hair, knapsack, climbing gear, and sandals, I must look like an
American. Now, I was rather pleased with the waiter’s mistake. Not
because I was mistaken for an American, I hasten to add. I was
pleased because I looked like a foreigner in Croatia. If only I were
one, though.
THE QUIET HAPPINESS (June 11, 2012)
There was much merriment in Zagreb yesterday evening, when Croatia
trounced Ireland in the European soccer tournament staged in Poland
and Ukraine. Dressed in red and white checkerboard T-shirts after the
country’s coat of arms, everyone was ecstatic. Nay, delirious. The
mood is a bit different this morning, though. Quiet happiness has set
in, but anyone interested in soccer cannot but contemplate the next two
games on Croatia’s path. The first is with Italy and the second with
Spain. Ouch. Yesterday’s game between the two giants ended up
undecided, but neither is a slouch. Far from it. The Croatian team is
likely to put up a good fight against both, but the future does not look
all that bright. It may well get trounced in turn. Be that as it may, the
quiet happiness is a joy to witness at this precious point. Fickle as it is
bound to be, it is still a welcome gift from on high.
Addendum I (June 14, 2012)
Croatia did well against Italy this evening. The match was undecided.
Most important, it was a match worth watching. I saw a good part of
the second half, and the two teams were evenly matched most of the
time. The upcoming game with Spain is likely to be worth watching
once again. To my surprise, I am delighted by my own cheerful
reaction. As always, I am for the better team, but this time around the
better team may well be Croatian. Be that as it may, I have a hunch I
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will be watching the next game in the tournament. I may even be
rooting for Croatia.
Addendum II (June 18, 2012)
But Croatia did poorly against Spain this evening. And I watched the
whole game from start to finish. Sadly, Croatia was good only in
defense. There was hardly any orchestrated attempt to score. In fact,
there was none. Although Spain scored the only goal just a couple of
minutes before the end of the game, Croatia would have lost the
contest anyway. Italy was doing well enough against Ireland, and that
was that. The end of the story. The future is quite bright, though.
From now on, we will be spared from all the crap about Croatian
soccer, may it rest in peace. There will be no more tales about all the
wonderful things that are still in store. As far as Croatia is concerned,
the ongoing European soccer tournament is history. Hooray!
CORRUPTION, CORRUPTION (June 13, 2012)
One of the leading Croatian newspapers is going on and on about
corruption at Croatian universities. The focus is on the University of
Zagreb, which is by far the largest in the country, as well as the hub of
the whole system. The topic is back on the front page today. Exams
can be bought. Even degrees are up for sale. Nepotism is rife. And so
on, and so forth. Few people are surprised, of course. In a society that
is corrupt from top to bottom, it would be a surprise if universities
were entirely clean. The only thing people are wondering about at this
point is what hides behind the newspaper’s ceaseless campaign against
universities. The most likely culprit is the government, which is doing
its best to increase its revenues and cut its costs. Education is a major
item in the budget. Wait a minute, though. Could it be that Croatian
newspapers are not entirely clean?
THE SANADERS (June 18, 2012)
The Croatian newspapers are teeming with just-released photographs
of Ivo Sanader’s multistory house in Zagreb. No such photographs
have been available before, and there is thus much interest in them at
present, during his protracted trial for all sorts of criminal activities.
Most of the interest has to do with the paintings and pieces of sculpture
the former prime minister has collected while in power. Estimates of
their value dominate the accompanying articles. But I am stunned by
the photographs for what they say about the erstwhile potentate and his
family. They picked up a few valuable things, but they had no idea
whatsoever what to do with them. The display of the artworks is
abysmal. The furniture, the carpets, the lighting fixtures, and the like
are sordid. The treatment of walls and floors is preposterous, not to
mention the shockingly low ceilings. All in all, it is painfully obvious
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that the Sanaders are nothing but laughable parvenus. The fact that
much on display has been acquired under suspicious circumstances is
irrelevant in this context. No matter what they will ever lay their hands
on, they will forever remain ludicrous upstarts. Leonardos or
Michelangelos would not help one single bit. On the contrary, they
would only add to the gloom. Poring through the photographs, though,
I could not but feel a touch of pity for the embattled family. They are
beyond redemption.
KEYNES IN ZAGREB (July 6, 2012)
The mayor of Zagreb, Milan Bandić, is repaving the pedestrian area in
the center of the city with handsome stone.
The project is
controversial, as ever, but it still employs quite a number of people
while accomplishing something useful in the long run. Concrete
blocks that are being replaced are far from pretty, either. As far as
employment is concerned, though, technology is in the way. What
would have taken a thousand workers during the Great Depression now
takes at most a hundred. It will take them much longer to replace all
the concrete blocks section by section, but doing so across the entire
pedestrian area at once would cause disruption in its use. The
construction sector still works wonders when it comes to employing
people, but ever less so due to technological advances. As well as to
the sensitivity of all those affected by the rumpus. I can imagine John
Maynard Keynes visiting the Croatian capital and shaking his head.
“Good,” he would mumble, “but not good enough.”
THE AUTHOR (July 12, 2012)
The hero of my story is wide awake. He has taken his shower, brushed
his teeth, and shaved. Also, he has checked his electronic mail and the
latest news. What will he do next? Will he go now for his morning
coffee, as usual? Or will he first go to the store to buy some bread, so
that he avoids the growing heat? And when will he go to the post
office, which has been closed all day yesterday because their computer
was out of order? Yes, this is what I have to figure out this morning.
And my hero is in my hands entirely. I am the author, after all. My
hero does as I please. Most of the time, at least. He gets kind of
stubborn every once in a while, I must admit. Being an author gets
tough on such occasions. Anyway, my hero seems rather malleable
today. First he will go to the store to buy some bread, and then he will
go for his morning coffee. The post office can wait. Who knows, it
may be closed today, as well. Perhaps their computer is past repair, for
the post office was struck by lightning a day or two before my hero’s
last return to town. There! That is what the hero of my story will do
this morning.
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Addendum (February 5, 2015)
The hero of my story is in the Croatian capital right now. As usual, he
is spending the winter with his beloved. They are very much in love
after so many years, but the Istrian hilltown in which he lives is
deserted during the winter. There is hardly a soul anywhere around.
The store and the post office are open, but that is about it. At any rate,
the hero is in one of his favorite watering holes right now. What will
he do next, though? That is up to me, the author, it goes without
saying. Let me think… Yes, the hero will go to his beloved’s
apartment and have a light lunch. Oats with yogurt, if that can be
called a lunch. And then he will return to his laptop, as he usually
does. Browsing and scribbling is his daily round. What next? Hey,
too many questions here! Way too many! For crying out loud, I am
only an author. Actually, the author. The trouble is that my hero is
kind of hard to manage, I must admit. For all I know, he may even go
for a long walk. Out of the blue, he does whatever comes to his mind.
To tell the truth, the hero of my story annoys me often enough. The
fickle bastard.
THE PANNONIAN SEA (July 27, 2012)
One of our joys in Zagreb is fish. Sea fish. As I write, I can still taste
it in my mouth. Both my beloved and I very fond of it, but we cannot
find it in Motovun. As everyone in central Istria will tell you, the
hilltown is too far from the sea. Indeed, it is about two hours from the
coast on foot. But the Croatian capital is on the very shores of the
Pannonian Sea, which is rich with fish. All sorts of sea fish are
available here at reasonable prices. And this is something few people
know about Zagreb. As far as sea fish is concerned, it is the best place
in Croatia. Forget about the Adriatic, which is far, far away. Besides,
it is much smaller than the Pannonian Sea that stretches across much of
Eastern Europe. To the east, it goes as far as the Carpathian Mountains
on the border with Asia. Hooray!
TO ALL BEGGARS (July 31, 2012)
As of late, Zagreb is crawling with beggars. Whenever one of them
comes my way, I have the same curt response: “Thanks.” Having thus
gotten rid of a beggar a few minutes ago, I started wondering about my
ways. Are they offended by my duplicitous retort? Would they prefer
something ruder? “Buzz off,” for instance. Or something verging on
an apology on account of my stinginess? “Sorry,” perhaps. At any
rate, this is the first time I think about this matter from the vantage
point of the beggar. And this I do regret. My most sincere if belated
apologies to all beggars of the Croatian capital and beyond!
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THE GOOD FAIRY (August 2, 2012)
The Good Fairy is in Zagreb since a week or so ago. Dressed in a long
golden outfit and wearing an elaborate golden mask, she climbs a
plastic beer crate right in the center of the city every day now.
Apparently in her forties, she does not do much. Playing a flute and
holding a magic wand topped with a huge papier-mâché star under her
elbow, she waves at passersby. She occasionally beckons them to her,
too. When she is approached, she gently taps everyone on their
shoulders with her wand and bows toward them benignly. Amazingly,
many people approach her. Most children are mesmerized by her
appearance. Everyone is smiling from ear to ear. Pictures are taken
left and right. And coins galore are tossed into her top hat that rests on
the pavement by the hem of her flowing gown. Given that her flute
playing is neither here nor there, and that she does not know a single
trick typical of street entertainers, she is doing exceedingly well.
Goodness is all it takes. As is the superstition that rules this world.
God be thanked, the Good Fairy is among us at last.
A DOUBLE LIFE (August 19, 2012)
After only a couple of days in Zagreb, I feel that I have been back here
for at least a week. I have sunk into the familiar at a surprising rate.
When I return to Motovun in about a week, something similar is likely
to happen to me once again. After only a few days, I am likely to feel
that I have been back there for much longer. Once more, I will have
sunk into the familiar at a surprising rate. In short, I am living a
double life. Two completely different environments and two entirely
distinct groups of people are becoming equally familiar to me in spite
of the fact that they are so many hours apart by either car or bus.
Whence the recurring shock when I come across someone from
Motovun while in Zagreb or someone from Zagreb while in Motovun.
This is but another feature of a double life. In my mind, I am the one
and only link between the two environments and groups of people.
MY SYLLOGISM (August 19, 2012)
Observing the behavior of women in a Zagreb restaurant of renown, I
came up with a syllogism: women champion petty bourgeois beliefs;
petty bourgeoisie champions fascist beliefs: ergo, women champion
fascist beliefs. I was delighted by my startling discovery, but my
beloved remained entirely unimpressed. She failed to comment on it at
all. Surprised by the outburst of my enthusiasm, she gave me only a
passing glance before she returned to her meal. What does this say
about my syllogism, though?
To Marine Le Pen
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WE ARE ALL BEGGARS (August 20, 2012)
There are ever more beggars in central Zagreb. However, an eversmaller number of them is recognizable as such. Male or female,
young or old, most of them are dressed like everyone else. Which is
why I cringe every time anyone approaches my table in one of my
favorite watering holes. Many others must feel the same way when I
approach their tables, too. When it comes to beggars, no-one can be
sure any longer. The confusion is complete and total. We are all
beggars in the Croatian capital nowadays.
LIKE A TURNCOAT (September 20, 2012)
It was funny saying goodbye to friends in Motovun this evening, for I
would be leaving early tomorrow morning. I could not even tell them
when I was planning to be back, though. Perhaps a few weeks,
perhaps a bit longer. And I was going to Zagreb, of all places. Thus I
felt like a turncoat. Luckily for me, I was about to join my beloved in
the capital. Everyone knew that, and that saved me. My friends
wished me to tell her how much they, too, missed her after such a long
pause. That was the crucial bit. And they missed her for true, I could
tell. One and all, they were with me on that single point. If I was
leaving Motovun, it was because of love. Period. No other reason
would do, I was made to understand. Indeed, my beloved saved me
this evening from being a turncoat.
A FRIENDLY NOD (September 21, 2012)
I walk past Ćiro Blažević in the center of Zagreb, and he gives me a
friendly nod. I respond in kind. Now, I do not know much about him,
but he is one of the most famous Croatian soccer trainers ever. He has
been exercising his precious craft all over the world. And he is a
superstar in his own country. Why did he give me a friendly nod,
though? I have no idea, but it seems that I have become an icon of
central Zagreb after only a few years. Strong face, sharp eyes, striking
gait… Mind you, the Croatian capital is not that large, either.
LOLLING ABOUT (September 24, 2012)
When it comes to lolling about, the denizens of Zagreb never cease to
amaze me. Outdoor cafés in the center, which is pretty large by
comparison with the rest of the city, are always busy. And they are
nothing if not packed today. The weather is balmy, and lolling about is
the right thing to do. The only mystery of the Croatian capital is how it
functions at all. The same also holds for the entire country. To the
best of anyone’s reckoning, unemployment is around twenty percent.
It must be twice or thrice that percentage for the young people, who are
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everywhere around me. Actually, there are many old people around
me, as well. The number of retired people is about the same as is the
number of those employed. As one of the leading Croatian newspapers
reports today, this ratio of the retired to the employed cannot be found
anywhere else in Europe. So, what is the secret of this country and its
miraculous capital? How do these people not only survive, but also
manage to have all the fun that survival entails? I am stumped, of
course. I am only an economist, after all. And this vaunted social
science is all about work rather than leisure. Sorry, lolling about.
MY GREEN DAYS (September 25, 2012)
I bumped into Vedran Horvat as I was fooling around with a wad of
money in the middle of the street. He is an old friend from my green
days. “Going to the Kolding Caffe?” he grinned. “Indeed,” I was a bit
surprised, for we met a couple of blocks from my destination, “and I
am already getting out the money for my Guinness there.” His office
used to be a few doors from one of my favorite watering holes in
Zagreb, where we sometimes met, but now he has a new office several
blocks away. I asked him about the green association he heads, and he
told me that everything was going well. When we said goodbye to
each other, grinning all the while, I started ruminating about his correct
guess. “Few people know me in the Croatian capital,” I shook my
head, “but a few among them know me a bit too well for my taste.”
And I met nearly all of them during my green days, which are several
years behind me now. “Another argument against greenery,” I pinched
my mouth.
IN PRAISE OF PIGEONS (September 25, 2012)
Watching pigeons on busy squares in central Zagreb is an
unprecedented joy. Day and night, they strut about in search of
crumbs. Thousands of people walk right through them in every which
direction. Some are fast and some are slow. Many are on bicycles.
There are children of all ages and dogs of all sizes on leashes of all
lengths among them, as well. But pigeons are forever getting out of
the way. And just in time. Without fail. From moment to moment,
they are facing crucial decisions. To walk or to fly? Hither or thither?
Fast or slow? To my amazement, though, they always chose the right
thing to do. When there are no other options, they fly straight up to the
nearest windowsill. If there is an easier way out, they fly sideways, but
never too far. Or they make a few measured hops. When the
passersby are a bit slower, they scurry left or right on foot. And their
pace is always just right. They can figure out all manner of people and
their pets as though they are one with them. As though they are the
only inhabitants of the entire city, as a matter of fact. If these words in
praise of pigeons in central Zagreb sound a bit over the top, watching
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them in busy squares anywhere around the world would do the trick.
Would that people were as clever.
THANKS TO ZAGREB (September 26, 2012)
Ever since I returned to Zagreb, I am eating lots of fish and shitting
like a bird. My most sincere thanks to fish. And my somewhat
begrudging thanks to Zagreb.
SMUGGLING (September 26, 2012)
“There is this family that hails from Dubrovnik,” I overheard a young
man at a neighboring table in Kolding Caffe. “They smuggle
everything under the sun,” he continued. “They have even smuggled
apples from Venezuela!” Everyone at his table laughed. My thoughts
turned to Venice, though. “Once upon a time,” I caught myself
ruminating, “that was called trade.” Perhaps the only exception was
the smuggling of Saint Mark’s relics from Alexandria, in which a
merchant possibly from my own family was involved. Venice and its
competitors, such as Genoa and Pisa, provided the links between the
east and west. Given that there was no legal underpinning for the
trade, all of it would be called smuggling nowadays. “Ragusa or
Dubrovnik was a relative newcomer in this game,” I concluded my
unexpected thoughts, “but it caught up swiftly halfway between Venice
and Istanbul.” By the time I turned to the youngsters at the
neighboring table, they were talking about university exams. A subject
intimately related to smuggling, I would guess. And especially in
Croatia.
THE CONTACT (September 27, 2012)
There is a bunch of old ladies I often see at the Kolding Caffe. In their
mid- to late eighties, they still enjoy their cup of coffee, a croissant
with marmalade or chocolate, and an occasional cigarette. But it is
amazing to watch them move about. Their backs crooked, they take
their time with every step. Short and hard of seeing, they are most
careful not to bump into something. I just watched one of the ladies
shuffling into the café. Three of them were already sitting at a table
not far from mine. The one on the way in gazed every which way to
find her friends, who were only two tables away. Two of the three
ladies at the table faced her, but they could not see her, either. It took
them a couple of minutes to meet and exchange happy greetings.
Sitting at my table, I felt an urge to help them in some way. I was not
sure what to do, though. Should I point or shout? Or should I get up
and take the lady coming in by the hand. Thus I was relieved when the
contact was finally made. Phew!
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THE SIGNATURES (September 28, 2012)
I love the upper town in Zagreb, which I walk through as often as I
can. This is what I did this afternoon among afternoons, too.
Medieval through and through, it betrays the will of not a single
building owner. Most important, it betrays the will of not a single
architect or urban planner. And it is the latter two who annoy me the
most wherever I go, not only the Croatian capital. As their signatures
have mushroomed in size, they have brandished them with ever-greater
relish. One cannot escape them any longer, for they often reach the
size of whole towns. Nay, entire cities. Come to think of it, it is my
first two professions that are to blame for most horrors in our built
environment today.
Would that the medieval principles of
architectural design and urban planning were brought back to our
rescue. The signatures of vainglorious architects and urban planners
would swiftly disappear never to return. And the upper town in Zagreb
would spread far and wide as if by magic.
LAW FOR BEGINNERS (September 29, 2012)
After lunch, we went to the Bulldog Pub for a drink. Central Zagreb
was packed, for it is Saturday, and we were lucky to find a table. One
of the friendly waitresses told us at once that the whole place was
abuzz about strategies to deal with a bunch of new tax laws imposed
by the Croatian government. They are bent on austerity as of late.
Illegal properties are in the focus of discussion. Our waitress was
saddled with just such a property, and she wanted to hear what we had
to say about it. We ended up laughing a lot. Ever since independence,
illegal properties are rife across the land. One of the strategies
discussed was divorce. Two people can legally own more than a single
person. As always, the law is the only trick against the law. Having
lived under all sorts of laws over untold centuries, people in these parts
have learned how to deal with it. Legally, of course. I only wonder
when the law will catch up with Croats. Nimble as they have become,
they can teach law to all and sundry.
WORD OF WORTH (September 30, 2012)
Having spent some time reading a book about Austria and Hungary,
which I bought not long ago, I skim through the pages ahead. All of a
sudden, I light upon a mention of brigands and bandits of Hungary—
the “notorious” betyárs.[6] I am stunned by the Hungarian word. In
Croatian transliteration, where “ty” is replaced by a “c” that is
pronounced as “ch,” the word stands for a happy-go-lucky fellow who
spends his time drinking, singing, and chasing after girls. It is most
popular in Slavonia to the south of Hungary. I am immediately
reminded of the Turkish word for brigand or bandit, haydut, which is
also used with quite some pride across Croatia, albeit with a “k” in
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place of the “t.” One of the topmost soccer teams in the country, this
time from Dalmatia, bears this felicitous name. Shaking my head, I
pick up a ballpoint pen and scribble in the book’s margin a few
carefully considered words: “Is there a single word of worth among
Slavs that is actually of Slavic origin?!”
Addendum (October 3, 2012)
Yes, there is such a word, as I just remembered a short while ago
(“Uskok,” October 3, 2012). There can be no doubt about its Croatian
origin, either. Interestingly, it is yet another name for brigands and
bandits, this time from the Adriatic coast. In Croatian, this is a word of
worth par excellence. Forever between foreign powers, they relished
looting them whenever a chance appeared. And this attitude remains
to this very day, when the only power still around is their own. Oops,
there is the European Union, as well.
DURING THE WAR (October 1, 2012)
There is a phrase that I often pick up in all my favorite watering holes
in Zagreb: “during the war.” This was so while I was growing up, as
well, but it was World War II that people were talking about. Only a
few old ones would have World War I in mind, which is why they had
to specify the war in question. Now they talk about the Croatian war
of independence, of course. And everyone has something to say about
it. Some people lost loved ones. Others went through hard times. But
there is no-one who has gone through the breakup of Yugoslavia
unscathed. The phrase is thus alive and well. Only a few newcomers,
like me, feel the need to specify the war in question. Which is why I
feel ever so slightly uncomfortable whenever I do, for I was far away
during the war. And well out of harm’s way. I only wonder what the
future holds in store. In these parts, the old phrase “during the war”
has a nasty habit of popping up again and again. And again.
SAVED (October 2, 2012)
A casually dressed man in his forties walks into the Kolding Caffe, sits
at a table not far from mine, opens his shoulder bag, and pulls out a
large leather notebook. The waiter comes to his tables, and he orders a
cappuccino. And then he opens the bag again and looks for something.
Then he taps his pockets. This done, he looks under the table.
Returning to his bag, he goes through all its compartments and pockets
with utmost care. He digs into all his pockets most thoroughly. And
then he gets up to look under the table with proper care. He is looking
for his pen, of course. Judging by the notebook, it must be quite a
special pen, as well. Which is why he repeats the three stages of his
search for the third time. He is even more thorough this time around.
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And then a woman of roughly the same age walks into the café and
heads for his table. Saved. Both of us.
SCRIPTA MANENT (October 3, 2012)
As I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe, sipping my Guinness, and puffing
at my cigar, a Latin proverb comes to my mind out of the blue: Verba
volant, scripta manent. Of course, I am wondering about the uncertain
future of my magnum opus. But then I search for the proverb in my
Residua on the World Wide Web, and I quickly discover something
penned nearly fifteen years ago that contradicts my present thoughts
(“Verba manent,” July 30, 1998). You have to be Alexander the Great
for this saying of mine to be true, though. One way or another, my
writings will forever remain my best bet. Of course, I quickly get
annoyed with my idle ruminations. Who cares about the future? What
future, anyway? The best I can do under the circumstances is to report
my moment of weakness. Would that it were the only one, or at least
less frequent. Scripta manent, my ass.
USKOK (October 3, 2012)
I walked into the building of the highest Croatian authority dealing
with corruption and organized crime nearly three years ago. This I did
on advice of the then commissioner for enlargement of the European
Union, Olli Rehn. I sent them everything I knew about crooked golf
development in Motovun, Istria, and Croatia as a whole a few days
earlier. We have been in touch several times afterwards, but the last
time this happened was more than two years ago. In the meanwhile, I
have been in touch with the current commissioner for enlargement,
Stefan Fule, who replaced Rehn a couple of years ago. This I consider
to be the most “direct” contact concerning the case.
Although crooked golf has never come up in a plethora of lawsuits
now facing Croatian politicians and government officials, I still hope
that it will not be entirely forgotten. Widespread speculation with land
in the hands of the state is squarely behind it. Why have I abandoned
all hope with the highest Croatian authority dealing with corruption
and organized crime, though? Their ineffectiveness comes first to
mind. Over the years, many implicated politicians and officials are
running free. Recent news of “deep throats” in the authority’s midst
comes second. Apparently, many implicated politicians and officials
have been informed about planned lawsuits well in advance.
But there is something else that goes much deeper with me. The third
reason for my discomfort is the very name of the authority in question:
USKOK. This is an acronym for something or other in Croatian, but
the acronym itself was carefully chosen. It refers to brigands and
bandits on the Adriatic coast who molested all and sundry especially in
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the Sixteenth and Seventieth Century. Venice and Austria went to war
because of them, too. Uskok comes from the Croatian verb “to jump
in.” Most uskoks were pirates, that is. And most of the ships they
jumped in were Venetian. As witnessed by the authority’s name,
brigands and bandits remain heroes in Croatian minds. But not in
mine. Whence my reliance on the European Union when it comes to
crooked golf development.
BLACK FLAGS (October 4, 2012)
It is an old custom in Zagreb to put a black flag on a building when
someone from it dies. This holds for both private and public buildings.
People here often joke that the Academy of Arts and Sciences can
rarely be seen without a black flag drooping from its balcony. Indeed,
there is one on the Academy’s building right now. There is another
one on the balcony of the Croatian National Theater. Today I saw one
on a courthouse in the center of the Croatian capital. Another one
appeared a few days ago on one of the squares nearby. In fact, there
are so many black flags around at the moment that it appears that there
is some connection between the change of season and death. It would
not surprise me, either. If this is the case, the next outbreak of black
flags could be expected in about six months.
GOOGLE STREET VIEW IN ZAGREB (October 4, 2012)
Google Street View has reached the Croatian capital at last. I read a
few lines about it a few days ago, but today I saw it in action. As I
write, a man in his twenties is riding a white bike with a tall column
crowned with a clutch of cameras through the pedestrian area in the
center of Zagreb. I am getting concerned, of course. As it happens,
cameras from the very same bike have caught me in two of my favorite
watering holes. And only a quarter of an hour apart. Goodness
gracious, my privacy has been threatened! If anyone looks carefully
into the footage thus collected, they will surely think of me as a
chronic alcoholic. In the case I see the damned bike again, I will have
to cover my face. Even better, I will have to duck. And especially if it
happens to catch me in yet another favorite watering hole of mine a
quarter of an hour from now.
THE INBORN STUPIDITY (October 10, 2012)
It is amazing to observe women who consider themself good looking
and well appointed in one of Zagreb’s untold cafés. The preening.
The gesturing. The languishing looks. The sighs. The artful display
of every accessory worth catching attention. The mischievous disdain
of eager onlookers. The only thing that they miss, and they always
miss it without a remainder, is the staggering stupidity in their painted
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eyes. This is well beyond them for all times to come. The inborn
stupidity.
THAT MIRACLE OF BLUBBER (October 11, 2012)
Several tables away from mine at the Kolding Caffe there sit four men
in their thirties. I am impressed by the height of one of them. He is at
least a head taller than his mates, all of whom are on the tall side.
When they get up to leave, though, I see that the tall man is about the
same height as all the others. Actually, he has a huge, drooping belly,
an enormous butt, and bloated thighs. His chest and head look almost
normal. It is the thick butt on top of which he is perched that makes
him look so much taller than others. Mesmerized, I watch that miracle
of blubber jiggle and wobble all the way to the exit. I hope to see him
often.
THE KEY MOMENT (October 12, 2012)
When we sat down at the Bulldog Pub this evening, only two tables
across the room were taken. There were two women in their late teens
drinking Coke on one side, and three men in their forties drinking wine
on the other. There was an empty table between them. The women
did not talk much while the men got ever merrier. This is how things
stood for quite a while. And then we saw the women getting up from
their table and joining the men. “Did you see that?” whispered one of
the waitresses we know well as she walked past our table. “Yup,”
laughed my beloved, “but we missed the key moment.” Indeed, we did
not notice any communication between the two women and the three
men. None whatsoever. By the time we left the place, the women
were well into wine. Coke was long forgotten by then. One way or
another, we were sure they were quite versed in the old game, if not
even professional at it. Which is why we missed the key moment, of
course.
CARICATURES ALL AROUND (October 13, 2012)
It is drizzly and murky, as it has been the last few days. The fall is
finally upon us. The misty air is still and the leaden sky seems to be
hanging just above the city. The weather is most likely responsible for
the state of my mind this morning. I am all eyes. My brain rather
quiet, I am staring at the world surrounding me. Faces attract me most.
Although I am aware of my stare, which people pick up rather quickly,
I cannot suppress it. With few exceptions, I see caricatures all around
me. This man has a chilly pepper for a nose. That woman has a triple
chin that bulges out like a ripe melon. Fascinated, I keep looking for
the most stunning caricatures around. And then I notice that the few
animals that can be found in central Zagreb offer a brief relief. There
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are no caricatures of pigeons or sparrows among these birds. They are
just pigeons and sparrows. Reassured that my brain is not playing
tricks on me, I turn my gaze back to my own kind. The heavily made
up eyes of a middle-aged woman walking past give me a jolt. She
returns my stare with a vengeance, too. Gosh, where is a pigeon when
one needs it?
“CROATIA IDIOTAM ABUNDAT” (October 14, 2012)
Thus I to myself just before I fell asleep last night. Having been
woken up by several cars dashing at top speed through our street, I felt
the words shape in my mind all by themselves. It was Saturday night,
and all sorts of idiots were dashing back and forth in search of fun.
Having pronounced on them, I wondered whether the words would
come back to me in the morning. And they did. Oh, I love Latin! The
language of my ancestors.
Addendum (March 20, 2016)
Ever since, this has become one of my favorite expressions regarding
my country of birth. Whenever I find myself in Zagreb, where cars
and motorcycles roar through the street where my beloved’s apartment
building stands, it readily comes to my mind. Croatia idiotam
abundat. Splendid, just splendid. And there is no better way to
describe this pitiful country other than thus. It goes way beyond
dashing cars and motorcycles, too. For the problem with this country
and its people runs deep. Very deep, indeed. Luckily, the language of
my ancestors sums it up in three words only.
THE CARICATURES (October 17, 2012)
As years go by, I am enjoying Zagreb more and more. Central Zagreb,
to be a bit more precise. The rest I call Bratislava, anyhow. Walking
about the place all day long, I am confronted with a simple question: if
I saw this place never again, what would I miss most? And the answer
is as clear as answers can possibly get: the caricatures. And no
kidding. Here is a caricature of a politician. There, a caricature of a
beauty. And over yonder there is a caricature of an actor. It is an
enormous joy to spot them all over the place. They do their best to be
dressed accordingly, carry themselves accordingly, and act their rôles
on cue. The gravity, the coyness, the flair. To their chagrin, though,
they cannot move beyond caricatures, which only adds to their eternal
appeal. Anyway, I would surely miss them the most if I returned to
this place never again. In fact, central Zagreb is all about them. It is
their stage. And they are its heart and soul. Hey, here comes a
businessman accompanied by a lawyer and a professor! The savvy, the
cunning, the acumen.
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DOCTOR THIRST (November 10, 2012)
My mother liked to mention, and often with some pride, that I was
born in Dr. Durst’s sanatorium in Zagreb, which was quite a special
place just after World War II. In fact, my father had to sell his yacht
for the privilege. According to my mother, he was a gynecologist and
obstetrician of renown in the Croatian capital and beyond. This
morning I checked him out on the World Wide Web. It did not take
me long to find him. Franjo was his given name. Born in 1875, he
died in 1958, twelve years after I was born under his supreme
supervision. He is thought to be the founder of his medical field in
Croatia. Anyhow, I learned a bit more about the good doctor from Eni
Nurcollari this evening. On his way from Kosovo to Germany, he
stopped in Motovun for a few days. As it turns out, the good doctor’s
last name means “thirst” in German. I was over the moon. “Doctor
Thirst,” I kept repeating for a while. “Funny,” I returned to Eni after
my enthusiastic outburst, “this is something my mother had never
mentioned!” Nomen est omen, to be sure.
VIRTUALLY BY ACCIDENT (November 22, 2012)
Hungary’s involvement beyond her southern borders, in the Balkan
lands, began virtually by accident. It was to last for nearly fivehundred years and then resulted in Hungary’s loss of independence for
a further four-hundred. Towards the end of the ill-starred reign of
Solomon (1063-74), emperor Michael VII of Byzantium encouraged
Hungary’s old enemies to the east, the Pechenegs, to invade
Transylvania and southern Hungary. In 1071 they were defeated by
the Prince Royal, Géza (later Géza I, 1074-77), who besieged,
captured, and occupied the strategic fort of Belgrade in the process.
Concluding that a direct confrontation with Géza would be
unproductive, the emperor opted for reconciliation, symbolized by the
crown Géza accepted from him in 1074 after succeeding Solomon.
Fifteen years later, in 1089, King Zvonimir of Croatia died without
leaving an heir. His widow, Helen, was the sister of Ladislas I of
Hungary, who had succeeded his brother Géza in 1077. Because of
this dynastic link, and probably also because Géza’s capture of
Belgrade had established Hungary as a power in the region, a
delegation of nobles from Spalato (Split) invited Ladislas to accept the
Croatian crown, an offer of dynastic aggrandizement which no Árpád
could refuse. Ladislas thereupon annexed northern Croatia in 1091
and installed his nephew Álmos as ruler. A by-product of this
campaign was the incorporation into the Hungarian kingdom of
Slavonia, the region to the northeast of Croatia lying between the
Drava and Sava rivers.
From Bryan Cartledge’s The Will to Survive: A History
of Hungary, London: Hurst & Company, 2011 (first
published in 2006), p. 26.
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THE FOOLISH HUMAN BRAIN (November 26, 2012)
While in Zagreb, I go to the Kolding Caffe nearly every morning.
There is a big television screen there, and I make sure I cannot see it
from where I am sitting, for it is almost always on some sort of fashion
channel. Despicable. As I do not watch television, the movement on
the screen attracts my attention every once in a while. This foolish
brain of mine picks up every single move, and I end up looking at
models parading amazing crap back and forth. Back and forth. But I
cannot always find a table that is in the shade of the screen. All the
tables I like were occupied when I entered the place this morning, and
so I am watching men dressed in pink, women undressed, and fashionshow spectators fanning themselves with all and sundry. The pits. As
is often the case when I am up shit creek, I turn to writing. Luckily,
my laptop computer is always with me. Thus this inane record of my
predicament. At least for a while, I am not looking at the screen. The
foolish human brain, to be sure.
THE HAIDUKS (November 29, 2012)
The haiduks were a product of the nightmarish closing decades of the
Sixteenth Century in Hungary. Evicted or defaulting peasants, escaped
serfs, deserters from the border fortresses, even bankrupt nobles—the
haiduks were too numerous to be called outlaws, but they lived outside
the pale of feudal society. They were willing to fight for whoever
could pay them.
From Bryan Cartledge’s The Will to Survive: A History
of Hungary, London: Hurst & Company, 2011 (first
published in 2006), p. 102.
Addendum (December 7, 2012)
Of course, the Hungarian word for “outlaw” is of Turkish origin
(“Word of Worth,” September 30, 2012). Brigand or bandit, in short.
I was attracted to this twist in the story because most people in former
Yugoslavia would be convinced that the word is their own. Rendered
as hajduk, it is deeply entrenched in the folklore of many former
republics, now countries in their own right. As it turns out, it has
ricocheted around the Balkans in surprising ways. Most people in
Hungary would also be convinced that the word is their own. The
region is forever bristling with surprises, no doubt.
NATIONAL, INTERNATIONAL (December 3, 2012)
The development of a sense of national identity in Croatia had been
impeded, first, by the long-drawn-out process of Ottoman withdrawal
from the region, which was not complete until 1739; and, second, by
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the donation of Dalmatia—the country’s southern half—to Venice
under the terms of the Treaty of Karlowitz in 1699. Under Venetian
rule, Dalmatia deteriorated into a virtual wasteland, exploited for its
timber and other raw materials, but otherwise totally neglected. After
the Turkish retreat, Croatia’s northern half, Slavonia, was dominated
economically by the newly established estates of Austrian and
Hungarian magnates and populated by Catholic Croats and Orthodox
Serbs, who moved in to fill the vacuum left by approximately a
hundred-thousand Muslims, who fled southwards into Bosnia as the
Turks withdrew.
The Croatian Diet, the Sabor, made unsuccessful attempts during the
Eighteenth Century to persuade Vienna to transfer to it administrative
control of the Military Frontier Region, the Krajina. When these
failed, and when the administrative reforms of Maria Theresa and
Joseph II made further inroads into Croatian autonomy, the Croatian
nobility decided in 1790 to make common cause with their Hungarian
counterparts by surrendering most of the prerogatives of their Sabor to
the Hungarian Diet. This bid to strengthen Croatia’s negotiating
position vis-à-vis Vienna tended to highlight the areas of difference
between Croatians and Hungarians rather than their common
objectives. For example, the Croats were determined opponents of
proposals to replace Latin by Hungarian as the country’s official
language. The constitutional alliance with Hungary against the
Habsburg absolutism, renewed in 1825, nevertheless postponed the
Croatian national awakening, although the first Slavonian (Croatian)
grammar had appeared as early as 1767.
In Dalmatia, meanwhile, the impact of the Napoleonic Wars had
replaced Venetian by Austrian and, from 1805, French rule. The short
period of French occupation, which lasted until Napoleonic defeat,
gave Dalmatia its first experience of enlightened administration,
including a system of primary and secondary education, and an
indigenous daily press. The restoration of Austrian rule after the
Congress of Vienna in 1815 brought this artificially stimulated burst of
progress to a full stop, but a seed had been sown that would germinate
later in the Nineteenth Century.
From Bryan Cartledge’s The Will to Survive: A History
of Hungary, London: Hurst & Company, 2011 (first
published in 2006), pp. 155-156.
THE JEWS, THE BOURGEOISIE (December 4, 2012)
At long last, I have found something truly exciting in Bryan
Cartledge’s The Will to Survive: A History of Hungary.[7] It is a
historical gem, no less. In a chapter dedicated to the early Nineteenth
Century, when the Habsburg empire was recuperating from the
Napoleonic Wars, he describes destitute conditions in Hungary, most
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of which was rural. Having indebted itself too heavily, the nobility
was bankrupt. Overburdened with taxes, the peasantry was on its hind
legs, too. At the time when many European countries turned to
industrialization and urbanization, Hungary was moribund. In 1841,
some two-hundred steam engines were operating in Austria while
Hungary could boast of only nine.[8] But here comes the clincher.
“Under these circumstances of economic stagnation and decline,”
Cartledge points out, “Hungary’s growing Jewish population made
itself indispensable by filling the rôle that in other countries was filled
by the bourgeoisie.”[9] Stupendous. “By 1842,” he continues, “there
were 250,000 Jews in Hungary.”[10] Much of the financial support
needed came along with their international connections. “Inevitably,”
he concludes, “Jewish ubiquity, hard work, and prosperity inspired
jealous hostility, particularly among the conservative inhabitants of the
towns in which Jews settled, in defiance of the law but largely
unhindered; their readiness to assimilate and diligence in learning
Magyar nevertheless won them a high degree of tolerance from most
of Hungarian society.”[11] Brilliant. All I need to buttress my own
history of Zagreb is the arrival of the Hungarian Jews to the Croatian
capital a generation or two later. In the late Nineteenth Century,
mostly rural Croatia was still destitute of a bourgeoisie, let alone
industry. Zagreb was a small medieval town at the time. And the Jews
were undoubtedly diligent in learning rudimentary Croatian.
THE RIGHT CONNECTIONS (December 5, 2012)
As soon as I enter the Bulldog Pub, I spot a whore in her late thirties
surrounded by a bunch of thieves in their fifties and sixties. Having
had a few drinks already, they are all merry. Wearing an almost
transparent dress, she is forever grinning and squirming in her seat.
Her hair on the long side, she is forever adjusting it. Her eyelids
aflutter, she is flicking it to the side over and over again. And baring
her teeth for all to see. The thieves are pressing around her. One of
the oldest ones among them is telling her now this and now that. He
leans ever closer to her ever more often. She gives him long,
imploring looks. At some point he pulls out his mobile phone, dials,
and covers his mouth. After a long conversation, he puts away the
phone, and returns to her with a huge smile. Done! She is beside
herself. She gets up, wiggles her hips, and throws her arms up. There
are many hugs and kisses. She presses her hands against her breasts as
she thanks him from the bottom of her heart. Grinning and squirming
all the while, she points at him to all the thieves in her company.
There is much laughter all around. Shrugging his shoulders, the lucky
one keeps smiling innocently. They are in love already. When I get up
to leave, she gives me a long, probing look. Given my age, she must
take me for yet another thief with the right connections in town.
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JOSIP JELAČIĆ (December 7, 2012)
To this day, Colonel Josip Jelačić is a big celebrity in the Croatian
capital. He was the governor, or ban in Hungarian, of Croatia in the
Nineteenth Century under the Hungarian and Austro-Hungarian rule.
More important, he is now considered a patriot of renown in these
parts. The main square in Zagreb is named after no-one but him. It
sports his hefty equestrian statue, as well. And so I am rather curious
about his place in history as I plough through Bryan Cartledge’s The
Will to Survive: A History of Hungary.[12] During the so-called
Hungarian revolution in 1848, which followed the revolution in
libertarian Paris, he led a combined delegation of Croats and Serbs to
Innsbruck, where the Habsburg emperor happened to be at the time,
“in a bid to secure royal blessing for the two new self-proclaimed
autonomous provinces and for the alliance between them.”[13] So far,
so good. “Jelačić’s primary commitment was not to Croatia per se, but
to the emperor and the dynasty,” I am surprised to read.[14] “His first
demand had been that Hungary should surrender its Ministries of War
and Finance to Vienna.”[15] Thus he led a Croatian army across the
Drava River in September of that year, plunging Hungary into war for
the next twelve months.[16] “Although outnumbered by nearly ten to
one, the defending force of regular and irregular Hungarian troops
prevailed in a pitched battle forty-five kilometers south of PestBuda.”[17] In short, Jelačić was far from successful at his own game.
In the end, the Habsburg emperor’s many generals crushed the
Hungarian rebellion.
“Ironically,” Cartledge concludes, “the
nationalities which had made a contribution to Hungarian defeat, and
especially the Croatians, received no reward for their efforts.”[18]
Puzzled, I look the great patriot up on the World Wide Web. The
equestrian statue was placed in the main square of the Croatian capital
in 1866 by no-one else but the thankful Austrians. A year later they
signed a compromise pact with Hungary that lasted through the end of
World War II. Long live Josip Jelačić! And long live Austria!
