
T¥e /r . t . ? » .----------
A lbanians fire on  
rescue helicopters

From  Tom  Rh o d es  in  Wa sh in g t o n

AMERICAN, Italian and Ger
man rescue helicopters came 
under fire in Albania yester
day and the United States was 
considering the despatch of 
Marines for a beachhead res
cue. A European envoy said 
that foreign intervention was 
vital to end the anarchy.

Gunmen fired a missile at 
US helicopters evacuating 
Americans and the Pentagon 
suspended its helicopter mis
sions when two US Marine 
Cobra helicopter pilots sepa
rately reported that they had 
drawn fire from the ground. 
German helicopter-born res
cue missions were also halted 
after German troops had to 
fire back at Albanian secret 
servicemen.

US officials were contem- 
; plating various options to

ferry some 2,000 American 
citizens to safety, including 
moving people closer to beach
es and taking them out in 
boats. A battalion of 2,000 
Marines, specially trained for 
emergency rescue operations, 
was standing by on US naval 
ships in the Adriatic.

Other possibilities were the 
forced re-opening of Tirana 
airport, an increased Ameri
can military presence on the 
ground and the deployment of 
more gunships and Harrier 
jumpjets to protect the helicop
ter missions. The American 
Ambassador and 17 key staff 
were staying in Tirana.

Escaping Britons were due 
to arrive in the Italian port of 
Brindisi last night.

Britons flee, pages 18, 19

■v



18 ALBANIA A THE TIMES SATURDAY MARCH 15 1997

Western refugees evacuated to Italy after terrifying car journey through rebel roadblocks to port

British aid worker 
tells of escape from 
armed Tirana mob

By Stephen Farrell, and Richard Owen in brindisi

AN' AID worker who stood up 
to an armed Albanian mob 
breaking into his supply ware
house was among 120 Britons 
evacuated by boat from Dur- 
res yesterday.

Sean Robinson. 29. a Sev
enth Day Adventist minister 
working for the Adventist 
Development and Relief Agen
cy (Adra), hid the charity’s two 
four-wheel-drive vehicles be
fore opening the doors. He 
then fled and was spirited to 
the British Embassy by friend
ly locals as the mob stripped 
the warehouse clean.

Mr Robinson, from Kenil
worth, Warwickshire, told his 
fiancee Catherine Korzvn- 
iowski. 21, of his ordeal by 
mobile phone from the embas
sy compound. His father Bri
an, also a minister, later 
recognised him from a picture 
of evacuees in The Times.

Mr Robinson. 54. said last 
night that his son told him: "At 
10.45am a mob came to the 
|Tirana] compound and 
ripped the gates off the com
pound wall, waving their 
guns. Sean had the presence of 
mind to go out and tell them 
they didn’t have to tear the 
place apart because he had 
opened the warehouse doors. 
They went in and stripped the 
place bare. However, he had 
already salted away a lot of the 
more valuable stuff. He called

us from the embassy and 
again on the the way to 
Durres, where he spent hours 
sitting on the beach overnight 
waiting for the Italian boats to 
come in and get him.” The 
warehouse had held about 
£150,000 of food and 
materials.

The British refugees’ jour
ney to Durres was hair-rais
ing as the convoy of their cars 
was repeatedly held up before 
reaching the port, where the 
vehicles were immediately sto
len. The refugees, who includ-
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ed 11 Commonwealth citizens 
(including Australians and 
Canadians) as well as three 
Irish nationals, were forced to 
spend Thursday night on the 
beach in bitterly cold condi
tions as gunfire resounded 
from the port area where 
hundreds of armed Albanians 
tried to storm the last Italian

‘King’ ready to return
Johannesburg: King Leka of 
Albania is poised to return to 
his troubled homeland from 
his South African exile in an 
attempt to end the civil unrest 
(Inigo Gilmore writes).

The 57-year-old pretender to 
the throne left his Johannes
burg home on Thursday for a 
European destination where 
he says he will await a call 
from his people. Encouraged 
by news that President Ber- 
isha had agreed to call early 
elections, the self-styled king, 
who was two days old when 
his father. King Zog. fled into 
exile, says he is the only 
person able to unify Albania.

