
Germans salute Albania ‘heroes’
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Ian Traynor in Bonn

Ge r m a n  soldiers who 
fired on armed Albani­
ans to protect Western 
evacuees fleeing the country 

were hailed as conquering 
heroes yesterday by German 
politicians and newspapers, 
celebrating the first shots 
fired in anger by German 
forces since 1945.

An Albanian was slightly 
injured by the shooting dur­
ing a hastily-improvised a ir­
lift from p. T irana airfield last 
Friday. American helicopters 
were continuing the airlift 
yesterday as the EU declined 
to send an intervention force 
to Albania.

Yesterday's Rild am Sonn- 
tag tabloid acclaimed “The 
German Heroes of A lbania” 
above pictures of the com­
m an d o s . T he n e w sp a p e rs  
hailed the incident as a w ater­
shed in the long rehabilita­
tion of the German military. 
The foreign m inister, Klaus 
Kinkel, said German troops
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The German Heroes of Albania, as seen in Bild am Sonntag

abroad would not stand idly 
aside when their own people 
were imperilled.

After consulting opposition 
p a rliam en ta ry  leaders last 
Thursday, Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl and Volker Ruehe, the 
defence m inister, decided on 
Friday to dispatch five heli­
copters to T irana to evacuate 
120 civilians.

Television pictures showed

the German troops opening 
fire after Albanian gunmen 
shot at the helicopters. As ci­
vilians cowered and prayed, 
the soldiers escorted them on 
to the helicopters and evacu­
ated them to neighbouring 
Montenegro. One Albanian 
was wounded in the crossfire, 
the German authorities said, 
while no Germans were hurt.

“It was exciting, of course,”

sa id  C o lo n e l H en n in g  
Glawatz, the commander of 
the 91 troops engaged in the 
rescue mission.

The robustness of the Ger­
man response contrasted with 
that of Italian troops who 
retreated to their landing ves­
se ls , le a v in g  64 B rito n s  
stran d ed  defenceless o v e r­
night on a beach at D unes, 
w hen  A lb a n ia n  g u n m en  
opened fire on their rescue 
operation.

E u ropean  U nion foreign 
ministers meeting in Apel- 
doorn in the Netherlands yes­
te rd a y  backed aw ay  from 
calls for armed intervention 
Initial EU action will be lim­
ited to a small “high level" 
advisory team, which will a r­
rive for a three day mission to 
Albania today. The mission 
was described by Carl Bildt, 
the EU’s envoy to Bosnia, as 
“p a the tic” , illu s tra ting  the 
hollowness of the EU’s preten­
sions to a common foreign 
and security policy.
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‘If we stay here we’re dead’

G
Joanna Robertson  
in D ürres

Am id  ch ao tic
scenes, U n ited  
S ta te s  m a rin e s  
swooped on to the 
beach at Durres to 

evacuate foreign nationals 
yesterday as thousands of Al­
banians thronged the port, 
trying to flee their country. 
Earlier police fired on the 
crowd, reportedly killing two.

In Tirana meanwhile, 3,000 
Albanians chanting “peace, 
peace” gathered in the central 
square as part of government 
a ttem p ts to resto re  order. 
President Sali Berisha also 
formally pardoned the Social­
ist Party leader, Fatos Nano, 
who was released from jail 
last week. He was detained in 
1993 on corruption charges.

The evacuation of Turkish 
nationals from Durres yester­
day ran into trouble when Al­
banians seized landing craft, 
le a v in g  the  fo re ig n e rs  
stranded. US marines were

alerted and two helicopters 
landed on the sand while 
others circled overhead. Ma­
rines. with orders to accept 
only those with US, Turkish 
or Italian passports, used rifle 
butts to beat off Albanians 
trying to board the aircraft.

More than 1,000 Albanians 
tried to storm their way into 
the heavily guarded docks 
earlier in the day. Police fired 
long bursts from automatic 
weapons and clubbed some of 
the crowd, forcing them back 
into the centre of town. This 
was the latest in a series of 
clashes between civilians and 
police in the past two days, in 
which four people are known 
to have died.

At least 4,200 A lbanian refu­
gees had arrived in the south­
ern Italian ports of Brindisi 
and Bari by yesterday after­
noo n  and  lo c a l m ay o rs  
warned that they were run ­
ning out of space.

Ragtag bunches of weary 
people continued to walk into 
Durres all day from towns 
a c ro ss  th e  c o u n try . T hey

EL) to send advisers but rejects military intervention

Eu r o p e a n  u n io n  f o r ­
e ign  m in is te rs  y e s te r ­

day ru led  out m ilitary  in­
t e r v e n t io n  in  A lb a n ia ,  
lim iting  them selves to an 
advisory  mission, contain­
ing  m ilitary , police and ci­
v i l i a n  r e p r e s e n ta t i v e s ,  
w hich w ill leave for T irana 
today, Stephen Bates writes in 
Apeldoorn.