THE FRONT LINE (December 10, 2012)
As waiters and waitresses dash around me in one of my favorite
watering holes, I go through their names. Crucial, this. In my world,
they are at the front line.
GLOBAL MUFFLING (December 11, 2012)
I have long noticed that the denizens of the Croatian capital are wont
of wearing an incredible amount of clothing as soon as the temperature
heads toward zero degrees Celsius. By British standards, for example,
they are kind of ridiculous with their hats, scarves, coats, and boots.
They look like Italians or Spaniards in their excessive winter gear. But
I am noticing now that there is a difference between the young and the
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old. To wit, the younger the denizens of Zagreb, the greater the
amount of clothing they wear as soon as the temperature drops. The
hats are ever more elaborate. The scarves are ever longer and thicker.
The gloves are ever rounder. The coats are ever plumper. And the
boots are often over the top, as though the conditions are no less than
glacial. Indeed, fur is all over the place. It has just flashed through my
mind that this is yet another index of global warming. Global
muffling, as it were. And the hypothesis is testable once again. The
winter wardrobes of different generations can easily be compared, if
anyone wished to undertake such a task.
TA, TA, TA-TA-TAAA (December 12, 2012)
It is sunny mid-afternoon, and streets around the pedestrian area in
Zagreb are packed with cars. Remnants of the last snowstorm are
everywhere around. Frustrated, drivers honk every now and then. As I
walk into one of these streets, which is lined with cars that can barely
move, I hear one of the drivers honking out of the blue: “Ta, ta.”
Another responds: “Ta-ta-taaa.” Yet another responds in kind: “Ta, ta,
ta-ta-taaa.” All of a sudden, many drivers join the choir: “Ta, ta, ta-tataaa, ta, ta, ta-ta-taaa.” There is jubilation all along the street: “Ta, ta,
ta-ta-taaa.” The cars are still barely moving along interminable piles of
snow, but nearly all the drivers are laughing. “Ta, ta, ta-ta-taaa,”
everyone honks in unison. Who says the denizens of the Croatian
capital cannot be funny?! And especially a few days after a major
snowstorm.
THE OVERHAUL (December 14, 2012)
The last few weeks I find myself ruminating ever more often about the
habits I wish to change. The way I spend my time in Zagreb before my
beloved comes out of her office is annoying me more and more. In
particular, I go from one watering hole to another, drink dark beer, surf
the World Wide Web through so many wireless connections that have
popped up lately, and bang my opinions about everything under the
sun into my laptop. On occasion I write about things I see around me,
as well. On a regular morning, I go through three watering holes in a
row.
It was fun for a while, but it is fun no longer. It is not only a question
of cutting my writing output, which has soared ever since I have
started spending an increasing amount of time in the Croatian capital,
but also a question of dropping many of my habits and forming entirely
new ones. As it seems to me at present, regular yoga practice is the
way out. Postures, breathing, and meditation in the morning can be
stretched over several hours, but it will take some time to achieve this
goal. New yoga habits are not formed overnight, either. At any rate,
yoga is my greatest hope.
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The only other venture that crosses my mind in terms of new habits is
that I will need to spend more time analyzing my writings in search of
patterns. Content analysis is the tool of choice. After nearly forty
years of relentless writing, these patterns have changed several times,
and it may be helpful to understand these changes. One way or
another, this sort of knowledge of myself may be of value in charting
the course of my future development. My writings cannot but offer
many clues of my strengths and weaknesses, as well as the threats and
opportunities ahead. Once again, that is the hope, anyway.
Concerning the afternoons and evenings with my beloved, however,
everything is as it should be. After our meal in one of our favorite
restaurants, we sit, smoke cigars, drink beer and wine, and talk for
hours. The only bit that will have to change over time are my regular
briefings on world affairs. When she asks me about the news, I will
have to shrug my shoulders. News, what news? But this is the only
habit of hers that will need adjusting in the future. The rest is squarely
on my shoulders. In any case, I am coming ever closer to
understanding the overhaul that lies ahead. And overhaul is the word.
COWERING (December 16, 2012)
As I walk through central Zagreb, I occasionally bump into people who
know me from Motovun. If they happen to be surprised to see me in
the Croatian capital, I explain that I used to hate the place, but that my
feelings have changed the last few years. Besides, Motovun is not
what it used to be, either. If the opportunities are right, I add that my
beloved lives in the city, which makes quite a bit of difference. We
love each other, I conclude with a big grin. But I will need to change
my story, which has become kind of threadbare by now. My beloved
went on a trip yesterday morning, and she will be back this evening. In
the meanwhile, I am spending most of my time cowering in her
apartment. To put it bluntly, I hate Zagreb. Of course, I have nothing
against the bricks and mortar. In fact, I hate the people here. As well
as in Motovun, I hasten to add. I can imagine feeling the same no
matter where I settled in this forlorn country. It is my beloved who
brought me here, and it is she who keeps me in this place to this day.
Period. And this is how my story should go whenever I bump into
people who know me from Motovun. My beloved and I love each
other, and that is all there is to it, I should conclude with a scowl.
Addendum (December 17, 2012)
Less than a day later, I find myself in an entirely different mood.
Amazing! I cannot suppress a smile wherever I go. The faces. The
postures. The outfits. I find everyone around me funny beyond belief.
Nay, ridiculous. Is this the secret behind the Buddha’s irrepressible
smile, I cannot but wonder? The ridiculousness of it all is indeed
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pressing upon me. Hail, Zagreb, the city of my birth! And how about
my beloved? She is at work as I write, but she is well within reach.
Ah, the fickleness of the human mind!
TO PAWN OR NOT TO PAWN (December 18, 2012)
As I was walking past a pawnshop in central Zagreb this morning, I
saw a smallish woman in her late fifties or early sixties approach the
shop. She stopped in front of the door, turned around as if to go away,
stopped again, turned around again, crossed herself, and opened the
shop door. What could she be pawning? Her wedding ring?
Something else she got from her deceased husband? Facing a difficult
decision, she was oblivious to the passersby. She was alone in the
whole world. To pawn or not to pawn was the only question on her
mind. In the end, she entered the shop. I turned around a few times,
but there was no sign of her.
LUCKY CROATIA (December 18, 2012)
As I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe, I cannot but see the Croatian
newspapers a fellow sitting next to me is reading. “There Are Still
Less of Us,” the front cover blares. The results of the 2011 census are
apparently out. “A city the size of Rijeka has gone missing since
2001,” I read on the next page, where the census results are discussed
in some detail. Graphs comparing the last two censuses are all over the
pages. Croatia keeps shrinking, indeed. And now I know by exactly
how much. By the next census ten years from now, a city the size of
Split will have gone missing, I calculate in my mind. Would that the
world census headed the same way by 2021. The calamities of climate
change would be so much easier to endure. Lucky Croatia, I shake my
head wearily.
MARKET RUN ON GUNS (December 20, 2012)
The Kolding Caffe attracts many regulars. They usually sit in the same
area. There are two fellows who can often been found in the area I
tend to prefer. One is roughly sixty and the other roughly forty. More
often than not, they talk about either banking or bridge. The older one
is apparently a pro. We started exchanging greetings earlier this year,
but this month we began talking. Both of them polymaths, as well as
well traveled, they can be quite a bit of fun to talk to. We switch from
one subject to another with incredible ease. As I was getting up to
leave a short while ago, one of them touched on something that
delighted me at once. “Have you heard of the market run on guns in
America?” the older fellow asked. I stopped in my tracks. “Ah,” I
almost shouted, “Obama’s gun control!” “Exactly,” he grinned. In the
wake of the last mass murder, which has triggered a fresh debate on
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gun control laws, people are replenishing their gun stocks. Many gun
shops have been emptied by now. Americans!
LOCAL PATRIOTISM (January 2, 2013)
As I am sipping my drink and puffing at a cigar in the Bavaria Pub in
the center of Zagreb, the screen not far from my table comes alive. A
soccer game is about to start. I look at the top of the screen to see the
names of the contestants. As it turns out, it is Tottenham versus
Reading. It is Reading, Berkshire, of course. Before the kick-off, I
find myself rooting for Reading. Nothing but local patriotism, it goes
without saying. Nearly ten years since I left it for good, I am still with
my old hometown. The trouble is that I do not know which side is
which, though. After a few minutes, one of the teams scores. I look at
the top of the screen again, and I see that it is Reading that got ahead.
Delighted, I watch the game with added interest. Go Reading, go! But
Tottenham scores after a few more minutes. Shucks. The even score
remains through the end of the first half, when I get up to leave. As the
statistics on the screen show, Tottenham is considerably better. They
had possession of the ball nearly two thirds of the first half, and they
are thus more likely to win by the end of the game. Screw soccer, I
console myself as I reach for the door. I have never been fond of the
sport. And screw local patriotism, as well. It is the most pitiful of
sentiments. I can only hope this is the last time it has grabbed me out
of the blue.
THE ILLYRIAN TRIBES (January 4, 2013)
“I love you to bits,” I just wrote to my beloved in yet another mobilephone text-message, the third since we separated after our morning
coffee. “You are always in front of my eyes.” And I was hardly
exaggerating. Wherever I go in central Zagreb, I can see bits and
pieces of her: her nose, her high cheeks, her hair, her eyes. The more a
woman looks like her, the more beautiful I find her. Coming from the
rugged Balkans, she shares many a feature with other women from
these parts. To the best of my understanding, they come from the
Illyrian tribes that were indigenous to the region before the onslaught
of the all the newcomers from Asia: the Albanians, the Greeks, the
Germans, the Slavs. Just like the Celts further west, they are
characterized by triangular heads, long and often hooked noses, and
big eyes. Be that as it may, I hasten to add that I am not looking at
other women, Illyrian or otherwise. Not at all. I am only looking for
my beloved. As if this claim needed a proof of some kind, I just got
tears in my eyes.
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CROATIAN DIGNITARIES (January 9, 2013)
I am in close contact with a whole bunch of Croatian dignitaries on a
daily basis. Today I decided to learn a bit more about them all. The
two I encounter least often are Ante Starčević (1823-1896), a
politician; and Marko Marulić (1450-1524), a writer. I am in daily
contact with Stjepan Radić (1871-1928), a politician; and Ivan
Mažuranić (1814-1890), a poet and governor under the AustroHungarian rule. But the greatest number of encounters every single
day is with Ivan Gundulić (1589-1638), a poet; Josip Jelačić (18011859), a general and yet another governor under the Austro-Hungarian
rule; and Juraj Dobrila (1812-1882), a bishop. In terms of profession,
poets and writers are the foremost, followed by politicians. Most are
from the Nineteenth Century, but a few go as far back as the Fifteenth
and Sixteenth Centuries. They hail from all over Croatia, too. And
their solemn portraits grace one-thousand, five-hundred, two-hundred,
one-hundred, fifty, twenty, and ten Croatian kuna banknotes,
respectively. Whence our close contact, of course, and especially with
Dobrila. Hailing from a hamlet close to Tinjan, a hilltown in central
Istria, he is closest to my heart. Apparently, the smaller the banknote’s
denomination, the greater the dignitary’s appeal. Not even the plan of
medieval Motovun on the reverse side of the banknote can detract from
the bishop’s stature in my mind.
Addendum (January 14, 2013)
In addition to the assorted dignitaries on the fronts of Croatian
banknotes, the buildings and urban ensembles on their backs are of
interest, as well. I am in daily contact with them, too. They have
nothing to do with Croatia, it goes without saying. Starting with the
highest denomination, there is the Zagreb cathedral. It is German and
nothing but German. Next, there is the Diocletian’s palace in Split. It
is followed by an Austro-Hungarian administrative building in Osijek,
which is typical of the genre. Then comes a church in Rijeka, which is
Italian to boot. The medieval Dubrovnik or Ragusa is perhaps the
closest to Croatia both ethnically and culturally, although the
connection is fraught, for Venice dominates the place to this day.
Count Eltz’s castle in Vukovar is Hungarian, of course. And the Arena
in Pula is much more Roman than the Diocletian’s palace. Once again,
the smallest denomination wins my heart. Even though most of Pula
can safely be skipped, as it has next to nothing to offer, the arena is a
building to see. The first time I saw it, I was awestruck. One more
time, the ten kuna banknote is the one I cherish. And especially its
back.
FOR THE WANTING (January 10, 2013)
We often have our morning coffee at the Hemingway Bar, which is
rather empty at the time. It is a hopping place in the evening, when
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beauties of all sorts assemble there in hope of a better life. But the
music on offer from morning till evening tells a lot about the place.
Popular classics are whispered in languorous voices by young women
to the engineered throb and tickle. This must be a veritable genre
nowadays. “You can’t always get what you want,” kept wafting our
way this morning. Apparently, the Rolling Stones are still popular all
around the world. “How very true,” I mumbled to my beloved half in
jest. But the whispered words are still with me an hour or so later.
When I first heard the lyrics in my early twenties, they had an entirely
different meaning for me than is the case today. Back then, it was
revolution, human settlements in space, unlimited expansion of the
human species… As it turns out, enlightenment is not to be gotten for
the wanting, either.
THE ABOMINABLE SNOWMAN (January 14, 2013)
There is much snow, and it is quite sticky. Tin Ujević’s statue in the
center of Zagreb is amazing to behold. It seems dedicated to Yeti the
Abominable Snowman.
WHOOP! (January 15, 2013)
Thus the sound of snow falling off steep roofs in central Zagreb.
Whoop, whoop! One can hear it wherever one goes today. As the
snow is expected to keep falling for a few more days, many people will
remember these days by sounds of this kind. Whoop, whoop, whoop!
And a few will remember dollops of snow falling on their own heads.
A sweet reminder of winters yet to come.
LIVING INCOGNITO, AGAIN (January 16, 2013)
Whenever anyone in Zagreb gives me a long, searching look, which
does not happen all that often, I panic for a short while. “Shit,” I can
hear my heart beat faster, “I’ve been recognized!” I know very few
people in the Croatian capital, though, and I do my best not to meet
any more of them. Living incognito is just to my liking. The panic I
feel has to do with my Residua, of course. Although I would like a
few people to read my magnum opus, and most diligently, any sort of
notoriety scares me shitless. Croatian nationalism scares me the most,
and it is surely scary, but any sort of limelight gives me the jitters. In
fact, adulation scares me more than disparagement. With the latter I
could live all right, but the former would most likely drive me into
hiding. Real hiding, as it were. Anyway, I can only hope that the next
time anyone gives me a long, searching look will turn out to be entirely
harmless, as has been the case so far. Living incognito is not just to
my liking, but it is also crucial for my wellbeing. More, it is crucial for
my survival.
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UNTOLD UMBRELLAS (January 24, 2013)
It is raining cats and dogs since early this morning. It is still too warm
for snow at present, but a cold northeasterly wind is expected later in
the day, when the rain may well turn into snow. The first signs of the
wind appeared around noon. Umbrellas are ever less useful under the
circumstances, but everyone carries them nonetheless in hope of some
protection. The streets and tight spots in squares of central Zagreb are
thus more and more difficult to navigate, as untold umbrellas keep
bumping into each other. As is usually the case, women wield their
umbrellas without any feeling for those around them. They behave as
though they are perfectly alone in the world. Men do their best to
avoid them, but the crowd is too dense for clever tricks, such as raising
their umbrellas or tilting them to the side when passing by women. I
would not be surprised by occasional nasty exchanges among the
passersby, but I have not heard any thus far. Everyone is rushing
headlong in search of a dry place. Indeed, doorways of cafés and
restaurants are hard to squeeze through on account of folded and
dripping umbrellas strewn about helter-skelter.
NAKED SHOULDERS (January 23, 2013)
The sun is showing through the thinning clouds this morning, but it is
quite nippy. Everyone in the Kolding Caffe is wrapped in their coats
and scarves. Except a woman in her mid-twenties, whose naked
shoulders are both on display. She is wearing long sleeves, but the thin
garment she has selected for this occasion is so wide at the neck that it
is held up only by her breasts. Acknowledging the season, she is also
wearing a colossal woolen hat, which she keeps adjusting with utmost
care. On the chair next to the one on which she is sitting, there rests a
voluptuous fur coat. Judging by her coquettish glances and smiles,
which she dispenses every which way with consummate ease, she is
enjoying everyone’s avid attention. Women! Or am I succumbing to
sexism of yesteryear?
OCCUPY CROATIA (January 28, 2013)
In many a street and square of central Zagreb there have sprung small
black-and-white posters with a straightforward message: “Occupy
Croatia.” If I am not mistaken, there was a recent demonstration in
front of the government offices in the upper town concerning a new
law about investment in the country. The government is doing its best
to make Croatia attractive to foreign investors, that is. “Croatia is not
for sale,” the demonstrators retorted as loudly as they could. Well, I
agree. My experience with crooked golf in Istria, Dalmatia, and
elsewhere in the country is the case in point. Although golf was
supposed to rely on foreign investors, however, it turned out that
Croatian politicians around the former prime minister, Ivo Sanader,
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were planning to launder their ill-begotten fortunes by parading as
foreign investors. But the new movement reminds me of something
entirely different. I have often said that I would gladly see Germany
take over Motovun, Istria, and Croatia as a whole. German capitalism
is as nasty as any other, but at least the country would be properly
administered. Which is definitely not the case with the government it
has had since independence some two decades ago. Thus I am of two
minds when it comes to the posters that have flooded the Croatian
capital. I can only hope Germans are interested in the invitation.
Unbeknownst to the demonstrators, “Occupy Croatia” has a couple of
very different meanings.
THE COSTUMES (January 29, 2013)
Whenever I am walking through central Zagreb, I cannot shake a
feeling that everything and everyone around me is make-believe. The
whole world strikes me as fake, like a movie. Which is why I often
have to remind myself that this cannot be so, and that I should do my
best not to bump into anything or anyone in my way. But today I find
myself surrounded by people wearing theater costumes. There is a
king and there is a queen. There is a judge wearing a long wig. There
is a businessman wearing a tailcoat and a top hat. There is a prince
wearing oriental clothing, including a turban. I have no idea what is
going on, but I feel even more confused on my walk through the center
of the Croatian capital than I usually do. Although I still have to
remind myself that I should do my best not to bump into anything or
anyone, the costumes make me rather unsure of my step. The makebelieve around me is a bit too real for comfort. As ever, the best thing
I can do is walk straight home. I can only hope I will not be wearing a
crown when I look at myself in the bathroom mirror.
THE CHINESE NEW YEAR (February 1, 2013)
On my walk around central Zagreb, I come to the main square. Two
tall and garish columns are standing right in the middle of it, and they
immediately remind me of Chinatowns around the world. I have seen
similar ones in London, New York, Berlin, Los Angeles, and so on.
Indeed, a Chinese fellow is standing by one of the columns and making
sure that it is positioned just as it out to be. They must have been
brought to the square only recently. And then it flashes through my
mind that the Chinese new year is nigh. “Goodness gracious,” I hear a
woman about my age grumble a few paces behind me, “the Chinese
are taking over!” I hurry forward without a word to avoid any further
communication with the grumpy woman. Although I am surprised that
she has picked up the cultural origin of the two columns, I am appalled
by her petty attitude. She must be privy to something or other
predicted by no-one else but good old Nostradamus. Would that the
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Chinese were interested in this forlorn country. It would have a bit of
a chance in this dashing world of ours.
HISTORY OF CROATS (February 11, 2013)
The entrance to the main building of the University of Zagreb across
the street from the Croatian National Theater is graced by a bronze
sculpture by Ivan Mestrovic, the best known sculptor of the land.
Called “History of Croats,” it was made in 1932. It features a woman
past her prime seated on the ground, her knees wide apart and the soles
of her feet touching. Sitting upright, she wears a heavy scarf occluding
much of her strong face and a long dress that drapes over her stout
body. In her lap she holds something looking like a slab of stone,
which bears the sculpture’s title in Glagolitic script introduced to the
Balkans by Greek priests Cyril and Methodius to help Christianize the
Slavs in the Ninth Century. As of a year or so ago, the sculpture also
graces the university’s seal, which features the main building.
As I was walking past it earlier today, I realized that the sculpture and
its title are felicitous for true. Just like their Slavic brethren from the
neighboring lands, Croats have indeed taken hold of their bit of the
peninsula by sitting down. That is their history. Having arrived into
the vacuum left by Attila and his Huns, they did not need to fight for
the territory. At the time, there was nearly no-one around, anyhow.
They settled and that was that. When they made a move further west,
they just sat down once again. A marvelous bit of history, no doubt.
As I wrote some years ago, a hefty tome of European history
celebrating the ways of Croats and other Slavs from the Balkans is still
pending (“Yet to Be Recognized,” March 20, 2005). Regardless of
some nasty bits of history in the recent past, and only in the recent past,
the Slavs have excelled in sitting down and waiting for their turn.
Persevering and stubborn, as well as ingenious and adaptable, they
would not budge under any circumstances. Returning to Mestrovic, I
wonder how he conceived of his sculpture. Made fourteen years after
the creation of Yugoslavia after the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian
empire, it could not but reflect the propensities of Croats and other
Slavs from the neighborhood. They won their place under the sun by
sitting down and not budging. And this is an historical achievement
that needs celebrating, no matter how belatedly. With relish, too.
A DINOSAUR (February 13, 2013)
Three men and a woman in their early twenties are sitting next to me in
the Kolding Caffe and shuffling through piles of papers on their table.
I pay them little attention, but I figure that they are preparing for an
exam. The papers are course notes, previous exam questions, chapters
copied from textbooks, and the like. I think they are studying
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biochemistry. All of a sudden, they burst into laughter. “Get this,”
one of the men guffaws and gawks at his friends, “that was in 1946!”
They seem to be be referring to some important discovery in their
field, but the year itself must strike them as belonging to ancient
history. Having been born that very year, I must seem to them as
ancient history, as well. Nay, a dinosaur. Funny, this is how I now
feel, too.
ON THE MALLEABILITY OF LANGUAGE (February 15, 2013)
Three men and two women in their early twenties are sitting next to me
in the Kolding Caffe. They must be students from one of the
neighboring buildings, where there are several departments from
different faculties of the University of Zagreb. I am paying them little
attention, but my ears perk up whenever I hear an English word or
expression. And they use them every few seconds. Excluding the
names of movies, songs, or websites, I have picked up a whole bunch
of surprising words and expressions in the last few minutes:
benchmark, gay, sorry, six pack, cash, zombie, trailer, lifestyle,
window, bad, happy end, okay, video game, friend, forget it,
headquarter… A Croatian linguist sitting in my chair would be livid
by now. “As though we don’t have all these words and expressions in
our own beautiful language,” he would mumble to himself before
getting up and stomping out in a fury. As for me, I am delighted by the
malleability of language. Any language. I only wonder when Chinese
words and expressions will start popping up left and right in the
Kolding Caffe.
MY HERMITAGE (February 15, 2013)
Slowly but surely, I am getting to know too many people in Zagreb.
And I am getting worried by now. First we start exchanging greetings,
then we begin talking, and eventually we become kind of friendly. To
be sure, I am too affable by half. A nice word escapes from my mouth
so readily. And a congenial smile takes shape on my lips with
bewildering ease. As I was wondering a moment ago about ways and
means to stop the rot, I first thought about changing my favorite
watering holes. There must be a few other places to try out. But I
realized soon enough that this would only mean that I would have to
choose such spots at random. Besides, Zagreb is not that large a city. I
would perforce be back at the same place way too often for comfort.
And then I thought about sticking to my beloved’s apartment. My
hermitage, as it were. Regular yoga practice could be stretched to the
hours she regularly spends in her office. That would be about eight
hours a day. Although I was not all too happy with this idea from the
outset, it started appealing to me more and more as I was ferreting for
other options. None came to my mind, either. Yes, my hermitage
beckons already.
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VERBATIM (February 22, 2013)
The Kolding Caffe attracts all sorts of people of all ages, but quite a
few of them are university students. There must be quite a number of
different departments in the neighborhood. One sure way to tell the
students apart from others their age is that they often have their class
notes with them. The notes are nearly always meticulously marked
with magic markers of different colors: yellow, pink, and green. They
can be spied on many a table around exam time. I often see a student
sitting alone, going through page after page of class notes, and moving
his or her lips. As I write, a woman in her early twenties is moving her
lips as she reads her notes at a neighboring table. She is learning
everything by heart. And this is precisely what the university
professors expect. Nay, demand. Students are supposed to repeat their
own words verbatim. As many exams are oral, students have little
choice. Luckily for them, professors rarely say anything that they have
not said in class before. Meticulous class notes can thus be passed
down for years upon years. University education for dummies, as
witnessed by those moving lips.
THE LAST SNOW (February 23, 2013)
Zagreb is wrapped in white once again. The slush will speedily melt
underfoot, but the roofs will tell the season a while longer. Is this the
last snow, though?
Addendum I (February 25, 2013)
The snow of two days ago turned into rain yesterday. It got warmer
and warmer. The sun is out today, and the snow that has survived the
rain is now melting like crazy. The water dripping from roofs all
around central Zagreb is overwhelming. People are doing their best
not to get splattered, but this is not easy on narrow sidewalks. As the
temperature is rising all the time, the dripping will continue for a few
days. The last snow, indeed.
Addendum II (March 14, 2013)
Three weeks later, it is snowing again. The temperature has dropped
precipitously, too. Following so many signs of spring, this is quite a
surprise. Thin as it is, the snow is melting as soon as it hits the ground,
but snow it definitely is. It started early in the morning, and it is
expected to keep going through the early afternoon. The snow was
forecast several days ago, but I was incredulous about it from the start.
It struck me as farfetched in spite of so many surprises this winter. If
the same forecast is to be trusted, it will be quite nice the next few
days. The temperature will quickly rise, as well. Is this the last snow,
though?
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Addendum III (March 24, 2013)
Well, it is snowing one more time. It started before midnight, but it
did not accumulate over the night. It is so thin that there are few traces
of it on the roofs so far. Still, snow it is for true. And it is supposed to
continue snowing for at least four days. In short, the winter is still
here. As is the spring, I hasten to add. They are intermixed in strange
ways this year among years. But I wonder about animals and plants.
What are they making of this funny season between seasons? They,
too, must be pretty confused as to what to do next. As for the last
snow, it is anyone’s guess. The way things are going, I would not be
surprised to see it in the middle of April, or even May.
HIPPY GARDEN (February 26, 2013)
Many shops in Zagreb have English names. I am often surprised by a
new one I spot on my rounds of the city. And in a country where many
people are quite concerned about their own precious language. Hippy
Garden is one of the older shops I walk by every few days. It has been
closed for a while, and the shop window has been plastered with large
sheets of packing paper from the inside. Today I stopped on my way
to see what the shop was about and why it was closed. As far as I
could tell, it was a fashion shop of some kind. There was a faded sheet
of paper stuck to the window saying that it was under refurbishment.
After such a long time, this I doubted. The business had most likely
folded, and that was all that there was to the refurbishment. But I
wondered about the shop’s name as I walked away. It harks back to
the Sixties. The owner, almost certainly a woman, must be about my
age. And someone with a bright outlook on life who cares about the
world instead of trying to ruin it, as the vapid definition of a hippy
would probably go so many years later. High time to retire, to be sure.
PUBLIC FRIEND NO. 1 (February 26, 2013)
While in Motovun, I drink the local Teran made in small quantities by
several people I know well. It has been selling at about two euros per
liter the last few years, and I always have a barrel or two of it in my
basement. While in Zagreb, I unfortunately have to go for bottled
wines. As most Croatian wines are neither good nor cheap, I have
become fond of Macedonian wines, which offer the best value for
money across Croatia (“In Praise of Macedonian Wines,” February 24,
2010). Things have changed as of late, though. Since about a year
ago, I buy the Cabernet Sauvignon made by one of the most successful
businessmen in Croatia since independence.
Ivica Todorić is his name. Very close to the government, he is even
known as the Public Friend No. 1. He owns not only the largest chain
of department stores in the country, but also a whole bunch of sizable
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companies making food and drink sold in his untold stores. And the
Cabernet Sauvignon I am now drinking from day to day is made by
one of his companies in western Istria. By local standards, it is
humongous. As far as I am aware, it may even be able to compete in
foreign markets, and especially in the Balkans. The wine is good
enough, and it comes in convenient boxes of three liters. The airless
pouch inside keeps the wine in good shape for a few days, and the tap
is always there for another merry glass.
Amazingly, Todorić is the first Croatian winemaker to push his prices
down in expectation of the price war that is sure to follow Croatia’s
accession to the European Union. Of course, Italy, France, Spain, and
Portugal are bursting with good and cheap wines, which cannot but
flood the Croatian market sooner or later. The box of Todorić’s
Cabernet Sauvignon used to cost about ten euros until a month or so
ago in his stores. The new price is a bit above seven euros, which
translates into nearly two euros and a half per liter. This is a great
value for money by local standards. By comparison with similar or
better wines from northeastern Italy abutting Istria, he still has some
way to go, but at least he seems to know what he is doing. As far as I
am concerned, he is the Public Friend No. 1 for true. Cheerio!
Addendum I (March 11, 2014)
As I am learning in my dotage, it is not wise to praise anything in
Croatia. It is a kiss of death, as it were. Whatever seem to be worthy
of praise will vanish without trace sooner or later. Todorić’s Cabernet
Sauvignon varied in price several times over a single year, and then it
disappeared from the shelves of his stores. The wine must have been
deemed too good for packaging in boxes, and so it ended up in
overpriced bottles. One way or another, I am back to drinking
Macedonian wines in the Croatia capital. Some of them are now
available in boxes, which makes them quite practical, too. And this is
how things are likely to stay. The way I feel at present, Croatian
winemakers can go to hell. Todorić included, it goes without saying.
Public Friend No. 1, my ass.
Addendum II (October 25, 2017)
Well, well. As of late, Todorić is far from a public friend, let alone the
first among the lucky bunch. Together with some of his closest
associates, he is facing jail. As it turns out, his vast conglomerate is
but a nest of corruption and organized crime. Surprise, surprise. This
is Croatia, after all. Which is why I am hardly worried about Todorić.
As for his Cabernet Sauvignon, it is anyone’s guess. I would not be
surprised to see it never again. I can only hope another public friend
will appear on the scene soon enough and offer a wine of similar ilk.
With some luck, its price may be right on the money, as well.
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REGULARS (March 5, 2013)
As I am exchanging greetings with other regulars at the Kolding Caffe,
I unexpectedly see myself from their vantage point. All they can see is
an old man forever drinking Guinness, smoking a cigar, banging into
his Apple laptop, and exchanging greetings with regulars like him.
They could easily guess that I am retired, for they see me only during
the working hours. From my sportswear, my knapsack, and my laptop
they could also guess that I must have earned my retirement abroad,
most likely in America. And that is about all they could guess without
talking to me, which would never cross their minds. This is Zagreb,
after all. As to my writing, they could guess that I am a great fan of
social networks, such as Facebook. As few of them are likely to have
their own blogs, that would be the only guess off the mark. But they
would be guessing no more, for the old man over there in the corner
would hardly warrant any further thought on their part. And that is just
as I like it. Zagreb has its own advantages, no doubt.
TOO LONG A STORY (March 7, 2013)
I cannot take my eyes off the face of a man sitting several tables away
from my table in the Kolding Caffe. He looks just like the mayor of
Motovun. A spitting image, no less. The only palpable difference is
that he smiles readily as he talks to a big-breasted woman at his table.
On occasion he even laughs. The mayor would rarely, if ever, sprout a
smile under such circumstances, let alone laugh. Wearing a gray suit
and a dark-blue tie, the man I am looking at strikes me as a bureaucrat,
as well. And I am dying to approach him with a few straightforward
questions. “Do you hail from Medjimurje by any chance?” I would
not be surprised if he did. “Are you perhaps of Hungarian origin?”
Once again, I would expect he was. “Is your family name not
Vugrinec?” It would be marvelous to see the surprise on his face as he
squinted and stammered: “Have we ever met?” How could I explain to
him my obsession, though? How could I explain the misery his face is
associated with? Too long a story, to be sure.
LIKE A CONTRACT (March 11, 2013)
A few tables from mine in the Kolding Caffe there sits a man in his
forties with a tablet computer in his hands. From where I am sitting,
he is working on a text that looks very like my own: a long series of
brief paragraphs with punchy titles. Thus I start looking at him with
growing interest. But it does not take me long to become disappointed
with his looks. Short and chubby, he is rapidly balding. Round and
droopy, his face is on the ugly side. His small, round eyes are the
greatest disappointment, though. There is no sign of intelligence in
them. Actually, he looks like a pig. How in the world could he be
working on a text that resembles mine? And then he picks up his
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mobile phone and starts talking about the text he has been working on.
As it turns out, it is a contract. I am relieved at first, but then I freak
out. Gosh, my text looks like a contract! Who with, though? With my
own self, it goes without saying.
REPLACED BY MUGGERS (March 11, 2013)
Beggars are a growing nuisance in central Zagreb. It is not the best
time to complain, though. The way things are shaping, they may soon
be replaced by muggers.
TRANSVESTITES (March 12, 2013)
A surprising number of women in their mid-fifties in central Zagreb
look like transvestites. My beloved alerted me to this phenomenon
some years ago, and I have enjoyed it ever since. As I write, I am
quite fascinated by one of them sitting not far from me in the Kolding
Caffe. Her long hair dyed bright red, she is impossible to miss. As
well as not to relish. Tall and brawny, she is endowed with a huge
nose, high cheeks, furrowed forehead, and crumpled skin around her
drooping mouth and down her thick neck. Dressed to kill and casting
languid glances around her all the while, she definitely looks like a
man in drag. Wearing a tight dress with a leopard pattern, which has
been the rage in the Croatian capital for nearly a year, she has done her
best to make her oversized breasts prominent. So much so, in fact, that
they look like a fancy accessory. Excessive makeup and fake
eyelashes complete the picture. The rugged peasant face she is doing
her best to hide is shining through in spite of all her efforts. It is easy
to imagine her felling a tree on some hilltop, chopping it into logs, and
dragging them to her thatched hovel nearby. Pure delight! God bless
the many transvestites of central Zagreb.
CROATIA VERSUS SERBIA (March 22, 2013)
There will be an important soccer match in Zagreb this evening. It is
so important that I could not figure out who was playing whom from
the scraps of news coming my way. It is mentioned only obliquely on
the website of my Internet-service provider, which I have to visit to get
to my electronic mail. Realizing that the faint echoes of the match
wafting my way only suggest its importance, I just checked it out on
the World Wide Web. As it turns out, it will be Croatia versus Serbia
in qualifications for the world cup in Brazil next year. And I froze at
the news. It is not yet noon, but I can already hear the shouting in the
street. I can already see the soccer fans draped in Croatian flags. I can
already feel the nationalistic fervor ahead. As far as I am concerned,
this is the pits. Nay, the pits of the pits. Pace Dante.
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Addendum (March 23, 2013)
Croatia won two to zero yesterday evening. There was much
celebration. I am not sure how many more victories are needed to
qualify for Brazil, but hopes are high at the moment. There is even
talk of a medal. Anyhow, central Zagreb was amazing to witness
during the match. It was empty. And eerily quiet. There were few
people in the streets and squares of the pedestrian area. Most of them
were middleaged women. Also, there were few cars in the streets
surrounding the area. Most of them were taxis. “Now I know how to
solve the traffic problem in the city,” I told my beloved. “Ah,” she
cracked a smile, “not even soccer could engage so many people for
very long.” Be that as it may, the pedestrian area was jammed after the
match once again. But the couple of hours of peace were no less than
magical. Under the circumstances, even I could turn into a soccer fan.
THE CROATIAN CHESSBOARD (March 22, 2013)
I feel awkward in the Bulldog Pub after a long pause. Besides, I stand
out in the crowd. I am among the very few guys not wearing the
Croatian chessboard today.
GREATEST CRIMINALS (March 26, 2013)
An elderly man sitting several tables away from mine at the Kolding
Caffe is reading one of the leading Croatian newspapers. He is holding
it up and away from himself. The front page blares that twenty-eight
greatest criminals have Croatian passports.
Apparently, these
documents are relatively easy to get on the black market. I have no
idea how this number has been arrived at, or how many among
criminals are considered greatest in this world of ours, but my first
thought is surprising in itself. Namely, it flashes through my mind that
I do not have a Croatian passport any longer. I let it expire last year.
Therefore, I cannot possibly be among the greatest criminals. Phew!
MY TABLE (April 19, 2013)
A bunch of wise old men are gabbing at a neighboring table at
Charlie’s. They grab my ear from time to time. But I soon turn to a
fly strutting around my table.
ORA ET LABORA (April 24, 2013)
Thus the title of the last album by Marko Perković, known to all as
Thompson, a right-leaning Croatian singer of renown. Today he was
signing it in a popular record shop in the center of Zagreb, and there
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was a long queue of his fans leading to it. When I walked past the
crowd, I saw a huge ad for the album in the shop window. It showed
an eagle with its wings spread wide, the Croatian coat of arms
exploding in space, and a small shield bearing the Latin motto in the
grasp of the eagle’s talons. It is associated with Saint Benedict, of all
people, and it urges combining individual zeal and formulaic
institutionalism. Nationalistic to boot, regularly dressed in black and
surrounded by Croatian flags, close to the top brass of the Croatian
Catholic Church, and often associated with Ustashas of World War II
fame, Thompson seems to be telling his fans that their time is coming,
but that the glory must not be rushed. Pray and work in the
meanwhile, that is. To my shame, I have always liked Saint Benedict’s
motto. More, I have often taken it as my own.
SO PLEASING (April 25, 2013)
The weather is so pleasing this morning that I am all alone in the
Kolding Caffe. There is not a soul in sight. Even the waiters are out in
the street, where there are several tables on a narrow platform along
the sunlit sidewalk. To get a pretty good idea of the weather in the
Croatian capital, a camera in one of the popular watering holes in the
center of the city would be perfectly sufficient. The thinner the crowd,
the more pleasing the weather. And vice versa. An occasional nut like
my humble self would only spoil the picture.
THE BECKETTIANS (April 25, 2013)
Central Zagreb is crawling with caricatures of all sorts, but I am losing
interest in them. Fake businessmen and intellectuals, glamorous actors
and politicians, as well as imagined beauties of all descriptions are a
dime a dozen in these parts. As of late, I am turning my attention to
those born between the two world wars instead. Here is a man in his
early nineties walking out of his apartment building with a cane and
mumbling to himself. His oversized dark glasses I can spot in a crowd.
Over there is a woman in her late eighties dragging a grocery bag to
her apartment building and grimacing incongruously all the while. Her
pace is so slow and her step so hesitant that everyone else has hard
time walking around her. And over yonder there is a couple in their
mid-eighties stumbling on crutches. Their eyes glued to the pavement,
they are on their way to their apartment building just around the
corner. I can recognize most of them at a glance, but few of them pay
any attention to anyone on their way. The Beckettians, as I like to call
them. Caricatures that they have undoubtedly become, they are real.
As real as caricatures can ever get. They know this part of the
Croatian capital by heart, and they can still tell many a wonderful story
about their early days in the Thirties or even Twenties, when they used
to play in the streets and courtyards behind the apartment buildings
built not so long before their birth, perhaps by their own parents.
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Indeed, the mumbling old man looks Jewish, the grimacing old woman
looks either Czech or Slovak, and the stumbling couple on crutches
looks Hungarian. And I feel fortunate to see the Beckettians on their
daily round. Mumbling, grimacing, and stumbling past my favorite
watering holes day after day.
CHANGE DIRECTION (May 1, 2013)
Croatian labor unions organized a big demonstration in Zagreb today.
“Change direction” is their loud advice to the government. All the
government seems to be doing at present is squeezing the last dime out
of the people to feed its many employees. Demonstrators assembled in
one of the city squares and walked to the main square, where a crowd
already awaited them. It was amazing to experience the square filling
up. My beloved and I started by standing in the very center. It was
noon when the demonstrators came in with signs and flags in their
hands. Many of the signs were against capitalism as such. Moving
against the current, we left the square by the time it was brimming full.
I cannot judge how many people were there, but I have never seen the
main square so jammed. I wonder what the government will do in
response to the labor unions’ challenge, though. Change direction?
But how?
Addendum (May 2, 2013)
According to the Croatian media, there were “at least” twentythousand people in the main Zagreb square yesterday. It is a wild
guess, of course. Interestingly, there was no police anywhere around,
for they would surely come up with a more sturdy estimate. Say, at
least five-thousand more than the current one. At any rate, the decision
to let the demonstrators be controlled by their own guards was
undoubtedly a wise one on the part of the government. The police
could only create trouble in the crowd. Croatia is moving along, no
doubt. A peaceful demonstration like yesterday’s is a clear sign of the
country’s progress. God only knows, but the government may even
make an attempt to change direction, as well. I still wonder how,
though.
HOW EVIL (May 6, 2013)
A few tables from mine in the Kolding Caffe there lounges a couple in
their late twenties. He wears a prim gray suit and an even primmer
purple tie, and she is dressed in black from head to toe. She keeps
rearranging her long and wavy hair, pushing out her breasts, and
laughing in a coarse sort of way. He is in her clutches already, but she
keeps casting languorous glances at all the other men around her. An
unmatched beauty in her own eyes, she is not wasting her time on a
sure catch. And then she bursts out laughing in the coarsest of
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manners while he grins gullibly at her. “How evil you are!” she croons
loudly to the hapless young man and rearranges her hair once again
before casting yet another amorous glance at all the men around. I do
my best to stare at the screen of my laptop. How evil, indeed.