King Leka: awaits call 
from  A lbanian people

ferries leaving for Brindisi 
and Bari. British consul offici
als said British refugees 
boarded the Italian warship 
San Giusto by landing craft at 
dawn yesterday. The San 
Guisto, an 8,000 ton anti
submarine vessel, headed for 
Brindisi carrying nearly 1,000 
passengers, including Italians 
and Albanians as well as the 
British and Commonwealth 
party.

About 50 British citizens in 
Albania failed to make the 
deadline for the evacuation. 
British military officials said 
the destroyer H M S Birming
ham was now moored off 
Durres to help with a second 
evacuation operation. HM S  
Exeter is also nearby in Adri
atic waters, and three RAF 
Hercules are on standby at the 
military airfield of Gioia del 
Colle in southern Italy. There 
were unconfirmed reports yes
terday that American forces 
were making an attempt to 
secure Tirana airport so that 
transport planes and heli
copters could fly in to help 
with further evacuations.

At the port of Brindisi 
yesterday Italian military heli
copters and US Chinooks 
were kept busy ferrying some 
of the 2.000 American evacu
ees from Tirana off the USS 
Nassau. The vessel had evacu
ated Americans from the Alba
nian coast in an operation 
similar to that mounted by the 
San Giusto.

Captain Angelo Agliatta. 
the port commander, said 
"half the Albanian Navy" had 
arrived in Brindisi in the past 
48 hours. Among them were a 
patrol boat, four launches, two 
minesweepers, several torpe
do boats and two rusting and 
battered corvettes, with their 
guns covered in tarpaulin. In 
addition to the vessels, he said 
100 Albanian military person
nel had defected in helicopters

Among the Albanians who 
fled to Italy yesterday was 
General Safet Zhulali. a for
mer Defence Minister. He 
travelled across the Adriatic 
with his family on a merchant 
ship.

PAUL HANNA / REUTER

A rusting  nava l gunboat w ith scores of A lbanians fleeing the tu rm oil arrives in  the  Ita lian  port of Brindisi

Berisha’s 
fall vital 

to end the 
anarchy

By James Petti per

IF TODAY’S events in Tirana 
were part of a play. President 
Berisha should soon disap
pear. or fall on his sword. His 
children have fled, his allies 
from overseas have deserted 
him and the mob is at the 
gates.

But as at the end of Hamlet, 
the tough Fortinbras-type ex
generals and colonels in their 
southern mountain towns are 
watching and waiting. Once 
everything movable has been 
stolen, someone, sooner or 
later, has to restore order, and 
the southern generals look the 
most likely candidates.

Neither that, nor any other 
solution, can happen while 
Mr Berisha is in situ, and 
anarchy will reign. The mess
age has to get through that he 
is now the main obstacle to 

a reasonably peaceful 
resolution.

The President is the only 
factor uniting the opposition. 
Without Mr Berisha. they are 
likely to lose momentum and 
political and clan differences 
will emerge. If he goes, after 
the inevitable wild and dan
gerous part)' to celebrate, ev
eryone will have to go home.

For this is a classic Balkan 
spring rising, it cannot contin
ue indefinitely: the fields have 
to be cultivated and jobs in 
Greece or Italy have to be 
found to get families through 
the next winter.

A sensible Western policy 
would be to accept this highly 
imperfect reality, engineer a 
dignified removal for Mr 
Berisha before it is too late, let 
his entourage disappear as 
best they can and hope every
one gets tired quickly. There 
are signs of this already in 
some southern towns such as 
Sarande.
□ Rome: Italy was embar
rassed yesterday that the 
country had awarded its high
est honour to President 
Berisha (John Phillips writes).