In a b land statem ent, the 
EU D utch presidency said

m e m b e r s t a t e s  w e re  
“ s tro n g ly  c o m m itte d ”  to 
h e lp in g  r e s to r e  c iv i l ia n  
s t r u c tu r e s  a n d  law  an d  
order, but the A lbanian  
governm ent w ould have to 
accep t re s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r 
rebuild ing  the  coun try .

“The E uropean Com m is­
sion is ready to p rovide im­
m ediate h u m a n ita r ia n  as­
s is ta n c e  a s  s o o n  as 
conditions a re  su ffic ien tly

secure to a ssu re  its deliv­
e ry ,” it said.

G e rm a n y . B r i ta in  and  
Sweden headed off calls 
from  France, D enm ark and 
A lban ia’s two closest EU 
n e ig h b o u r s ,  I ta ly  an d  
Greece, fo r m ore decisive 
action. D enm ark  had been 
suggesting  a force of up to 
4,000 troops, w hile Italy is 
increasing ly  concerned at 
the a rr iv a l o f refugees.

headed down to. the docks in 
the hope of finding a boat to 
take them to Italy. Passage on 
a Mafia boat costs more than 
£600 —- an impossible sum for 
people who cannot even buy 
bread. So they were waiting 
for any boat.

Groups were strewn along 
the beach, staring out across 
the empty Adriatic. Children 
played w ith  seaw eed and 
s h e lls . T h e ir  m o th e rs  
c lu tc h e d  c a r r ie r  bags of

meagre supplies, and watched 
the horizon intently.

Valentina Koci was with 
her two small girls. “ It’s so 
dangerous to try  to go to Italy, 
but if we stay here we’re 
dead. It will be better to try 
and leave,” she said.

Next to her, the newlv-wed- 
ded Vjoleta sat with a plastic 
bag of belongings. She had 
three packets of sponge bis­
cuits and a thin jumper. "I got 
married last Thursday," she

said, “but my husband has no 
money. Absolutely nothing. 
So I’m waiting for a boat.”

Her husband, Vullnet. is an 
engineer desperate for work. 
He said: “We'll wait as long as 
we can on the beach, because 
we have no other place to go.” 

More crowds were camped 
out along the rusting railway 
line running behind the dock 
fence. They had almost no 
belongings.

Bledi was squatting with

his friend, chewing on a meai 
of onions. He said that most 
people were only fleeing Alba 
nia for a few months, because 
they were frightened of th< 
guns, the violence and tht 
threat of civil war. Bledi wa; 
terrified of the new civiliar 
volunteer police force, anc 
said that men wearing hoodet 
masks had fired on them at 
they tried to board a fishing 
boat, leav ing  fou r people 
dead.

The new force is taking 
most of its recruits from the 
north, and many are stronglv 
pro-Berisha. Volunteers are 
paid £250 a month, more than 
six times the average salary.

They have already gone 
into action on the streets. 
Durres is patrolled by vans ot 
p la in c lo th e s  po lice , some 
masked, and all armed with 
Kalashnikovs. Further north, 
the road from Tirana to Shko- 
der is riddled with casual 
ro ad b lo ck s, w h ere  po lice  
search cars and passengers 
roughly, and fire weapons 
into the air.

Cold and sick on a nightmare flight from a living hell
Helena Smith was
among the terrified 
evacuees airlifted 
from Tirana and 
flown across the 
Adriatic by US 
helicopter to the 
port of Brindisi 
in Italy

W IT H IN  m in u te s  o f 
o u r  h u g e  U n ite d  
S tates CH53 cargo 

helicop ter lif tin g  off A lba­
n ian  soil y este rday , nearly  
every  one o f its  passengers 
w ere bow ing th e ir  helm et- 
ed h e a d s  a n d  v o m it in g .  
They w ere a lso  w eeping, a 
h ab it th a t has becom ing 
qu ite  com m on in  E urope’s 
new  law less land.

The o th e r th in g  you dis­
cover w hen yo u ’re  s trap p ed  
in to  th e  bows o f the  heli­
copter, m anned  by m arines, 
is th a t  you becom e rap id ly  
very cold.

R u t  n n n p  o f  t h i s  W as

rea lly  bo thering  any of the 
53 m en. women, children 
a n d  to d d le r s  w ho  w e re  
being evacuated to Italy 
c o u r te s y  o f th e  U n ite d  
S tates governm ent.

T h e re  w ere  A m e ric a n , 
French and  A ustrian  m is­
sionaries, Ita lian  aid w ork­
ers  and Yugoslav and Rus­
s ia n  d ip lo m a ts  in  th e  
group, and  they a ll agreed 
they  had seen enough a n a r­
chy and enough pent-up 
rage and  violence.