THE PRECISION (May 8, 2013)
There is a Picasso exhibition in Zagreb. It opened in late March and it
will close in early July. My beloved and I have long decided to see it,
but it has taken us a while to decide exactly when. Last night we
crossed that threshold at last. We will see it either today or tomorrow
afternoon. That decided, this morning I checked the exhibition on the
World Wide Web to get a feeling of what was on offer. One of the
first websites I came upon offered all the information I needed: there
are over six-hundred and seventy million euros worth of his works on
display. I love the precision, but I especially love the old “over” in this
context. In short, now I know quite exactly what my beloved and I
will see today or tomorrow. Besides, the amount specified is but a
conservative estimate of the exhibition’s actual value. That is, the
works on display might well be worth as much as five-million euros
more than specified. Wow! I shudder at the thought that my beloved
and I could have missed such a wonderful opportunity.
PUBLIC ART (May 10, 2013)
There are a couple of sculptures by one of the contemporary Croatian
artists of renown right in the center of Zagreb. His name is immaterial
in this case, but he is hailed as one of the very best. One sculpture has
been refurbished recently, and the other is entirely new. Both have
been devastated by inscriptions, shoe marks, and pieces of paper
advertising all sorts of things in less than a week. Puzzled, today I
walked all around Zagreb in search of public art of less recent vintage.
Has it been devastated, as well? To my amazement, I found nothing of
this kind. Most of the public art around the city is in perfectly good
shape. Even the pieces that are within reach of all and sundry, as well
as out of sight of the watchful authorities, bear no signs of abuse. In
the worst case, people occasionally touch sculptures on display, thus
leaving a glowing mark of their attentions. It took me a while to
understand what public art entails nowadays. As it turns out, it is
meant to be devastated by inscriptions, shoe marks, and pieces of paper
advertising all sorts of things. Contemporary art is truly public. At
long last, everyone is an artist, too.
Addendum (December 9, 2016)
Ivan Kožarić is the vaunted artist’s name. The first sculpture
mentioned in this piece is “The Grounded Sun” (1971). The other is
“The Red Sign” (1969), which appeared in the center of Zagreb only in
148

2013. Born in 1921, Kožarić is one of the most celebrated Croatian
artists. Why? I am stumped. As far as contemporary art is concerned,
Croatia is one of the weirdest countries on the planet. Worst is best, as
it were.
QUADRUVIUM, AGAIN (May 12, 2013)
Today I chanced upon Daša Drndić, a Croatian writer of renown, in the
center of Zagreb. We know each other since our childhood in
Belgrade. Our parents used to be friends, too. Now she lives in
Rijeka, one of the three cities that mark the tips of the Istrian triangle.
I knew that her father, Ljubo, was originally from Karojba near
Motovun, but today she mentioned that he was buried there, as well.
“Do you know where the name of the place comes from?” I asked her
out of the blue. She did not, but she was interested. “Quadruvium,” I
beamed at her, “which stands for crossroads in Latin!” She was
delighted, but her father’s birthplace did not seem to be very close to
her heart. Otherwise, she would have come across my piece on the
subject already, which has been long available on the World Wide
Web (“Quadruvium,” November 16, 2005).
THE MOST ELEGANT MAN IN ZAGREB (June 4, 2013)
Once or twice a month, I see a good-looking man at the Kolding Caffe.
In his late forties and graying in places, he appears to be tanned at first
sight, but it is clear that this is his natural complexion. Of medium
height but trim and elegantly dressed, he looked to me as a Turk from
the very beginning. He drinks only tea, but I also catch a Turkish word
or two from him whenever he sits close to my table. The Turkish
embassy is two blocks away, as well. This morning I saw him again.
Wearing a dark-blue suit, a pale-blue shirt, and a pale-purple tie, he
struck me is the most elegant man in Zagreb. And no kidding. The
way he carries himself, as well as the way he talks and gestures, fits his
clothing quite perfectly, too. He is civilized beyond compare. But
why am I going on and on about this man? Why do I care about
elegance and civilized demeanor, anyway? Because I am sure that he
must a torn in the hide of many a Croatian man who aspires to
elegance and posh manners. In these parts, such features are not
associated with Turks. Far from it. They are supposed to wield
scimitars and growl ferociously from horseback. Surprise, surprise.
KINO EUROPA (June 6, 2013)
There are no diphthongs in the Croatian language. This is not a
problem with Croatian words, but it occasionally becomes one with
foreign words or words of foreign origin. For instance, Europe is
called Europa in Croatian. It is spelled just like in German, but the
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“eu” diphthong is not pronounced. Europa thus becomes something
like Eooropa, rather than Oyropa, as in German. I am annoyed with it
no end. Whenever I have to write “Europe” in Croatian, which I avoid
like the plague, I go for “Euuuropa” as a fitting caricature of the subcontinent’s name. In English, this would be pronounced “Eoooropa,”
of course. By the way, it is no better in Serbian, where Europe is
rendered as Evropa. Ouch! No diphthongs in Serbian, either. But
why am I going on and on about all this? The story is kind of silly, but
here it is. One of my favorite watering holes in Zagreb is the café
attached to Kino Europa or Cinema Europe. It is a rather popular
place. I never mention it, though. Never ever. The very name of the
place gives me the creeps. At long last, I am spitting it out, and in full,
but I promise to mention it never again. So help me.
BAD LUCK (June 12, 2013)
In the Kolding Caffe, I am sitting next to six loud women in their
sixties and seventies chatting about mobile phones and computers.
The definition of bad luck.
A SLAVE OF FASHION (June 13, 2013)
There is a short and skinny woman in her late sixties or early seventies
who comes to the Kolding Caffe many times every day, walks in small,
bouncy steps toward a large television screen dedicated to fashion
shows, watches whatever is on for a few seconds, and leaves the place
in small, bouncy steps. Wearing thick glasses, she never looks at
anyone sitting around, and she pays the waiters no attention
whatsoever. Every now and then she waves toward the screen with a
small smile on her haggard face or dismisses it with a quick frown and
a brisk wave of her bony hand, but she never sits down. Each time she
comes around she wears different clothing, most of which is rather
musty and on the ridiculous side. She must be into fashion in her own
way. It appears that the shows forever on the screen give her ideas of
what to wear next. And she must be living close by, where she has
loads of old clothing to choose from in many a moldy cupboard. A
slave of fashion, she is doing her best to keep in step with Paris,
Milano, and New York.
A DEADLY PURSUIT (June 22, 2013)
Close friends once upon a time, Vesna Pusić and I do not even greet
each other in the street any longer. Zilch. Another proof that politics
is a deadly pursuit.
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“EUROPEANS ONCE AGAIN IN EUROPE” (June 24, 2013)
Thus a huge poster I just spotted on the main Zagreb square. And in
English. It announces an exhibition of paintings going back a century
or so. The venue is the Modern Gallery a few streets south from the
square. And the opening is on the day Croatia joins the European
Union. Whence the acerbic title of the exhibition, of course. But the
selection of paintings on the poster is rather stunning. One of them
shows a pale man with a monocle and a top hat. Another shows a
pudgy lady with an elaborate hat. Yet another shows an artist with
bushy hair next to his easel. And so on, and so forth. The only trouble
is that most of the people depicted in the selected paintings look
German or Hungarian. Or perhaps even Bohemian. Predictably, not a
single peasant with unmistakable Slavonian or Dalmatian features is
selected for the upcoming exhibition. Europeans once again in Europe,
my ass. Rather, the Croatian complex on public display.
Addendum I (June 25, 2013)
When I went to the World Wide Web in search of further information
about the exhibition and its crafty curator, I found nothing. In fact, the
only item found under the exhibition’s title is this piece of my own.
The Modern Gallery is an amazing place, no doubt. Its website has
nothing on offer about the plucky exhibition less than a week before its
opening. At first I thought that the poster I saw on the main Zagreb
square was a spoof of some kind, but it is much more likely that the
explanation is elsewhere. Sloth and stupidity at the Modern Gallery,
that is. The Croatian complex has a long way to go.
Addendum II (July 1, 2013)
This morning I went to the Modern Gallery. I explained to the
receptionist that I came to see the exhibition entitled “Europeans Once
Again in Europe,” which was to open today. She gave me a strange
look. Seeing that she had no idea what I was talking about, I explained
that I had learned about the exhibition from a poster that was hung on
the main Zagreb square for several days. “Oh,” she perked up at last,
“that’s only a poster!” And then she added that it was about their
permanent exhibition, which was all about Croatia’s place in Europe.
“But it is free today,” she smiled happily. I thanked the receptionist
and left the gallery without much ado. One more mystery solved.
“LATE FOR THE PARTY: NO JOY IN CROATIA’S EU
ACCESSION” (June 26, 2013)
Thus Der Spiegel today. “Croatia becomes a member of the EU next
week,” explains the newspaper. “But with Zagreb likely to need
urgent subsidies from Brussels, is the small Eastern European country
ready for accession?” A good question, too. As the article points out,
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it is unlikely that Croatia will benefit from the accession, either. A
deep economic crisis has battered the country for the last five years,
and it will take a while to put things right once again. But the article
then turns to the feelings in Croatia itself. Polls show that only about
forty percent of Croats welcome the accession. The rest of them feel
that they are showing up too late for the party. And the article goes on
and on this vein. The trouble is that it is right on the money. Perhaps
the only thing missing is that the Union itself is in the doldrums. But
the newspaper dedicated an entire article today to Angela Merkel’s
vanishing enthusiasm for European integration.
The German
chancellor was due to come to Zagreb for the celebration of Croatia’s
accession, but she cancelled the trip this morning. With friends like
these, the future for this small country is indeed grim.
FANTASTIC ZAGREB (June 28, 2013)
Yesterday I spotted a man in a long brown raincoat, brown hat, and
dark glasses. He looked a bit weird even before he came closer, when
I saw that his head was wrapped in white bandages. Not a bit of his
skin or hair was on view. “A weirdo?” I frowned. “Or perhaps a
character from some show coming up soon?” As I was sitting today in
one of my favorite watering holes in the center of Zagreb, a woman
walking past left a magazine of some kind on my table. Saying not a
word, she was already gone when I realized that she left it on every
table around me. I leafed through the magazine, and it struck me as an
invitation to a film festival of some kind. But then I came to a comic
strip set in the Croatian capital. “Fantastic Zagreb,” it blared in
English. I leafed through it, and I presently came across the man
whose head was wrapped in white bandages. “I was right yesterday,” I
sighed. Although skillfully drawn, the comic strip was not exactly to
my taste, and so I left it unread. When I left the place, I left the
magazine on the table. Some mysteries are best left unsolved.
Fantastic Zagreb is surely one of them.
Addendum (June 19, 2015)
The same man in a long brown raincoat, brown hat, and dark glasses
appeared in the same watering hole today. This time he appeared in
person, though. Just like the first time I spotted him, his head was
wrapped in white bandages. He walked around the café at a slow pace.
Every now and then, he would stop and stare at some table or another.
And then a beggar approached him out of the blue with his open hand
extended. The bandaged man just stared at the beggar before he gave
up and left a bit disgruntled. Fantastic Zagreb, to be sure. Beggars
included, too.
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“GOODBYE!” (June 30, 2013)
The center of Zagreb is crawling with television crews this morning.
Typically, one man holds a microphone while the other wields a
camera. Some cameras are small, but others are pretty large. If there
is a third man in the crew, he carries all sorts of things needed by the
other two. As my beloved and I were strolling around after our
morning coffee, several of these crews approached us with grins on
their faces. “Good day,” the man with the microphone always said in
Croatian. “Do you speak English?” The English was invariably
awkward. An Eastern European accent was discernible more often
than not. But my answer was always loud and clear as we kept
walking: “Goodbye!” And in Croatian. The crews that approached us
looked surprised by our unwillingness to say a thing or two about
Croatia’s entry into the European Union. For some reason, they
expected enthusiasm all around. It will take them some time to fully
appreciate the prescience of my boisterous answer.
ACCESSION EVE (June 30, 2013)
The Croatian capital is hopping this evening. There is music, fast
food, speeches, limelight, fireworks, and lots more. For there is one
and only accession eve.
HIP HIP HOORAY! (July 1, 2013)
Croatia is in the European Union at long last. Hooray! Having thus
celebrated the event, albeit briefly, what do I expect in the months and
years to come? There are three things that immediately come to mind,
but I will be rather brief once again. To begin with, I foresee a gradual
disappearance of the highest Croatian authority concerned with
corruption and organized crime. Having exhausted its purpose in the
protracted and cumbersome accession process, it will be history in a
year or two. Next, I foresee an appearance of far-right organizations
along the lines of those now resurgent in Hungary and Slovakia, for
example. Unconstrained by meddlesome bureaucrats in Brussels and
buttressed by the omnipresent Catholic church, black columns will be
parading again in the main Zagreb square. Last, I foresee a gradual but
relentless disappearance of the best and the brightest among the
Croatian youth. Free to roam like their forebears, they will seek their
fortunes in northwestern Europe, and especially in friendly Germany.
Everything else will remain about the same. Hip hip hooray!
Addendum I (February 26, 2015)
So far, my prophecy is coming along quite well. Going backwards, a
large number of young people have left Croatia already. In addition,
the best and the brightest among the professions are disappearing, as
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well. Most notably, physicians are leaving the country in droves.
Next, I just read that the minister of internal affairs, who belongs to the
social democrats, has prohibited a major display of the Croatian black
columns on the main square in Zagreb. Sooner or later, the columns
will parade without his interference, though, as the present government
is not likely to survive for long. Turning to the Croatian authority
concerned with corruption and organized crime last, it has already
become o toy in the hands of leading politicians. They are using it for
their own petty purposes. It is only a matter of time before such abuse
will be deemed irresponsible and the authority will be reduced to a
caricature of its present self. In other words, my prophecy is working
well, and I am most happy about it. Slowly but surely, Croatia is
visibly becoming what it has always been: a historical accident on the
edges of the civilized world.
Addendum II (October 21, 2015)
So many months after the first addendum, my prophecy from a bit less
than two years ago is proving right on the money. Black columns are
on display in the capital of Croatia. Several days ago, they appeared
right in front of the government buildings in the upper town. Their
leader, who miraculously escaped jail in spite of his many well-known
crimes during the war of independence, explained that the black
uniforms were their for their elegance. More important, the highest
Croatian authority concerned with corruption and organized crime has
become a joke lately. The former prime minister is out of jail already.
Amazingly, it was the Constitutional Court of Croatia, the highest legal
authority in the country, which freed him on account of some legal
problems with several cases raised against him. In short, everything is
out in the open now that the country is a full member of the European
Union. And the Union is pretty powerless when it comes to this
historical accident on the edges of the civilized world. As for the
future, no prophecies are needed. Croatia is in tight embrace of its
bloody past. Alleluia!
Addendum III (January 14, 2022)
The results of the last Croatian census, conducted in the summer of
2021, are out at long last. And the media in the country are going
crazy about them. Croatia has shrunk by more than nine percent since
the last census, which was conducted in 2011. The population of the
country has been reduced by close to four-hundred-thousand. Now it
stands at three-million and a bit less than nine-hundred-thousand
inhabitants. In addition to high death rate and low birth rate,
emigration is to blame for the drop. Most of the emigrants are young
people, and the bulk of them can now be found in Germany and
Ireland. Most important, it is Croatia’s entry into the European Union
that is behind the rampant emigration. As far as I am concerned, that is
actually the best piece of news about the country’s accession to the
Union. Its youth now has a chance of a normal life, as it were. They
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are subjects of moronic politics and bungling administration no longer,
not to mention corruption and organized crime that remain endemic in
Croatia. All in all, the Union has been a blessing for the youth in this
miserable country that is bound to remain nowhere as long as it
manages to persist on the map of Europe. Hip hip hooray!
SOMETHING IN THE AIR (July 1, 2013)
There is much kidding around the Croatian capital today. “Have you
noticed anything peculiar?” people ask each other with funny
expressions on their faces. “I have, I have,” the usual answer goes. “I
feel quite different today.” After much nodding and grinning, the
conversation continues in the same vein. “Ever since midnight, “ the
story goes, “I feel like a new man.” “Yeah, yeah,” it continues, “there
is something in the air.” “That’s exactly it,” grins go all around. “No
doubt whatsoever, there is something in the air.” And so on, and so
forth. Wherever you turn, people report experiences that are entirely
new to them. “Weird,” people laugh quietly as they lift their
eyebrows, “something is definitely in the air!” If Europe is ever
mentioned, it is only among the least sophisticated.
“CROATIA JOINS EU AMID STRAINS” (July 1, 2013)
Thus The Wall Street Journal today. “Blue-and-gold European Union
flags were hoisted around the capital’s main square as the small Balkan
country marked its official entry into the Europe’s club of
democracies,” explains the newspaper. Much of the article is
dedicated to the poor shape of Croatia’s economy, which is joining the
Union during one of the worst “recessions” in the sub-continent’s
history. But the newspaper makes an unfortunate faux pas it cannot
possibly be aware of: it is referring to Croatia as “a small Balkan
country.” Goodness gracious! If there is any reason for many Croats
to celebrate their country’s accession to the Union at this particular
time, it is the feeling that it is thereby leaving the treacherous
peninsula. And for good. But the newspaper has spelled it out for all
to see. Which is why I almost feel sorry for my, well, countrymen.
Alas, geography is destiny!
ABOUT ZAGREB (July 1, 2013)
“Do you have any books in Latin?” I asked in many bookshops today.
“Cicero or Julius Caesar?” I found nothing at all. Now, what does this
tell you about Zagreb?
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Addendum (July 2, 2013)
I got lucky today in an antiquarian bookshop not far from the center of
Zagreb. And I found precisely what I was looking for. The first book
is Caesar’s De bello civili, and the second is Cicero’s Pro Tito Annio
Milone. G. Freytag published both books in Leipzig. The first came
out in 1893, and the second in 1894. Interestingly, the publisher had a
partner in Vienna and Prague. F. Tempsky was his name. Together,
they came up with many classics in Latin, which are listed at the
beginning of each book. Ah, that was the time! Between wars, people
were given to learning across Europe. And in the original, too. At any
rate, the Croatian capital boasts of a few antiquarian bookshops worth
visiting. Alleluia!
Addendum II (July 4, 2013)
I returned to the same antiquarian bookshop this morning in search of
more books in Latin. And I got lucky once again with a book in two
volumes published in 1890 by F. Tempsky in Vienna, Prague, and
Leipzig. It is a collection of works by Cornelius Tacitus under a
wonderful title: Opera quae supersunt. It sounds very like a precursor
to my Residua, which makes me a bit jealous of Tacitus. The works
that remain, indeed. At any rate, now I have much reading to do.
Although I am struggling through Latin, I occasionally discover
phrases that make my heart soar. I cannot but hope that I will get the
hang of the language in due time. Cuivis dolori remedium est
patientia.
Addendum III (July 5, 2013)
Before my trip to Motovun, I returned to the antiquarian bookshop
once again. And I bought one more book published in 1894 by F.
Tempsky in Vienna and Prague. It is Caius Sallustius Crispus’ Bellum
iugurthinum. For better or worse, this was the last book from the same
publishers on offer, for I would not be able to stop myself before
buying them all. But my quest for books in Latin is sure to continue.
By and by, I will have a library to reckon with. My mastery of the
language will improve in time, as well. If only I could start writing in
Latin one fine day. What better way to ensure that only the most
promising among my readers can follow my idle ruminations?
FUCK THE FUTURE (July 4, 2013)
As usual, we are having our morning coffee at the Hemingway Bar.
The waitress is quite boisterous this morning. “How are things?” she
asks us. “Well,” I produce a crooked smile, “we’re struggling.”
“What about?” “The future,” I pucker my mouth playfully. “Ah,” she
waves her hand dismissively, “there ain’t such a thing here!” We all
laugh. Fuck the future, indeed.
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WITCHCRAFT INCARNATE (September 9, 2013)
Tomo Vinščak, a friend from the Anthropology Department at the
University of Zagreb, is dead. This I just learned from a Facebook
message that somehow found its way to the inbox of my electronic
mail even though I abandoned the sprawling social network years ago.
Among other things, he studied witchcraft, which he found to be alive
and well in Istria. We met through Ivo Vrtarić, who died last year, but
we connected through shamanism, witchcraft incarnate. That is,
geometric art, trance, the spirit world, and much more beside. He
invited me to talk at a few gatherings of his colleagues from Zagreb
and elsewhere, and my talks were always received well by them.
Anyhow, Tomo was only sixty-two. And Ivo would have been sixtyfour today. All of a sudden, I feel kind of guilty, for I am sixty-seven
already. To my surprise, though, I find instant solace in shamanism.
Of the three of us, I am the only one who has tasted of it beyond art
and science. Actually, I am the only one who has tasted of it for true.
Although I find myself ever so slightly frightened by my unexpected
thoughts, they give me some comfort, as well. Pace Tomo and Ivo,
old friends.
STICKING TO HOME (September 18, 2013)
After nearly two months spent in Motovun, Zagreb strikes me as
somewhat different than I expected to find it upon my return. To begin
with, I feel a growing distaste for most of my favorite watering holes in
the Croatian capital. Nothing much has changed in them, with the
exception of a few waiters, but I still find myself wondering how much
longer would I keep returning to them. Next, I am somewhat
distracted by the number of people I happen to know in the center of
the city, many of whom I no less than avoid. Even hasty exchanges of
greetings are too much for me at this stage. I would much prefer if I
knew no-one at all. Finally, I am getting a bit anxious about the
predictability of the urban scene. Wherever I venture, I can tell almost
exactly what will happen next. Over and over again, as well.
Uncharacteristically, I seem to be getting more and more bored by the
place of my birth. In its defense, it is possible that all of the above
complaints have to do mostly, if not even only, with the weather. It
has been cold, wet, and gray for days, which may well explain my ever
more palpable discomfort. Indeed, it might be the right time of year
for sticking to home. Which is what I have been doing most of the day
today.
THE BLUEHEAD (September 20, 2013)
While I was living in the States, old ladies were often called
“blueheads” on account of the blue rinse they put in their hair. They
would go overboard on occasion, and the blue in their hair would shine
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to high heaven. By the time I moved to Britain, even men started using
the blue rinse. The same holds for my move to Croatia, which is
catching up with the rest of the world. Blueheads are spreading, and
occasional excesses in the amount of rinse are spreading, as well. But
the bluehead who sits a few tables from me in the Kolding Caffe this
morning takes the prize! A man in his mid-sixties, he screwed up with
the hair rinse in a spectacular way. The blue cannot be missed from a
couple of blocks away. The bluehead for true. He will be remembered
far and wide for quite some time. And blueheads will turn much more
careful with the hair rinse for years to come.
NOTHING BUT YOGA (October 15, 2013)
Walking through the center of Zagreb, I just chanced past Predrag
Matvejević, one of the foremost Croatian writers still up and about.
We greet each other whenever we meet, and we occasionally exchange
a few words, but I made sure I went past him unnoticed. And what is
the reason for my reluctance to greet him or talk with him? I saw in
the pockets of his raincoat the two leading Croatian newspapers. Both
pockets bulged out conspicuously. In his early eighties, he is still
reading the abominable crap. Put differently, he is still after
recognition. Disappointed, I felt kind of sorry for him. “Yoga,
Matvejević,” I whispered to myself, “nothing but yoga!”
Addendum (February 4, 2017)
Curious about Matvejević, who passed away a couple of days ago, I
browsed through a whole bunch of eulogies in Croatian and Bosnian
newspapers. This is how I learned that he actually used to be an ardent
practitioner of yoga. In an interview in celebration of his eightieth
birthday in 2012, he was asked about his longevity and youthful looks.
He replied that he had practiced yoga every morning for forty years
already. He added that he took a walk after dinner every evening. On
top of that, he spent between seven and eight hours working every
single day. Surprise, surprise. To the best of my recollection, though,
his youthful looks were nothing but an ingratiating invention by the
interviewer. Judging by this fretful piece of mine penned only a year
later, Matvejević should have practiced yoga day in and day out. And
nothing else besides.
THE GRAFFITI SCIENCE (October 16, 2013)
Graffiti tell a great deal about local prejudices, and Zagreb is no
exception in this regard. In fact, it is teeming with them from the
center to the most distant periphery. All sorts of bigotries are scribbled
all over the walls of the city. In particular, there is a soccer magnate of
some kind who seems to be detested by all. I think he is the owner of
one of the leading clubs, but soccer is surely the leading sport in
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Croatia. He is being called names on so many walls that one cannot
possibly miss him. Here he is called a thief, there a gay, and over
yonder a Gypsy. But only in one place that I have spotted so far he is
called a Serb. And this graffito can be found in the very center of the
Croatian capital. I only wonder why some professor of social
psychology, sociology, or maybe even political science is not sending
his or her students around to analyze the lavish graffiti. Their size and
location would make a big difference, for sure. But the rarity of the
insulting name used would be of greatest importance, no doubt. The
graffiti science, to coin a term, would quickly expose all the local
prejudices, and especially those typical of the young, in the simplest
imaginable way. No boring questionnaires. No troublesome analysis,
either. As well as much fun for all involved.
EATING AN APPLE (October 17, 2013)
As I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe and sipping my drink, I find
myself staring at a man who is eating an apple several tables away. I
can almost hear the crunch. Fascinated by the sight, I start thinking
about my fascination. The man is eating an apple, and that is all there
is to it. Why am I staring at him? Only after some reflection I realize
that I have not seen anyone eating an apple for quite some time. This
is a rare sight, after all. Even children eat apples quite rarely
nowadays. Besides, those who still eat apples do this in the privacy of
their homes rather than in public, let alone in cafés. In short, I am
witnessing something that smacks of the past, which is receding quite
fast. One fine day, eating an apple in public will invite not only stares,
but consternation, as well. “Look,” people will say to each other, “that
man is eating an apple!” And they will all shake their heads in disquiet
bordering on disgust. “Yuckity yuck,” they will solemnly declare.
CHOOSY BEGGARS (October 17, 2013)
I am annoyed when beggars approach me with their sad stories in any
of my favorite watering holes in central Zagreb, but I am of two minds
when they pass me by without a word, which they do every now and
then. If I feel that they have skipped me because of my climbing gear,
knapsack and all, I feel kind of happy, for I feel that I have tricked
them into believing that I am a foreigner. But if I feel that they have
skipped me for any reason beyond my comprehension, I am annoyed.
Choosy beggars, I feel like complaining. What could be wrong with
me, I feel like asking them? Do I look too grumpy? Or do I look too
poor to have a few coins to spare? Anyhow, a beggar just passed me
by, and I got kind of annoyed at once. Enough so to report my puerile
feelings, at any rate. For crying out loud, I should feel happy
whenever a beggar skips me. As for the reasons, I should be oblivious
to them. Come to think of it, though, perhaps I indeed look too
grumpy even for beggars. Should I prepare a few coins for them, just
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in case? And should I sprout a bit of a smile whenever I spot them
approaching my table?
JASNA OMEJEC AND I (October 17, 2013)
As I was walking past a bookstore in Zagreb, a hefty book attracted my
attention. I stopped and looked a bit more closely. The book was
about the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms, as well as its application at the European
Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. “Hey,” I mumbled under my
breath, “this is something for me!” And then I checked the author. To
my amazement, it was Jasna Omejec, the President of the
Constitutional Court of Croatia. I wrote to her last year about my
misery with the Croatian courts, but she had never replied (“Vugrinec
versus Bon: A Letter to the President of the Constitutional Court of
Croatia Jasna Omejec,” July 18, 2012). I asked her for help with my
appeal to decisions of courts in Pazin and Pula, but I stressed that I was
concerned with a speedy decision of the highest court in Zagreb only
because I was eager to go to Strasbourg as soon as possible. Of course,
I had no idea she was an, as it were, expert on human rights herself.
Whence my surprise when I saw her name on the front cover of that
hefty book. I was about to enter the bookstore and check the publisher
and year of publication, but I decided against it quickly enough. My
only hope is in Strasbourg, anyhow. “Jasna Omejec and I have nothing
else in common than the damned country of birth,” I sighed and kept
walking. So much for human rights.
CONCERNED OBSERVERS (October 21, 2013)
As I am entering the main square in Zagreb, I notice a fat, old man
standing right in the middle of the pavement. His back is turned
toward me. Something is wrong with him, or so it seems. He is just
standing there, immobile. By the time I walk by him, I realize it is a
woman with huge breasts hanging over her bulging belly. In her
seventies, she does not dye her short hair, whence my mistake. A bit
concerned, I stop some distance away, turn around, and start watching
her. Is she ill? Does she need any assistance? But she starts walking
at some point, makes several steps, and then stops again. Soon I
realize that there is a clear pattern to her progress: she makes up to
twenty steps, and then she stands in place for a while. While standing,
she makes not a move. She is completely still as she stares in front of
herself. It seems that she is conserving her energy rather than feeling
ill. It does not take me long to figure out that she is going to the
marketplace right next to the main square. She is fine, I decide at last.
Only then I realize that someone could have gotten concerned about
me standing there and staring in front of myself. Am I ill? Do I need
any assistance? Indeed, the whole square could have been occupied by
concerned observers just like myself. Watching each other, they would
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have been concerned one and all. Remembering Daniil Kharms, I
chuckle to myself and start walking across the square at a clip.
“THE BIZARRE RITUALS OF FAMOUS GENIUSES” (October 23,
2013)
Thus Der Spiegel today. “One drank fifty cups of coffee a day,
another disappeared to a stone hut in the forest to compose,” elaborates
the newspaper. “Many celebrated geniuses have practiced quirk
everyday rituals to help them overcome the difficulties of creating
great works.” What attracted me to the article was the picture of
Marcel Proust, though. As it turned out, it was about a recent book by
a certain Mason Currey. Entitled Daily Rituals: How Artists Work
(New York: Knopf), it presents one-hundred and sixty-one portrait of
famous personalities. Along with Proust, among them are Mozart,
Beethoven, Thomas Mann, Kafka, Sartre, Balzac, Freud, Mahler,
Francis Bacon, and Mark Twain. From a quick glance at the article,
most of them are writers and composers. For Currey’s next edition,
which promises to be much larger, I would like to add a few words
about my own daily rituals. Carrying my laptop in my knapsack, I
make a daily round of Zagreb cafés with wireless access to the World
Wide Web. Sipping my drink, I write my pieces and post them on my
Residua website. This particular piece comes from the Kolding Caffe,
which is the first on my round. Good luck, Currey!
G-STRING BLUES (October 24, 2013)
Zagreb is crawling with women wearing G-strings. When the weather
is nice, as it has been for many days now, they can be seen left and
right. And especially when women bend forward for some reason.
This is what just happened to me as I was walking through the center
of the Croatian capital. The connection between the belt and buttock
strings popped up well above the tight pants worn by a woman in her
late teens or early twenties when she bent over to tie her shoelaces.
Yuck. For some reason, I am disgusted by this popular variety of
knickers. I have never seen a G-string after use, but I cannot wipe out
of my mind a yellowish or brownish segment of the buttock string just
above the triangle that is supposed to cover the cunt. For the asshole is
right behind it, and it can never be wiped clean without thorough
washing. A little bit of shit always stays there, and it must rub off onto
the string. Women surely have a problem with that nasty segment of
the string that goes between the buttocks. After a while, the yellowish
or brownish hew cannot be removed by washing the G-string, either.
Yuck, again. Alas, if only women made sure that their G-strings never
popped up for public inspection!
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ONLY AT LOW SPEED (October 25, 2013)
There are so few black people in Zagreb, that I was horrified a short
while ago to see one of them coming toward me at high speed. I
thought he had severe burns on his face, that is. Riding his bicycle at a
clip, he appeared quite suddenly and grew ever bigger in front of me.
Coming straight from Africa, he was pretty black, too. To me, his face
appeared as one huge scab covering many a deep wound. Ouch. This
particular encounter notwithstanding, I am always no less than
delighted to see a black man or woman in the Croatian capital. And I
would love to see many more of them, especially from Africa. Only at
low speed, please.
MEDICA (October 28, 2013)
As I am sitting in the Kolding Caffe and sipping my drink, my eyes
alight onto something written on an advertisement of some kind that
rests on my table. “Medica,” it says. The font is unusual, and it takes
me a while to get around it. The first reading of the word that crosses
my mind is “medical” in Latin. I am thus confused about the place of
such an advertisement in a café. It takes me a while to figure out that it
is about a brandy made from grapes and honey, or med in Croatian.
The “c” is pronounced as “ts” or “tz” in “tsar” or “tzar” in English.
Relieved at last, I try to understand my misunderstanding. Medica is a
popular drink in Istria, but it is kind of rare in Zagreb. Whence the
advertisement on my table, no doubt. After a couple of weeks away
from the peninsula, I have reverted to Latin, as it were. As I never tire
of saying, there is nothing stranger than the human mind. At least to a
human, it goes without saying.
HALLOWEEN (October 31, 2013)
Halloween is trumpeted all around Zagreb this morning. Carved
pumpkins can be seen in front of many doors and in many store
windows. Tomorrow is All Hallows’ Day or All Saints’ Day, which is
a public holiday in Croatia. It used to be celebrated by ardent
Catholics even under so-called communism, but it has grown in
importance since the country’s independence. Halloween is entirely
new in these parts, though. It came along with capitalism, as it were.
Once upon a time, carved pumpkins spelled America loud and clear,
and America was over yonder back then, but things have changed over
the last couple of decades. Commercial to boot, Halloween is similar
to Saint Valentine’s Day. Judging by the orange-and-black balloons
all around the Kolding Caffe, there will be a big party this evening.
The same holds for many a watering hole around the Croatian capital.
Drinks will come with a sweet discount, too. Come and be merry so as
to better remember your dead tomorrow morning!
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WHITE TRASH (October 31, 2013)
Croats love their motorcycles and cars to roar. The louder, the better.
I know nothing about how they do it, but they must adjust their exhaust
pipes in such a way that they make as much noise as possible. And no
kidding. More often than not, the loudest motorcycles and cars around
are far from the best performing or the most expensive. The
unbearable noise is but the cheapest substitute for the real stuff, which
few Croats can afford nowadays. Which started me thinking about my
experiences in both the States and Britain. Especially in the States, but
Britain was not far behind, vehicles were primarily used for getting
from one place to another. As far as I can remember, if anyone
attempted to show off with vehicles at their command, it was the socalled white trash. That is, the lower social strata living on the fringes
of respectable society. And so it is with Croats, I reckon. New to
motorcycles and cars of any worth, they do their best by fiddling with
exhaust pipes. Alas, the white trash of Europe!
FREE TRANSPORT (November 1, 2013)
After so many years, Zagreb still surprises on occasion. On our way to
lunch, we walked toward the main square, and we discovered a long
line of people walking at a slower pace than the two of us. “Perhaps
there is free food ahead,” suggested my beloved hesitantly. Perplexed,
we followed the line. It came to the middle of the square and then
swung toward the market behind it. “They must be going toward the
cathedral,” my beloved changed her mind. Soon we discovered that
they were going past the cathedral, where a long line of buses awaited
them. “Ah,” my beloved figured it out at last, “they are going to the
main cemetery!” Neither of us have seen such a line ever before.
“Sorry,” I asked a fellow in the bus company uniform, “how long has
this sort of thing been happening in Zagreb?” He could not remember
the exact year, but his company had been providing free transport to
the main cemetery since the mid-Nineties at least. The city subsidizes
the whole thing. “Gosh,” I commented the long line, “even Croats can
be brought to order!” “Yes,” the fellow in the uniform chuckled, “but
only if the service is free.” We laughed and wished him a good day.
The main cemetery must be quite a place on All Saints’ Day.
AND I KNEW IT (November 5, 2013)
As soon as I entered the Bulldog Pub, I spotted a free table just to my
liking. The only problem with it was the neighboring table, where four
women in their mid-twenties sat. “Ceaseless gossip and cackle,” I
sighed as I sat down and pulled my laptop out of my knapsack. The
wireless connection to the World Wide Web is one of the pub’s many
attractions. I was surfing in no time, and I soon forgot about the
neighboring table. The gossip and cackle wafted my way, all right, but
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the women were on the quiet side by Zagreb standards. One of them
got up to leave at some point, though. After all the kisses and hugs,
she picked up her umbrella, which was still dripping with rain. Then
she inadvertently pressed the button that opens the contraption, and I
got drenched out of the blue. “My apologies,” the woman gasped as
her friends started cackling, loudly enough this time. The best I could
do is smile sheepishly as I was wiping my face and my laptop.
Unbeknownst to the women surrounding me, the smile spelled it all
out: “I knew it, I knew it…” Taking a table next to four women in
their mid-twenties is a perilous pursuit. And I knew it.
BREADCRUMBS (November 6, 2013)
Every square in Zagreb has two or three people who regularly come
along to feed the pigeons. I can recognize only a few of them. They
can be spotted from quite some distance, too, because the birds go wild
as soon as they emerge from one of the streets leading to a square. It is
usually old bread that they carry in large plastic bags. Some of the
pigeons fly directly to the spot where they are usually fed, and the
breadcrumbs are soon to follow. Others circle around their benefactors
tirelessly even after the plastic bags are emptied. But it has just
crossed my mind that all the pigeon feeders are long in the tooth.
Either men or women, they are between sixty and eighty years of age.
Over the years, I have never seen a younger person feeding the birds.
Almost all of them appear to be living entirely alone. Judging by their
clothing, most of them are also quite poor. Pigeons are their closest
friends. And their last hope on earth.
KIND OF BOUNCY (November 8, 2013)
I feel kind of bouncy this morning. First I pinched and kissed my
beloved’s bum as soon as we were awoken by the alarm clock. Then I
dashed around as I was going through my morning ablutions. I even
shat with some bravado before my shower. On our way to our
morning coffee, I ran down the stairs in my beloved’s apartment
building. Over coffee, I kept pinching her nose, cheeks, and ears. And
I ended up by almost skipping all the way to the Kolding Caffe, the
first stop in my daily round of Zagreb cafés. But it does not even cross
my mind to inquire about the source of this felicitous state of mind.
The weather it definitely is not, for it is quite murky and it smells of
rain that is expected soon. There is nothing special that awaits me
today or tomorrow, either. I just woke up feeling kind of bouncy, and
that is all there is to it. In fact, if there were any particular reason for
my feelings this morning, I would feel rather suspect about it. It would
smack of self-deception, no less. Perish the thought.
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THE ZAGREB ZOO (November 9, 2013)
It is Saturday noon once again, and I cannot contain my exuberance of
being in the Croatian capital on such a propitious occasion. As well as
strolling through its center of centers, no less. All the untold
caricatures are out and about. There is no-one who is anyone in this
city who happens to be missing in the milling crowd. God forbid.
Thieves and whores are in their best and most conspicuous, too.
Enthusiastic as I am to witness the weekly spectacle one more time,
and in the balmiest of weathers, I can well imagine sundry tourist
agencies marketing Saturday noon in the city far and wide. “The
Zagreb zoo,“ I can already see the main line in colorful lettering.
Followed by images of crumpled beauties in daring miniskirts and
balding clowns in prim suits, the marketing message would be loud
and clear. “Do not dare to miss this time and place! And come in
haste!” The last line in colorful lettering would be the clincher: “If
anything is missing in the Zagreb zoo, it is only you!” Splendid. Just
splendid.
MY OWN WORDS (November 12, 2013)
The Bavaria Pub in the center Zagreb is gone. The Carling Pub has
come in its place. The change was sudden and pretty thorough. The
walls of the new pub are now covered with photographs of London.
Large and small, they trumpet the city’s tourist attractions. Whenever
I come for a drink, and I come quite often, my eyes skip from one
photograph to another. Here is the London Tower. There is the Tower
Bridge. And over yonder are the Westminster Palace and the London
Eye across the Thames. Wonderful. But so many sights are entirely
new to me. The Gherkin and the Shard come first to mind, but there
are many others. Although I actually lived in London from 1993 to
2000, and although I last visited it in 2003, it seems to be an entirely
foreign city by now. Out of the blue, I find myself resisting the
change. The new tourist attractions annoy me no end. And then I
remember my own words: “Life is a process or flow, and those who
cling to any of its forms, however splendid, will suffer by resisting the
flow” (“Ten Principles of Bon Buddhism,” April 10, 1992). I am
stupefied. Wait a minute, are these words indeed my own?
BORN TO BE A CRIMINAL (November 13, 2013)
This evening we went for sushi in our favorite Japanese restaurant in
Zagreb. For the second time in a row, there we saw one of the most
famous Croatian criminals of late. He spent several years in jail, and
now he is free to enjoy life again. “Have you noticed where he sits
whenever we see him here?” my beloved asked me this evening.
“Hmm,” I tried to figure out what she was after, “he sits with a wall
behind his back, within sight of the front door, but at a table that is
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most distant from it.” She nodded. “Exactly where I would sit if I
were in his place,” she said wistfully. “Ah,” she sighed after a short
pause, “I was born to be a criminal!”