The Knight of the Grand 
Cross with the Decoration of 
the Great Cord was awarded 
by President Scalfaro last 
April when he went on a state 
visit to Tirana. Red tape had 
held up the award, which was 
only officially conferred on Mr 
Berisha yesterday.
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Frenzy of looting and gunfire as desperate civilians ‘take back what the Government has stolen’

Foreigners flee  
vision o f D ante  

in shattered capital
Tom Walker in Durres 
watches a sky filled with 
helicopters ferrying terrified 
foreigners out of Albania

AS IT closed its doors to the 
world, ungovernable Albania 
yesterday melted into a frenzy 
of shooting, looting and 
inexplicable motorcades.

M ost W esterners had al
ready had their fill, and chose 
to board w hat amounted to a 
m ilitary shuttle helicopter ser
vice between T irana and a US 
w arship. U SS Nassau, in the 
Adriatic.

Italians and Americans left 
in twin-rotor Chinook helicop
ters from the national stadium 
behind a presidential palace 
tha t m ight or might not have 
contained a President. The 
British and Greeks took their 
nationals out by road and 
boat, running  the gauntlet of 
roadblocks and edgy police
m en with an alarm ing habit of 
sim ultaneously gesticulating 
and shooting.

As m ore than 120 non- 
essential American Embassy 
staff took to the skies, the 
A merican Ambassador, Mari- 
sa Lino, assured Albanians on 
state television that they were 
not being abandoned.

D urres. the port of depar
ture for those fleeing Albania's 
social catastrophe, was a vi
sion from Dante. A people not 
noted for their industry de
scended on the quayside gov
ernm ent w arehouses en 
m asse, and  picked them hare. 
Lorries, donkeys, horses, bicy

cles, mopeds. w heelbarrows: 
no mode of transport was 
ignored in a frenzy of looting. 
The kings of the ram page 
were the truck gangs, com
prising Kalashnikov-toting 
youths in bandanas and bala
clavas. letting off w arning 
volleys as they marked out 
their territories for pillage. 
The pitted road alongside the 
derricks and sm ashed security 
fences was clogged with the 
young and the old. men, 
women and children alike. 
They carted, cycled and 
humped away iron rods, sacks 
of cement, furniture, books, 
lamps, tools, batteries, web
bing — anything not anchored 
to the ground or walls went 
amid the rising dust and din of 
gunfire.

"It is a bad situation." 
admitted Dash Jarvet, 53. a 
school director, his bicycle 
burdened with five carrier 
bags full of books. "But the 
Government stole from the 
people and now the people are 
stealing back." In his hand he 
clu tched  VTlet c Z e m e r im it  —

the Albanian translation of 
The G rapes o f Wrath. “We 
have taken those that we think 
are good.” he explained. "My 
school needs all these things.” 
O thers preferred to  stay in
doors, well aw ay from the 
Balkan m acho displays of 
firepower.

“ It is terrible, they are 
shooting all night and all 
day ,” said D oriana Nikolla. 
20. “We don’t have anything to 
eat — all the shops are closed 
and the ones that open are 
im mediately looted by armed 
m en.” H er cousin. Genti 
Robja, a physics teacher from 
Elbasan. pleaded with visiting 
journalists to stay. “Please do 
not go, foreigners are like gods 
to us here. If only Nato would 
intervene for two days every
thing would be under control 
and the people would give the 
guns back.”

Silhouetted against the hori
zon, too far to be of much 
comfort, w ere the warships of 
the Italian Navy, where Alba
nia 's future was being dis
cussed by m em bers of a new

A n A lb an ian  fam ily  h o p in g  to  be  ev a cu a te d  ru n s  to w ard s  a F rench  A rm y helicop ter ab o u t to take  o ff from  D u rre s  w ith  F rench  n a tio n a ls  on  bo ard

Government impotent to end 
the chaos onshore. Despite the 
heat, many Albanians in D ur
res wore jackets and coats, 
insisting they would jum p 
aboard any ship that came 
into port.

The road from the port, past 
the sum m er palace of King 
Zog. was littered with spilled 
merchandise, broken lorries 
and dead donkeys and dogs. 
The looting epidemic w as less 
frenzied in the capital, but a
half-built private housing es

tate on the edge of T irana 
provided rich pickings. A bill
board described it as "The 
Prime N eighbourhood with 
Comfort.” but by the end of the 
afternoon there w as little left.