Some, such as Lejla Gjini, 
an  A lbanian law yer who 
had won the green  card lot­
te ry  — and  w ith  it the hope 
o f a new  life in W ashington 
DC — w as c e r t a in  sh e  
would not be re tu rn in g  to 
h e r  hom eland “for a t least 
20 years” .

“ Everything, ju s t every­
th in g  has gone w rong,” she 
said, try ing  not to lose her 
com posure. “And you know 
a fte r 45 years of Stalinism  
we d idn’t have m uch.”

Civil order has broken 
down in Albania. There is 
no ru le of law and even if 
there  was, as many have 
found to th e ir  ho rro r, there  
is no one to impose it.

The shattered  shells of 
burn t-ou t shops and public 
build ings a re  all that greet 
the  eye when you visit 
tow ns such as Durres. on

th e  w e st c o a s t ,  a n d  
L u s h jn e .  S a r a n d e  a n d  
Vlore. They a re  testim ony  
to a mob w hich only know s 
how to loot and  destroy .

“One child, he m ust have 
b e en  12, w as  p la y in g  
around  w ith th is  gun  w hen 
he ju s t aim ed it a t me and 
shot over my head ,” said 
J o n a th a n  R o s h e g e r ,  a n  
A m erican evangelist who 
was fleeing the o il tow n of 
Fier. “Like all the  adu lts  
around  him  he w as having

fun but, boy, d id  I get 
scared .”

President Sali B erisha  is 
desperately try in g  to hold 
on to pow er as his co u n try  
disin tegrates. On F riday , a 
European Union am bassa ­
dor told me the p res iden t 
had called him  tw ice to say 
he  h a d  no  i n t e n t i o n  o f  
resigning.

“ I don’t  th in k  I’ve ever 
seen such m adness.” said 
Corporal Desmond B vran t. 
one  o f  181 US m a r in e s  
brought in to oversee the 
A m erican rescue opera tion

from  a 6th Fleet naval ship 
stationed  off A lbania. “ I t’s 
not as if th e re ’s even an 
enem y th ey 're  fighting. I t’s 
ju s t a w hole lot o f wild men 
firing  in to  the a ir  a ll the 
tim e.”

In the chaos, th e  evacua­
tion  of foreigners has not 
been easy. The operation  is 
one o f the biggest of its 
k ind  u n d ertak en  in Europe, 
and  the so ld iers  a re  the 
firs t to say they do not fare 
w ell in  anarchy . The bul­

le ts  sh o w e rin g  A lb an ia ’s 
sk ies soon scuppered land 
and  sea operations by the 
B ritish , Ita lians  and Ger­
m ans. On Friday night, the 
US nearly  cancelled its a ir 
operation  a fte r a m arine 
C o b ra  a t t a c k  h e l ic o p te r  
repo rted  being fired  at.

Ours was one o f the first 
helicopters to fly into the 
US em bassy com pound out­
side the cap ital, Tirana, 
a fte r the  rescue plan was 
tem porarily  suspended.

T h ro u g h o u t th e  flig h t, 
grim -looking m arines kept

th e ir  fingers on the  triggers  
o f t h e i r  a u to m a t ic  
weapons. No one w as ta k ­
ing any chances a fte r the 
d ram a th a t had befallen a 
convoy of 80 B ritish  evacu­
ees the day before.

M a r t in  M c C a r th y , a 
re tired  police officer from 
Porthcaw l in south  Wales, 
said he and his fellow tra v ­
ellers thought they would 
not survive the ordeal. “On 
the road to D urres the con­
voy got broken up when 
g u n m e n  t h r e a t e n e d  to 
sm ash the windows o f our 
car. We w ere finally allowed 
through w hen ou r A lbanian 
d r iv e r  gave  h is  w ed d in g  
ring to a thug,” said M r Mc­
Carthy, who had a rriv ed  in 
T irana 12 days e a r lie r as a 
voluntary a id w orker.

“ W hen we got to the  port 
we w ere forced to w ait for 
12 hours u n til an  Ita lian  
w arship  took  us.”

Before we boarded the 
helicopter, a R ussian d iplo­
m at w hispered  in m y ea r 
th a t he w anted  to w rite  a 
book about A lbania that 
w o u ld  t e l l  th e  s to r y  o f 
“w hat happens to people 
when they lose a ll sense of 
c iv ilisa tion” .

As we flew' in to  the  nor 
m ality  of the  Ita lian  po rt of 
B rindisi, I could see w hat 
he m eant.

‘One child, he must have been 12, was 
playing around with a gun when he 
aimed it at me and shot over my head’