WHAT AM I IN THE END? (November 21, 2013)
I bump into an acquaintance in the center of Zagreb. “I hear you are an
architect,” he tells me with a big grin. “I used to be,” I shrug my
shoulders. “What are you doing now?” he continues with a mock
frown. “Nothing,” I smile awkwardly and do my best to end our
conversation as quickly as possible. He is too eager to talk for my
taste, too. When we shake hands at last, I start thinking about his
opening line. If I ever was an architect, it was only briefly. As well as
so long ago that it would not cross my mind any longer. More often
than not, I hint that I am an economist. But that also strikes me as
farfetched at this stage of my life. So, am I an artist? God forbid. Am
I a writer? Perish the thought. Well, am I a philosopher then? Same
as above, but with feeling. So what am I in the end? As I have pointed
out so many times before, I am Ranko Bon. Period. That is my
profession or vocation or occupation. A bit less pompously, this is my
trade or craft or calling. To wit, this is what I have been trained to
become. Whether or not I have already qualified to become Ranko
Bon is the only remaining question.
FOR GOLF READY! (November 22, 2013)
Several days ago, Croatia qualified for the soccer world cup in Brazil
next year by defeating Island in Zagreb. After the match, one of the
Croatian players grabbed the microphone and started yelling the
Ustasha salute: “For home ready!” Tens of thousands of fans
responded with unbridled enthusiasm. Trained in Mussolini’s Italy,
Ustashas were eager Hitler’s puppets during World War II. Famed for
their nationalism, they were especially ferocious toward the Serbs, a
large minority in Croatia, but they were also most helpful with the
extermination of Jews. A century earlier, when Croatian nationalism
was in its cradle, the salute expressed readiness to die for homeland.
Anyhow, I just learned that the soccer player in question was fined by
a judge in Zagreb about three-thousand and three-hundred euros for his
verbal offence. I could not but notice that the fine was rather like the
one I got for my verbal offence of likening the former mayor of
Motovun to a cockroach on account of his habit of doing everything in
the dark and behind closed doors—that is, undemocratically—at a
gathering of at most a hundred green activists opposed to unsustainable
golf development in Croatia. In fact, my fine was about two-hundred
euros higher than the soccer player’s. As fines are determined in terms
of both the severity of the offence and the financial means of the
offender, my offence must have been perceived as much more severe
than the Ustasha salute in front of tens of thousands, as well as many
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television crews. Close to the leading party in Istria, to which the
former mayor of Motovun also belongs to this day, the judge in Pazin
was obviously ready to do a lot for golf development promoted by the
party and its leadership. For golf ready, as it were.
Addendum I (November 25, 2013)
The hapless soccer player already has the wholehearted support of
many tens of thousands of fans on Facebook. That number is likely to
grow at a clip. His boisterous salute is also spreading across Croatia.
At a soccer match in Split yesterday night, soccer fans yelled the
Ustasha salute all the time, but they also chanted repeatedly in
enthusiastic support of the fascist past: “Ustashas, let’s go!” Simply
put, the country is ready for a new “political” movement. As well as a
new party. Now that the European Union can do little if anything
about it, the road to extreme forms of nationalism is wide open. And I
cannot but remember my father’s boisterous salute wherever he went
on a brief visit to Zagreb in mid-Nineties (“Heil Hitler!” September 7,
1996). He was right on the money so many years back.
Addendum II (September 7, 2015)
About a month ago, a Croatian political coalition proposed a
referendum on the Ustasha salute. They wanted it to become the
official salute of the Croatian army. The prime minister and the
president were against the referendum, but their arguments were
garbled at best, for there could be little doubt that the majority of
Croats would be in favor of the idea. So, why irk the electorate? In a
few short years, the soccer player who used the Ustasha salute will be
remembered as a hero. In retrospect, it stands to reason that his fine
was less than mine. Cockroaches are loathed by all Croats, while
Ustashas are still close to many a Croat heart brimming with
nationalism. Sorry, patriotism. After all, Croatia is a democratic
country. The majority rules, period.
ONE OF ZAGREB’S GREATEST ATTRACTIONS (November 28,
2013)
The day is spotless. Although the temperature is only a few degrees
above freezing, the bright sunshine enticed me to a longish walk. I
walked to the upper town first, and then to one of the wooded areas
just beyond it. Only a few minutes on foot from the center of the
Croatian capital, it is always a delight, but it is simply breathtaking on
a bright day. Tall trees have already shed most of their leaves, but they
are wonderful to behold still. The fragrance of fallen leaves only adds
to the spectacle. As I walked along a narrow path through the woods, I
quickly realized that I was almost alone. Much of the time, I could see
at most two or three people some distance away from me. But that is
one of Zagreb’s greatest attractions, to be sure. Not only are the woods
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so close to the busiest part of the city, but they are usually nearly
deserted, as well. Add a spotless day, and all this is an attraction to
brag about. God only knows why no-one ever does, though, except if
this is a jealously guarded secret.
THE URBAN-RURAL DIVIDE (November 29, 2013)
The forthcoming referendum on the nature of marriage is splitting
Croatia in two distinct halves. At the risk of simplifying it a bit, the
rift strikes me as that between the urban and rural elements in Croatian
society. The attempt to constitutionally limit marriage to heterosexual
couples comes straight from the rural side of the divide. In the
Croatian capital, it is the old rift between purger and paor populations,
coming from burger and bauer in German. This is the oldest divide in
the country, to be sure. The civil war that split up former Yugoslavia
was precisely of this nature, as well. The urban and rural populations
of the erstwhile country did not go well together, either. But the
simplification, if that is what it is, strikes me as relevant in the case of
the entire European subcontinent, also. The divisions between the
North and South, as well as the West and East, are of this nature, no
doubt. It is relevant in the case of North America, too. The urban and
rural elements of the American society are at odds for similar, if not
the same, reasons. At the risk of simplifying once again, social
sciences skirt the urban-rural divide at our collective risk. Is it perhaps
a bit too obvious for the hapless social scientists to warrant serious
investigation?
GOTHAM CITIES (November 30, 2013)
One of the leading Croatian newspapers published today a lengthy
article about the first hotel built on the Adriatic coast of the country
after World War II. It was designed by my father. Two friends, both
of them hailing from a town close to the hotel, alerted me to the article
this morning. So, I got a copy of the newspaper and read the article
before noon. A masterpiece of Modern architecture, the story went,
the hotel has been abandoned after Croatian independence. Neglected
and pillaged ever since, it now looks like Gotham City. Although the
hotel is protected as part of Croatian cultural heritage, it stands a good
chance of being demolished and replaced with something more
appealing to this day and age. I was pleased to read this tribute to my
father, for this is what it undoubtedly was, but the article left me cold
nonetheless. Saving the first postwar hotel in the country was none of
my business, I felt. Besides, there will be Gotham Cities aplenty soon
enough. Let my father’s masterpiece lead the way, as ever.
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CROATIA REVEALED (December 2, 2013)
Yesterday’s referendum about marriage is loud and clear: Croats want
the Croatian constitution to limit marriage to heterosexual couples only
(“It is the Marriage, Stupid,” November 21, 2013). A bit more than a
third of registered voters participated in this exercise. And two thirds
of them are for constitutional change while the remaining third is
against it. All together, about a quarter of inhabitants of the country
will change the constitution. Croatia will join several other Eastern
European countries whose constitutions thus define marriage. But the
regional distribution of voters for and against constitutional change is
revealing: Istria and Rijeka with its surroundings are the only two
regions where the majority voted against constitutional change.
Zagreb and a couple of regions bordering on Slovenia to the north of
the capital are near to half and half. And the least developed regions
are squarely for constitutional change. Thanks to the referendum, the
division between urban and rural populations of Croatia is in plain
view at long last (“The Urban-Rural Divide,” November 29, 2013).
And this is something most useful for everyone both inside and outside
the hapless country. Among others, foreign investors will gain
invaluable information from this calamitous referendum. Croatia is
finally revealed as a retrograde Balkan country that it undoubtedly is.
And will remain.
Addendum (December 5, 2013)
One of the leading Croatian newspapers just published an article
concerning the distribution of those who voted for and against
constitutional change regarding marriage in Zagreb itself. Those in the
center of the city voted against, and those at the periphery voted for.
The urban-rural divide exists within the Croatian capital, as well.
Surprise, surprise. The city proper stretches only a short distance from
the main square. By my reckoning, this is at most half an hour on foot.
As I like to say, the rest is Bratislava. And the voting results in the last
referendum are the proof.
REBIRTH OF FASCISM (December 3, 2013)
Croatia is in the news. Rebirth of fascism leads, but homophobia is not
far behind. The bad press includes Bob Dylan’s legal battle with
Croats in France, who have accused him of Nazism because he made
an offhand remark about the suffering of Serbs in Croatia during
World War II. Jewish organizations are also showing increased
interest in fascist nostalgia that is shaking Croatia. And so on, and so
forth. Reading the international press, I unexpectedly feel defensive of
the hapless country I can call my own. Homophobia aside, Croatia is
only following current European trends. In this connection, it is
enough to mention Marine Le Pen and Geert Wilders on the polite end
of recent political developments. Neo-Nazi groups in Germany and
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elsewhere are perhaps marginal, but certainly not negligible social
phenomena, either. In short, Europe is turning right. Far right, to be
more exact. Once again, Croatia is only following well-established
European trends, which smack of the Thirties a century ago. It is thus
Europe that should be in the news rather than Croatia at its margin.
MY NEIGHBOR FROM MOTOVUN (December 9, 2013)
Damir Karakaš sent me a mobile-phone text-message this morning.
He was in Zagreb. Where was I, he asked? I responded that I was in
the Kolding Caffe right in the center, and he joined me soon
afterwards. Damir owns one of the neighboring houses in Motovun,
but he lives with his wife and son close to Osijek east of Zagreb. It
was a real pleasure to spend some time with my neighbor from
Motovun. There are fewer and fewer of us, too. Our part of Borgo has
emptied in the last five or six years. Quite a few of our neighbors are
dead already, but some have left the hilltown never to return. Slowly
but surely, neighbors are getting to be precious. And Damir is one of
the closest ones, for his house is just across the street from mine. My
house is detached, which means that he could not be closer, either. As
we were parting, I told him to send me a message whenever he is in
Zagreb, where he is likely to find me much of the year. God only
knows when we will see each other in Motovun.
WOMEN AND SPORTS-UTILITY VEHICLES (December 11, 2013)
I remember being stunned many years ago in London when I noticed
that women had become quite partial to sports-utility vehicles or
SUVs. I had spotted many of them driving their toddlers to their
kindergartens or children to schools. And I remember being stunned
when I was told that women felt safer and more secure in these
monsters than in any other cars. The fact that most of them could not
park vehicles so large was of no importance to them. Besides, the
amount of gas used was none of their business. Safety and security
were uppermost in their minds. But I have started noticing that women
in Zagreb have also become quite partial to SUVs as of late. The time
gap must have to do with the development gap between Croatia and
Britain. The fact that most women in the Croatian capital cannot park
vehicles so large is of no importance to them, either. Gas is of no
import, as well. Safety and security are all they can fathom. Monsters,
what monsters?
MY CANINE COMPANIONS (December 6, 2013)
As of late, Zagreb has been visited by many spotless but cold days. If I
am not mistaken, this is how it has been for at least a week. Today is
yet another day of weather just to my taste. As long as the sun is out,
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the cold does not bother me at all. And so I am walking around the
city at a clip. The woods to the north of the city center attract me the
most. As is usually the case, they are nearly empty (“One of Zagreb’s
Greatest Attractions,” November 28, 2013). Early in the afternoon,
dogs and their owners are the only exception. When they are let off
their leashes, the dogs run hither and thither like crazy. But I wonder
whether the owners would be walking through the woods without their
dogs. Most of them seem to be kind of tired of their pets’ shenanigans.
Anyhow, I take quite a bit of pleasure in my canine companions.
Among the inhabitants of the Croatian capital, they seem to be the
closest to my own proclivities.
A FIRST-CLASS IDIOT (December 13, 2013)
Every couple of weeks or so, I sit close to two fellows in the Kolding
Caffe. First we started exchanging greetings, and then we started
talking. When the place is crowded, we sit at the same table. One of
them is in his early sixties and the other is in his early forties. The
game of bridge brings them together, but they also share other
interests, such as investment and finance. Both of them had lived
abroad for extensive periods. Our reunions are always fun, and there is
no guessing what we will talk about next. But it was amazing to watch
them today as I told them about my troubles with the Croatian tax
authorities. They could not believe that I got in touch with them even
before I moved to the country. And they were flabbergasted when I
told them that I started paying income tax on my foreign pensions on
my own initiative. But they just stared at me with their mouths wide
open when I told them that I was about to cover all my tax obligations
for the last year, as well. “A first-class idiot,” one of them mumbled as
he was shaking his head in disbelief. “They should make a movie
about you,” the other one burst into laughter. There was no stopping
them afterwards. Once they calmed down a bit, they proceeded with
all sorts of advice on how to stop paying taxes altogether. “Mind you,”
I smiled sheepishly at some point, “if I were to stop paying taxes in
Croatia, I would immediately report to the British tax authorities.” The
merriment continued unabated. “A first-class idiot,” sighed one of the
fellows and wiped off his tears.
THE CAPITALIST CHRISTMAS (December 14, 2013)
Only ten days before Christmas, central Zagreb is becoming quite
unbearable. Day by day, the crowds are getting thicker and thicker.
By now, Santa Claus is jumping at people from behind every corner.
There are blinding lights wherever one looks. And there is a surfeit of
the wailing Christian songs that go with the feverish season. Buy, buy,
buy, the capitalist Christmas is nigh! Luckily, this is my last weekend
in the Croatian capital before the manic holiday. And I am already
looking forward to the quiet streets and squares of medieval Motovun.
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When I arrive there a couple of days from now, there will be hardly a
soul around. Hooray! Although the hilltown will get a bit busier for
Christmas and New Year’s, it will nonetheless be pretty much to my
liking much of the time I will spend there. Ah, the place where I can
still daydream about the feudalist Christmas of yesteryear! As well as
not so distant tomorrow, I dare to say.
FORTY FIFTH PARALLEL NORTH (December 17, 2013)
I have lived all over the world, or so it seems to me, but I have rarely
moved far from the Forty Fifth Parallel North. This I realized only
today. Zagreb is on the Forty Fifth and Belgrade is on the Forty
Fourth. Cambridge, Massachusetts, is on the Forty Second, and that is
as far south as I have ever lived. Ljubljana is on the Forty Sixth. Only
Reading, Berkshire, and London are on the Fifty First, and that is as far
north as I have ever lived. Now, Motovun is squarely on the Forty
Fifth Parallel North, and so is Istria, where both my parents’ families
hail from for about half a millennium at least. Well, and so is Venice,
where my father’s family actually hails from. The Forty Fifth Parallel
North is my parallel, as it were. The only thing that is puzzling about
today’s discovery is its timing. How in the world have I managed to
miss it until my sixty-seventh year? And I have been shifting east and
west along the same parallel all along.
“I LOVE MY BABY” (January 3, 2014)
Thus a large sign printed on a huge baby carriage that I just spotted in
the center of Zagreb. Wow! Now we all know how lucky the baby is.
But I still wonder who is meant to get this surprising message. Is it the
father? The families of both parents? Their friends? Passersby, like
myself? Or the mother herself? The way things are going, I think it is
the mother. Nowadays, it is her who needs ever-stronger reassurances
along the way. The feeding, the washing, the changing, the
entertaining, not to mention the many mishaps on the way, are ever
harder to bear in this busy world of ours. The cafés, the television, the
shops, the mobile phone, the social networks… But the blessed sign
on the baby carriage is always there!
THE MAYOR OF CROATIA (January 6, 2014)
Milan Bandić, the mayor of Zagreb, is strolling around the city center.
He occasionally stops and exchanges greetings with people sitting in
innumerable cafés. Of course, he is preparing for next year’s
presidential elections or elections for prime minister two years from
now. Having demonstrated his ability to govern the Croatian capital,
he is eager to show that he can govern the whole country, as well. Half
in jest, he heralds himself as the mayor of Croatia. He lost to Ivo
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Josipović in the last presidential elections, but he appears not to have
learned anything from his defeat. For crying out loud, he is already the
mayor of one quarter of the Croatian population, and the youngest one
at that, as well as one half of the country’s economy. What else could
he possibly want? The lofty title combined with political quagmire?
In this respect, he reminds me of Boris Johnson, the mayor of London.
He, too, seems to be after the title of prime minister rather than real
power in Britain’s hub. Luckily, the title of queen is beyond him in
Britain. Returning to Bandić, his misguided political ambitions should
be a signal to everyone in Zagreb that he is no longer fit to be the city’s
mayor, either.
THE LITTLE LAMB (January 8, 2014)
We will have lamb on a spit for dinner this evening. Both my beloved
and I love it, and our favorite restaurant in Zagreb offers it most of the
year. It is best the first three months, though. Coming from the island
of Pag in the Adriatic, it is splendid. It simply dissolves in the mouth.
And this will be our first this year. But I just saw a photograph of the
pope with a white lamb on his shoulders. A short while ago, someone
surprised him with one in an Italian church, and he did not complain.
He just laughed aloud as he carried it around. The little lamb did not
complain, either. Instead, it kept nodding and blinking. I can only
hope it is not from the island of Pag, as well, let alone the one we are
going to savor this very evening. God forbid!
ZAGREB WITHIN ZAGREB (January 13, 2014)
The Austro-Hungarian center of Zagreb is laid out in ample city blocks
that form a rough grid. A century or so ago, there were yards and
gardens within the blocks. Following the breakup of the empire, the
façades were maintained relatively well, but all sorts of things started
happening within the blocks. Bereft of viable administration and
credible police, the city grew wild from within. By and by, little
villages were built out of sight. Their design and materials used were
reminiscent of the villages surrounding the Croatian capital. Rickety
as they have always been, they are falling apart by now. Walking
through the center of the city this morning, I saw one such building
that must have collapsed over the weekend. The ruin was visible
because one of the Austro-Hungarian buildings had been replaced by a
parking lot several decades ago. The ruin spilled into the parking lot,
and I stopped to examine it with due care. The collapsed building had
a low ground floor only, but it also had a large attic crammed with old
furniture. Made of brick and roughly hewn wood, it looked like a
humble peasant home. It is easy to imagine the disdain with which the
bourgeoisie inhabiting the apartments around the block have viewed
the peasants within. But they were inseparable. Only a generation or
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two apart, they loved to hate each other. Zagreb within Zagreb in a
nutshell.
Addendum (January 25, 2016)
The best way to get a feeling how Zagreb within Zagreb looks is to
visit the bronze model of the city’s center just off the northeastern
corner of the main square. Installed a few years ago mainly with
tourists in mind, it offers an unobstructed view of the proud city blocks
and the humble villages within them. But it is good to keep in mind
that the current state of the villages is a far cry from how they looked
early in the last century. Although the city blocks changed hardly at all
over the last hundred years or so, the villages changed at a clip. What
is now in view is only the end of a fierce battle for every square meter
of precious land. In the process, the bourgeois and the peasants fused
into the present population of the city, which is neither here nor there
any longer. Long in the tooth, the mongrel population in the center is
now rapidly dying away. And shops, cafés, restaurants, offices, and all
sorts of services are swiftly replacing their apartments, basements, and
attics.
THE BALCONY (January 17, 2014)
My very first memory is that of a balcony. In my mind, it appears like
a black-and-white photograph. Looking up, I can still see a gray
corner of the balcony to my right and the sky above it. There are long
and straight slits to the left of the corner, but I cannot see through
them. The memory comes from my parents’ apartment in Zagreb
when I was about two years old, for they moved to Belgrade around
that time. I just searched through my writings, but I could not find any
mention of my first memory. Judging from my mother’s recollections,
the balcony was important to me (“Throwing,” March 21, 2000). And
so I went to see it today. Feeling sentimental, I took a walk to
Martićeva 18, where my parents used to live at the time. To my
chagrin, there are three balconies on the building, though: a big one
just above the ground floor, and two small ones to each of its sides one
floor above. There is no way for me to tell exactly which balcony it
was without ferreting through dusty papers in some musty municipal
office. But one of those three balconies it definitely is. The balcony,
as it were. The slits are just as they are in my recollection, too.
AS IF ON AIR (January 20, 2014)
In my search of cafés where smoking is not allowed, I am going to the
Dubrovnik Café ever more often. Right on the main square, it attracts
the best and the brightest among Zagreb’s many pensioners. Repelled
by the usual guests, I go to the café when it is nearly empty, which is in
the middle of the afternoon. I like to sit by one of the huge windows
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and watch the passersby and the buildings that surround the square.
The two Neo-Gothic towers of the cathedral are a joy to see in the
afternoon light. But I am never alone at my table, as would appear to
be the case at first sight. My parents are always with me, for this was
their favorite café in the Croatian capital (“Dubrovnik Café,”
December 3, 2006). As my eyes roam across the buildings lining the
square, I know that their eyes used to roam across them just as mine.
The very same architectural contrivances also caught their eyes.
United with my parents, I float in space and time. When I eventually
get up to leave the cafe, I have a smile on my face. Looking through
the pensioners at neighboring tables, I walk toward the front door as if
on air.
SPORTS NEWSPAPER (January 30, 2014)
Not far from my table in the Kolding Caffe there sits a man in his
seventies. He is completely bald. His face is crumpled. The
newspapers he is reading are shaking in his hands. Held very close to
his nose, they keep shaking all the while, but he reads on with
commendable determination. Feeling a bit sorry for the man, I find
myself looking in his direction every now and then. And then I realize
that he is reading the leading Croatian sports newspaper. Sports
newspaper?! All of a sudden, my compassion evaporates without
trace. And I stop looking at him for good.
THE NORTH FACE MAN (February 5, 2014)
As I am walking through the center of Zagreb, a young man
approaches me with a big smile and a leaflet in his hand. “Good
afternoon,” he says in English with a strong American accent.
“Thanks,” I reply in Croatian and wave him goodbye as I am walking
past him. God knows what it is that he is helping sell, but I am surely
not interested in it. His smile vanishes in a jiffy, but I keep thinking
about his mistake. Or is it a mistake? For I am wearing a North Face
fleece and a pair of North Face pants. The label on the fleece is
unmistakable. The North Face man, in short. My Timberland walking
shoes are a bit off the mark, but the young man could not have figured
out their make on such a short notice. They are still American, at any
rate. Had I not lived in the States for so many years, I would probably
be wearing different clothes this time of year. Chances are that I
would be walking rather differently, as well. “Good afternoon,” I keep
mimicking the young man as I am walking through the streets and
squares of the Croatian capital. The big smile I am sporting goes well
with the American accent. The North Face man for true.
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ZAGREB, VIENNA (February 7, 2014)
I just spotted two women in their mid-twenties walking in front of me.
One of them immediately struck me as oddly dressed. When I looked
a bit more closely, she had a blue woolen hat, a brown jacket, an ocher
skirt, dark brown tights, and black socks sticking out of her yellowish
shoes. She must be a foreigner, I concluded. Then I noticed that she
had an awkward bag with the University of Vienna insignia printed
across it. When I overtook the two women, they were talking to each
other in German. To the best of my knowledge, they spoke in an
Austrian accent. Indeed, no woman roughly that age living in Zagreb
would be caught dressed like that. Not a single one. Vienna is in the
provinces now, anyhow.
“YOUR CRAP, OUR BREAD” (February 12, 2014)
Thus a sign I just spotted on a van parked in the center of Zagreb. In
these parts, bread stands for livelihood. The company in question
takes care of clogged up or broken-down pipes of all sorts, including
sewer pipes. I chuckled on the spot, and I kept chuckling all the way
to my beloved’s apartment. The sign is quite to my liking. And it fits
so well the company’s business. Who says Croatians have no sense of
humor? Come to think of it, the owner of the company might well be
Bosnian. Ever since the breakup of Yugoslavia, Bosnians have taken
the lowliest jobs in Croatia. Besides, they are well known for their
sense of humor. One way or another, a sign on a van has rarely made
me laugh so much. If anything goes wrong with the pipes in my
beloved’s apartment, I now know the company to call. And without
fail.
ZAGREB AND MONGOLS (February 13, 2014)
Early this afternoon, I took a walk. As I was walking past an
antiquarian bookstore, I noticed a hardbound book with a promising
title in the window: Old Zagreb. I stopped, hesitated for a moment,
and then entered the store. Written by a certain Gjuro Szabo, the book
was published in Zagreb by Vasić and Horvat in 1941 in what was still
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia at the time. Zagreb was to become the
capital of the Independent State of Croatia, a puppet state that lasted
through the end of World War II, the very same year. Attracted by the
confluence of names behind the book, for the writer was of Hungarian
origin, while the publishers were of Serbian and Croatian origin,
respectively, I bought the book. When I returned to my beloved’s
apartment, I started leafing through it in search of a surprise justifying
the unexpected purchase. And I found it in no time. Hungarian king
Bela IV declared Zagreb a free royal town in 1242 because of the
Mongol threat (p. 17). This was the precondition for the erection of a
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protective wall around the upper town, which was completed in 1266
(p. 19). In short, Zagreb is forever indebted to Mongols.
Addendum (February 11, 2017)
Early this afternoon, I took another walk. When I came to the same
antiquarian bookstore, I stopped by the window. And I spotted another
hardbound book of the same ilk. Written by a certain Rudolf Horvat, it
bore a promising title: The Past of the City of Zagreb. This time
around, I did not hesitate for long. The book was published in Zagreb
by an association called The Croatian Patriot in 1942 in the so-called
Independent State of Croatia. When I returned to my beloved’s
apartment, I looked for surprises, and it did not take me long to
stumble upon the Mongols one more time. According to Horvat, king
Bela IV came to Zagreb in 1241 in his flight from the Mongols, who
had occupied much of Hungary already (p. 2). He remained in the
upper town together with his family and servants for several months.
The Mongols wanted to take him captive, and they crossed into Croatia
at Christmas of the same year, but the king and his retinue fled to
Dalmatia in time. When the Mongols arrived, they burned down all
houses and churches in the town. They also killed everyone who had
not managed to escape their onslaught. Mongols left both Croatia and
Hungary early in 1242, though. On his return to Hungary a few
months later, Bela IV passed through Zagreb. Appalled by the
devastation he witnessed, he declared it a free royal town so as to help
it redevelop as quickly as possible (p. 3). Horvat’s book was published
by The Croatian Patriot in celebration of the seven-hundredth
anniversary of this historical twist in Zagreb’s history. One way or
another, Zagreb is forever indebted to Mongols for sure.
THE GROWTH OF ZAGREB (February 15, 2014)
Gjuro Szabo’s Old Zagreb offers a good deal of interesting information
about the city’s growth between the Eighteenth and Twentieth
Century.[19] However, the figures are strewn throughout the volume,
and some of them are not in tune with each other.[20] It should also be
noted that some of the figures are very precise, while most of them are
rounded off, suggesting a guess rather than census data. Still, the
assembled figures are of great value in the absence of better ones. All
the population figures that can be found in the book are as follows:
1782 - 2,689
1800 - 7,000
1853 - 15,114
1857 - 16,657
1860 - 19,857
1863 - 20,000
1880 - 29,218
1886 - 34,000
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1890 - 38,742
1900 - 57,000
1910 - 75,000
1918 - 80,000
1940 - 280,000
The figure for 1800 is actually mentioned in the text as pertaining to
“the beginning of the Nineteenth Century.”[21] It is also worth noting
that the figure for 1863 is only a guess, as Szabo comments that there
were “at most” that many people in the city at the time.[22] Similarly,
the figure for 1886 must also be a guess, as he comments that there
were “at least” that many people this year.[23] Be that as it may, it is
obvious that Zagreb has experienced two growth spurts, the first of
which starts in 1860s or 1870s and ends with the beginning of World
War I, while the second spans the period between World Wars I and II.
As Szabo comments the second spurt, only every fortieth citizen of
Zagreb in 1940 was actually born in the city.[24] Now, that is growth!
Addendum (November 25, 2015)
Today I searched the World Wide Web for information about the
population of the Croatian capital in 1946, the year of my birth. The
best I could find was a Wikipedia page about Zagreb with relevant
census statistics.[25] In 1931, it had 185,581 inhabitants, and the
number rose to 279,623 in 1948. Accordingly, there were about a
quarter of a million inhabitants in the city when I was born, which
would be about a quarter of its present size. One way or another, I was
born in a provincial city.
MAY IN FEBRUARY (February 16, 2014)
The weather is amazing today. May in February. The outdoor cafés in
the pedestrian area of central Zagreb are packed. Many a T-shirt can
be seen in the milling crowd. Although a couple of brushes with
winter are still ahead, the balmy weather is here for a while. Among
the misgivings of cloudless skies and high temperatures are the
beggars. They are all over the place. To my surprise, I see most of
them for the first time. The new poor, as it were. The way things are
going in Croatia, which is sinking ever deeper into poverty, there will
surely be many more of them by May. Real May, that is. Only the
weather remains a mystery, for we had November in May last year.
By now, the beggars know it, too. They are doing their best while the
weather permits.
SOCIALIZING (February 28, 2014)
There is many a man my age or somewhat older in the center of
Zagreb. Wearing hats and ties, they stroll around the outdoor cafés in
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the pedestrian area in search of men like themselves. Pensioned off a
few years ago, they have nothing but socializing to do. One look at
men like these is enough to tell you everything there is to know about
them. In former Yugoslavia, they used to hold one important office or
another. Some were in business and others in the administration. And
the essence of each and every job they held was socializing. They
knew men like themselves, and that was all there actually was to their
jobs. A few short calls and a lengthy meeting could achieve a great
deal. And so they talked, drank, ate, and smoked for a living.
Everything else was beyond them. But they enjoy their social skills to
this very day. Many of them have children or even grandchildren in
high places in what is Croatia today. The connections still work, albeit
through generations. A few short calls and a lengthy meeting can still
achieve quite a bit. All together, they have nothing but socializing to
do to this very day. They talk, drink, eat, and smoke as ever before.
And everything else remains entirely beyond them.
BY HEART (March 8, 2014)
I am sitting at a table at the outdoor terrace of the Bulldog Pub when
four young men take a table next to mine. In their mid-twenties, they
are gabbing about all sorts of things, but most of their conversation has
to do with getting plastered. A short while later, another young man
joins them. He grabs a chair diagonally across from my own at my
table without even looking at me, turns it toward his mates, and plops
himself down. Annoyed, I look the other way. It does not take long
for yet another young man to appear and join the merry crew. The
young man who is already sitting at my table gets up, sits in the chair
right next to mine, and only then turns toward me: “Okay?” I just raise
my glass without looking at him, and the last young man plops himself
down in the chair his mate has left for him. The two young men are
sitting at my table now. The conversation across the two tables
continues about getting drunk, driving fast, puking in cars, and the like.
I do my best to finish my drink as fast as I can, get up, and leave what
is supposed to be my table without looking at the assembled
youngsters. Now, how am I supposed to feel about the fate of these
young men? Also, how am I supposed to feel about the fate of young
people in general? I will say not a word, for I have nothing nice to say,
but the young men who have occupied my table certainly know what I
have in mind. Actually, they knew it by heart even before they had
occupied my table.
ANYONE WOULD DO (March 11, 2014)
I am walking down a quiet street in central Zagreb when I see an
overdressed woman walking toward me. Bathing in bright sunlight,
she seems to be on stage. In her late fifties or early sixties and rather
pudgy, she wears a bright red jacket with an enormous green shawl and
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tight black pants the likes of which I have seen never before. Made of
leather, they have large rhomboid holes down the front. The holes are
accentuated by glittering bits of glass and metal. Fascinated by the
ridiculous outfit, I stare at it with abandon. When I get closer to her, I
realize that she is looking straight into my eyes. Her eyelids are
aflutter. There is a loving smile on her heavily made-up face. Love at
first sight, it seems. Startled out of my wits, I quickly look the other
way as I walk past the woman. She is in love with every man in sight,
it appears. Judging by her outrageous clothes, anyone would do, too. I
am eager to see the reaction of the next passer-by, but I do not dare
turn around to watch the show.
A CRUSHING CRISIS (March 14, 2014)
There is no chair to be had in the pedestrian area in Zagreb. The
weather smacks of May, and everyone is out. “What a crushing
crisis,” I joke with many a waiter I know well, “there’s not a chair
anywhere around!” They chuckle and dash to another table. But the
joke is hardly a joke. Most of the people sitting in outdoor cafés are on
the young side. The bulk of them are unemployed. The official
unemployment rate is above twenty percent, and more than sixty
percent of the unemployed are in their twenties and thirties. Coming
from all over Croatia, where jobs are even harder to find, they nurse
their cheap drinks as long as they can. Although many of them are
dressed as though everything is hunky-dory, they are stretching every
coin as far as it can go. The crowding of the pedestrian area is largely
a cultural matter, too. Besides, one can never tell where the next job
will pop up, and friends are often the best bet around. All things
considered, the economic crisis in Croatia is crushing, indeed. Not a
chair can be found in outdoor cafés of its capital.
AS GOOD AS FRIENDS (March 20, 2014)
As I like to mention whenever an opportunity arises, the only people I
am close to in Zagreb are waiters and store attendants. Waiters come
far ahead of the store attendants, though. Many of them I know by
name. Some of them I follow from one café to another, and quite a
few of them go from job to job in search of better pay and conditions.
Every now and then, I have a good talk with one or two of them.
Which is why I feel obliged this morning to tell several of them that I
will be missing for a while. “Don’t worry if you don’t see me the next
few weeks,” I slap their shoulders. “I’m going to Motovun,” I explain,
“but I’ll be back in Zagreb soon enough.” Smiling from ear to ear,
they wish me a good trip and a quick return. And I shake their hands
with gusto. That is how close I am to waiters in the Croatian capital.
Which makes me quite happy, I must admit. Even more, I sometimes
feel lucky on account of our closeness. Why do you need friends when
you have waiters and store attendants who are as good as friends?
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A SMALL SECRET (April 15, 2014)
I am sitting in an outdoor café in central Zagreb when a Gypsy woman
I know for years walks by. A fortune-teller, she walks around the
pedestrian area all the while, but we have not seen each other for
several months. “You look younger and younger,” she smiles and
passes her hand over her face. This indicates smoothness of the skin. I
chuckle and wave at her. As she is walking away, I yell after her: “I
have a small secret!” “I know,” she turns toward me briefly and waves
at me as she keeps walking, “I know!” And she does know, indeed.
She has seen me with my beloved a few times already. It does not take
a fortune-teller to figure out the small secret of mine.
“ONLY MEN” (April 16, 2014)
Thus an old lady to herself as she waddles through an outdoor café in
the center of Zagreb and peddles flowers. Indeed, there is not a single
woman in sight. There are a few tables with several men sitting
together, and a few tables with single men. Looking after her, I keep
smiling and smiling. The old lady must have a special view of the
world. A woman sitting alone, good. A man and a woman sitting
together, excellent. Two women sitting together, somewhat good. A
bunch of men and women sitting together, perhaps. Two men sitting
together, bad. A man sitting alone, the pits. And she knows her trade
inside and out. Flowers can smell people from afar. In fact, she did
not even look at me as she waddled past my table.
NOTARY PUBLIC’S WORLD (April 16, 2014)
Croatia is a land of law. And no kidding. Everything is done in
accordance with the law. Which can be proved in the court of law. No
two Croats would do anything together any longer without going to a
notary public first. Signed statements mean absolutely nothing
nowadays, for the courts no longer recognize them. As such, the
signature is history in Croatia. Which is why notary public offices can
be found everywhere as of late. And everywhere is the word. There
are signs on every corner with arrows pointing toward the nearest one.
Most important, every agreement between two Croats now bears not
only the stamp and signature of a notary public, but also their
addresses and personal identification numbers. There is no kidding in
Croatia any more. It is a land of law, and zillions of notary public’s
offices are here to prove it. Law, and nothing but law. Amen.
ASIAN FOOD IN ZAGREB (April 17, 2014)
Asian food is a new craze in Zagreb. Sushi and wok restaurants are
popping up across the city at a mind-boggling rate. There were only a
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few sushi restaurants until a few years ago, but their number has tripled
the last year or so. And there were no wok restaurants in the city until
recently. What is going on? Is this a passing affection for Asian food,
or will it stick and cast ever-deeper roots? It is anyone’s guess, but the
trend is worth watching. As well as tasting. I would not be surprised
by a wide variety of Chinese and Indian restaurants to follow at a clip.
By and by, the Croatian capital may become a hub of not only Asian
food, but also exotic food in general. Which will only add to its urbane
charm. But I hope I am not going on and on about the city of my birth
so as to make it appear more to my taste than it actually happens to be.
Or can ever be. Time will tell, of course.
TWO WORLDS (May 18, 2014)
We are sitting on the terrace of the Bulldog Pub and sipping our drinks
when a couple in their mid- to late twenties takes a neighboring table.
They are speaking Spanish. As my beloved and I talk, each of them is
staring at their mobile phones. They are dead quiet most of the time.
One of them chuckles every once in a while and shows the other
something on their phones. After a few quick words followed by a few
more chuckles, they continue staring at their phones. This goes on and
on for at least half an hour. Before we get up to leave, my beloved and
I exchange a knowing smile on account of the Spanish couple. But I
can imagine how they perceive us in turn. Technologically backward,
we can only talk to each other. Too poor to travel, we have no friends
around the world to communicate with. Nothing funny is coming our
way by the World Wide Web, either. They could not even imagine
that we, too, have mobile phones with us, albeit out of sight. Still, they
are right about one thing: we come from two worlds that are far apart.
Light years apart, to be a bit more exact. This is science fiction at its
best.
I LOVE ZAGREB (May 19, 2014)
There are many reasons why I love Zagreb. To begin with, I know
next to nobody in the city of my birth. The few people I do know are
acquaintances at best. Which is why I am free to roam hither and
thither without any fear of bumping into people who would wish to
talk to me or engage me in any other way. Next, the city boasts of a
huge pedestrian zone in the center. This is very to my liking, for cars
and motorcycles annoy me no end. If it were up to me, I would ban
them all. On a related note, Zagreb is teeming with people who are fun
to watch. Caricatures galore, as I like to say. Collectively, they
provide endless entertainment for a recluse like me. Also, the Croatian
capital is quite safe. Strange things happen every now and then, but
the crime rate is so low that it can be lived with. Most important, my
beloved lives in Zagreb. No matter what I do during the day, I know
that I will be hugging and kissing her in the evening. Without her, this
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city would see me never again. Even if I stayed in Croatia, I would
stick only to Motovun. All things considered, I indeed love Zagreb,
albeit in my own peculiar way.
VEICOLO LUNGO (May 22, 2014)
On my way through central Zagreb, I notice a long line of stalled
vehicles. The line grows in length quite quickly. The whole street I
am walking through is jammed pretty soon, and I decide to investigate.
It takes me two blocks to come to the source of trouble. In a narrow
street with cars parked on both sides, a small street-maintenance crew
working for the city is shoveling just excavated soil onto a truck. Just
behind it idles a huge bus from Rome with an enormous yellow-andred sign on its back: “Veicolo lungo.” The truck should not have been
there, for cars can barely squeeze around it, but what is a bus that size
doing in such a narrow street? Just turning around a corner is pretty
difficult for it. The Italian driver of the long vehicle should have
known better, to be sure. A bus of that size cannot squeeze through the
center of many an Italian city, either. As I am walking away from the
traffic jam, which is by now accompanied by the tooting of many
horns, I keep repeating to myself the inscription from the back of the
bus: “Veicolo lungo, veicolo lungo, veicolo lungo…” Italian sounds so
good to me!
THE MENOPAUSAL WOMEN (May 23, 2014)
As luck would have it, I am surrounded by menopausal women in the
Kolding Caffe this morning. There are three pairs of them at so many
neighboring tables. I am not listening to them, but I cannot but notice
that they are whispering to each other every now and then, as well as
that they are casting occasional glances at me. Apparently, they all
have secrets. Grave secrets, no less. And they are all quite certain that
their secrets are of great interest to me. As I am going through the
online newspapers on my laptop, I am simply amazed by the
menopausal women around me. Secrets are their mainstay. They
could not possibly live without them. And they relish every new secret
with pleasure bordering on ecstasy. I cannot blame them, though. The
one and only reason for their existence has suddenly vanished.
Whoosh! Their very existence is in question now that they cannot
conceive and give birth any longer. Which adds up to their one and
only secret ever.
JUSTICE DELAYED IS A MESS (May 27, 2014)
I happen to be sitting in the Kolding Caffe next to a bunch of people
from one of the courts in the area. Some of them are judges and some
are their assistants. I am trying not to listen to what they are saying,
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but an occasional sentence comes my way nonetheless. It does not
take me long to come up with a hypothesis of sorts: many complexities
faced by the courts in this country have to do with the fact that a large
proportion of court cases take many years to resolve. Thus oversights,
errors, confusions, and other conundrums. Viviane Reding comes to
mind at once (“Justice Delayed is Justice Denied,” March 18, 2014).
Over time, papers concerning court cases accumulate, and it becomes
increasingly difficult to keep them in one place, let alone to understand
them all in requisite detail. The court people perforce forget what is
where over the years. In addition, they change all the time, and all the
newcomers have to go by are innumerable piles of papers left by their
predecessors. In the last analysis, the denial of justice has to do with
the impossibility of keeping everything regarding a particular court
case in one mind over longer stretches of time. This is why justice
delayed is a problem even for the court people, let alone for those
directly involved in particular court cases. Simply put, justice delayed
is a mess.
SUITS AND TIES (May 29, 2014)
There is one thing I hate about the center of Zagreb: suits and ties.