Most of T iran a’s shops were 
hastily emptied of their con
tents by worried ow ners and 
shuttered.

“We w ant to save our heads 
and w hat we own." said Alfred 
M aloska as he loaded hand
bags into a trailer behind his 
M ercedes. Further clouding

the confused issue of authority 
in the capital, a motorcade of 
arm oured personnel carriers, 
Mercedes and Romanian 
Jeeps crawled around the city 
centre in the late afternoon.

Plainclothes thugs popped 
out of turrets and sunroofs, 
firing deafening rounds of 
automatic fire over the inter
national hotels and the tele
vision station.

Hospitals in the capital 
reported at least 16 dead in the 
past 24 hours and some 140

wounded, nearly all in shoot
ing accidents. "I shot my best 
friend in the head .” sohbed 
one man outside a casualty 
unit.

Various theories began to 
take shape over who is 
organising the distribution of 
weapons, with reports coming 
in from several areas of the 
city suggesting that ruling 
Democratic Party activists are 
recruiting arm ed militia units 
to defend the President.

Along m ore conventional

lines of reasserting order, state 
television appealed to the 
police and arm y to put their 
uniform s on again and return 
to the streets, promising their 
salaries would be trebled.

Foreigners having trouble 
identifying who is who in the 
A lbanian security services 
could take solace in the pres
ence of 150 American Marines 
“in theatre".

There were also rum ours of 
an SAS unit in the basement of 
the British Embassy.



Chaos is the only order 
as mobs turn to plunder

From Anthony Loyd in Tirana

-
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THIS is anarchy in its purest 
form. Burning houses; mask
ed gunmen; streams of refu
gees; US Cobra gunships 
clattering overhead.

Tirana is imploding. Battle 
is confusing, but still has 
some basic parameters. Strug
gling policemen hold the capi
tal’s centre against the mobs, 
exchanging fire with increas
ing frequency as gangs push 
for plunder.

A thin line of nervous 
conscripts and Shik secret 
police have cordoned off the 
presidential quarters. Nobody 
knows whether President 
Berisha is still inside. Ru
mours are rife that he had fled 
the country were denied and, 
at an emergency meeting, he 
is reported to have declared 
resolutely: “I no longer have 
an army or a police force, but 
Albania still has a President.”

No renegade group seems 
to have the same agenda. 
Some have taken up arms in 
support of Berisha, some in

support of the rebels; others to 
loot, others for their own 
protection.

On Thursday night Fier, 40 
miles south of Tirana, was the 
last bastion of government 
support. By dawn, it had 
fallen, becoming a fiefdom 
loyal to no one but itself. We 
left its derelict streets at dawn,

The Foreign Office has set up 
a telephone line for people 
worried about relatives in 
Albania. The number is: 

0171 839 5656.

jumping aboard an empty 
bus whose driver was trying 
to get back to his family in 
Tirana. Tanks rolled out of 
looted army bases as we 
neared the port of Durres, its 
harbour already choked by a 
flotilla of small boats as 
refugees struggled to escape

to Italy. Defecting conscripts 
jumped aboard the bus, pale 
with fear, joined soon by 
injured  in su rgen ts and  
wounded children. Twice we 
stopped at medical centres; 
twice the bloody casualties 
were turned away by doctors 
who no longer had the equip
ment to treat them.

The suburbs of Tirana, 
seemed to have been taljeij:. 
over by the escaped inmates 
of a lunatic asylum. Drunken 
gangs laden with firepower, 
their faces hidden by ski- 
masks and balaclavas, orches
trated looting from homes 
and government buildings.

Children leapt from the 
breached doorway of a sports 
shop. Beside them gunmen 
fired at two US Cobra helicop
ters taking part in the evacua
tion of the US Embassy.

As the gunfire nears the 
presidential building it seems 
impossible that Mr Berisha 
could survive the next 24 
hours.
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