And loads of them all over the place. This has little, if anything, to do
with the Croatian capital as such, for suits and ties can be found in any
city, but I still hate the scene. In my mind, the absence of these
paraphernalia of contemporary officialdom makes Motovun so much
dearer to me than it would otherwise be. Although I cringe whenever I
spot someone wearing a suit and a tie in the hilltown, this happens
pretty rarely—say, once a fortnight. And it is regularly someone
visiting the municipal office in the upper town. But why am I so
disgusted by suits and ties? I, too, used to wear them in my heyday!
Well, that is precisely the reason for my strong feelings. I know quite
well that I wore suits and ties because I was in shackles back then.
Add a wristwatch to the accursed gear, and you have a perfect slave.
In an act of rebellion, I stopped wearing suits and ties on a regular
basis some five years before my retirement, but I got rid of them all
once I retired. I was a freeman at last!
SCRIPTWRITER (June 23, 2014)
All the chairs on the terrace of Kino Europa are director’s chairs. They
go well with one of the most popular cinemas in Zagreb, which is in
the back. As soon as I sat at the terrace this morning, I noticed that the
canvass on all the chairs was brand new. A moment later I noticed that
they now had inscriptions on their backs, as well. “Producer” was to
my right and “Cinematographer” to my left. One of the chairs close to
my table made me smile, for it had “Extra” on its back. “Makeup
Artist” and “Accountant” were a few tables away. When I realized
that I had no idea what was written on the back of my own chair, I got
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up to check. “Scriptwriter” it said. Although I could not imagine
stooping as low as writing a script for a commercial movie, I was still
delighted. I could not have chanced upon a better chair, I reckoned.
For a scriptwriter of sorts I surely am, but the rambling movie in
question is my own life.
TAKENOKO, AGAIN (June 24, 2014)
Central Zagreb is teeming with sushi bars as of late. Right now, there
are four of them within a few blocks from each other. Some are more
appealing than others, but all of them are pretty reasonable in terms of
both quality and price. I have been an aficionado of this Japanese
delicacy ever since my years in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and so I
am making the rounds of the new bars with gusto. Chances are that I
will not settle for the best of them any time soon. Instead, I will be
going from one to another and look for the best on offer in each of
them. For my deepest loyalty still remains with the best sushi bar in
the Croatian capital, which is called Takenoko (“Takenoko,” May 31,
2005). Its only fault is that it is some way away from the center.
Whenever my beloved and I go for sushi together, we go to Takenoko,
and it takes us about twenty minutes to reach in on foot. The profusion
of sushi bars around us will never affect our loyalty. After all, sushi is
a Japanese dish through and through.
Addendum (June 4, 2018)
Well, well. Takenoko moved from Tkalčić’s to Gundulić’s Street in
the center of Zagreb a couple of years ago. Now it is within a stone’s
throw from my beloved’s apartment building. We went there soon
after the move, but we were sorely disappointed. New Takenoko is a
far cry from the old one. For some reason, the menu has been radically
changed to suit standard tastes, and we failed to find anything to our
liking. Just to be sure of our first impressions, we went there one more
time, but we were disappointed once again. Ever since, Takenoko is
history for us. Luckily, the center of the Croatian capital is still
teeming with sushi bars. And a few of them are just to our tastes to
this day. Hooray!
A REAL MAN (July 3, 2014)
I am sitting in the Bulldog Pub next to three loud women in their midtwenties, and I do my best not to notice them. My laptop in my lap, I
am enjoying the wireless connection to the World Wide Web. A tall
man in his mid-twenties with a large dog on a leash approaches the
neighboring table at some point. He greets two of the women while
the third starts petting the dog, which is delighted to see her. “Are we
staying or leaving?” he asks. Before the woman occupied with the dog
has a chance to answer, he smiles magnanimously: “The chief decides,
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of course!” The third woman laughs and starts getting up: “That’s a
real man for you!” Quick goodbyes follow after many chuckles by the
three women, and the couple with the dog leaves the pub at a leisurely
pace. Just in time, too. Out of the blue, I feel like intervening, but I
am not quick enough. Actually, I am too angry for words. A real man,
my ass.
ON CROATIAN NEWSPAPERS (July 8, 2014)
On my daily round of online newspapers, I check the Croatian ones
last. “Let’s see what the idiots have to say,” I sigh to myself as I grasp
my laptop for comfort. “What the heck,” I sometimes add a few
soothing words, “I happen to live here!” And I only look for things
that may impinge on my life in the country, such as the news that the
income tax law may be changed soon. Yesterday I read that the top
tear of forty percent may be dropped. Anyhow, it is amazing to
compare the best newspapers Croatia has to offer and the international
newspapers I read in earnest. The former seem to be addressing
toddlers rather than grownups. When the Croatian inferiority complex
is added to the picture, it is simply awful. There is much boasting or
lamenting about nothing worth talking about. Besides, the titles are all
over the place, and they rarely match the articles. The editors have not
yet mastered the bylines, either. And the bulk of the articles are
outright atrocious. It appears that there are no more than a handful of
journalists who know their trade left in the country. To my surprise,
there is not a single Croatian newspaper that does not fit this loathsome
picture. The only thing that can be said in defense of the newspapers is
that they match the Croatian politics pretty well. Although some of the
leading politicians are simply unmatchable in idiocy, this is where
there are idiots galore. A match made in heaven, it appears.
LOVE FAVORS THE BRAVE (August 26, 2014)
Thus a huge sign in black lettering on the chest of a gray T-shirt worn
by an enormous woman I just spotted in the center of Zagreb. She was
waiting for a tram or a bus. Mesmerized, I stopped and turned around
several times to see her better, for I could not believe my eyes. In her
late fifties or early sixties, she towered above everyone in sight.
Endowed with gigantic breasts, a huge barrel-like belly, and thick legs
looking like columns, she was simply majestic. In fact, she looked
rather like a marble temple of old. There could hardly be a match for
her in the Croatian capital. Or anywhere else, for that matter. It would
be hard to imagine anyone so brave to approach her, let alone to entice
her love. Whence the T-shirt, no doubt. God only knows where she
got it, or who got it for her and under what peculiar circumstances, but
it fits her perfectly. As far as T-shirts go, at least, she has surely found
her match.
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THE REFUGE (September 22, 2014)
It is odd to find myself in the Croatian capital after a bit less than a
month. Although everything is perfectly familiar, it still strikes me as
utterly strange. It is the people that are the hardest to take. For all
their faults, people of Motovun are my own by now. Friends and foes
alike, I know them inside and out. With the exception of waiters,
people of Zagreb are a nameless mob. Dressed to kill, most of them
are quite annoying to see even in passing, let alone to communicate
with on occasion. And so I find myself sticking to my beloved’s
apartment. While she is in her office, it is a refuge I know well. The
refuge, no less. I can hear the cars, buses, and trucks on the street, but
only just. The rest of the city of my birth is but a blur. As if to help
me in my flight, the weather is most uninviting. It has been murky and
wet since the morning. To add insult to injury, the only reason to leave
the apartment is an appointment with my dentist in about an hour. It is
nothing but regular checkup and cleaning, but it still makes my
discomfort so much more palpable. Alas, not even my refuge is
unassailable!
CONTEMPORARY KITSCH WRIT LARGE (September 23, 2014)
The Academy of Music in the center of Zagreb is finally complete. It
took at least four years to build. Located on the square graced by the
Croatian National Theater, which was built in a year and opened by the
Austro-Hungarian emperor in 1895, the new building was opened by
the president of the now independent country, a professor of law who
dabbles in music. There was a modernist building in its place, and all
that remains of it is the façade grid, which was rebuilt and rendered in
white. There is another and freestanding grid in front of it, which is
rendered in black. A tall, undulating veil in all the colors of the
spectrum adds a gay touch to the top of the building. In front of it,
there stands a monument composed of a huge orange ball standing on
the ground and a surging spike placed at an acute angle that cuts across
the grid. The new architectural wonder is emblematic of the Croatian
capital. Preposterously pathetic pretense. Or contemporary kitsch writ
large. As such, it is worth visiting and contemplating with due care
from every which angle. Congratulations to the architect worthy of
Zagreb!
A BABY CARRIAGE (October 16, 2014)
Ebola is in the news. The worst epidemic yet. But it is time to start
thinking about epidemics much more dangerous then Ebola. Look
over there, a baby carriage!
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Addendum (October 17, 2014)
As it happened, I was sitting in Kino Europa when this haiku formed in
my mind. The twelfth Zagreb Film Festival was advertised all around
the place. It is only a few days away. And a tipping baby carriage is
the festival’ logo. It comes straight from Sergei Eisenstein’s
“Battleship Potemkin” (1925), of course. In retaliation for the mutiny
on the battleship, which was anchored in Odessa in 1905, the Cossacks
of the Tsar shot everyone on the wide stairs for which the city was
famous. Men, women, and children are shot and trampled in one of the
scenes. Memorably, a baby carriage careens down the bloodstained
stairs. Dubbed the greatest film of all times, it stands as the symbol of
the art form ever since it was first shown in the Soviet Union. And so
does the baby carriage. But my haiku is much more ominous than the
Cossack assault could ever be, it goes without saying.
THE CANNON’S CALIBER (October 16, 2014)
As I started climbing the wooded hill under the upper town in Zagreb, I
realized that it was almost noon. The cannon was about to fire. I
hurried up and stood under the tower where the cannon points out of a
window on top. I fixed my gaze on the muzzle. The loud burst came
in about a minute. There was much smoke projected from the cannon,
but there were also pieces of cardboard fluttering about. The powder
must be held by it. One of the pieces landed right next to me, and I
picked it up at once. A perfect circle, it still smelled of powder. It was
exactly the cannon’s caliber, too. After a quick walk around the upper
town, I returned to the lower town in its foothills, and I headed for the
nearest store with school paraphernalia. Once I found it, I looked for a
ruler. Eight centimeters, as it turned out. And I felt no less than
privileged. I knew the cannon’s caliber. Delighted, I decided the
souvenir would be a fitting present for my beloved. Without her, I
would never return to the city of my birth. Even more, I would never
even think of it.
A MAKEUP ARTIST (October 20, 2014)
Milan Bandić, the mayor of Zagreb, is in jail together with a score of
his closest affiliates. The raid took place yesterday evening. There is
much speculation in the media, but there is little that makes much
sense at this stage. Thus I am of two minds about the arrest. On the
one hand, Bandić has been assiduous in keeping the Croatian capital in
good order. Parking, street cleaning, garbage collection, and the like,
are superb. On the other, Croatian politics is such that it is hard to
imagine any politician entirely unblemished, which makes me happy
whenever anyone from on high ends up behind bars. In my estimation,
at least eighty percent of politicians in this country should be arrested
on suspicion of corruption and organized crime. Most of them would
188

remain in jail, I am pretty sure. In short, Bandić’s arrest makes me
both happy and sad. Zagreb will become a mess of a city in a short
while. Come to think of it, it would only join the rest of Croatia in its
plight. The way things are at present, the city looks a bit too prim for
its place in the world. Croatia is a cesspool, and its capital had better
show it at first sight. In the last analysis, Bandić was a makeup artist at
best.
A MASTERPIECE IN DECEPTION (October 22, 2014)
The Croatian National Theater on the edge of the lower town in Zagreb
has been on my mind lately. Whenever I get a chance, I observe it
carefully. Completed at the end of the Nineteenth Century under the
Austro-Hungarian empire, it is one of the few acknowledged
masterpieces that adorn the city. Positioned smack in the middle of an
otherwise empty block, it looks no less than monumental. Endowed
with many a pillar, it looks tall, as well. Its elaborate architecture
busies the eye from every which side. The park surrounding it
completes the pretty picture. And yet, the building is on the small side.
Half a block, say. It is not really tall, either. The bulk of it is three
floors high, in fact. Many of its windows are surrounded by so much
ornamental architecture that they look much bigger than they actually
are. All in all, the building is actually a masterpiece in deception.
When it was built, it only exaggerated the size of the emperor’s gift.
Ever since, it exaggerates the importance of culture in the Croatian
capital. But it surely deserves careful analysis of all the tricks
employed by the clever architect to make the building appear much
bigger than it actually was. And that is an aspect of architectural
design well worth investigating in some detail. The profession of
deception for the greater glory of the magnificent client, be it royal or
otherwise.
AIR-CONDITIONING LEPROSY (October 28, 2014)
The first surprise in Belgrade this time around is the number of airconditioning units on every façade, including my father’s masterpiece,
Palace Albania. The ugly boxes are everywhere. Literally so. There
are hundreds and even thousands of them on some façades in the
center. In fact, they have become one of the main architectural
features of the city. The surprising bit is that this, as it were, epidemic
is entirely new. On my last visit nine years ago, I do not remember
anything of the sort. Air-conditioning leprosy, in short. On the bright
side, Belgrade has become so much richer in the meanwhile. Few
people could afford the ugly boxes until recently, I reckon.
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Addendum (January 4, 2015)
Over lunch with Jasna and Rade Kronja earlier today, Belgrade came
up in conversation. They asked me about my impressions on my visit
a couple of months ago. And they were quite surprised to hear about
the air-conditioning leprosy. Although both of them are architects,
they have missed it entirely. It did not take us long to understand the
reason, of course. They still live in the city of our youth. Rade works
in Kazakhstan, of all places, but he regularly comes to see his wife and
their offspring. It takes a longer absence, like mine, to notice the
encroaching horror. But I was surprised when they asked me whether I
had noticed anything similar in Zagreb. Of course, I have not. And
my regular visits to the Croatian capital ever since my move to
Motovun explain my blindness, if that is what it is. The airconditioning leprosy may well be typical of all the countries in the
Western Balkans. And all it takes to notice it is a bit longer absence.
IN FRIENDSHIP (November 5, 2014)
No sooner than I sat down at Charlie’s, one of my favorite cafés in the
center of Zagreb, Slobodan Lang approached my table. We hugged,
and he sat down. No sooner than he sat down, Zvonimir Milanović
approached our table. We hugged, he sat down, and I introduced my
friends to each other. I have not seen either of them for quite a few
months, if not even a year. As it happened, I had two copies of my
new book in my knapsack, and I gave them to Slobodan and Zvonimir.
Both of them asked me to write a few words for them, which I did at
once. “In friendship,” I wrote under their names and above my
signature. And then I told them what I had written. Neither their
names nor the dedication were legible, let alone my signature. Only
the date on top was easy to decipher. My handwriting is history, to be
sure. I, too, will soon be unable to figure out what I have written even
a few hours later. To wit, my handwriting will hold only as long as my
memory. In friendship, my ass.
Addendum I (February 23, 2016)
Slobodan Lang died today. A year my senior, he was only seventy. I
cringed when I heard the news. He was a weirdo, all right, but I loved
him a lot. We hit it off the very first time we met more than a decade
ago, and it was always a joy to meet him again. Each and every time,
we talked and talked like there was no tomorrow. And the very last
time we met was at Charlie’s a bit more than a year ago. In friendship,
indeed. Not surprisingly, my thoughts immediately turned to Zvonimir
Milanović. I hope he is alive and well. About fifteen years my junior,
he should be. The next time we bump into each other, we will have
plenty to talk about. As far as my book about climate change is
concerned, it can always wait…
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Addendum II (June 22, 2019
Having had my drink at the hotel terrace this afternoon, I was on my
way home for a little bit of rest. When I came out of the archway
connecting the two main squares of Motovun, I noticed a notice on the
wall of the loggia on top of Borgo. When I approached it, I saw that it
was about the death of a certain Zvonimir Milanović. I read it several
times over before I looked at the picture in the left top corner of the
notice. It was Zvonko, my friend from Divjaki within sight of my
house! I could not believe my eyes. It did not take me long to learn
that he had died from lung cancer. And he was only fifty-nine, for
crying out loud. A professor of Latin from the University of Pula, he
was close to my heart. Over the years, I consulted him on the language
of my ancestors quite a few times. Alas, the world of my friends is
shrinking at a clip!
LOUD AND LOOSE LAUGHTER (November 6, 2014)
Loud and loose women’s laughter annoys me no end. In terms of
annoyance, it comes next to the uproar of screaming children. As luck
would have it, I am sitting in the Bulldog Pub right next to seven
women in their thirties and forties who laugh a great deal. In fact, they
keep releasing earsplitting peals every few seconds. Apparently
oblivious to everyone around them, they are having loads of fun all by
themselves. The best I can do is get up and go my merry way. But I
am puzzled by the annoyance I experience. Where does it come from?
The only thing that comes to my mind is that women’s laughter is
meant to annoy men. And especially loud and loose laughter. Even
more, it is meant to challenge men, their supposed masters. Such
laughter was rare even as I was growing up. Chances are that it was
nigh unimaginable during most of history, let alone prehistory.
Whence my annoyance, no doubt. By way of recompense, I am quite
sure that the days of loud and loose women’s laughter are numbered.
Chances are that it will be unimaginable in posthistory, as well. My
last refuge.
YET ANOTHER CLOWN (November 6, 2014)
I am pleased to see a bunch of flowers left on the plinth of Tin Ujević’s
statue in the center of Zagreb. An old lover? A lover of poetry? Or
yet another clown?
DOWN MEMORY LANE (December 18, 2014)
The end of the year is nigh, and thus I am venturing down memory
lane ever more often. As I am browsing through my writings, which I
do around this time of the year with special zeal, I am occasionally
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disoriented by references to times and places. Where was I when the
original piece was written? And where was I when I wrote the
addendum extending it? One way or another, so many places pop up
here and there, most often in a befuddling succession: Belgrade,
Cambridge, Ljubljana, Reading, London, Motovun, and Zagreb. In my
mind, Motovun and Zagreb are very much alive, as it were, but what
about all the other places? Are they still alive, whatever this may
mean?
As I write, Belgrade and Ljubljana are quite close, geographically
speaking at least. The former capital of Yugoslavia is alive and well in
my mind, but every visit points at ever-larger holes in my memory.
The city’s periphery is a mystery by now. Obviously enough, Palace
Albania marks the center. Ever since my childhood, my father’s
masterpiece is forever etched into my mind’s eye. The confluence of
the Danube and Sava is quite dear to me, too. It is similar with
Ljubljana, where the old town on the hill near the center marks the
whole city. The Ljubljanica River that runs through the old city pops
up in my mind every now and then. Once again, the periphery has
evaporated from my mind by now. Just like Belgrade, Ljubljana is
reduced to its very center and a few memorable buildings.
Reading and London are within reach still. I left them both only
relatively recently. I can see many a street and square with great
precision, but I am rapidly losing their names. Even worse, I am
mixing them up ever more often. To my annoyance, Tate Modern and
the stretch of the Thames leading to it from the Houses of Parliament
come to my mind often enough. The art world of the British capital
around the turn of the millennium is best forgotten, I feel. I feel
similarly about my academic stint in Reading, but the campus of the
University of Reading is still a dear memory. The architecture was
neither here nor there, but the profusion of tall trees hid everything else
well enough. I am also fond of memories of the Kennet Canal that
runs through the center of Reading, as well as the Thames into which it
flows.
Cambridge is rapidly receding from my mind, though. I was there for
the last time soon after my mother died, but it was the briefest of visits.
Harvard Square is still with me to this day. The two universities of
world renown and the busy avenue connecting them are also clear in
my memory, but the rest is quite vague by now. The same holds for
Boston, where Beacon Hill is still uppermost in my mind. Right across
the Charles River, Back Bay is not far behind in its pull across time.
Interestingly, banks of the Charles are with me after so many years.
But the rest has become quite vague. Painfully so, in fact.
One life, many distinct periods and places. In the end, one brain and
many jumbled memories. Time matters to the brain, but distant events
and places are of little concern to it. And so Belgrade, Cambridge,
Ljubljana, Reading, London, Motovun, and Zagreb have become one
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single place. Right between the ears, they have become intertwined.
Big Ben and Albania rise next to each other. The Charles flows
merrily into Danube. And the Motovun hill towers over Ljubljana. By
and by, time matters ever less, as well. The past, the present, and the
future are only figments of our imagination. Keeping so many distinct
periods and places apart is in vain, anyway. Sooner or later, they are
bound to become one and the same.
LIKE ORANGUTANS AND GORILLAS (January 5, 2015)
I just walked past Predrag Matvejević in the center of Zagreb. At first
I had hard time recognizing the foremost Croatian writer who is still
around and about on account of a thick woolen hat that covered much
of his face. We exchanged a quick nod, but I was sure he had no idea
who I was. Judging by his tilt and shuffle, he is in rather poor shape.
As soon as I got back home, I checked his age on the World Wide
Web. Born in 1932, he is only fourteen years my senior. Both of my
parents looked much better at his age, to be sure. Out of the blue,
sadness overtook me. I would have wished that Matvejević were in
much better shape. It did not take me long to realize that I was feeling
increasingly alone in Zagreb. Intellectuals are becoming history here,
and fast. What is worse, the Croatian capital is hardly an exception in
the so-called civilized world. In a few short years, intellectuals will
join the growing ranks of extinct species. Just like orangutans and
gorillas.
Addendum (February 2, 2017)
Predrag Matvejević passed away earlier today. He was eighty-four.
Apparently, he never fully recovered from a stroke he had a couple of
years ago. Alas, now I feel a bit more alone in the Croatian capital.
No matter how frail he looked as of late, he was still company of sorts.
Whenever I spotted him in the center of the city, my heart went to him.
Our brief exchanges via electronic mail a decade or so ago were
enough for me to feel that way. Farewell, Matvejević! Farewell,
intellectuals, as well!
YELPS AND SQUEALS (January 8, 2015)
I was sitting in the Bulldog Pub and sipping my drink when I heard
loud yelps and squeals some way away from my table. “Women,” I
almost growled without looking. I thought they were having fun, but I
soon heard other loud voices. “Put her on her right side,” one man was
yelling. “Raise her feet up,” another one joined in. Everyone got up
and stared toward a corner where a woman lied prostrate surrounded
by two or three other women. They were all in their fifties. The
waiters rushed to help. Water and blankets were brought in, but it took
about twenty minutes for an ambulance to show up. When I got up to
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leave, I saw the woman’s friends standing by the ambulance van,
which was closed shut. As it turned out, I knew one of the women.
“What’s up?” I asked her after we shook hands. “No idea,” she lifted
her hands and raised her eyebrows. “She just turned green and conked
out!” The silence in the van was ominous. “Good luck,” I waved and
walked away. Regardless of all the yelps and squeals, which are
typical of many a watering hole in the center of Zagreb, I felt ever-soslightly ashamed of myself. “Women,” I shook my head as I gathered
some speed. Menopause most likely.
THE PROMISED LAND (January 13, 2015)
Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović is on everybody’s lips in the Croatian capital
a couple of days after her surprising victory in the presidential
elections. The first woman in the post, she gave an enthusiastic speech
at the end of the election night. She went on and on about how
wonderful Croatian people are and how beautiful their country is.
Carried away by the cheer, she even promised to make Croatia one of
the most developed countries in Europe and the world. Given the
largely ceremonial rôle of the Croatian president, this is far-fetched, to
say the least. But the promise is bantered about everywhere I turn. I
just overheard a conversation at a neighboring table in the Bulldog
Pub, where two men were talking. When a third one approached them,
one of the men sitting at the table pointed at the other. “He wants to go
to Australia,” he said, “and I am helping him as much as I can.”
Apparently, he lives there already. “Hey,” the third man chuckled,
“why leave the promised land?” They all laughed without mentioning
Kolinda, as everybody calls her nowadays. In her defense, the laughter
is nearly always good-natured to boot. Indeed, hope dies last.
YET (January 24, 2015)
Two humans meet on the top of a mountain. They keep mum. Even
though they often walk past each other in the center of Zagreb, they
have not been introduced yet.
ZRINJEVAC (January 28, 2015)
Zrinjevac is a park that stretches northward from the central train
station in Zagreb toward the main square in the city, which is only a
block away farther north. Lined with tall trees, it is about a block wide
and six blocks long. Two major streets cross it, and a few buildings
divide it up, but it is still a coherent urban whole. Built in the late
Nineteenth Century under the Austro-Hungarian empire, it is my
favorite spot in the Croatian capital. Not a single building surrounding
Zrinjevac is modern. Although the neoclassical architecture facing the
park is far from magnificent, it beats any other part of Zagreb in its
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beauty. As I took a walk around the sunlit park a short while ago, I
started wondering about my taste. “For crying out loud,” I scolded
myself for my conservatism half in jest, “you’ve been trained as an
architect!” To no avail, though. Zrinjevac remains my favorite spot in
the city of my birth, architecture included. What is more, I am
convinced that even the greatest architects of our era could not but
spoil it. Architecture, schmarchitecture.
KINO BALKAN (January 29, 2015)
Kino Europa in the center of Zagreb is celebrating its ninetieth
anniversary. When I made the necessary calculation, I could not
believe myself. It was built in 1925! The cinema hall itself actually
looks as though it was built at least twenty and maybe even thirty years
earlier, which would fit the history of film itself. It did not take me
long to realize that Zagreb was a provincial town back then. It was
growing by leaps and bounds, but most of its inhabitants were peasants
turned industrial workers. The city had about a hundred-thousand
inhabitants at the time. Cinema came over with a predictable delay,
but the architecture stayed the same as it was at its birth in the late
Nineteenth Century. When I checked the cinema’s history, I learned
that it was designed by Felix Florschütz (1882-1960) for Adolf Müller
(1857-1932), the investor. These names tell a great deal about the
Croatian capital at the time, when the bulk of the elite was not Slavic.
To the credit of the cinema’s owner, it was called Kino Balkan at the
time. A much more appropriate name for the cultural institution, to be
sure.
Addendum I (May 31, 2019)
As of yesterday, Kino Europa is no more. Boris Matić and his team
ran it for an entire decade, and pretty successfully, but the city of
Zagreb kicked them out of the premises on the expiration of their
contract. According to the authorities, the building requires significant
repairs, but it is not clear what will happen with it afterwards. Milan
Bandić, the mayor of Zagreb, and his team keep mum on the subject.
Having known Boris for nearly two decades, all I can wish him and his
team at this stage is a new beginning worthy of celebration. How
about a new venture in the Croatian capital with the old and propitious
name—Kino Balkan? Worthy of celebration, to be sure.
Addendum II (June 2, 2019)
Well, I rushed with my story a little bit. Just a few minutes before the
movers were to take away a few last things from the pavement in front
of Kino Europa, a registered letter arrived from a court in Zagreb.
According to the letter, the move was premature. Boris Matić and his
team could remain until further notice. When they will have to leave
the premises is anyone’s guess, but the postponement is a godsend to
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them all. I hugged each of them a couple of days ago, and I
congratulated them on their unexpected victory.
“Long live
Ceausescu!” I cheered them with my arms raised high. They all
laughed, but they are sure to remember the mayor of Zagreb till their
last breath. As for me, I will bewail the postponement of Kino
Balkan’s return with renewed passion. “Damned Ceausescu,” I
mumble under my breath ever since.
MY OPENING (February 3, 2015)
I just went through the three longest days in my life, or so it seems to
me at this particular moment. Saturday, Sunday, Monday. Waiting
forever for my opening.
Addendum (November 26, 2015)
What was this about? Opening, what opening? At the risk of
explaining the obvious, this haiku is about Sebastijan Vojvoda’s show
in the center of Zagreb (“Sebastijan Vojvoda, Plagiarist,” January 30,
2015). I was waiting for the opening day to get in touch with the
gallery in question. My assumption was that I could not find anyone
there over the weekend. At any rate, I still remember those days.
They struck me as interminable, no less. While I was waiting, I was
seething with anger, as well. I could not believe what was in front of
my eyes each and every time I walked by the gallery window. Many
of my paintings were in plain sight, but under someone else’s name.
And without a word of explanation for the travesty. Looking back, I
cannot but feel sorry for myself. Ever since my “return” to Croatia, I
have gone through one horror after another. And who the hell knows
what horror is lurking behind the corner…
COMPARING ME WITH A NOBODY (February 5, 2015)
The misery of Sebastijan Vojvoda’s plagiarism is behind me by now,
or so I sincerely hope. We have reached an agreement of sorts, and I
thus desisted from asking that the plagiarized paintings be removed
from his current show in Galerija Forum. I was more than ready to
engage my lawyer, too. What got me particularly angry was not
Vojvoda, who has been quite supple the last few days, but the boss of
the gallery, a certain Emil Matešić. At least in his own mind, he is a
somebody in the local intellectual circles. In our exchange of
photographs in connection with Vojvoda’s plagiarisms, I alerted him to
one of my paintings that can be found on the World Wide Web. As it
turned out, the photograph also showed a painting of a simple
meander. He responded by ridiculing my complaint against Vojvoda
on account of my plagiarism of Knifer. I immediately sent him a piece
written about this painting that comes from my Cave Art Now (2003),
which is available on the Ca’ Bon Gallery website (“Homage to Julius
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Knifer,” August 4, 2006). The piece shows that the homage was
merely a joke on the artist. I also advised Matešić to check my book
before challenging me pointlessly next time, and then I informed him
that our communication was over. Enough of silly banter! But
comparing me with a nobody such as Knifer made me angry beyond
belief. In fact, I was seething with it for hours. The late artist is a
great star in Zagreb, which only demonstrates the city’s palpable
provincialism. At any rate, Matešić’s faux pas almost cost his gallery
and Vojvoda a lawsuit. But I have calmed down by now, as I already
said. It is my own fault that I have elected to live on the edges of
civilization rather than theirs. Malo nodo malus quaerendus cuneus.
Addendum I (September 3, 2015)
The last few months, this piece has been among the most popular on
my Residua website. Why? I have no idea, but I can imagine that
many a Croatian artist and art aficionado find this piece boastful past
compare. For them, Knifer is a major artist, and not only in Croatia.
Even though this piece was written in quite some anger, I still think of
Knifer as a minor artist. His prominence in these parts can be
explained only by the fact that Zagreb is a minor European capital, as
well. For crying out loud, he has never come up with anything but
thicker and thinner meanders in black and white! What annoys me
even more, his meanders are on the verge of being pretty, or at least
embarrassingly elegant. In simple words, Knifer has never come even
close to anything fundamental in geometric art. The prehistoric origin
of entoptic forms was entirely beyond him, to be sure. Enough,
though. Let Croatian artists and art aficionados have their fun.
Addendum II (September 20, 2015)
According to a series of photographs I have found on my Internet
service provider’s website today, Emil Matešić is a celebrity in Zagreb.
His photo appears together with the photos of many other celebrities
captured walking through the pedestrian area in the center of the city.
That was yesterday, which was a Saturday. And this is the day when
all celebrities in the city crawl out of their nests in their best clothes to
be captured by the local paparazzi. Interestingly, I do not know a
single name listed. Celebrities? It took me a while to remember where
I have heard Matešić’s name, too. When I searched for it on my
Residua website, it popped out at once in connection with Sebastijan
Vojvoda, the plagiarist. Dealing first hand with a celebrity in this city
is supposed to be quite an honor for me, I imagine. At any rate, this is
the Croatian capital in a nutshell. Provincial to boot.
STREET ART (February 6, 2015)
A couple of days ago, someone placed a two-sided standing
chalkboard on top of Tin Ujević’s statue in the center of Zagreb.
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Looking like a tilting roof, it must have been nicked in the middle of
the night from the pavement in front of some café or restaurant in the
area. It has been snowing since yesterday, and the board is ever
thicker with snow. Resting at a precipitous angle, it seems it will fall
down any moment, but it has stood the test of time surprisingly well.
And it is a pleasure to behold as the snow keeps falling. Protective of
the Croatian poet, it feels almost comfortable, as well. Street art at its
best, I reckon. Unpretentious as it is, it is quite to my liking. And Tin
would wholeheartedly agree, I am pretty sure.
NO FACE (February 12, 2015)
I am sitting in one of my favorite Zagreb cafés when a man walks in. I
look up from my laptop and am staggered by what I see: the man has
no face. When I focus, I realize that he is black. My confusion only
goes to show how many black people there are in the Croatian capital.
Almost none. And that is why someone with no face surprises me
every few months. I would never get confused in this way either in the
States or in Britain, where there are black people galore. As it turns
out, the black man who has just walked in speaks with an American
accent. Sitting a few tables away from mine, he is talking to a Croatian
woman. My confusion would annoy both of them, I can tell.
TUSCANY IN ZAGREB (February 18, 2015)
I was itching for a good walk this sunny afternoon. And so I walked
up the Tuškanac park, a green area that stretches northward and
upward from the center of Zagreb. The gully is wooded all the way,
and it is a real joy to visit on a marvelous day. One more time, I met
very few people on my way. There were three or four women walking
their dogs and a man pushing a limp boy of about fifteen in a bulky
carriage. When I returned to the center an hour later, I could not
believe my eyes: the pedestrian area was jammed with people enjoying
the sunshine. The park next door was not their cup of tea, it was
perfectly clear. When I returned home, I searched for Tuškanac on the
World Wide Web. I could not find much of interest, but I was stunned
by a Wikipedia page dedicated to this part of the Croatian capital.[26]
A small neighborhood in the Upper town carries this name, as well.
There are some two-thousand and a half people living there at present.
Apparently, the neighborhood got its name from Tuscany on account
of some Tuscan immigrants in the Fourteenth Century. According to
the page, a great-grandson of Dante Alighieri, Nicoló, founded there
the first pharmacy in Zagreb in 1395. The world is a tiny place,
indeed. Exceedingly tiny, too.

198

BRANKO BON FOR BEGINNERS (February 22, 2015)
My father is one among the most famous architects from former
Yugoslavia. Every few years, I get a letter, an electronic-mail
message, or a phone call about him. Most of these come from
Belgrade, but a few come from Zagreb, as well. Architects or
historians of architecture are interested in documents and photographs
in connection with one of his many buildings, which are now strewn
over an enviable number of countries. And I am faced with the same
story each and every time. Namely, I do not have anything they may
be looking for. If they are surprised by my answer, I have to go on and
on about history. For my father’s life was not exactly an easy one, as
one would imagine for an architect of renown.
He was born in 1912 on the island of Krk or Veglia in Italian. World
War I started when he was a toddler. Although there was no fighting
in the area, the end of the war brought great commotion. Italian protofascists took Rijeka or Fiume in 1918, and my father’s parents decided
to flee to Slovenia. They were afraid the invasion would hit Krk, as
well. Although of Venetian origin, my grandfather was far from fond
of the Italian rabble. Given that their island was spared, they returned
after a year or so, but then my grandfather decided to move to Zagreb.
As a land surveyor trained in Vienna and Prague, he went to work for
the land-surveying office in the capital of Croatia.
My father learned a lot from my grandfather. Back then, land
surveyors often designed simple buildings, such as warehouses and
even schools. He had barely graduated and gotten married to my
mother when he got the first prize at a Yugoslav competition for Palace
Albania in Belgrade together with a colleague of his. This was in
1936, when World War II was already in the air. For this reason, my
parents waited for ten full years for their first and only child. Albania
was a big victory for my father, but a building supervisor from
Belgrade soon started calling himself the architect of the building. At
the time, my father was advised not to make a fuss about this because
it was known that he was close to the communists in Zagreb. He kept
mum on the threat of jail.
The war came soon enough, and my parents joined the resistance
movement in Zagreb. My father was employed by the ministry of
finance of the quisling Croatian regime with full knowledge of his
communist friends. My parents’ apartment became a place for the top
brass to meet and print incendiary leaflets calling everyone to the
partisan movement. Wounded comrades found a refuge in the
apartment, as well. When the war was over, my father became one of
the key architects of the new regime. Under tight supervision by the
secret police, he designed many a building, including some for Tito
himself. Having won the competition for a major building in Belgrade,
he moved together with his family to the Yugoslav capital in 1948. I
was a toddler at the time.
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Much of what my father had worked on in the post-war period was
very close to Tito and the top brass. All of it was top secret, though.
When he started working on the design of a nuclear reactor close to
Belgrade some years later, everything was top secret one more time.
The reactor came with a whole settlement attached. There were
offices, apartment buildings, schools, and so forth. It took my father
quite a number of years to extricate himself from the clutches of
communist leadership and secret police, but most of his major
buildings were already behind him by then. As the director of an
architectural atelier, he now designed mostly hotels, which were
needed in the wake of the tourist boom in the mid-Sixties.
In short, my father had but a few documents and photographs of his
many buildings. Having become quite secretive about his work in the
Forties and Fifties, he rarely told my mother and me about his work
even when he got out of the clutches of the secret police. The little bit
that he had on him by the early Nineties, when Yugoslavia fell apart,
was left in Belgrade when I pulled my parents to Reading, Berkshire,
where I lived at the time. They sold their apartment, and they had their
paintings and some of the furniture moved to England, but the cabinet
my father had in his room was left behind. There must have been
some documents and photographs in that cabinet, but not too many. At
any rate, both of my parents died in Reading in 2001, and I moved to
Motovun in 2003.
Now, how do you explain all this to someone interested in your
father’s work? I often wish that I had paid more attention to all the
documents and photographs in the Seventies and Eighties, when I was
visiting with my parents every summer, but I must admit that it never
even crossed my mind back then. I was sure that Yugoslavia would
fall apart sooner or later, but I never thought of saving anything from
the pyre. Now it is up to the most intrepid among architects and
historians of architecture to find what they are looking for. I have next
to nothing to give to them. Except my magnum opus, of course. My
father is all over my writings, and I am most happy about it. I can only
hope that this belated praise will help explain the dearth of information
about the great Yugoslav architect.
ON HONESTY AND PATRIOTISM (March 3, 2015)
I am sitting in the Bulldog Pub next to two businessmen. I am doing
my best not to hear what they are saying, but bits and pieces of their
conversation come my way all the same. Both of them are in their
forties. One of them is applying for a job in a firm in which the other
one is working. As far as I can tell, they are meeting for the first time.
“To be honest with you,” the one who is already working for the firm
says at some point, “I wouldn’t be in this country if I were twenty
years younger.” The one who is applying for the job just nods without
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a word. Annoyed by the conversation, which wafts my way all too
often, I get up and head for the door. But the last words keep
ricocheting through my mind. To begin with, few young people would
wish to remain in Croatia nowadays. It is common knowledge that
they are leaving in droves. More important, what does the admission
that one is of the same mind as so many young people have to do with
honesty? Besides, the threadbare expression is annoying all by itself.
In the end, the best I can come up with is that it has to do with
patriotism. Admitting to being sorry for not leaving Croatia in one’s
youth is tantamount to saying that one is not a patriot, I guess. And
this is something that is best kept a secret.
SINGING, WAILING (March 11, 2015)
As I am sitting in my beloved’s apartment and reading, I hear a drunk
singing in the street. I do not pay it any attention at first, but the
persistent wailing starts me thinking. Croats cannot sing. Music is not
a part of their culture. Most of the songs one can hear in the wild, as it
were, sound very like wailing. This I have long noticed, but it is
drunks who usually remind me of my verdict. And I hear many of
them from my beloved’s apartment. At the edge of the pedestrian area
in central Zagreb, the apartment building is on a street that is crawling
with drunks at night. Whenever they start singing, and this they do
often enough, the same wailing sound can be heard. For Croats,
singing amounts to wailing. Chances are that the same holds for most
Slavs on the Balkan peninsula. The wailing people.
BELGRADE, ZAGREB (March 23, 2015)
Nenad Popović, one of the Croatian publishers of renown, told me
years ago that publishing a book in English in Zagreb, let alone
anywhere else in Croatia, would be nigh impossible. He would only
wave his hand at my protestations. When I would remind him of my
books published in Belgrade, he would just laugh. In spite of his
advice, I have been trying to find a publisher for my last book about
the legal troubles foisted upon me by the former mayor of Motovun.
So far, there has been no sign of interest from any of them. When I
mentioned Popović’s advice to one of them, all I got was laughter.
And plenty of it. Although my book is about corruption and organized
crime surrounding golf development in Croatia, it apparently has no
chance in any language other than Croatian. I do not dare even
mention my books in English published in Belgrade, and by different
publishers. God forbid. From the perspective of publishers in Zagreb,
the two cities are not on the same planet, nor in the same galaxy. So,
why ever mention them in the same breath?
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SCIENCE OF STUPID (March 24, 2015)
Over our morning coffee at the Hemingway Bar, we occasionally look
up to a big television screen on a wall not far from our table.
American channels seem to be in vogue, and National Geographic is
among them. A series of scenes of fancy sports cars crashing appears
at some point, and I start watching in earnest. “Ah,” I whisper to my
beloved, “I love cars crashing!” And then the title of the television
show appears on the screen: Science of Stupid. “Hey,” I raise my
voice, “this is a show I wouldn’t mind watching all the time!” My
beloved keeps mum. As the expression goes, she is not a morning
person.
JUST SATURDAY! (May 30, 2015)
I know central Zagreb rather well, but I was still stunned when I
walked through it on my way from the central bus station to my
beloved’s apartment. It was jammed. The streets and squares were
crawling with people. There was hardly a free table in any of the
outdoor cafés in the pedestrian area. And everyone was dressed the
proverbial Sunday best. As I was picking my way through the crowd, I
kept shaking my head. “What’s going on?” I was wondering. “Is this
some holiday I’ve forgotten about?” Only then I remembered that it
was Saturday. Just Saturday! The weather was most pleasant, and
everyone and their uncle got out around noon. It was just past two
o’clock when I arrived in the Croatian capital, but everyone was still
out. The only mystery in my bewilderment is my lousy memory. How
in the world could I forget how central Zagreb looks in the early
afternoon on a balmy Saturday? And after only a couple of months
away! A provincial to boot, to be sure.
Addendum (June 6, 2015)
A week later, everything is exactly the same in central Zagreb. Once
again, the weather is splendid, and everyone is out and about. There is
hardly a free table in any of the outdoor cafés in the pedestrian area,
and so forth. The only difference this time around is that I am not
stunned by anything I witness as my beloved and I stroll home after
our lunch in one of our favorite restaurants in the Croatian capital. It is
just Saturday, after all. If there is anything I miss this particular
Saturday, it is my provincial bewilderment a week ago. In fact, it is
only a memory by now. In a few weeks, it will strike me as but a
dream, and rather a baffling one. Hey, this is the city of my birth!
LOVE IS WHY WE ARE HERE (May 30, 2015)
Thus a huge black sign on the chest of a red T-shirt worn by an
exceedingly fat woman in her late thirties waddling through central
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Zagreb. The sign got me angry in no time. “No,” I almost shouted
after the woman, “lust is why we are here!” Neither she nor the
designer of the T-shirt could think beyond threadbare clichés, which
are most likely religious in origin. It is enough to remember our
closest relatives, the chimpanzees. The other primates are not far
behind. And so on, all the way to untold bacteria and viruses at the
roots of the vaunted tree of life. But love is definitely not why we are
all here. Returning to perfidious humans, there is next to nothing they
do out of love, anyhow. Only remember the designer of the T-shirt
and the fat woman who acquired one of them for some odd reason.
Love? Fat chance. More like lust for whatever strikes their fancy,
such as money or food. Including a blessed orgasm or two every now
and then, of course. “Oops,” I can imagine the fat woman crooning
and wiping her lips, “I’m pregnant!”
Addendum I (August 26, 2015)
T-shirts with this pitiful sign can be seen all around central Zagreb this
summer. I come across two or three of them every single day. As luck
would have it, I just spotted one that was exactly the same as the one
that provoked this outburst some three months ago. The T-shirts come
in all colors, but the lettering is always on the most conspicuous side.
Not surprisingly, only women go around advertising love in this
obnoxious fashion. And quite a number of them push baby carriages
in front of them. “Love is why they are here,” is what they are actually
claiming, as if anyone around them is entertaining the impertinent
question. If I am annoyed by the travesty, I can only imagine their
husbands or partners. “Love?” they smirk when nobody is looking.
“No fucking chance!” But the brazen women themselves will get rid
of the irritating T-shirts as soon as their children start going to school,
if not earlier. By then, love will be but a memory of times long past.
And a good number of them will be divorced, as well.
Addendum II (June 14, 2016)
Soon upon my arrival in Zagreb earlier today, I came across a woman
in her late teens wearing a black T-shirt with these words in large
white lettering. Nibbling at a huge icecream cone, she was walking in
the pedestrian area in the center together with her mother, who was in
her mid- to late forties. Both of them fat, they looked exactly alike.
Their round faces were nearly identical. They had the same hairstyle,
as well as similar clothing. I almost laughed at their sight. Love is
why we are here, my ass. Both women are about food and nothing but
food. The sweeter, the better. The icecream cone in the young
woman’s hand told the whole story without a single word.
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ON HUMAN UGLINESS, AGAIN (June 5, 2015)
As I am sipping my drink in one of my favorite watering holes in
central Zagreb, I am watching an old couple I have been seeing for
years. Both of them in their eighties, they are quite a sight. Their
flabby fat is in full view due to the heatwave that is in full swing in the
Croatian capital. In terms of ugliness, they are not far apart. But her
valiant attempts at beauty make her much uglier than he happens to be.
His hair is gray while hears is bright red. Besides, she wears redrimmed glasses that are impossible to miss. Her prominent jewelry is
ridiculous at best, whereas he wears only his wristwatch. His shirt
with short sleeves hides the drooping fat, but her skimpy dress lets it
hang out with abandon. The floppy lard on her bare arms is amazing
to behold. And so I cannot tear my eyes from her. Human ugliness
fascinates me no end, but it fascinates me even more when it is paraded
as beauty. This is where women are in the lead in our age. The lead is
often staggering. Nay, breathtaking.
HERMANN BOLLÉ (June 8, 2015)
One of the leading Zagreb museums is celebrating the one-hundred and
seventieth anniversary of Hermann Bollé (1845-1926), one of the
architects who left a strong mark on the Croatian capital in the late
Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century. At least two dozen major
buildings are associated with his name. In addition, there are nearly as
many major buildings of his across the country. Born in Cologne to a
German mother and a French father, he came to the city at the time
when it was booming under the Austro-Hungarian empire. In
particular, his arrival was a year before the earthquake of 1880, which
ended up by devastating quite a bit of the rapidly growing city.
Everything that is worth seeing in Zagreb at present was built after the
earthquake. Now, the Croatian media are marking the anniversary by
referring to Bollé as a Croatian architect. Alas, petty nationalism
rarely reaches such glorious heights! If you do not have any architects
worthy of that name, make them at your will, and few will complain.
KIND OF VICTORIOUS, AGAIN (June 10, 2015)
It has been pretty hot the last couple of weeks, and so I have been
drinking freshly squeezed orange juice in many a watering hole in the
center of Zagreb. The beverage is widely available as of late. When I
just ordered a glass of draft dark beer at the Bulldog Pub, the waiter
was quite surprised: “Wow!” Feeling victorious, I raised my arms
high. “There’s only one life to live,” he chuckled in turn. But I did
feel kind of victorious, I must admit. Like many a waiter on my daily
tour, he knows that I have been pretty successful at cutting down my
alcohol consumption over a year now. Whence his reaction. If anyone
knows me well in the Croatian capital, it is the waiters.
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INFLATABLES (June 10, 2015)
Zagreb is graced by yet another world festival of animated film. Many
visitors have arrived to see the best and the brightest in the genre. But
it is interesting to consider the origin of this craze. It all started with
Dušan Vukotić’s “The Substitute” (1961), which was produced by
Zagreb Film. Drawn admirably in a style suggesting that of Joan Miró,
it featured a funny little man who came to a beach armed with a small
pump and a whole bunch of inflatables—a lounge chair, a boat, a
girlfriend… Whence the memorable title. As luck would have it, the
animated film got the Academy Award for Short Subjects in 1962.
The interest in the genre inflated with the Oscar, and Zagreb took off
as one of the world capitals of animated film. Yet another inflatable by
Vukotić, I reckon. And a suggestion from the sidelines for “The
Substitute II.” By way of a hint, the funny little man ends up by
deflating everything, including himself.
ANOTHER PLANET (August 13, 2015)
The latest Webometrics ranking of more than twenty-thousand
universities around the globe is in the news in Croatia. The top
universities in the world are Harvard, MIT, and Stanford, in that order.
As afar as Europe is concerned, Oxford is thirteenth and Cambridge is
fourteenth in the ranking. Other European universities are far behind.
The placement of Croatian universities is quite pitiful by comparison.
Zagreb is 458th, Rijeka 1528th, Split 1571th, and Osijek 1828th.
Wow! Pitiful, indeed. By comparison, again, Ljubljana is 216th and
Belgrade is 431st. Looking at the ranking, I cannot but wonder
whether my colleagues from former Yugoslavia can ever understand
me and my academic career. With both Harvard and MIT behind me, I
must be totally incomprehensible to them all. Another planet, as it
were. Woof-woof. Meow-meow. Chirp-chirp.
THOSE BRAZEN BACKS (August 13, 2015)
Soon after I returned home this evening, I sent a mobile-phone textmessage to my beloved. “I am home early,” I started. “I had my fill of
everything and everyone.” I concluded by letting her know that I
would enjoy the peace of my terrace, where I would sit and stare at the
stars. “Enjoy the peace,” she responded in kind a few minutes later.
“Let the monkeys in your brain turn their backs to you, like they did in
the Zagreb zoo years ago.” That is a jolly memory, indeed. The
chimpanzees we visited paid us no attention. Their backs turned
toward us, they engaged in collective grooming (“Well Ahead of Us,”
March 31, 2011). Thank you, my beloved! What a wonderful memory
to contemplate as I sit and stare on the terrace! I can see those brazen
backs all across the night sky.
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HALF-EMPTY (August 25, 2015)
One story I hear all around Zagreb these days is that it is a joy to be in
the city during the summer vacations. “Crowds are gone for a few
months,” says one. “No lines anywhere you go,” chuckles another.
“I’d never go for a vacation when everyone else does,” mumbles the
third. My beloved agrees. The summer vacations are still on, and she
is over the moon with the half-empty city. “Pure joy,” she purrs. I
cannot but wonder why so many Croats choose the capital as their
abode. With the exception of a few other cities, much of the country is
half-empty. Alas, it must have to do with labor markets and other
topics of silly old economics. The dismal science for true.
PIETRO ARETINO AND I (September 11, 2015)
Every return to Zagreb is a return for true. No matter how much time
has passed since my last visit, it takes me a while to feel, as it were, at
home again. My last return is no different in spite of the fact that I
have been away for a fortnight only. But this time around I am
focusing on one aspect of the Croatian capital that goes well beyond its
limits, as well as well as the limits of Croatia, or even Europe. I am
simply stunned by the way that women of all ages present themselves
in public. In my eyes, whoredom has become the norm. And I feel
like the ghost of Pietro Aretino revisiting this debauched world.
Searching for him in my Residua, I immediately came upon his eulogy
to whoredom that I was looking for (“La melodia del mondo,”
February 17, 1998). Gosh, how he would chuckle at so many short
skirts and bare legs, puffy lips painted bright red, fake eyelashes,
bouncing breasts, and voluptuous hairdos! How he would giggle at so
many extravagant eyeglasses, high heels, colorful handbags fit for
giants, and fake jewelry that glitters with every move. And his heart
would swiftly go to the whores of Sixteenth Century Venice that were
struggling hard for their rightful place in the world. In five short
centuries, they would be free at last! Try as he might, though, Aretino
could not understand that the women on public display were not
whores. “Pray,” he would insist, “what are they?”
AUDIBLE SUCCESS (September 12, 2015)
One palpable change in the center of Zagreb over the last five years or
so, during which I have been spending ever more time in the city, is the
number of motorcycles that roar around the pedestrian area. My
beloved’s apartment happens to be on a street that must be quite dear
to motorcyclists. Every few minutes, another one roars past. On
occasion, the apartment building shakes as they accelerate between
traffic lights. When I started spending ever-longer periods in the
Croatian capital, there were hardly any motorcycles of this ilk in the
city. They are quite expensive, and many of them cost as much as a
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car. This is a clear sign of the city’s economic success in spite of
Croatia’s doldrums since the onset of the global financial crisis.
Chances are that the number of motorcycles has also grown in several
other cities—such as Split, Rijeka, and Osijek. Come to think of it,
their roars could be used as a proxy of economic success, which could
be measured by just a few sensors placed at key locations throughout
the leading Croatian cities. Audible success could be much fun for
researchers, as well. Correlations with long established measures of
economic success would also attract sociologists and psychologists,
who would be able to say a word or two about the reasons behind the
motorcyclists’ propensity to roar. Or so I entertain myself after a few
motorcycles too many that have roared past my beloved’s apartment
building today.
TEN PERCENT (September 14, 2015)
I went to one of the largest department stores in the center of Zagreb to
buy some nuts. I got what I wanted and joined the line at one of the
cashiers. A woman in her fifties was behind the cash register. When
my turn came, she looked up at me. “Retired?” she asked somewhat
rudely. “I am,” I replied and gave her a bill that would cover the nuts I
was buying. “But why do you ask?” Without a word, she gave me the
difference back together with the bill. “Discount,” she muttered at last
and turned to the next customer. When I looked at the bill, I saw that I
got a ten percent discount. Disgruntled, I left the store without a word.
Ten percent?! What in the world is going on? Is the department store
trying to belittle retired people, and by exactly ten percent?
THE RUMBLE (September 16, 2015)
Zagreb shook yesterday close to nine o’clock in the evening. The
earthquake was neither here nor there in terms of magnitude. Various
sources go from 2.6 to 3.1 on the Richter scale. The epicenter was a
few kilometers west of the city and a few kilometers under the ground.
Although it is located in a zone of high seismic activity, this is the first
earthquake I have experienced in it. I was with my beloved in her
apartment in the center. We were sitting in her livingroom and talking.
The rumble lasted only a few seconds. I immediately got up and
looked through the windows facing east and west to see whether there
was any sign of an explosion somewhere near, for that was how it felt.
I also opened the apartment door to see whether there was any smoke
in the stairwell. Everything was in perfect order, and so we concluded
that it must have been an earthquake. But the greatest surprise last
evening was that no-one in the apartment building or the street on
which it stands reacted to the rumble. I was the only one in the
neighborhood looking around and trying to figure out what was going
on. Either everyone is used to seismic activity, or there are not too
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many people left in the center of Zagreb.
earthquake?

Earthquake, what

ECO, SCHMECO (September 17, 2015)
Even in the Croatian capital, which is but a blip on the periphery of the
civilized world, many an enterprise now carries the “eco” prefix.
Everything is turning ecological and environmental nowadays. Since a
couple of years ago, there is a line of eco-taxis in the city. Many
products carry the prefix proudly by now. Thus I was not surprised to
see the opening of a dry-cleaning store in the center of Zagreb called
something like eco-laundry. There were colorful balloons all around
the store’s entrance, and a couple of women in colorful outfits were
distributing leaflets to the passersby. As luck would have it, I passed
by the store a few of times. And I heard people chuckling at the “eco”
prefix each and every time. Eco, schmeco. Even on the periphery of
the civilized world, the prefix is becoming nigh ridiculous. I only
wonder when it will become so annoying to all and sundry that it will
be dropped altogether. For even the hoi polloi understand by now that
everything ecological or environmental is for the birds. Nothing but a
silly little trick of capitalism gone berserk.
TWO WAITERS TALKING (October 2, 2015)
On my way through the center of Zagreb, I walk past two waiters
talking across the street. Both of them are yelling, for there are quite a
few cars zooming past between them. Judging by their outfits, they are
working for different restaurants. “My mother was right when she kept
telling me that I should study harder,” I hear one of them yelling. I am
already past the two of them when I hear a roar of laughter on both
sides of the street.
THE JEWISH GRANDMOTHER FESTIVAL (November 13, 2015)
As I am sitting in the café of Kino Europa in the center of Zagreb and
sipping my drink, the lobby of the cinema unexpectedly becomes
crowded. Soon enough, the noise turns deafening. When I look
around, I see that I am surrounded by women in their sixties, seventies,
and eighties. There are very few elderly men among them, and all of
them keep mum. But all the women are surprisingly loud. Apparently,
most of them know each other very well, and they keep yelling with
joy when they spot each other in the crowd. It takes me a while to
realize what is going on. It is the Jewish Film Festival, which started
in the same cinema in 2007. Although it is still morning, the first film
of the day is about to start. With my American hat on, I cannot but
think of the event as the Jewish Grandmother Festival. The film
festival needs renaming, no doubt.
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COCAINE & CAVIAR (November 13, 2015)
Thus a sign in silver lettering embroidered into a crimson tuque I just
spotted in a window of a fashion store in the center of Zagreb. I would
have never looked into the window, but I almost bumped into a woman
in her late thirties or early forties who was staring into it only to start
walking again in my direction without paying any attention onto what
was in front of her. As far as I could gather, the tuque seemed to be of
special interest to her. And it sums up the very zenith of this
civilization of ours. Rome II, as it were. Caviar is one of the most
exclusive victuals around to this day, and cocaine cannot but make it
even more luxurious and scrumptious, as well as memorable. I have
no idea who is behind this fashion item bearing the formula of bliss,
but the store struck me as well endowed with top brands. Amazingly,
the sign is also perfectly legal nowadays. As I was walking away from
the window, I felt almost thankful to that silly woman who was staring
into it. Unwittingly, she made Rome II so much more palpable to me.
REARING (November 14, 2015)
It is warm out of season, and the center of Zagreb is still jammed with
motorcycles. There is no end to the roaring. On occasion, one can
also see them rearing.
PURGER, PAOR (November 14, 2015)
Once again, my beloved and I were invited to the opening of the
Zagreb Film Festival. Before the movie selected for this special
occasion was shown this evening, we saw a four-minute film of Zagreb
taken in 1911. Little is known about this film, but it is the oldest of the
city on record. At the time, there were around seventy-five-thousand
inhabitants in the city, which was still under Austro-Hungarian rule
(“The Growth of Zagreb,” February 15, 2014). One thing that struck
me at once was the sharp urban-rural divide that dominated every
scene (“The Urban-Rural Divide,” November 29, 2013). In the
vernacular of the Croatian capital, the purger and the paor, coming
from the burger and bauer in German, were obvious by their dress.
The two could not be mistaken. The bourgeois and the peasantry wore
entirely different clothes. Before World War I, there must have been a
sharp national division between the two, as well. They must have
spoken different languages, but the film was taken long before the
introduction of sound. Anyhow, the opening night of this year’s
festival was very to my liking.
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A FUCKING FEMINIST (November 18, 2015)
Vedrana Rudan is a Croatian writer of some renown both in Croatia
and a number of countries formed after the breakdown of Yugoslavia.
I remember seeing her books in Belgrade more than a decade ago. I
have never read any of them, but swearing seems to be her claim to
fame. To the best of my knowledge, she swears in public appearances,
as well. In the Balkans, this amounts to a style, I guess. Not
surprisingly, Rudan’s last book is dedicated to the subject: Why I
Swear (2015). Wherever I go in central Zagreb, I see the book in the
bookstore windows, where it usually takes a commanding place.
Annoyed by the hullaballoo, I mumble under my breath whenever I
spot her last masterpiece: “Who the fuck cares?” But I just came
across one of her explanations in the online edition of a Croatian
newspaper: swearing is supposed to be reserved only for men in the
Balkans, and she is rebelling against the male-chauvinist bias. In short,
she is a fucking feminist. Welcome to the Balkans!
WINTER COLLECTIONS (November 24, 2015)
Since several days ago, the temperature has dropped in the Croatian
capital. Now it hovers just above freezing. But it is amazing to see
how the denizens of this city have adjusted to the change in weather.
And women are leading the pack. Now they are dressed for the
harshest of winters. Nay, polar frosts. There are coats, hats, scarves,
and boots on display. On my way to one of my favorite cafés in the
center, I could not believe my eyes. Looking at these silly people, one
would guess that it was freezing cold. But I am in my T-shirt and
fleece still. True, the fleece is zipped up to the neck, but that is about
all I have done to adjust to the change in the weather. I will go for a
light waterproof jacket only when it starts snowing. There is a tuque in
one of its pockets, too. But the jacket was designed for boat sailing
rather than skiing or snowboarding. The way winters have gotten in
Croatia, nothing else is actually needed. Fashion is fashion, though. It
is high time for winter collections once again. And women are doing
their best to dress for the season that is but a joke nowadays.
THE GESTAPO FASHION (November 24, 2015)
Walking through the center of Zagreb, I just walked by a man about
ten years my junior wearing a black leather coat. “Goodness
gracious,” I almost mouthed my first thought, “how quickly people
forget!” I was thinking of Gestapo, of course. The Nazi secret police
became history only seventy years ago, but it is still alive in so many
ways. Only then it crossed my mind that the black leather coat I saw
had nothing to do with forgetting. Indeed, it may well have to do with
remembering. “Rascals,” I smiled to myself, “the men’s fashion gurus
are playing with fire.” When I searched the World Wide Web for
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black leather coats a short while later, I found many fashion websites
advertising them. The connection with World War II is occasionally
rather explicit, as well. The Gestapo fashion is in, it seems. I only
wonder when the Nazi pistols will also become the rage. A black
Parabellum would match a black leather coat quite admirably, I reckon.
ZAGREB MINUS CARS (November 25, 2015)
Joe Biden, the American vice president, is visiting Zagreb today. He
came to discuss migrants and terrorism with Croatian politicians. This
meeting will take place on the sidelines of the summit of Southeastern
European leaders hosted by Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović, the president of
Croatia, and Borut Pahor, the president of Slovenia. The leaders of
these two countries together with those from Serbia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia, and Albania will focus primarily on
the migrant issue. Donald Tusk, the president of the European
Council, and Heinz Fisher, the president of Austria, will also be at the
gathering. Biden’s presence is widely interpreted in terms of
America’s continuing interest in the Balkans. Given that the European
Union has no military muscle, it means that the American protectorate
is still alive and well. As well as that the Balkan peninsula remains the
fraught region on the subcontinent. From my own vantage point, his
visit means that there is much less traffic in the Croatian capital than
on a normal day. Welcome, Biden! Zagreb minus cars is very to my
liking. Would that politicians of this ilk visited every day.
SLAVES OF FUCKING ELECTRICITY (November 29, 2015)
I am sitting in the café of Kino Europa and sipping my drink when a
large van stops by the door. Five young men start carting the stuff
from the van to the cinema hall inside. It does not take me long to
realize that a rock concert of some kind will take place this evening.
Most of the boxes are loudspeakers of all sizes, but there is also quite a
bit of equipment for stage lighting, screens for projections, and the
like. Many thick cables are carted in, as well. By and by, I start
smiling at the show right in front of me. Three Gypsies would
entertain the same crowd without any of the crap. And much better.
But they would carry all their instruments with them. No vans, no
helpers, no electricity, no nothing. But explain any of this to today’s
youth! Tough luck. Slaves of fucking electricity, they would
understand not a single word.
A BOGUS WINTER (December 6, 2015)
Central Zagreb is in its Christmas garb. Many a fir-tree is covered
with fake snow. As good old seasons are gone already, the city has
opted for a bogus winter.
211

Addendum (January 3, 2016)
It has been snowing since yesterday afternoon. The Croatian capital is
clothed in white this morning. Bogus no longer, the winter is a joy to
behold. But the fir-trees that once looked pretty convincing with the
sprinkling of fake snow all over them now look outright pitiful. Long
dead, their branches are sagging improbably under real snow. If it
keeps snowing for a few more days, as the good meteorologists
promise with fanfare, the fir-trees will collapse under the unexpected
weight. This would be an appropriate revenge of the real winter for the
show mounted only a month ago.
ZAGREB POSTCARDS (December 10, 2015)
The bus that took me from Zagreb to Motovun was almost empty.
Most of the trip, there were no more than six passengers on it, and all
of them were sitting far away from me. I had all the time to entertain
myself with all kinds of ideas. And so I started thinking about all the
selections from my Residua that I have attempted to this day. There
are eight of them at present, and the ninth one is in the making. It will
be finished within a few months. This is the selection about yoga,
which I like to think as the very last one. Enough is enough. But the
long bus ride enticed me to think about yet another possible selection.
What in the world could it be? Several possibilities came to my mind,
but I dismissed them pretty quickly. “Zagreb Postcards,” I almost
exclaimed at some point. “Nah,” I shook my head at once, “nearly
everything I’ve written about the city of my birth is sort of ghastly, if
not even spiteful.” Nonetheless, the idea stayed with me through the
end of my trip, and I decided to give it a try one fine day. Who knows,
it may even be entertaining. By the time I reached my home close to
the top of the Motovun hill, I had hard time stopping myself from
starting the search of my magnum opus right away. There is time
aplenty for yet another selection. Having calmed myself down, I
decided to put the whole exercise into words. Whence this awkward
foreword of sorts.
Addendum I (December 12, 2015)
Two days later, one more book of selections from my Residua is no
longer just an idea. There are more than thirty-thousand words to it at
present. I keep scolding myself for my rush with yet another mindless
project, but without any success. Every now and then, I remember
something I have written about the Croatian capital, I find it by
searching the World Wide Web, and then I find its place in the new
book. As ever, the order is strictly chronological. But I keep
promising myself that I will let it simmer for a while. There is no rush,
it goes without saying. Given my double life, it will take quite some
time for it to come to a natural conclusion, as it were. One way or
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another, now I have ten selections at hand. Hard to believe, but still
true. Ten!
Addendum II (December 15, 2015)
Five days later, there are nearly seventy-thousand words to my new
book. Obviously enough, scolding myself is utterly useless once
again. What is worse, I have no idea when the passion with which I
am compiling the book will subside. For it is a passion, indeed. As
ever, the best I can do is let it go its own course. Sooner or later, it will
find its, as it were, natural end. For it must, or so I dare to hope. In the
meanwhile, I am the slave of my own passion, which I was not even
aware of before that fateful bus trip. Lamenting is for the sissies,
though. Back to work!
Addendum III (December 22, 2016)
For the record, there are a hundred-thousand words to my Zagreb
Postcards at present. On many of my visits to the Croatian capital, I
add a few pieces to the selection. This is what I will keep doing in the
future, as well, which means that the book will keep growing. I do not
expect it to change very much over the years, though. The main reason
for this is that I cannot imagine that either my understanding or
appreciation of the city of my birth will ever change appreciably. In
this sense, my book is closed. And so is my mind, I must confess.
Zagreb is Zagreb is Zagreb.
THE GOOSE STEP (December 16, 2015)
As I am working on my book about Zagreb, I keep looking through my
writings for my mother’s story about the entry of German troops into
the city at the beginning of World War II. Croatia seceded from the
Yugoslav kingdom in 1941 and the Independent State of Croatia
welcomed the invaders with open arms. But my mother liked to tell
about the reactions of common people as the German troops marched
in. According to her, there was much jubilation during their awesome
performance. And the men in uniforms especially delighted women.
“Oh,” they kept exclaiming in high-pitched voices, “how handsome
these men are!” Apparently, some women had orgasms at the sight
and sound, as well as tremor, of the goose step. This is the story that I
have repeated many times, but I cannot find it among my writings.
And I did my best to trace it down the last few days. This omission
surprises me not only because I am quite sure that I must have written
a few words about my mother’s personal experience, but also because
there is a possibility that I have felt quite uncomfortable about jotting it
down. Whence the discomfort, though? Am I ashamed of my fellow
Croats, as my mother was? Or do I find the bulk of women appalling,
and not only in the Croatian capital?
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ZAGREB, SUSHI (January 4, 2016)
Over the years, Zagreb has become linked to sushi in my mind.
Whenever I return to the city, I go for the Japanese delicacy without
fail. Which is what I just did while my beloved was at work. She, too,
likes sushi, but not by far as much as I do. Come to think of it, sushi
has been following me wherever I move, albeit with a slight delay.
But I have never had to wait for it for too long. By now, the Croatian
capital is a place to be, as well. It has caught up with my eating habits
surprisingly fast. The number of sushi bars and restaurants has grown
quite rapidly the last few years. By and by, I am becoming spoilt for
choice. Which is very to my liking, I must confess. Ever since my
second bout in Cambridge, Massachusetts, sushi is one of my favorite
dishes. I only wonder when it will follow me all the way to Motovun,
as well. The Adriatic is within a walking distance from the hilltown,
after all.
THE GIVING SPREE (January 5, 2016)
I am sitting in one of my favorite watering holes in central Zagreb
when a woman comes in and starts begging. As far as I can see, she
has no chance. Almost all tables around me are taken by young men.
When she stops by a table with five men in their twenties, I crack a
smile. They pay her no attention whatsoever. Out of the blue, one of
them reaches for his wallet. And then another, and another. In the
end, all of them give the woman a few coins they have managed to find
on them. She has gotten lucky, no doubt. The first young man to
reach for his wallet got them going in the giving spree. None of his
friends would be callous enough to pay her no attention, for he would
be teased about it for quite a while. And there is no telling when and
where this sort of thing will happen, as every beggar must know. With
humans, it is a question of luck. In spite of its surfeit of beggars, the
Croatian capital is no exception.
ALMOST HOME (January 5, 2016)
Every book of selections from my Residua takes its toll. Nearly
finished with my book about the city of my birth, I feel ill at ease.
Alas, another almost home.
Addendum I (March 19, 2016)
Zagreb, Belgrade, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Ljubljana, Reading,
Berkshire, London, Motovun, Zagreb… Almost homes galore, but the
real home is still missing. And it will keep missing for the rest of my
life, I am pretty sure by now. As far as I am concerned, home belongs
to the realm fiction. But the knowledge that I will fall for it never

214

again gives me all the comfort that I need at this stage of my life.
Home, what home? Fiction is not my cup of tea.
Addendum II (July 19, 2016)
Come to think of it, I do have a home—my writings that stretch across
all the cities and towns listed in the first addendum to this haiku.
Indeed, my Residua is my home, for there is hardly any better
definition of this collection of notes, essays, epistles, stories, aperçus,
diary entries, tales, epigrams, vignettes, parables, dreams, poems,
quips, fables, snippets of conversation, maxims, slogans, visions,
quotes, jokes, and aphorisms, as well as the addenda that extend all of
the above. Alas, it contains fiction, as well. Hey, no home is perfect…
Addendum III (October 24, 2016)
My Residua is my home, all right, but it has just crossed my mind that
it would be good to add a few words of rather technical nature to the
previous addendum. In particular, the World Wide Web is my home’s
home, as it were. Without it, my many yearbooks with more than
three-million words would be quite a chore to leaf through, let alone to
carry around. The way the web works, I can access my magnum opus
anywhere I go nowadays. More, I can add to it whenever and
whatever I wish. In addition, I can search through it with surprising
ease, which bolsters my memory in a jiffy. All this would be nigh
impossible without the web, one of the greatest advances of so-called
western civilization. Enough, though. My home’s home has been
dutifully if belatedly introduced.
LIVING INCOGNITO, AGAIN AND AGAIN (January 7, 2016)
I woke up with a question mark above my head: what is it about
Zagreb that I like the best? It did not take me long to remember that I
am often delighted by the fact that I am living incognito in the city
(“Living Incognito,” November 9, 2011; “Living Incognito, Again,”
January 16, 2013). The same answer crosses my mind, and fast,
whenever this morning’s question pops up. Of course, this has nothing
to do with the Croatian capital. Rather, it has to do with me and me
alone. Which is why I now feel ever-so-slightly sorry for the city of
my birth. Who knows how I would feel about it were I not as long in
the tooth? Bent on liberation from this world, now I would feel the
same anywhere else in the world. Any city new to me would be just to
my liking at this stage of my life, for I would be living incognito in it.
And I would be free to poke fun at everything around me as much as I
please. Pace Zagreb, but I happen to be living with impunity, as well.
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POOR DEVILS (January 7, 2016)
After five days of snow, the sky opened up this morning. There has
been not a cloud the whole day. It has gotten quite warm, as well.
Snow is sliding down from roofs, and there has been relentless
dripping everywhere one goes in the center of Zagreb. Sidewalks are
best avoided right now. In short, the first bout of winter this winter is
definitely over. The last trace of snow is likely to disappear in a few
short days. When will the next bout of winter arrive, though? That is
anyone’s guess, but do not ask the meteorologists. They predicted
snow in the Croatian capital today. Today?! Poor devils, they must be
blinking at the blinding sun all day long. Snow, what snow? One only
wonders when will they give up forecasting for good. It is well beyond
them and all the sciences at their disposal, anyhow.
Addendum (March 11, 2016)
Spring flowers are all around the Croatian capital since more than a
month ago. Many bushes have turned green a few weeks ago. I
spotted the first tree in leaf a week ago. And I was regaled today by
the first large tree in flower. I think it is a plum tree, but I am not sure.
In short, the winter is as good as over by now. If there will be more
snow this month or next, it will not add up to much, for it is not likely
to last more than a few hours at a time. So, how many bouts of real
winter has there been this winter? Only one so far. It lasted from
January 2 to 6, as this piece attests, and that was that. The last few
years, Zagreb has had two or three bouts of real winter each winter, but
not this year. And the trend is abundantly clear by now. In a few short
years, even bouts of real winter lasting no more than a week will be
history. Poor devils, indeed.
POSTSCRIPTUM XVIII (January 8, 2016)
The idea of making a selection of writings about Zagreb from my
Residua came to me out of the blue. Literally so, too. It took me only
a few days to come up with a credible book, but I let it simmer for
another month or so. Every now and then, I would add a few pieces to
the concoction. And here it is at long last. Cooked to my taste, it is
just what I had in mind from the outset. I will surely keep adding to it
over the years, but I cannot imagine that it will change in any major
way on account of these dribbling additions. The city of my birth will
not change much in the time allotted to me, either. Which is why this
book has neither a proper beginning nor an ending worthy of mention,
let alone celebration. It just goes on an on without any rhyme or
reason. This is entirely in keeping with its subject. As well as the
tottering author, I dare say.
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Sundry Afterthoughts
CROATIA, DERRIDA (January 10, 2016)
My beloved has several prints by Vlado Martek, a conceptual artist
from Croatia. Most of them are in the corridor of her apartment. The
one above the door leading to the kitchen is my favorite. It shows
Croatia in black against a red background. To the west, it is written
“Marx” in white lettering, and to the north “Freud.” It is written
“Crowley” to the east, and to the south “Bible” in white lettering. And
across the country itself, it is written “Derrida” in large white lettering.
What is it about the print that I actually like? Derrida is the
philosopher I like the least. In my book, his philosophy is the very
pits. Almost everything he has written drives me crazy, and fast. As
far as I am concerned, even his name is an irritant past compare.
Returning to Croatia, it is a match made in heaven. Congratulations,
Martek!
MURDERER, CROOK (January 12, 2016)
As luck would have it, I just walked past two major criminals in the
center of the Croatian capital. One is a serial murderer and the other a
crook of renown. The crook has spent a little time in jail, but the
murderer has been spared from indignities of this sort. The murderer is
parading his much younger girlfriend around town, and the crook is
talking to his many friends lounging in outdoor cafés and laughing his
head off. Judging by their appearances, the murderer and the crook are
pretty happy. Croatia is the right country for them both, and especially
its courts. The more abominable the crime, the gentler and subtler the
judges. When it comes to major crimes, they are like the sweetest of
kittens. On my way home, I kept shaking my head in awe. All one
needs to do to get to know Croatia is to walk around the center of its
capital on a nice day. Everything is out in the open. The country’s
tangled guts are in plain view.
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Addendum (November 2, 2018)
Pray, who are these two? The murderer is Tomislav Horvatinčić, one
of the most famous realtors in Croatia. Over the years, he has
murdered several people in accidents of all sorts without spending
more than a few days in jail. What with money and political influence,
he is free to roam the Croatian capital at will. And the crook is Nadan
Vidošević, who used to be the president of the Croatian Chamber of
Commerce. He even took part in presidential elections in Croatia less
than a decade ago. Although he went to jail for his financial
shenanigans, he was freed soon enough. Croatian courts are always in
favor of murderers and crooks of this ilk. One way or another,
everything is in their favor. Corruption and organized crime are so
deeply ingrained that nobody is surprised by their good fortunes. Only
a few remaining idealists, like poor old me, are still bewildered by the
likes of Horvatinčić and Vidošević. Not to worry, though. Idealists
are quickly going the way of the dodo in capitalist Croatia.
STALE CORN BREAD, AGAIN (January 16, 2016)
Just like a week ago, we ended up with nearly a whole loaf of stale
corn bread, which we decided to share with the pigeons once again.
On our way to lunch in one of our favorite restaurants in central
Zagreb, we stopped in one of the less busy pedestrian streets and
started crumbling the bread onto the pavement. The pigeons were
there in no time. Sparrows joined them quickly enough. But we were
half way through our job when a lady in her late seventies or early
eighties approached us. Dressed in a fur coat, heavily made up, and
leading a small dog on a leash, she was livid: “Why are you feeding
these rats?” My beloved kept mum, but I exchanged a few conciliatory
sentences with the old lady. “This is against the law,” she puckered
her red lips. No matter what I said about her accusations, she got ever
more livid. “Well,” she said before she left us alone, “I’ll call the
police!” When we were finished, we were livid, too. “Zagreb at its
very best,” I mumbled. Chances are we will be caught feeding the
pigeons never again. The Croatian capital is teeming with old ladies
eager to pick up a fight with anyone in sight.
GOOD TASTE (January 24, 2016)
My beloved and I had a fabulous walk in the woods only a few minutes
from the center of Zagreb. And we were almost alone. These are rare
benefits of good taste.
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THE BRAND NEW MERCEDES (February 4, 2016)
On a walk around the Croatian capital earlier today, I walked past one
of the high schools in the center. There were quite a few youngsters
standing in small groups along the pavement in front of an old building
that went back to the Austro-Hungarian empire. I was only a few
paces away from a group of four or five boys in their late teens when I
noticed that their attention was suddenly grabbed by something behind
me. They turned quiet and they started staring at it with their eyes
wide open. At first I thought it was a girl to their taste on the other
side of the street, but then I realized it must be a car passing by.
Indeed, a shining black Mercedes came into my view as I was walking
past the boys. I had never seen this particular model. Judging by the
behavior of the high-school boys, it must be just released. Hours later,
I cannot forget what I witnessed on my walk. Those gaping eyes are
etched into my mind’s eye. The brand new Mercedes was close to the
top of the boys’ wish list. They behaved just like any other apes as
soon as they spotted it. Amazingly, the idea that humans hail from
apes is still revolting to many. As though there is any striking
difference between the two.
DER HAKENKREUZ RUNDGANG (February 27, 2016)
I love Zrinjevac with its tall plane-trees that are more than a century
old. Almost every day, I take a walk through the park, which is the
size of two roughly square city blocks. As of late, I always follow the
same steps through its straight paths covered with fine gravel.
Starting from the northwestern corner, which is only a block away
from the main city square, I first walk south to the path that cuts the
park in half from west to east, turn east and walk across, and then I
turn south again and walk to the southeastern corner of the park. Next
I turn west and walk to the path that cuts the park in half from south to
north, turn north and walk across the park one more time, and then I
turn east and walk to the northeastern corner of the park. This is where
I leave Zrinjevac, too. Given the park’s distinctly Austro-Hungarian
architecture and layout, I have a German name for my tour: Der
Hakenkreuz Rundgang. The swastika tour, that is. Adolf Hitler gave it
a bad name, but it was a good-luck charm before him. Whence the
name for my good-luck tour. And the German language gives it the
well-deserved gusto. Nay, crunch.
BLESSED CROATIA (March 3, 2016)
When I turned a corner in the pedestrian area in Zagreb, I heard a loud
male voice from half a block away. It was so loud that I first thought it
was coming out of a loudspeaker. A moment later, I saw a man in his
late forties or early fifties walking my way quite fast and yelling into
his mobile phone. “I’ll crush your bones as soon as I get hold of you,”
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he was shouting at the top of his voice. “You asshole from Zagorje,”
he continued, “I’ve had enough of your cheating!” Zagorje is a region
of Croatia along the border with Slovenia, which is not far from the
Croatian capital. I could not be sure of the angry man’s accent, but I
had a hunch that it was from Medjimurje, which borders on Slovenia
and Hungary. The two regions share a border, as well. “Fucking
asshole from Zagorje,” he roared as he walked past me, “I can’t stand
your lies any longer!” As I kept walking, people started coming out of
the shops in front of me to see what was going on. A few windows on
buildings along the man’s path opened up and heads popped out, as
well. The earsplitting voice was impossible to miss until I turned
another corner. “Blessed Croatia,” I grinned to myself when I was out
of its reach, “it has plenty of regions…” Only then I remembered that
Tito was also from Zagorje. “Blessed Croatia,” I chuckled and shook
my head in wonder of the man’s wrath.
THE CROATIAN PANTHEON (March 8, 2016)
The MIT Pantheon uses the World Wide Web to come up with
globally known people born in a particular city or town of a present
day country over a specified period of time (pantheon.media.mit.edu).
The celebrity lists go back some six-thousand years. I just searched
the website for a few places close to my heart at this stage of my life.
To begin with, who are the globally known people born within present
day Motovun, Croatia? Only one individual comes up: Mario Andretti,
born in 1940. Of Italian origin, the racecar driver was actually born in
Italy. Motovun belonged to this country between 1918, when the
Austro-Hungarian empire fell apart after the end of World War I, and
1943, when Mussolini’s Italy collapsed in the middle of World War II.
Next, who are the globally known people born within present day
Zagreb, Croatia? The Croatian capital boasts of six people—two
soccer players, one tennis player, one skier, one actor, and one
politician. Interestingly, the politician in question is Ivo Josipović,
born in 1957, the former president of Croatia. Finally, who are the
globally known people born within present day Croatia? The country
as a whole comes up with fifty people, most of whom are associated
with sports. The sports are soccer, tennis, skiing, basketball, and
athletics. In addition, there are politicians, religious figures, military
personnel, scientists, artists, and philosophers. Among the politicians,
the leading one is Diocletian, born in 244. The only philosopher on the
list is Rudolf Steiner, born in 1861. Of Austrian origin, he was
actually born in the Austro-Hungarian empire. At any rate, Croatia
does not compare very well with its neighbors. For instance, Hungary
claims eighty-one individual, Austria one-hundred and thirty-six, and
Italy eight-hundred and three individuals. All in all, the Croatian
Pantheon is a pitiful sight. Chances are that this is how it will remain
for the next six-thousand years.
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TRAINING FOR HEAVEN (March 12, 2016)
I am sitting in a café crawling with infants and toddlers. Now it is chic
in Zagreb to take children out on weekends. For all my sins, I am
training for heaven.
CHEWING GUM (March 13, 2016)
On my walks through the pedestrian area in the center of Zagreb, I
focus on the pavement in front of me. As I walk, I do my best to keep
my mind free of all thought. In my innocence, though, I cannot but
notice one feature of all pavements I walk across, no matter whether
they are covered with asphalt, concrete, or stone: patches of chewing
gum. Trampled into the pavement by passers-by, they are everywhere.
Quite literally, too. Large and small, the patches are distributed at
random, but their density is greater in some places than in others. For
instance, there are loads of them in front of fast-food outlets of all
descriptions. Judging by the ubiquity of chewing gum patches in its
capital, Croatia is a developed country. Very developed, in fact. The
same feature graces Paris, Sydney, Montreal, London, New York,
Barcelona, Tokyo, or Berlin. In fact, chewing gum marks our entire
civilization by now. It is one of its palpable hallmarks, no less. Which
is why I cannot but feel proud of the city of my birth. Chewing gum
everywhere!
THE MONKEY HEAD (March 16, 2016)
On my walk around the pedestrian area in the Croatian capital, I saw
an older woman pushing a baby carriage with an infant sleeping inside.
Helpful grandmothers are a dime a dozen nowadays. But the carriage
itself astonished me: bright red in color, it had a large, black monkey
head painted across its front. Its mouth was open, and it looked as
though it was laughing. “At last,” I almost congratulated the woman,
“humans understand that they, too, are nothing but monkeys!”
Chances are that she would have attacked me with her fingernails in
the middle of the street, I realized a moment later. In fact, the monkey
head shows exactly the opposite. Humans conceive of themselves as
so far ahead of all the other monkeys that the connection does not even
cross anyone’s mind any longer. Shucks. A nice try, old man.
WINKING (March 21, 2016)
As soon as I enter one of my favorite cafés in the center of Zagreb, I
spot Sepp Blatter’s face on the television screen, where soccer matches
are usually shown. What is the former president of the Fédération
Internationale de Football Association or FIFA doing there? When I
sit down, I realize a documentary about corruption in the organization
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is actually on show. When one of the waiters I know well brings me
my coffee, he points at the screen with his head and winks at me: “I
love this!” There is no tone, but I can read the subtitles from where I
am sitting. It does not take me long to learn about the vast corruption
ring behind international soccer. Standing on the other side of the café
and watching the documentary, the waiter keeps winking at me.
Apparently, all top FIFA officials were involved in the racket in one
way or another. Their tentacles reached every country around the
globe. I cannot but feel a certain joy that the corruption ring has been
broken at last. “Gosh,” whispers the waiter as he walks past my table
with someone else’s coffee, “why am I not closer to these lucky
guys?!” He gives me another wink, and I crack a smile. As it turns
out, we have been watching two entirely different documentaries.
NOT A THOUGHT (April 16, 2016)
These days, my parents are often on my mind. Wishing to be closer to
them, I just went to their gallery in my house, and I spent some time in
front of their portraits painted by their Zagreb friends in the first half of
the last century. Omer Mujadžić painted them together when they
were married in 1936. Vilko Šeferov painted my mother in 1942. And
Zlatko Prica painted my father in 1947. On the gallery wall, Mujadžić
is in the middle, Šeferov to the right, and Prica to the left. As I looked
now at one painting and now at another, I let my mind drift. I did not
expect anything in particular, but I would not be surprised by a
memory from the second half of the last century, when I was growing
up among these very paintings. Not a thought came to my mind,
though. After a while, I realized that this was the best present my
parents could give me for my birthday tomorrow. I bowed to both of
them and left the gallery with a smile on my face.
MISSING HER IN NEW WAYS (June 12, 2016)
I will be going to Zagreb in a couple of days, but I have already had
my fill of Motovun. Wherever I go, I feel a touch uneasy, and
sometimes even edgy. And I am getting kind of tired of the people I
see from day to day. It appears that I have left already, but it will take
me quite a while to leave for true, let alone to arrive anywhere. In
short, I am suspended between my origin and destination. The only
thing I can say in my defense is that I have not seen, heard, smelled, or
touched my beloved for a long time, not to mention tasting her. It will
have been no less than a month and a half this time around. Although
we occasionally get separated for longish periods of time, this year is
pretty unusual in this regard. The first time we were separated this
year, it took us a whole month to get back together. After only a week
in each other’s company, we got separated for the second time, this
time for an even longer period. My beloved is quite busy lately, and
she is traveling a lot. After two long separations, I am missing her in
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new ways. Entirely new, I must say. Suspended between my origin
and destination, I am counting my blessings.
ZAGOVUN (June 21, 2016)
On our way from Zagreb to Motovun, we know the countryside by
heart. After so many years, it feels like home. For lack of a proper
name, we can call it Zagovun.
Addendum I (June 22, 2016)
By the way, the name for the countryside we purportedly know by
heart sounds kind of funny in Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian or BCS. Ever
so vaguely, it suggests some connection with govno or “turd.” Nearly
everyone from the Western Balkans would pick up the joke without
fail. And a joke it surely is, for we are kind of tired of our, as it were,
home. It takes three hours from door to door. Would that the trip
between Zagreb and Motovun were much shorter. In spite of the
beautiful countryside in Gorski Kotar and parts of Istria, Zagovun is
still Zagovun.
Addendum II (September 15, 2016)
On our way from Motovun to Zagreb, we know the countryside by
heart, as well. Viewed from the speeding car, though, it is ever-soslightly different than Zagovun. Far lack of a better name, we can call
it Motogreb. Sadly, the name sounds pretty bad in BCS once again.
The first association is with pogreb or “funeral,” which would make it
something like a motorized funeral. Ouch! Be that as it may, Zagovun
and Motogreb are the names of the countryside connecting our two
abodes. And we do know it by heart after so many years of speeding
both ways. Although I am a bit annoyed with myself for coming up
with these names, unappealing, as they happen to be, it is still good to
have them. They portray the countryside stretch pretty well.
Addendum III (December 14, 2016)
As of late, the two names for the countryside between my two abodes
are firmly entrenched already. A few days ago, it was Motogreb that I
was staring at from the hurtling bus. And it will be Zagovun I will be
staring at a few days from now, when I will be back on the bus on my
return trip. By now, I am pretty happy with these names. Even more, I
am starting to love them. As I said in the previous addendum, they
portray the countryside pretty well. Actually, they do so no less than
perfectly. Although it is the same countryside, the direction of travel
still counts. To begin with, the sequence of places on view makes a
huge difference. On top of that, the view of each place is considerably
different depending on the direction of travel. Be that as it may, the
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two names for the countryside are here to stay.
Motogreb forever!

Zagovun and

SO HAPPY (August 7, 2016)
Leaving Zagreb a few days after my beloved, who went to see her
parents, I feel happy. And astonished. I had no idea that leaving
Zagreb could make me so happy.
THE MOTHER OF ALL CITIES (September 15, 2016)
I am spending so little time in Zagreb as of late that it surprises me on
every visit. Having just arrived from tiny Motovun, it strikes me as
huge. Nay, colossal. On every visit, the buildings are getting taller
and the streets wider. There is so much traffic around, as well as so
many people walking every which way, that I feel that I am back in
London. In my mind, the city of my birth is growing in size. And ever
faster. Sooner or later, it will turn into the biggest city on earth. Well
in advance, I shudder in awe. Will I dare come back to the mother of
all cities in the fullness of time?
FAKE EVERYTHING (September 16, 2016)
It did not take me more than a few hours in the center of the Croatian
capital to escape it as fast as I could. Wherever I turned, I was
appalled by what I saw around me. Fake wealth. Fake power. Fake
beauty. Fake culture. Indeed, fake everything. And so I headed north,
where woods awaited me in silence. Almost alone on a winding gravel
path, I marveled at trees and brushes. I marveled at flowers and
grasses. An occasional dog on a leash was a joy to come across, as
well. Everything around me was real. As real as real can be. When I
returned to the center, I headed to my beloved’s apartment without
looking around. As soon as I closed the door behind me, I sighed with
relief. By the time she returns from her office, I will be as good as
new. It will take me a few days to become accustomed to pervasive
fakeness of the city center and its denizens, but I will be gone again
soon afterwards. Motovun beckons out of the blue…
ZAGREB VERSUS MOTOVUN, AGAIN (October 1, 2016)
Each time I go to Zagreb, I jot down my arrival and departure date
without fail. I started spending ever-longer periods of time there in
2009, when my troubles in Istria reached their painful climax. Back
then, I expected that the Croatian capital would eventually win over
Motovun (“Zagreb versus Motovun,” September 18, 2009). For a few
years, it actually did. And how. But the situation has been changing
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the last few years, and it is not easy to figure out how it will develop
further. Here are the pertinent statistics:
2009 - 111 days (30%)
2010 - 181 says (50%)
2011 - 233 days (64%)
2012 - 223 days (61%)
2013 - 225 days (62%)
2014 - 180 days (49%)
2015 - 170 days (47%)
So far this year, I have spent only one-hundred and nine days in the
city of my birth, which amounts to no more than thirty percent of the
time. I am not likely to spend more than a few weeks there till the end
of the year, though, which will jack up the percentage by just a few
points. Behold, Motovun is fighting back, as it were. Indeed, I am
attracted more and more to ts peace and quiet, as well as the beauty of
its luscious countryside. As I already said, I cannot be sure how the
future will look, but my statistics show that the contest between Zagreb
and Motovun is far from a decided one. Go Motovun, go!
Addendum I (December 19, 2016)
The end of the year is nigh, and my last trip to Zagreb is already
behind me. Therefore, I have all the relevant statistics to complete this
piece about Zagreb versus Motovun. And here they are:
2016 - 128 days (35%)
By comparison with previous years, this year is rather surprising.
Behold, it is only five percent above 2009, when I started spending
longer periods in the Croatian capital. Motovun is on the ascendance,
no doubt whatsoever. For the time being, the hilltown’s future seems
bright.
Addendum II (January 13, 2020)
Ever since I have decided to spend my winters in Motovun, and my
decision strikes me as pretty much final at this stage, the contest with
Zagreb is changing fast (“The Graveyard Challenge,” November 18,
2018; and “Into a Ghost Town,” January 5, 2019). The last three
years, Zagreb is losing the game at a clip. Here are the pertinent
statistics one more time:
2017 - 134 days (37%)
2018 - 102 days (28%)
2019 - 51 day (14%)
The way things look at present, I will be spending between forty and
fifty days a year in the city of my birth. Chances are that I will be
225

coming over for various chores about six times a year, and that I will
not be spending more than a week on each of these visits. That is the
foreseeable future, though. Things may change in the long run, to be
sure. Given my advancing age and the wobbliness of world affairs, I
may well end up in Zagreb close to the end of my life. After all, this is
where my ashes will start their journey toward the oceans (“Sunny
Meadow,” March 1, 2017). Time only will tell.
IN PRAISE OF WOLVES (October 17, 2016)
The weather is surprisingly nice, and I am doing my best to enjoy the
city of my birth. I am walking around the center and sitting in my
favorite watering holes. But I end up back in my beloved’s apartment
more often than I would expect on such a splendid day. I simply
cannot stand the people that crowd around me. Young women are the
pits with their painted faces and outrageous clothing accentuating their
sexual prowess. Young men are not far behind with their beards and
outlandish hairdos. Middle-aged women come next in line with their
preposterous attempts to look a few decades younger than they actually
are. Many of the middle-aged men are close behind in their deplorable
quest for youth, as well. Only the elderly are beyond such silly games
in the Croatian capital. Long reconciled with their age, they look just
as they do. Fat and bent over, quite a few of them are shuffling around
the center of the city. At any rate, I have to force myself to go out and
face the repulsive crowd over and over again. When I do manage to
get out, I do whatever is in my power to temper my disgust. Whenever
I have a chance, I rest my eyes on dogs that can be seen everywhere
nowadays. And the closer they are to wolves, the more comfort they
give me.
THE GOOD OLD U (November 19, 2016)
All sorts of graffiti can be spotted around central Zagreb, and many of
them tell plenty about the city of my birth, but uppermost among them
is the good old U.
Addendum I (November 29, 2017)
Good old U? Having come across this haiku entirely by chance, I
realized that only those from former Yugoslavia would get it without
much ado. To wit, quite a few Croatians are still pining for the
Ustasha regime that reigned during World War II. Nazis to boot, they
underpinned the quisling Croatia aligned with both Hitler and
Mussolini. To this day, the letter that turned into their symbol can be
spotted across the country. And it is rather ubiquitous in the Croatian
capital, where it pops up on many a wall covered with graffiti.
Whenever I return to the city of my birth, I am regaled with untold
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reminders of the country’s checkered past. World War II is wished
back wherever one turns. In my seventies, I am but an infant still.
Addendum II (January 9, 2018)
On my last return to the Croatian capital, I have spotted the good old U
on many a wall once again. But this time around I notice that quite a
few of them have a cross stuck inside. Croatians are devout Christians,
after all. Besides, they are often branded as more Catholic than the
pope. And the Ustasha symbol is thus embellished with a cross for all
to see. To wit, the graffiti artists are good Ustashas one and all.
CHILDREN TO DIE FOR (November 20, 2016)
There is a mother with a couple of children, a boy and a girl, at a
neighboring table in a Zagreb café. The boy is ten or eleven and the
girl is six or seven. The mother takes the girl to the toilet at some
point. After a while, the girl returns alone, grabs a mobile phone from
her brother’s hand and starts yelling: “Who allowed you to look into
my mobile?” He says nothing. “Idiot,” she yells and smacks him over
the head. At this point he slaps himself over his head, as well. “Silly
me,” that is. He, too, has a mobile phone, of course. By the time the
mother returns from the toilet, peace is restored. Looking into their
mobile phones, they tell her not a word about their tiff. At this point I
give the children a closer look. Both of them are dressed to kill. The
boy is wearing a leather jacket, and the girl wears a colorful miniskirt.
Their hairs show the hands of a careful hairdresser. The girl’s hair
reaches all the way to her bum. In short, children to die for. Early
years of the Twenty-First Century in the center of the Croatian capital.
FUCK ZAGREB (November 21, 2016)
As my bus hurtles toward Motovun, I miss my beloved’s eyes, nose,
elbows, and shoulders. I miss her belly, tits, and bum. How about
Zagreb, though? Fuck Zagreb.
Addendum I (August 24, 2017)
As I enjoy telling all and sundry whenever an opportunity arises,
Zagreb would be as good as dead without my beloved. Were she to
move away, for instance, the city of my birth would not even cross my
mind ever again. And this haiku sums up my feelings in no more than
twenty-eight words. Actually, the last two words and the title sum it
up even better. Fuck Zagreb, indeed. Which is why my book about
the Croatian capital is dedicated to my beloved. After all, the idea of
putting it together came to me on yet another bus trip to Motovun a
year before this haiku was penned (“Zagreb Postcards,” December 10,
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2015). As the dedication spells out in no uncertain terms, she ushered
me back to the city of my birth when I least suspected. Love!
Addendum II (July 19, 2020)
So many years later, my bus appears to be history, too. The line
connecting Umag and Zagreb via Livade is dead since the beginning of
the coronavirus pandemic several months ago. And it is anyone’s
guess when and whether it will be reinstated. But I still miss my
beloved’s eyes, nose, elbows, and shoulders. I also miss her belly, tits,
and bum. As for Zagreb, I do not miss it at all. Once again, fuck
Zagreb. Without my beloved, it would be history for ever and ever.
Out of the twenty-two books to my name, the one about the city of my
birth would dwindle away pretty quickly (“Books to My Name,” April
17, 2020). Returning to love, it is the greatest mystery of this world of
ours. Luckily, there is little chance it will be explained in the years to
come, if ever. Which only adds to my zest for my beloved. Blessed
love!
BOBBY AND RUDI (November 21, 2016)
In the Balkans, Croats are thought of as humorless. This applies
especially to Zagreb and its environs. Indeed, Dalmatians and
Slavonians are far from humorless. By way of an example, Croats are
considered incapable of making a funny movie, a genre in which Serbs
and Bosnians are considered as far superior. Most Croats would agree
with this assessment, and every new movie is examined from the
vantage point of humor. Is it funny enough? Sadly, every single movie
that comes along fails to impress in connection with humor. At best, it
falls flat.
The same holds for jokes. It is interesting to note that the only jokes
associated with Zagreb are about Bobby and Rudi, which have a
distinctly Austro-Hungarian ring to them. They are out of fashion by
now, but they are still around. Nowadays, many of them can be found
on the World Wide Web. It does not take much effort to find out that
jokes about Count Bobby and Baron Rudi actually come from Vienna,
though. There is even a Wikipedia page dedicated to the two
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/count_bobby). Now that the bourgeoisie
of Zagreb is thinning out, the jokes about Bobby and Rudi have lost
their punch. And the bourgeoisie was largely from elsewhere in the
Austro-Hungarian empire.
The best explanation for all of the above is that Zagreb is a black hole
in cultural terms. Having grown into a city in a bit more than a century,
it is a hodge-podge of Croats from all across the country, as well as
many others from further afield. Whatever is funny to some is not
funny at all to others. Little is shared in this melting pot that has grown
with every war in the Balkans, and especially with World War I and II.
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In short, Croats will be thought of as humorless for many more years to
come, if not forever. As time goes by, the melting pot is likely to grow
and grow. By and by, Bobby and Rudi will also disappear without a
trace. The Austro-Hungarian empire vanished from the face of the
earth an entire century ago. Well, a couple of years less.
THE MOTHER OF ALL MYSTERIES (December 13, 2016)
Wherever one goes in the pedestrian zone in the center of Zagreb,
which is crowded any time of day and any time of year, one sees a
large number of people of all ages talking on their mobile phones.
Many others are staring into the screens of their phones or typing
something into their keyboards. Some are smiling while others are
frowning. One cannot but be surprised by the scene, though. How did
these people manage to survive all the years before the appearance of
these fabulous gadgets? And they appeared only in the Nineties of the
last century. Till the end of the millennium, they were a rather rare
sight. Nowadays, one can hardly imagine a person without a mobile
phone at hand. No matter the age, everyone has at least one, and some
have quite a few. How have they made it to this day? That is one of
the greatest mysteries of this civilization of ours. Life before a quarter
of a century is nigh unimaginable by now. The mother of all
mysteries, to be sure.
CELEBRATING ANYTHING (December 13, 2016)
My parents got married eighty years ago. And in Zagreb, of all places.
As it happens, I am here on the special day, but I do not feel like
celebrating anything.
THE EUROPEAN UNION’S CARNATION (January 4, 2017)
How to draw the European Union’s carnation? This is an art project
for all. To begin with, get a large map of Europe. Then draw a circle
around the following twenty-eight capital cities of the Union’s member
countries: Amsterdam, Athens, Berlin, Bratislava, Brussels, Bucharest,
Budapest, Copenhagen, Dublin, Helsinki, Lisbon, Ljubljana, London,
Luxembourg, Madrid, Nicosia, Paris, Prague, Riga, Rome, Sofia,
Stockholm, Tallinn, Valletta, Vienna, Vilnius, Warsaw, and Zagreb.
Now draw the flower by connecting with straight lines Berlin, Athens,
Dublin, Rome, Tallinn, Lisbon, Riga, Valletta, Warsaw, Helsinki,
Nicosia, Paris, Bratislava, London, Budapest, Copenhagen, Sofia,
Luxembourg, Bucharest, Stockholm, Vienna, Vilnius, Zagreb,
Brussels, Prague, Madrid, Amsterdam, Ljubljana, and Berlin again.
The Union’s carnation is now entire. Executed with aplomb by
carefully selecting all the drawing utensils, it will be the pride of every
home. As the Union’s membership shrinks over the years, redraw the
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carnation by skipping the ex-members’ capitals. The flower will be
shrinking, as well, but the composition will remain unchanged. Enjoy!
To Ivan Kožarić
ZAGREB’S ORIGINS (February 14, 2017)
Books about Zagreb’s history are pretty rare, and so it is a joy to come
across Rudolf Horvat’s The Past of the City of Zagreb.[27] Its first
few pages are dedicated to the most distant past that can be captured in
relevant documents. To get a better feeling of Zagreb’s foundations, I
started compiling a list of years with the most pertinent information
attached. I realized soon enough that the list was interesting in its own
right. In particular, the first three pages of the book harbor five pieces
of information that describe Zagreb’s origins. Here goes:
1093 - Zagreb bishopric founded.[28]
1134 - First mention of Zagreb as Villa Zagrebiensis.[29]
1217 - Zagreb cathedral completed.[30]
1241 - Zagreb sacked by Mongols.[31]
1242 - King Bela IV made Zagreb a free royal town.[32]
As Horvat points out, the first year on the list is relevant because
bishoprics have never been founded in mere villages. That is, Zagreb
must have been large enough at the end of the Eleventh Century to
deserve such an ecclesiastic recognition. Although there are no data
about the size of the bishopric in question, it most likely counted a few
thousand people at least. Similarly, a villa in the Twelfth Century
would typically be a town with a charter. It can thus be concluded that
Zagreb got going in the early Eleventh Century, and that it became a
true city in the late Nineteenth Century (“The Growth of Zagreb,”
February 15, 2014). Alas, it took it nearly a millennium to get there!
ZAGREB IN 1742 (February 19, 2017)
Much can be learned about the Croatian capital from Rudolf Horvat’s
The Past of the City of Zagreb.[33] Unfortunately, the book offers
little information about its population growth through the last
millennium. One notable exemption is an account of a church census
conducted in 1742, which included only the number of houses.[34] In
particular, there were five-hundred and sixty houses in Zagreb that
year. Of these, there were one-hundred and seventy-nine houses in the
upper town, where most of the nobility lived, and only seventy-one
house in the lower town, where mostly farmers and cattle-growers
lived. Next to the upper town, but separated from it by a brook, there
were eighty-six houses within the walls surrounding the cathedral, and
sixty-two houses belonging to the church outside the walls. This is
where priests, monks, and nuns lived. According to Gjuro Szabo’s Old
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Zagreb, there were two-thousand six-hundred and eighty-nine
inhabitants in 1782.[35] This would mean that there were around twothousand and five hundred inhabitants in 1742, which was forty years
earlier. In addition, this would mean that four or five people lived in a
typical house at the time. All told, the Croatian capital was a small
town two and a half centuries ago or so. Actually, it was outright
puny.
TO THE HEART OF THE CITY OF MY BIRTH (February 27, 2017)
The day was gorgeous. On my way to Cmrok via Tuškanac, I walked
by one of my favorite antiquarian bookstores in the Croatian capital.
Halfway along Dežmanova Street, Brala is its name. This is where I
bought two histories of Zagreb so far. The first was by Gjuro Szabo,
which I got three years ago.[36] The second, by Rudolf Horvat, I got
no more than a fortnight ago.[37] When I entered the store, I saw two
people behind the counter—a woman in her late forties or early fifties
and a man about my age or slightly older. “I am looking for Franjo
Buntak’s history of Zagreb,” I smiled at them both.[38] “Excellent
book,” the man said with conviction and went to fetch it from a shelf
right behind his back. And then I mentioned the two books I had
already bought at the same store, and the woman behind the counter
smiled. Apparently, she remembered me. But the man was delighted
by my words. As it turned out, he was Šime Brala, who founded the
store. His son is running it now, but books are his greatest love to this
day. “Do you happen to have any other history of Zagreb,” I asked as I
was paying for my latest acquisition. He showed me a few books
crammed with pictures, but I was not interested. “Real books,” I
grinned. And then I mentioned Ivo Goldstein’s book, which I bought
only a few days ago.[39] Brala just waved his hand dismissively. He
was not impressed at all. But he proceeded to tell me that he was not
aware of any history of the Croatian capital from the early years of the
Twentieth Century, let alone the Nineteenth Century. To wit, now I
have all the books I need to get to the heart of the city of my birth.
Addendum I (March 1, 2017)
According to Mladen Švab’s Introduction to Buntak’s book, Brala is
wrong. Namely, there are at least three histories of the Croatian capital
that need to be added to my collection sooner or later: Ivan Tkalčić
(1889, 1905), Aron (sic) Fleischmann (1932), and Fedor Breitenfeld
(1935).[40] By the way, Švab not only wrote the Introduction, but he
also edited Buntak’s book. That is, he must be in the know on this
particular subject. The last two books cannot be that hard to find, I
reckon. On my next walk to Cmrok, I will stop by Brala’s bookstore
one more time and ask to be alerted if any of these three come their
way. I would go for them no matter the price. Hey, it is the city of my
birth I am talking about!
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Addendum II (March 3, 2017)
In my zeal, I kept looking for books about Zagreb in bookstores all
over the city. Thus I came across yet another book by Ivo Goldstein,
which is right up my alley, as well.[41] A hefty tome, it delighted me
at once. It concerns the fate of the Jews in the Kingdom of
Yugoslavia, which was born after the end of World War I and which
met its end at the onset of World War II. In spite of growing antiSemitism, and in spite of the Great Depression that shook the entire
world at the time, Jews did reasonably well in this period, when Zagreb
became a leading center of industrial development of the nascent
kingdom. In his Preface, Goldstein promises a few more books about
Jews in Zagreb, but I am most interested in one covering the period
from the Middle Ages up to the beginning of World War I.[42] In
particular, Zagreb experienced unprecedented growth between 1870
and 1914, and Jews played a crucial rôle during this period. Goldstein
is twelve years my junior, and I can only hope that he is working on it
already. Fingers crossed.
Addendum III (March 5, 2017)
On my pilgrimage of antiquarian bookstores in Zagreb, I came across
two more histories of the city of quite some vintage. The first one is
by Vjekoslav Klaić, a Croatian historian of note.[43] To my joy, I
found quite a bit of useful information about the city’s growth in the
Nineteenth Century as soon as I opened the book at random. The
second one is by Juraj Ćuk, another historian of renown in these
parts.[44] Although both books are on the slim side, I could not
believe my luck. Sooner or later, I will have all the books about
Zagreb’s history ever written, at least in Croatian. Be that as it may,
the pile of books about the city of my birth is impressive already. With
some luck, it will yield a few useful pointers not only into its past, but
also into its future.
THE PIGEON WOMAN (March 3, 2017)
There is a woman in her late twenties or early thirties I am delighted to
see in the center of Zagreb. And I see her quite often—say, twice or
thrice a week. The way she walks is simply mesmerizing. Whenever I
spot her, I stop in my tracks and watch her every step until she
disappears from view. Walking quite fast on high heels, she bobs her
head like a pigeon. Her short ponytail accentuates the bobbing to my
delight. I saw her a moment ago, and I am still enthralled by the sight.
“Mmmmm,” I kept humming as I watched her, “mmmmm.” But I
noticed an interesting thing this time around. Namely, I have no idea
how the pigeon woman looks. It is her walk that I find so stunning.
Actually, the bobbing of her head. If I saw her standing still anyplace
in the Croatian capital, I would not recognize her at all. And I would
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pay her no attention whatsoever. But I can spot her bobbing head in a
jiffy. Ah, the bliss!
THE SIZE OF ZAGREB (March 5, 2017)
The size of Zagreb is not a subject its historians care about, or so it
seems from all the books I have managed to find so far. The same
applies to Franjo Buntak’s History of Zagreb, which I acquired only a
short while ago.[45] It takes quite an effort to find any information of
this sort in more than eight-hundred pages. Thus one stumbles upon a
tiny paragraph about the first house census of 1368 where one would
least expect it.[46] At the time, there were three-hundred and nineteen
houses, or around three-thousand inhabitants at best. Buntak mentions
several more censuses of this kind. In the 1742 house census, there
were five-hundred and sixty houses in Zagreb (“Zagreb in 1742,”
February 19, 2017).[47] In the house census of 1769, there were sixty
houses more than in 1742.[48] And in the house census of 1784, there
were seven-hundred and fifty-five houses, or about seven-thousand
people.[49] Zagreb was growing in the second half of the Eighteenth
Century, no doubt, but it still remained puny. Thus Buntak mentions
in passing that it had no more than nine-thousand inhabitants at the
beginning of the Nineteenth Century.[50] But why do the historians of
the Croatian capital, Buntak included, pay so little attention to its size?
The simplest answer I can come up with is that it has been puny across
the ages. Between the Eleventh Century and the last few decades of
the Nineteenth Century, which stretches across an entire millennium, it
counted no more than a few thousand inhabitants at any one time. So,
why mention it at all? Embarrassing, to say the least.
JEWS IN ZAGREB (March 11, 2017)
There is much to learn about Zagreb from Ivo Goldstein’s book about
the period between World War I and II.[51] For a bit more than two
decades after the end of the former, Croatia and its capital became
parts of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, also known as the Kingdom of
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. At the moribund periphery of the AustroHungarian empire until then, Zagreb suddenly turned into a notable
industrial and financial center of newborn Yugoslavia, the bulk of
which was rural. Goldstein offers a clear picture about the growth of
the city in the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century, which
precede the period at the book’s focus.[52] The figures are quite
stunning:
1857 - 27,349
1880 - 41,895
1900 - 79,282
1921 - 131,707
1931 - 185,581
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Nota bene, Goldstein’s figures are rather different from those offered
by Gjuro Szabo, among others (“The Growth of Zagreb,” February 15,
2014).[53] Actually, each of the few historians of the Croatian capital
comes up with notably different population figures for the last
millennium, but all the sources agree on its small size. Doubled or
halved, the figures are ultimately in broad agreement. Until the end of
the Nineteenth Century, Zagreb was a mere town with many a
medieval feature.
Concerning the Jews, the Edict of Tolerance by Joseph II in 1782 made
it possible for them to live anywhere in the Austro-Hungarian
empire.[54] On top of that, they get full citizen rights in 1873.[55]
This allowed them to engage in all economic activities of the time, as
well as to take part in all educational and other institutions available.
Jews from different parts of the Austro-Hungarian empire moved to
towns and cities. Zagreb was among them. Figures pertaining to the
size of the Jewish population in the Croatian capital are strewn
throughout Goldstein’s book.[56] They show that steady growth of the
Jewish population begins only in the last decades of the Nineteenth
Century:
1857 - 625
1880 - 1,285
1890 - 1,942
1900 - 3,237
1910 - 4,233
1921 - 5,970
1931 - 8,702
1939 - 9,467
In short, there were not many Jews in Zagreb in the period under
investigation, but they had a considerable impact on its growth as
entrepreneurs and professionals in a wide variety of fields relevant to
economic development. Goldstein thus quotes a notable member of
the Jewish community in the city, Lavoslav Šik, who argued in 1927
that “writing the history of Zagreb Jews would be the same as writing
the history of Zagreb itself.”[57] Without them, that is, it would be a
dead city. This is where the thesis that the Jews played the rôle of the
bourgeoisie is of central importance (“The Jews, the Bourgeoisie,”
December 4, 2012). At the time, Croatia and its capital had no middle
class worth talking about. In addition to the sparse nobility, most of
which was not Croatian in origin, peasants formed the majority of the
population. Coming mostly from Hungary and Austria, the Jews were
a godsend. Instant bourgeoisie, as it were.
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WATCH WHO IS WATCHING (March 12, 2017)
I am sitting in one of my favorite watering holes in Zagreb when two
women in their early twenties take a table next to mine. I pay them no
attention until I notice that one of them is speaking Croatian with a
peculiar accent. I cannot place it with any precision, but I have a
hunch that she is either Czech or Slovak. Well, she could be Polish,
too. Chances are that she is a visiting university student. But it does
not take me long to become sure that she is not from the Croatian
capital. As I glance at her every once in a while on account of her
accent, she does not look my way even once. She pays me no attention
whatsoever. Not from Zagreb, to be sure. In the city of my birth,
people watch who is watching them with utmost care. Nay, zeal. It
takes them no more than a few seconds to scan all the stray glances
from everyone in their neighborhood. People from other parts of
Croatia and foreigners are easy to spot in these parts. At first glance,
they seem to be unaware of your existence.
ZAGREB: FROM TOWN TO CITY (March 13, 2017)
Zagreb went through most rapid growth in the last decades of the
Nineteenth and early decades of the Twentieth Century while it was
part of the Austro-Hungarian empire. The transformation from town to
city took no more than several decades. Vjekoslav Klaić examines the
period in question in requisite detail.[58] The figures he provides in
the opening pages of his book show the population explosion in no
uncertain terms.[59] Indeed, they are no less than amazing to behold a
full century later:
1807 - 7,706
1817 - 9,055
1837 - 15,155
1842 - 15,945
1857 - 17,202
1869 - 20,402
1880 - 29,218
1890 - 38,742
1900 - 57,690
1910 - 74,703
It is interesting to see what Klaić himself has to say about these
figures. Actually, all he says is that the population of Zagreb has
grown nearly tenfold over a century. He underscores the word
“tenfold,” but he leaves it at that. In fact, it was the so-called industrial
revolution that had transformed the Croatian capital in the late
Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century. Interestingly, Klaić mentions
the Jewish population in Zagreb, as well. In 1910, there were 4,233
Jews in the city, but he also notes that there were 265 of them in 1837
and 346 in 1842.[60] Notably, the population of Jews has grown much
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more than tenfold in the same period. In truth, it was nearly
twentyfold. The fact that it was precisely the Jews who were not only
merchants, but also bankers and industrialists is not mentioned at all by
Klaić. Alas, it takes history to fathom history.
A STRANGE PERSON (March 13, 2017)
As I was strolling around the pedestrian area in Zagreb on a sunny and
balmy day, I passed by three boys of about twelve or thirteen. The
tallest one among them was on a push scooter. “I am a strange
person,” he said in all seriousness as he pushed himself along.
“Whenever I get something, I pass it on to others.” His mates kept
mum, but it was clear that they agreed with his assessment. Passing
everything on to others is indeed strange, and they all knew it perfectly
well at their tender age. I felt like slapping the tallest boy’s shoulder
and giving him a big grin, but I checked my emotions. I am only a
passer-by, after all.
YET ANOTHER DEATH OF MY PARENTS (April 8, 2017)
The news of Relja Bašić’s death affected me much more strongly than
I could have imagined. To the best of my recollection, I met him only
a few times (“Relja Bašić,” May 31, 2005; and “Last Words,” March 9,
2010). Whence such unexpected emotions?! It did not take me long to
figure it out, though. His death marks yet another death of my parents,
for they used to be close many years ago. This was how I felt a couple
of years ago when Marija Crnobori died, as well (“Dying and
Dying…,” October 23, 2014). And this is how I will feel whenever
any of my parents’ old friends pass away. To wit, my parents are
dying over and over again long after their death so many years ago.
And they will keep dying till my last breath. After all, “dying” is a
present continuous verb…
BLESSED ENGLISH (June 9, 2017)
In spite of the heat, I am back in Zagreb for about a fortnight. My
dentist is completing the reconstruction of my teeth, which has taken
longer than expected (“The Bite,” January 3, 2017). As my beloved
happens to be on a long trip, I am spending much of my time
wandering around the city of my birth. This time around, I am stunned
by the number of tourists everywhere around me. They come from all
over the world, but all of them use English if they need anything. I
occasionally hear American, British, Canadian, and Australian English,
but there is a “foreign” accent to it more often than not. And I cannot
but be amazed by the lingua franca of our age. It is global for true.
Catering to the tourists, many shops, cafés, and restaurants also have
English names. To my surprise, nearly everyone working in these
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places is quite proficient in English, as well. Now that the Croatian
capital has become a major tourist attraction, I can understand nearly
everyone I come across. And vice versa, of course. A moment ago I
stopped in my tracks when I noticed that I was walking into the picture
a Korean man was taking of his wife and teenage daughter. “Sorry,” I
smiled and waived at them sheepishly. “No problem,” the man smiled
back and let me pass by. “Blessed English,” I chuckled to myself as I
kept walking.
TRUST NOBODY (June 10, 2017)
Thus a sign on the chest of a T-shirt worn by a woman in her midtwenties in the center of Zagreb. And in English. I almost chuckled
when I spotted it in the crowd. A good guide to life, this. Assuming
that “nobody” is taken literally. Actually, in all seriousness. For
trusting oneself is the greatest pitfall of them all. It will take the young
woman quite a while to understand her own T-shirt, assuming that she
understands English already. But chances are that she never will.
“Nobody” is a thorny word, to be sure. All too often, it is taken to
mean “everybody else.” Which is wrong, of course. Deadly wrong, as
a matter of fact.
THEY WILL GO FIRST (June 10, 2017)
I have a soft spot for all the invalids dragging themselves around the
Croatian capital. Blessed bastards. When the going gets really rough,
they will go first.
“CLASSIC?” (June 12, 2017)
Thus a waiter at Caffe Flores in the center of Zagreb as soon as he
spotted me this afternoon. “Classic!” I replied with a smile. Soon
enough, I was regaled with gin and tonic, my favorite drink as of late.
Given the unseasonable heat, it is nigh perfect. Although I have been
ordering gin and tonic for ten days at most, it has become a classic
already. What the waiter meant was something like “the usual,” but he
went for a punchier word. A word to remember, as a matter of fact.
Which started me thinking about our civilization once again. Pushed
by popular culture and advertising in all its guises, words are gradually
losing their meaning. They are becoming squashed. Flattened.
Actually, deflated. Ever more forceful words are thus sought in dayto-day communication. Exaggerations cannot but flourish under the
circumstances. Whence this afternoon’s “classic,” of course. But I
was surprised by my concluding thought on word deflation: I must
make sure not to succumb to it myself. In the end, I almost laughed
out loud: “Classic?”
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LOVE NEVER FAILS (July 6, 2017)
Thus a large blue sign on the chest of a white T-shirt worn by a woman
in her early twenties in the center of Zagreb. On my way to the central
bus station, I almost laughed at the peppy sign. I will have to find a Tshirt with these very words for my beloved. And soon. One more
time, we had a big quarrel that centered on my writings. Alas, they are
too blunt by half! Would that love never failed, though. Never ever.
The last hope in hell, I dare commit to writing with a twinkle in my
eye.
THE BLESSED HUM (September 9, 2017)
Whenever I have an opportunity to watch humans unobserved, I break
into a hum. Come to think of it, could there be any better response?
Behold, the blessed hum.
Addendum I (September 18, 2917)
Sitting on the terrace of the Bulldog Pub in the center of Zagreb and
sipping my drink, I am watching the passers-by. Here comes an
ungainly blonde in her early thirties with heels so high she can barely
walk. Mmmmm. Right behind her, there waddles an obese couple in
their fifties with inane smiles on their faces. Mmmmm. A short while
later, an angry mother in her late twenties with a screaming infant on
her chest marches by. Mmmmm. And then a crumpled old man in his
mid-eighties shuffles past with his cane in utter oblivion of the crowd
around him. Mmmmm. Caricatures galore. Mmmmm. As witnessed
by the smile on my face, this is the Croatian capital at its very best.
Addendum II (July 20, 2018)
Sitting on the terrace of Hotel Kaštel on top of the Motovun hill, I am
watching the tourists milling about. They come from all over the
world. Here comes a woman in her late fifties with such an enormous
belly that one cannot but feel sorry on account of her surprisingly thin
legs. Mmmmm. Some way behind her are her three sons in their
teens, each of whom is fiddling with their mobile phones without
paying any attention to their surroundings. Mmmmm. Shortly
afterwards, a fellow in his late thirties trundles by in his electric
wheelchair, which is bouncing all over the cobblestones of every shape
and size. Mmmmm. And then a bunch of toddlers start chasing a
street cat around the terrace and screaming at the top of their voices
while their parents are gabbing along without any attention to their
unwieldly children. Mmmmm. Caricatures one and all. The smile on
my face demonstrates beyond any doubt that Motovun is at the very
center of this tiny world of ours.
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HOMO DEFECIT (September 14, 2017)
On my first walk around Zagreb in months, I spot Harari’s Homo Deus
in a bookshop window. The surge of pitiless anger surprises even me.
How about homo defecit?
TOO MANY HUMANS (September 18, 2017)
Even when it is most crowded with tourists, Motovun is kind of
deserted by comparison with the center of Zagreb. Having been away
from the Croatian capital for more than a couple of months, I am
staggered by the number of faces and cackles around me, and
especially on a weekend, when everyone in the city is out and about,
not to mention untold tourists eagerly exploring every nook and cranny
of the just-discovered tourist attraction. The eyes, the eyebrows, the
foreheads, the noses, the mouths, the teeth, the cheeks, the chins, the
ears, the necks… “Too many humans,” I growl to myself. As I hurry
back to my beloved’s apartment, I keep shaking my head in utter
disgust. How much longer will I be able to stand crowds of this ilk?
How much longer will I be able to bear Zagreb? By the time I close
the apartment door behind me, I feel like puking. “Too many
humans,” I sigh one more time as I head for the toilet. But my
questions are likely to keep coming back. And ever more insistently, I
guess. How much longer, indeed?
Addendum (September 24, 2017)
More often than not, I quite enjoy crowds. And I take special pleasure
in caricatures of every description. The more outlandish, the merrier.
The center of the Croatian capital is crawling with caricatures, too, and
I usually relish them to the hilt. “Humans are for fun,” I keep
reminding myself with a smile on my face. And yet, I get
overwhelmed by the sheer number of faces and cackles every once in a
while. As witnessed by this particular piece, the best I can do on such
occasions is to hurry to my burrow. And I do hurry time and again.
After a few hours of peace and quiet, though, I am usually ready to
face the crowds once again. Which explains the addendum to a haiku
written a bit more than a week earlier than this piece (“The Blessed
Hum,” September 9, 2017). Written on the same day but a few hours
before, this addendum shows how quickly my feelings toward my
fellow humans can shift. Luckily, my burrow is always within an easy
reach. Both in Zagreb and Motovun, I am sure to be out of the hubbub
within five minutes at most. The bliss!
THE CAPITAL OF KITSCH (December 18, 2017)
Advent is a Christian holiday season celebrating the birth of Jesus. It
comes from Latin adventus, which stands for “arrival” or “coming,”
239

and it starts four Sundays before Christmas. As of late, Zagreb has
become famous for its advent. According to the Croatian media, it is
one of the best in Christendom, no less. Leaving aside the clever
tourist ruse, for which Croatia is becoming increasingly famous lately,
the Croatian capital is amazing to behold during advent. Christian
capitalism or capitalist Christianity is the name of the game. Keep
buying while feeling righteous about it, that is. And it is blessed by the
kitschiest kitsch currently on offer in Central and Eastern Europe.
Tacky images and twinkling lights. Ice-skating and beer guzzling.
Red lips and bouncing tits. Cloying music and pungent scents. Mulled
wine and pork sausages. Fried pancakes and boiled chocolate. Buy,
buy, buy! Slowly but surely, Zagreb has arrived. It has become the
capital of kitsch in the region. And its petty bourgeoisie is exceedingly
proud of its glorious achievement, too. Congratulations all around.
Addendum (January 13, 2018)
The birth of Jesus is celebrated through Epiphany, known in Croatia as
Three Kings. They visited the infant in recognition of his divinity.
The holiday falls on January 6. Ever since, the advent in Zagreb has
been in quiet but steady retreat. Much of the paraphernalia has been
removed already, but there is a good deal of it that is yet to be taken
away. For instance, mulled wine and pork sausages are still available
in a few cabins made for the purpose. Surprisingly, the festive lighting
in the center of the Croatian is twinkling to this day, as well. As the
kitsch is gradually removed, piles of rubbish are everywhere in sight.
Streets and squares are covered with greasy stains of all shapes and
sizes. Besides, all sorts of electric cables are still coiled on the
pavement or hanging from trees. The other side of kitsch, as it were.
By and by, Zagreb is turning into the capital of grime.
TEACHERS TO RECKON WITH (December 19, 2017)
Sparrows in the center of the Croatian capital delight me ever anew. It
is getting cold, and their feathers are puffed up to preserve their body
heat. Thus they look nearly twice their size. And they are on the
lookout for crumbs of every description. Luckily for them, there are
crumbs galore during the holiday season, when thousands upon
thousands of tourists crowd the center. The reason the birds delight
me, though, is their nearly complete disregard of the weather. Over the
seasons, the temperature ranges from about ten degrees Celsius below
zero to forty degrees above it, but they have no trouble with it. A little
bit of food is all they need. By comparison, humans are a pitiful sight.
Summers are too hot and winters are too cold for them. The
temperature is nearly never right. Right now, most denizens of Zagreb
are hardly visible behind layers upon layers of their winter clothing. If
they could only learn from good old sparrows! Teachers to reckon
with, the unassuming birds.
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I AM THE BEAST I WORSHIP (January 26, 2018)
Thus a graffito I just spotted on the wall of a narrow alley in the center
of Zagreb. And in English, of all languages. I was kind of pleased
with it at first. Although there was quite a bit of religious fervor to it,
it betrayed not a trace of nationalism that is emblematic of the Croatian
capital. Which is why I could not but be a bit suspicious of the graffito
from the start. Could it have been sprayed onto the wall by someone
from far, far away? After all, tourists from all around the world have
been besieging the city for several years already. When I checked the
words on the World Wide Web, I quickly learned that it hailed from
the lyrics of a hip-hop band known as Death Grips. They are from
Sacramento, California. Oops! Far, far away, to be sure. By and by,
Zagreb is becoming a tourist attraction of international renown. And
graffiti are the proof.
THE SPRING IS NIGH (February 14, 2018)
Pigeons in the center of Zagreb are my trusted meteorologists. After a
cold spell with a wee bit of snow, they are copulating again. To wit,
the spring is nigh.
Addendum (March 7, 2018)
After another cold spell, the sky is clear again. The little bit of snow
that has covered the roofs of central Zagreb is melting fast. And my
trusted meteorologists are copulating again. How to explain their
mistake, though? The severe cold that gripped much of Europe for
about a fortnight came as a surprise to all. This time around, many
parts of the subcontinent were colder than the North Pole! In short,
even good old pigeons are occasionally baffled by climate change. At
any rate, the spring is nigh for true.
JEWISH GOODBYE (March 5, 2018)
Next-door neighbors in my beloved’s apartment building have a hard
time saying goodbye to their relatives and friends. Standing on the
landing in front of their apartment door, they keep bringing up one
thing after another. They laugh out loud. There is no end to
conversation even when the visitors start walking down the stairs. And
the neighbors keep yelling down the stairwell until they hear the front
door close shut behind their visitors. “Jewish goodbye,” I chuckled to
my beloved after another loud performance of this ilk. Irritated, she
just waved her hand in disgust. But the habit is emblematic of Eastern
Europe, and especially of its rural parts. Neither the Jews from the
States nor other Americans are aware of the connection, though. Quite
a few Jews in the States hail from this particular region, but they have
long forgotten its mores. Whence expressions like “Jewish mother”
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and “Jewish goodbye” that betray forgetfulness of Eastern European
roots. And whence unending Jewish goodbyes in the center of the
Croatian capital, as well.
THE PROFUSION OF ZAGREB’S NAMES (March 16, 2018)
As of late, I have collected quite a few books about the city of my
birth, but I am still eager to find a few more (“To the Heart of the City
of my Birth,” February 27, 2017). And so I went to one of the
antiquarian bookstores in the center of the city I know rather well. As
it turned out, they had a book I was not even aware of. Published six
decades ago, it deals with the name of Zagreb in the past.[61] And in
some fifty pages only. Delighted, I bought it without any hesitation.
As soon as I returned to my beloved's apartment, I browsed through it
over and over again in search of startling tidbits. But all I learned was
that the city was known over the last millennium as Greč, Grič, Grec,
Grech, Grecz, Gretz, Greech, Gerč, Gerech, Graec, Grac, Gračac,
Gradac, Gradic, Gradicz, Gradec, Gradecz, Zagrabia, Zagrabiae,
Zagabria, Zogrob, Sagrab, Zagram, Kerec, Agram, and Zagreb. Gosh!
At first I was disappointed not to find anything worth mentioning in
the book. But I quickly realized that the profusion of Zagreb’s names
is well worth the addition to my library. The fact that no name stuck to
it for long shows that Zagreb was hardly worth mentioning, let alone
remembering, until a couple of centuries ago. Hey, this is exactly what
I have been looking for. The new book is no less than a godsend!
LIKE A GHOST ON VACATION (June 4, 2018)
After nearly three months away from Zagreb, many waiters in my
favorite watering holes are surprised to see me again. Oops! Now I
feel like a ghost on vacation.
NORMAL HUMANS (June 7, 2018)
So, how does Zagreb feel after a long respite? In a word, weird. And I
am not exaggerating. Women are amazing to behold in the Croatian
capital, and especially the young ones. Few of them are, as it were,
normal. Dressed to kill, most of them smack of whoredom. This is
only accentuated by the current warm spell, for there is much flesh on
show. But men are not far behind. Many of them sport creepy hairdos
and unwieldly beards, as well as gym muscles that boggle the mind.
And quite a few of them appear to be gay. Whatever their sexual
proclivity, they are effeminate to boot. Often enough, I am puzzled by
their gender, and it takes me a while to figure it out. On top of
everything, there are kitschy tattoos galore. Both men and women
relish displaying them in public, and the weather is squarely on their
side. Chances are that many a European capital is similar to Zagreb in
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all of the above, but I have not been travelling much since my
retirement fifteen years ago. Nowadays, my life is reduced to two
places only, and both of them are in Croatia. One way or another, this
world of ours is going to the dogs. In spite of all the tourists that
crowd Motovun this time of the year, I am looking forward to my
return tomorrow evening. At least the locals strike me as perfectly
normal. Normal humans, that is. This is hardly a compliment, but it is
the closest to it I can muster at this time.
BOTH FAMILIAR AND STRANGE (September 25, 2018)
The last time I was in Zagreb was nearly four months ago. When I
returned yesterday, I felt kind of weird. As I was walking to my
beloved’s apartment from the central bus station, everything in sight
was both familiar and strange. It was as though I had been away for
years rather than months. Indeed, I am spending ever less time in the
Croatian capital as of late (“Zagreb versus Motovun, Again,” October
1, 2016). The percentage keeps dropping. So far this year, it is below
twenty-five percent of the time, which is appreciably less than thirty
percent reached in 2009, when I started spending ever-longer periods
in the city of my birth. The percentage peaked in 2011, when it got to
sixty-four percent. Chances are that the downward trend will continue
for a while longer, as I would like to spend most of my winters in
Motovun, when it is nigh deserted. My house is my hermitage for true.
I assume that my beloved will also enjoy her visits when there will be
not a single tourist in sight, and when the fireplace will be blazing in
her honor night after night.
TOO SYMBOLIC BY HALF (October 4, 2018)
Shortly before my trip back to Motovun, early this afternoon I took
another walk to Cmrok via Tuškanac. This green stretch from the city
center to the hills in the north is one of my favorite places in Zagreb,
and I enjoyed its peace and quiet several times on my last visit.
Anyhow, I spotted a hefty chestnut on the path ahead of me as I was
approaching the steps leading up to Cmrok. It glowed at me so
beguilingly that I came to a stop, crouched to see it better, and picked it
up. It felt heavy in my hand. To my delight, it was shaped like a heart.
Without any further thought, I stuffed it into my pocket and resumed
my walk. As soon as I return home this evening, I will sling the
chestnut into the forest under my terrace. On the path where I found it,
it was as good as wasted. The Motovun hill may well give it shelter
for many a year. Symbolic? Maybe even too symbolic by half, but the
chestnut is coming with me no matter what. Ah, to watch it fly!
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WHITE RECTANGLES (October 12, 2018)
I dreamt that I painted a whole series of white rectangles onto the
pavement in the pedestrian area gracing the center of Zagreb. Two or
three nights in a row, I would get out around four o’clock in the
morning with a plastic bag containing a can of acrylic paint, a thick
brush, and broad masking tape. The rectangles were the size of
standard paintings on offer in many galleries in the center. It would
take me just a few minutes to put the tape down, apply the white paint,
remove the tape, and move on. There would be nobody around at that
time of night, and I would leave behind me six or seven rectangles
each night. People walking around the center the next day would be
stunned by the sight. Bright white, the rectangles invited further
intervention. The invitation was as loud as loud could be. I was
thinking about red stripes and black squares forming stark
compositions in and around the rectangles, but I was also interested to
see what other nuts would do with them the following nights. I woke
up before any such intervention, though. It was around five in the
morning and it was still dark outside. Lying on my back and staring
toward the ceiling, I saw many a composition that would make my
heart sing. Would that Kazimir Malevich were still around. And in
the city of my birth…
THIS DREADFUL CONFLUENCE (November 22, 2018)
I will be going to Zagreb early next week. Although it is a joy to
spend some time with my beloved, the only attraction of the Croatian
capital, I am a bit weary of going there at this particular time. Advent
is in full swing by now, and kitsch will reign for months (“The Capital
of Kitsch,” December 18, 2017). It attracts many a tourist from around
the world, and especially the Catholic countries in the neighborhood,
but it is a definite repulsion for me. Yuck. As it turns out, attractions
and repulsions go well together. And mass tourism is the best example
of this dreadful confluence at this point in time.
TO LAUGH OR TO CRY (December 1, 2018)
Advent in Zagreb is quite a sight, and especially at night. The center
of the city is ablaze with light. Untold lightbulbs of every size,
strength, and color are used to decorate every sculpture, cabin, and
tree. And many of the them are blinking all night long. Walking
around the pedestrian area with its bustling streets and squares, one can
see many a well-lit snowman and reindeer. There are glittering
Christmas trees galore. Santa Claus bursting with light is behind every
corner. Also, there are many flickering hearts and extravagant
snowflakes everywhere around. But conspicuous by their absence are
images of Jesus, his mother, her husband, and all the other saints of
their day and age. God’s son is ostensibly what all the hoopla is about,
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after all. Surprisingly, there are no crosses to be seen on myriad cabins
where all sorts of edibles, beverages, and souvenirs are for sale.
Indeed, Christianity is shoved under the rug. Even a short walk around
the Croatian capital is sufficient to figure out that this is actually a
capitalist holiday. As a matter of fact, it smacks of America as it has
come to pass. Buy, buy, buy! Religion is but a shallow pretext for
indulgent holidays stretching over nearly two months. Although I am
far from a believer myself, I am not sure whether to laugh or to cry.
Advent, this?!
THE ETERNAL TRAVELER (December 5, 2018)
On my way from Zagreb to Motovun, I am in the bus again. As I
always travel with the same company, Autotrans from Rijeka, the bus
is more than familiar. The seats are always the same. The rumble of
the engine is always the same. The smell of fellow passengers is
always the same. And so is the view from the window. By now, I
know the countryside by heart (“Zagovun,” June 21, 2016). Novi
Zagreb, Karlovac, Gorski Kotar, Grobnik, Rijeka, Matulji, Učka,
Lupoglav, Buzet, Istarske Toplice… In the end, I cannot but wonder
about my experience. Am I really going from Zagreb to Motovun once
again, or am I on the bus all the time? Am I an eternal traveler?
Indeed, this is how I feel at the moment. The eternal traveler, as a
matter of fact.
MOTOGREB, ZAGOVUN (January 28, 2019)
As the bus trundles along, I am glued to one of its windows. I watch
Motogreb with all the care I can muster (“Zagovun,” June 21, 2016).
In a couple of weeks, I will be watching Zagovun in turn, and I will do
my best not to miss any changes along that familiar stretch. Now that I
am neither going to Zagreb nor returning to Motovun as often as the
last ten years or so, I am fascinated by occasional changes in either
direction. In my eyes, it is Gorski Kotar that is changing the fastest.
Hilly and woody, as well as thinly populated, it is attracting ever more
tourists. Many years ago, it was the Adriatic coast that attracted the
greatest number of tourists, but that is changing fast. Amazingly
enough, now Zagreb is the greatest tourist attraction in the whole
country. And so are many “wild” regions, such as Gorski Kotar. If
you google the region’s name, the browser immediately offers a whole
bunch of options for further search: weather, events, excursions, maps,
accommodation, real estate, restaurants… Indeed, tourism is changing
Croatia. And fast. Who knows, both Zagovun and Motogreb may
become tourist attractions soon enough. Although the two stretches
rarely veer from the forty-fifth parallel north, one feels that one is
crossing a continent, or perhaps an entire planet, at some mindboggling
angle.
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BECOME YOUR ONLY PRIORITY (February 5, 2019)
Thus a sign in large red lettering on the back of a black jacket worn by
a short and plump woman in her late teens or early twenties whom I
just spotted in the center of Zagreb. I wonder whether she has any idea
what this message means to her generation in the English-speaking
world, but I am squarely behind it. Given my vision of the not-sodistant future, there is no other way forward available to today’s youth.
Everyone for oneself, that is. Who survives, survives. Judging by the
woman’s lavish makeup and hairstyle, though, chances are that she has
no idea what her jacket blares for all to see. And in the Croatian
capital, of all places. Indeed, she appears to be full of herself. Her
vision of the future and my own cannot but be worlds apart. At best,
she will end up as dog food.
THE WEATHER SLAVES (February 9, 2019)
Watching sparrows, pigeons, and crows fly around the center of
Zagreb no matter the weather, I rejoice. By comparison, humans look
pathetic. The weather slaves.
Addendum (March 30, 2019)
Seven weeks later, sparrows, pigeons, and crows are flying around the
center of Zagreb as though nothing has changed. But humans are
amazing to behold. Now that there is no doubt about the spring any
longer, most of them are almost naked. Bare arms and legs are
everywhere in sight. T-shirts and miniskirts are the rage, as are
sunglasses that are in fashion this season among seasons. Perhaps the
only difference is that humans look ridiculous rather than pathetic
seven weeks later. The weather slaves through and through, they relish
the sunshine with enthusiasm bordering on passion.
THE CITY OF CHORES (February 12, 2019)
Chore after chore, I am about finished with them in the Croatian
capital. And this visit of mine is nearing its end. Alas, Zagreb has
become the city of chores!
MY ZAGREB (March 25, 2019)
On my way to Zagreb, I find myself wondering about my destination.
What is it for me? Many things cross my mind, but I shake them off
without much thought. The fact that Zagreb is the capital of Croatia is
obvious enough, but it does not mean anything to me. Even though it
is the city of my birth, the very notion strikes me as rather abstract. I
could have been born anywhere else, as well. The checkered history of
246

the city leaves me cold, as well. The sacking by Mongol in 1241 is
perhaps the only exception. Indeed, what is Zagreb for me? The first
thing that comes to my mind are my beloved’s toes. Her knees and
buttocks come next. And they are followed by her nose and her eyes.
The smell of her crotch. The sound of her breathing. The tightness of
her embrace. The warmth of my beloved’s smooth skin wraps it up
quite well. Indeed, that is what Zagreb is for me. Zagreb in a nutshell,
as it were. As I am getting closer and closer to it, it is becoming ever
more real for me. Yes, I can see it, feel it, smell it, and hear it ever
better, as well. My Zagreb.
THE SIZE OF THE ZOO (March 29, 2019)
Always and everywhere, watching humans is so much fun. Pretense.
Makebelieve. Machination. Subterfuge. Travesty. And coming to
Zagreb from Motovun is like coming to a humongous zoo from a
teeny-weeny one. Trickery. Charade. Caricature.
Chicanery.
Deviousness. Indeed, the fun is the same no matter how many humans
are on display. Maneuvering. Affectation. Scheming. Artifice.
Contrivance. And yet, the size of the zoo eventually makes quite some
difference. Three cheers for Zagreb!
THE HAIRCUT DAY (April 5, 2019)
I like my hair short. Very short, in fact. As luck would have it,
though, my beloved likes it long. Actually, as long as possible. Which
means that we are at odds concerning my hair much of the time (see,
e.g., “Our Haircut Ritual,” November 4, 2013). The last decade or so,
I let my hair grow before I go to Zagreb. Pure love, as I like to boast.
Also, I go for a haircut the day I go back to Motovun, so that my
beloved sees me with long hair before she goes to work. And so that
my hair grows again by the time we see each other the next time, be it
in Motovun or in Zagreb. As I am leaving Zagreb early this afternoon,
this is the haircut day. After about two months without a haircut, I am
looking forward to it with joy in my heart. My beloved is on her way
to her office already. In an hour or at most two, I will be back to
normal, as it were. And I can hardly wait for the blessed haircut. As
short as possible, please!
LUCKY ZAGREB (May 27, 2019)
The day after tomorrow, I will be going to Zagreb once again. After a
couple of months, though, this strikes me as rather strange. Zagreb?
Why the hell am I going over there? As ever, my beloved is the only
magnet that draws me to the Croatian capital (“My Zagreb,” March 25,
2019). Thus I console myself way in advance of my trip, too.
Whenever I am in doubt about Zagreb, I go for my beloved. And
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presto, all my discomforts and disquiets are dissolved as if by magic.
Indeed, love is the only remaining mystery in this world of ours. The
one and only, as a matter of fact. Come to think of it, lucky Zagreb!
ZAGREB AND MONGOLS, AGAIN (May 31, 2019)
When it comes to Zagreb’s origins, the sack by Mongols in 1241 plays
a very important rôle, for the Hungarian king Bela IV made it a free
royal town the following year so that it could build a protective wall to
ward off further sacks of this ilk (“Zagreb’s Origins,” February 14,
2017). Indeed, Zagreb is forever indebted to Mongols for its lofty
status (“Zagreb and Mongols,” February 13, 2014). Interestingly,
though, not a single history book I have come across in Croatia
mentions the wider context of these propitious dates. In fact, Bela IV
(1206-1270) introduced radical reforms following the first Mongol
invasion of his kingdom in 1241 and 1242. In particular, he promoted
the development of fortified towns and allowed barons and prelates to
erect fortresses and set up their own private armies.[62] The second
Mongol invasion in 1285 and 1286 was thus stopped in its tracks due
to more than a hundred fortifications across the kingdom.[63] In this
endeavor, Bela IV issued dozens of privileges similar to the Golden
Bull of 1242 granted to Zagreb.[64] And this is entirely missing from
all history books concerning today’s Croatian capital. As ever,
historians from these parts eschew the wider picture. Who cares about
the Hungarian kingdom, anyway?! If anything, any mention of it only
diminishes the importance of Croatia in the minds of its citizens. A
thousand years of serfdom are best shoved under the rug once and for
all.
THEIR RESOLUTION AND THEIR SPEED (November 2, 2019)
On my last visit to Zagreb, which was about a month ago, I was
witness to two events that quite surprised me. I let some time go by
before putting my experiences into words, though. Strong emotions
cannot but harm accounts of this sort. Both events took place on one
of the busiest squares in the pedestrian area in the center of the city.
And on two consecutive days. In both cases, it was an hour or so
before noon, when there were many people walking hither and thither
at brisk pace.
On the first day, I was walking across the square when I spotted an old
man walking toward a large store. Short and scrawny, he barely
moved. He would make two tiny steps, and then he would rest for a
few seconds before taking another two tiny steps. Stunned by his
progress, I stopped at one corner of the square to watch him. When he
finally reached the doorway of the store, he appeared surprised that
there was no threshold there. Instead, there was a ramp of sorts. At
very low grade, it is not even noticeable by most of those who enter or
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leave the store, but it confused the old man. When he stepped on the
ramp after some hesitation, he quickly lost his balance and fell on his
back. Four or five passersby jumped to his help at once. There was no
hesitation on their part. I was amazed at their resolution and their
speed. A tall and strong middleaged man picked up the old man from
the pavement and carried him into the store. A moment later, he was
placed on a chair. A glass of water was handed him shortly afterwards.
The men and women who came to his help stood around him for quite
a while. They left only when they were convinced that the old man
was alright.
Around the same time the next day, I was sipping my drink at a café at
one side of the square when an old man rushed past me. Stooped, he
appeared to be falling. An old woman was clinging to his arm, and it
was obvious that she had hard time following him. As they moved
across the square, the old man walked faster and faster, and the woman
finally let go of his arm. A moment later, he stumbled and fell face
down, but he managed to put his arms in front of him just in time.
Four or five passersby jumped to his help in a jiffy. There was no
hesitation on anyone’s part, and a chair was swiftly brought out to the
square from one of the nearby stores. A glass of water followed it a
few seconds later. Standing around the old man together with his
woman, who could hardly move after the incident, they were ready to
help in any way possible. One more time, I was stunned by their
resolution and their speed. Their help was immediate, as well as
earnest. Actually, heartfelt. Everyone stayed around until it was clear
that the old man was alright.
Even though I have often heard that it is not advisable to lift a person
who stumbles and falls on the street, for moving his or her body should
be left to medical professionals with proper equipment, the two events
in the center of the Croatian capital delighted me nonetheless. The
resolution and speed of all the helpers I witnessed twice in a row was
simply amazing. Not a single passerby walked past the old person in
trouble as though it was none of his or her business. Rather, every
single one of them was ready to help in any way imaginable. And I
felt kind of proud of the city of my birth. Even more, I felt love for it.
Yes, good old love. Whence my decision to let some time pass by
before putting my experiences into words. But pride and love are still
with me to this day. Zagreb be praised!
MY LONGEST HOMELAND EVER (January 29, 2020)
Riding a bus to Zagreb, I am in the right place, as it were. Threehundred kilometers in length, Motogreb is its name. Behold, this is my
longest homeland ever.
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A FAIR MATCH (January 31, 2020)
Early in the afternoon, a middleaged man in a posh suit is walking at a
leisurely pace across an almost empty city square. He is in no rush. A
woman of about the same age wearing tight pants comes out of a store
and walks past the man at a brisk pace. She is pressed for time. Her
high heels ring across the square. At some point, the woman stops,
turns around, and looks at the man. Only when she resumes walking,
he turns around to look at her. “Shucks,” their thoughts bounce around
the nearly silent square even after they vanish from sight, “another
opportunity forfeited!” Judging by their thoughts, which are loud and
clear to several onlookers lounging in cafés around the square, they are
a fair match. They may well try their luck around the same time the
very next day. Grinning to themselves, the onlookers decide to witness
it for sure. And they all check their watches as if by chance.
TO GIVE IT WINGS (February 3, 2020)
An entire day before my departure from Zagreb, I can already feel my
bus under my bum. Even more, I can hear and smell it, too. My
longest homeland stretches ahead and behind me once again. On my
way to Motovun, I call it Zagovun (“Zagovun,” June 21, 2016; and
“Motogreb, Zagovun,” January 28, 2019). No matter where I look, I
know exactly where I am. Fields, rivers, factories, orchards, irrigation
diches, silos, advertisement boards, woods, greenhouses, shopping
malls, smokestacks, hamlets, overpasses, medieval castles, lakes, gas
stations, mountains, tunnels, huts, power lines, churches, meadows,
viaducts, warehouses, pastures, communication towers, railway tracks,
apartment blocks, bridges, islands, vineyards, canyons… Indeed, I
know the whole stretch as if by heart. As my bus growls and purrs an
entire day before my departure, I hum along to give it wings.
WHAT ELSE COULD I ASK FOR? (March 23, 2020)
The city of my birth was rocked by a quake yesterday morning, and
many buildings were damaged. But my beloved is safe and sound.
Hey, what else could I ask for?
Addendum I (March 25, 2020)
By now, quite a bit is known about the earthquake three days ago.
Depending on the source, it was somewhere between 5.3 and 5.5 on
the Richter scale. As it goes from zero to nine, this was far from a
severe one. The same holds for a number of aftershocks that rocked
the city the last two days, the most alarming of which were between
3.2 and 3.7 on the same scale. The quake that struck the Croatian
capital on November 9, 1880, was 6.3 on the Richter scale, and it
damaged the center of the city rather badly (Addendum of November
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30, 2016, to “The Rumble,” September 16, 2015). About a thousand
and eight-hundred buildings were damaged or destroyed back then.
The rebuilding of the city was quick, but it took several years.
Surprisingly, only one person was killed by the quake a hundred and
forty years ago.
This time around, close to twenty people were wounded, and one child
died from injuries a day later. Around six-hundred buildings in the
center were damaged, and a good number of them are now
uninhabitable. Their repair is a high priority at this stage. In the end,
this quake will be quite useful in pinpointing the buildings and
building types where protective measures would be needed, and soon,
for a stronger quake is always behind the corner in Zagreb, which is
located in a region with high seismic risk. There will be many jobs for
construction companies in the city and across Croatia.
My beloved first told me that my paintings fell from their battens when
the quake struck, and then she sent me a picture of the mess. Only one
out of six of them somehow stayed put. Several walls in her apartment
got cracked, and plaster fell off in some places. Luckily, there was no
greater damage. After roaming the streets for a few hours, she returned
home. That day, there were no strong aftershocks, either. This was
fortunate, indeed, on account of the coronavirus pandemic. My
beloved had nowhere to go while she was out and about, for the whole
city was under quarantine. Both police and the army were patrolling
the streets to make sure that everything was in order and that people
would not gather in numbers. Zagreb’s inhabitants are sure to
remember the double whammy for many years to come.
But there is one thing about the earthquake that makes me almost
gleeful, I must admit. Many pictures of the city center just after the
quake are now available on the World Wide Web. They show rubble
covering entire streets and squares. It is mainly crumbled bricks and
mortar. Many cars parked along the streets are crushed by the debris,
too. Among the pictures, I am thrilled by those that show trodden
ornaments that fell from rooftops—such as oversized vases, balls, and
pillars with classical capitels. Coming from the late Nineteenth and
early Twentieth century, they were the jewels of architecture of the
time. As I was taught by illustrious modernist architects succeeding
the neoclassical period, including my father, they were the first to fall
off. And the earthquake in Zagreb offers yet another proof. My father
would have been amused, I am pretty sure. “Look,” he would point at
the upturned ornaments strewn across the pavement, “what did I tell
you?” And we would laugh and laugh in spite of the calamity.
Addendum II (March 27, 2020)
And now for something completely different. I was awoken five days
ago by strange sounds in my house. I felt some unusual movement
under my futon, too. “Earthquake,” it flashed through my mind. But
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when I lied on my back to hear and feel better, I could not discern
anything special. “Nah,” I concluded quickly enough, and I checked
my mobile phone before I tried to fall asleep again. It was 6:25, which
I remembered just in case. As I learned when I woke up for good a
few hours later, it was 6:24 when the quake actually had struck Zagreb
that morning. As the crow flies, the center of the city is only onehundred and seventy-four kilometers away from Motovun according to
Free Map Tools (www.freemaptools.com). Close enough, to be sure.
I had a similar experience some years ago. I felt a tremor in the middle
of the night. In the morning I learned that a quake struck somewhere
between Modena and Mantova in Northern Italy (“The Earthquake,”
May 20, 2012). According to Free Map Tools once again, the two are
about two-hundred and forty kilometers away from Motovun. This
sensitivity to movements in the earth’s crust must go back millions
upon millions of years. But I missed many a quake in Italy in the late
2016, when quite a few of my friends in Motovun reported feeling
them. For some reason, I missed them all. Apparently, it all depends
on the stage of one’s sleep. In some stages, one is completely
indifferent to what is going on around one’s body. To one’s potential
detriment, it goes without saying.
Concerning the senses that humans share with animals, I have enjoyed
a number of clips captured by surveillance cameras in Zagreb, which
show cats running for shelter at top speed just before the quake five
days ago. Clearly, they felt the first tremors early enough to avoid
their peak. And their speed is amazing to behold. Immediately upon
waking, they dashed with tremendous vigor, and they knew exactly
where they were headed. There was no dilly-dallying with them in any
of the clips I have seen. Such feats are nigh unimaginable for humans,
though. Which reminds me of Akira Kurosawa and his “Seven
Samurai” (1954). One of the seven could run at top speed immediately
after being awoken. So as to always be on the ready, he would sleep in
sitting position. Indeed, it takes no less than an exceptional samurai to
match any old cat in the street. Ah, the perils of evolution!
Addendum III (March 31, 2020)
According to the news three days after the earthquake that rocked the
Croatian capital, around six-hundred buildings in the center were
damaged, and a good number of them were uninhabitable. This is
what can be found in the first addendum. Well, the numbers have
changed in the meanwhile. According to today’s report of a team of
experts from the Civil Engineering Faculty at the University of Zagreb,
as many as twenty-six-thousand buildings in the center of the city were
damaged, and one-thousand and nine-hundred of them were rendered
uninhabitable.
The repair of the damage, refurbishment, and
rebuilding required is now sure to take three or four years at least.
Given that Zagreb is situated in a region of high seismic risk,
additional work will be needed to protect even the undamaged
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buildings from similar events in the future. Most buildings in the city
center were built between 1870 and 1910, which means that nearly all
of them will need to be reinforced against quakes of higher magnitude,
like the one that struck Zagreb in 1880. The only way to achieve such
an objective within foreseeable future is to obtain funding from the
European Union. After all, the city center is an architectural and
urbanistic relic of the Austro-Hungarian empire. As such, it is well
worth protecting by the Union. If only the Croatian government had
the hutzpah to put the city’s origins to the fore.
MY LAST ADDRESS, AGAIN (March 29, 2020)
My many addresses cross my mind every now and then. As their
number is rather bewildering by now, I occasionally search for one of
my pieces of writing on that subject in my Residua (“So-and-So Lived
Here…,” May 3, 1994). As it happens, a short while ago I visited this
piece for who knows what time. Goodness gracious, over close to
seventy-four years, I have lived at no less than ten addresses in three
countries. Well, make it five countries now that Yugoslavia has gone
to meet her maker. Here goes:
Martićeva Street 18, Zagreb (1946-1948)
Jovanova Street 33, Belgrade (1948-1965)
Kosovska Street 41, Belgrade (1965-1970)
898 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, Massachusetts
(1970-1975)
Linhartova Street 16, Ljubljana (1975-1979)
56 Maple Avenue, Cambridge, Massachusetts (19791983)
872 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, Massachusetts
(1983-1990)
11 Abbots Walk, Reading, Berkshire (1990-1993, 19982003)
61 Hereford Road, London (1993-1998)
Borgo 18, Motovun, Istria (2003-present)
What strikes me as noteworthy this time around is that I have lived on
Borgo 18 in Motovun the same number of years as on Jovanova 33 in
Belgrade. Seventeen years, to be exact. Next year, though, my last
address will be the all-time winner as far as longevity goes. In just a
few years, it will leave all my other addresses far behind.
Unexpectedly, this realization only adds strength to my decision to
move never again (“My Last Address,” April 15, 2013). As far as
moving is concerned, I have had my fill already, anyhow. My tenth
address will be my last, I solemnly promise once again. Amen.
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THE COVERT SWEDISH MODEL (September 22, 2020)
I spent a few days in Zagreb recently, and I was quite surprised by the
crowds of youngsters that gathered in the center of the city late in the
evening. The pedestrian area in the heart of the Croatian capital is
teeming with them especially on weekends. There are guitar players
and disc jockeys equipped with mighty loudspeakers in front of many
an outdoor drinking place, and young people in their late teens and
early twenties are jammed together around them.
Under the
circumstances, distancing is unimaginable. In fact, everyone is glued
together. Walking past a number of such places, I could not believe
my eyes. The novel coronavirus pandemic was apparently as good as
over already. “Behold,” I kept repeating under my breath, “the covert
Swedish model.” And covert it surely is, for the Croatian press seems
to be oblivious to it.
I hear from friends in Motovun that they have been surprised by the
same sort of events in the neighboring Rijeka, as well. And I can
imagine that crowds of youngsters are even thicker in Split down the
Adriatic coast. Coming from many small towns and villages in the
vicinity of these large Croatian cities, the youngsters are bereft of
entertainment nowadays. Their education and/or employment is far
from enough for them. Now that concerts and other public gatherings
treasured to the new generations are prohibited, and that night clubs are
being closed as early as midnight, they are looking for alternatives.
And the pedestrian areas in the center of major cities are the supposed
safe havens for the bewildered youth.
On top of the economic crisis caused by the pandemic, Croatia has
been suffering from a very low birthrate. Besides, many of the
youngsters have been leaving the country in droves ever since the
accession to the European Union. The authorities regulating the
pandemic are very much aware of all these problems. Which is why
they tolerate the crowding in large cities in spite of the alarming
pandemic statistics. Zagreb and Split are leading the roost in the
number of those infected by the novel coronavirus, as well as the
number of deaths caused by the pandemic, but the authorities do their
best to let the youngsters enjoy themselves to the hilt. Although they
may infect their elders, and perhaps even their teachers and employers,
they need to spend their money somewhere. The birth rate might also
jump during the pandemic. In addition, fewer youngsters might be
enticed to leave Croatia in the future. Three cheers for the covert
Swedish model!
Addendum (September 27, 2021)
After no less than twelve months, I just visited the Croatian capital for
a few days. And I could not believe my eyes one more time. The
covert Swedish model was in full force still. The pedestrian area in the
center of the city is crowded with youngsters as though the corona
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pandemic is a joke of some kind. And there are tourists galore. Even
though Croatia remains one of the worst countries in the world in terms
of those infected and slayed by the nasty virus by million inhabitants,
the government is keeping a low profile. Everything is hunky-dory,
that is. Given that tourism is the only remaining sector of the Croatian
economy, any other option would be outright ridiculous. In short, shut
up and make money as quickly as you can! For it is anyone’s guess
when the next wave of the pandemic will strike Europe. The bulk of
the tourists who now visit the country are coming by car for fear of
troubles with airlines, most of which are in dire shape, and it is
essential to exploit them for as long as possible. The pandemic be
damned. Three more cheers for the covert Swedish model!
ZAGREB VERSUS MOTOVUN, AGAIN AND AGAIN (December
5, 2020)
When my political troubles in Motovun began a bit more than a decade
ago, and entirely on account of the then mayor’s spiteful misjudgment,
I started spending ever longer periods in Zagreb, and especially during
the winter months. My beloved was the main reason for this choice, to
be sure, but all sorts of chores are exceedingly easy to deal with in the
Croatian capital. Thus I thought that the city of my birth would
eventually win over my Istrian hilltown (“Zagreb versus Motovun,”
September 18, 2009). It was a question of a few years, or so I thought
back then. As it turned out, Motovun has fought back quite valiantly
(“Zagreb versus Motovun, Again,” October 1, 2016). For instance, I
went to Zagreb six times last year, but I stayed there no more than
fifty-one day, which amounts to fourteen percent of the entire year.
Predictably enough, the current pandemic has played in Motovun’s
favor, too. And how. This year I went to Zagreb thrice, but I stayed
there only twenty days, which boils down to five percent of the whole
year. In short, Motovun appears to be the ultimate winner. The future
is open, it goes without saying, but Zagreb is far from a favorite in the
long run.
ALMIGHTY PFIZER (May 12, 2021)
Today I got the second shot of vaccine against coronavirus. The first
one I got precisely six weeks ago. And now I am as good as new,
thanks to almighty Pfizer.
Addendum I (May 13, 2021)
Irony aside, why did I get vaccinated? To begin with, it was my own
decision. No Croatian authority had forced me to do it, that is. But my
only reason for vaccination was simple enough: chances are that I
would not be able to take a bus from Motovun to Zagreb without a
piece of paper proving that it was safe for me to board it. In this world,
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which is bureaucratic to boot, only paper counts, assuming that it has
all the requisite dates, codes, and stamps. The only reason for me to go
to the Croatian capital, though, is my beloved. And I am hardly
exaggerating, for I visit it regularly only because she happens to live
there. In short, I got vaccinated because of her and only because of
her. Love almighty, as ever. I am penning this down not because I
feel like boasting, I hasten to add, but because I am fascinated by love
even at my advanced age. And many of my recent pieces of writing
testify to my fascination, which appears to be growing as I get longer
in the tooth. To my joy, love defies reason over and over again. And
how. With some luck, this is how things will remain till my very last
breath. Fingers crossed.
Addendum II (November 23, 2021)
Well, today I got the third shot or booster of almighty Pfizer. One
more time, I was concerned with certification rather than protection.
The pandemic is liable to last much longer than expected by the
ignorant masses, and it is wise to acquire the right piece of paper as
early as possible. Soon enough, it may be required not only for travel,
but for entry into all manner of public places, including offices, shops,
restaurants, and cafés. Even though Croatia is rather loose about such
things, eventually it may be forced to follow the example of some
neighboring countries in order to ensure that tourists keep coming
over. To be sure, Croatia without tourism would be facing economic
disaster. One way or another, the third shot is behind me already, and I
am happy about it. Whether or not the forth shot will be required next
year is anyone’s guess, though. After two years, the teeny-weeny virus
remains a mystery even to scientists, let alone the hoi polloi.
Addendum III (January 7, 2022)
This morning I took my first bus to Zagreb since my first Pfizer shot.
As the bus from Livade has vanished since the onset of the pandemic, a
friend from Motovun gave me a ride to the central bus station in Pazin.
Of course, my vaccination certificate was in my knapsack. To my
amazement, though, no-one asked for it. I bought the return ticked
without any question, and I boarded the bus the same way. As it
turned out, the certificate was as good as useless. The same was true
wherever I went in the Croatian capital upon my arrival. Any old mask
would do, no questions asked. So, who is crazy here—the Croatian
authorities or, well, good old me? Me, it goes without saying. To this
day, Croatian authorities are behind much talk concerning the novel
coronavirus without any action to support it (“The Covert Swedish
Model,” September 22, 2020). Zilch. In the minds of the key
government officials concerned, tourism is sacred. Without it, Croatia
is in doldrums. Everything will thus be done to persuade those who
wish to visit Croatia that everything is in order, but nothing will be
done to make their stay unpleasant. Perish the thought. Come and
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enjoy Croatia’s beauty! The pandemic will be over sooner or later,
anyway.
AFTER DUBROVNIK (November 18, 2021)
My beloved spent a few days in Dubrovnik a couple of months ago.
Walking through Zagreb, where she had resided for decades, she sent
me a mobile-phone text-message a day upon her return from the
medieval wonder: “After Dubrovnik, this city is plain ugly.”
Delighted, I responded at once: “After the Seventeenth Century,
everything is plain ugly all over this planet!” So much later, her words
are still with me. They are haunting me, as it were. And I am over the
moon that I have never contributed to the ugliness of this world. My
degrees in architecture and urban planning are as good as worthless in
my wake. That is, I have not changed the appearance of this world in
any way imaginable. Not an iota!
MY MARCH THROUGH ZRINJEVAC (February 27, 2022)
Whenever I come to Zagreb, I make sure to visit Zrinjevac as often as I
can. Each and every time, I march through the park in exactly the
same crooked way (“Der Hakenkreuz Rundgang,” February 27, 2016).
As years go by, the swastika tour has become emblematic of the
Croatian capital in my mind. I cannot even imagine visiting it without
a visit to Zrinjevac lodged right between the central train station and
the main city square. Lined by Nineteenth-Century buildings and tall
plane-trees from all sides, it is divided by two perpendicular paths that
cross each other in the middle. To repeat, I first walk to the
northwestern corner of the park; then I walk south to the path in the
middle, and there I turn east; once I reach the eastern side of the park, I
go south once again; having reached the southeastern corner, I turn
west; when I am in the middle of the park on its southern side, I turn
north; I walk all the way to the northern side of the park, and I turn east
again; and then I walk to the northeastern corner before leaving the
park. Although the mighty swastika is missing its southwestern hook,
which I find almost painful time and again, I have not crossed any of
the paths but once. By now, the walk is etched in my mind. Even
more, I can feel every step of my march through Zrinjevac even when I
am far away from the Croatian capital. The bliss.
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