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Preface

King Zog I of the Albanians was the most unusual European monarch of
the twentieth century — a man entirely without royal connections who
founded his own kingdom in 1928. Contemporaries hardly knew what to
think. Their epithets for him range far and wide: ‘the last ruler of
romance’; ‘a despotic brigand’; ‘an appalling gangster’; ‘a picturesque
sub-monarch’; ‘the modern Napoleon’; ‘Mussolini’s lackey’; ‘perhaps the
finest patriot of them all’; ‘a small-size, indolent oriental potentate’; ‘a
reader of Shakespeare and a fine fighting man’; ‘an homme de salon of
first-rate intelligence’; ‘an ignorant mountaineer’; ‘ultimately an erratic
and treacherous barbarian’; ‘not at all an unpleasant character’; ‘a
Balkan product par excellence’; ‘the ludicrous Zog’; ‘Saviour of the
Nation’; ‘the father of his country’; ‘frankly a cad’.

Certainly, in the eyes of foreigners, the sudden advent of this self-
proclaimed king added to the mysteriousness of a land known chiefly for
mountains, revolts, and blood feuds. However much the King desired to
be identified with order and progress, his name was more often linked
to cut-throat political intrigue. He confessed: ‘My life is an adventure
story.’!

His miniature court in Tirana briefly caught the imagination of the
Western world in the 1930s, before Fascist Italy drove him into exile and
postwar Stalinists kept him there. The communists then minimised the
place in national history of a man who, by any objective standard, must
rank as one of its foremost figures. For five decades, Albania was a closed
country, synonymous with rigid Marxism-Leninism, but, as elsewhere in
eastern Europe, the ending of the cold war has disclosed continuities
with the pre-war past that totalitarianism concealed.

An editorial in The Times once referred to ‘the bizarre King Zog adding
a touch of unreality’ to Albanian history.2 This book should make him
seem rather more real. And less bizarre? Like all of us, Zog was the
product of a unique time and place. People who live in secure, stable
countries, with well-defined frontiers and a tradition of government, are
invited to set aside some of their assumptions about modern European
monarchy.
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I
A NOTE ON ALBANIAN PRONUNCIATION Jj
l

c is pronounced ‘ts’ (as in ‘bits’)

C ‘ch’ (as in ‘church’) |

dh ‘th’ (as in ‘these’)

é ‘e’ (asin ‘term’)

gj ‘g’ (asin ‘region’)

j ‘y’ (as in ‘yet’)

q between ‘ky’ (as in ‘stockyard’) and
‘ch’ (as in ‘church’)

X ‘dz’ (as in ‘adze’)

xh 7’ (as in ‘joke’)

y ‘u’ (asin ‘tune’)

A NOTE ON MONEY

The Albanian gold franc was a gold-based currency. The exchange rate
was fixed in 1925 at £1 = 25.2215 gold francs (= $4.86). After Sterling
went off the gold standard in 1931, the exchange rate fluctuated around
£1 = 15 gold francs.
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Prologue: An Audience

The most ignored country in Europe — that was Albania. By the 1930s,
ferries were crossing daily from the heel of Italy and an Adria-Aero-Lloyd
five-seater flew into Tirana airport three times a week, but the services were
under-used and could not have run without subsidies. Here in the smallest
of the Balkan states, foreigners remained so scarce as to be automatic
celebrities. A respectable Englishman, Frenchman, or American who
expressed a plausible interest in the country might find it comparatively
easy to obtain an audience with its politician-king. There was even a story
that Zog, when bored, would ring up hotels on the off-chance of finding a
foreigner to*fill an odd half-hour. His palace stood less than five minutes
away and a common language could often be found. This King was not a
cosmopolitan, but he spoke fluent Turkish, good German, and
conversational French. English was not on offer; he refused to waste his
time on a language of which only ten per cent followed the grammar.

A sentry with a gleaming ‘Z’ on his kepi escorted visitors through the
red-brick gateway of the royal compound south-east of the central square.
A secretary, Sotir Martini perhaps, or dapper aide-de-camp Zef Sereqi,
would appear in the driveway with some tips on protocol. Then it was up
a dozen steps into a square two-storey villa of yellow stucco, which had
been built for a Turkish merchant before the war.

Led into a showy little reception salon, with gilded mirrors and
Venetian chandeliers, the visitor saw the equerry peer around a curtain
before drawing it back to expose a pair of glass doors. A brown-haired
man instantly came into view, sitting alone at the far end of a long, well-lit
room, sparsely furnished in the modern style with green zigzag-patterned
wallpaper. The King appeared small and almost insignificant between the
massive mahogany desk before him and the life-size portrait on the wall
behind. The desktop was uncluttered and highly polished. The painting
showed a stern middle-aged woman of no very regal appearance.

The visitor entered and stifled a cough. There was always a fog of
cigarette smoke and rarely a window open. He bowed three times (as
instructed) and advanced with careful steps. The unwary had occasionally
come to grief in the archipelago of decorative rugs strewn across the
shining floor. As he neared the desk, his eyes would be drawn to the most
extravagant feature in view: the King’s moustache. Though far from big,
it was normally waxed and curled into neat little points.
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The temptation to stare had to be resisted as the King rose smoothly
and uttered a few words of greeting in a low clear voice. His height was
an inch or two over six feet, his bearing erect, and his figure slender and
narrow-hipped. He was sure to be immaculately turned out: a grey
double-breasted pin-stripe suit from Savile Row, a white shirt from Sulka
of Paris, gleaming shoes handmade in Italy. A calm smile accompanied
his firm handshake, and the visitor took a seat.

‘A cigarette?’

With a languid gesture, the King offered a selection of brands from
boxes on his desk. He invariably took one himself (begging leave of any
non-smoker), and, as lighter and cigarette-holder momentarily engaged
him, the visitor might scan the royal countenance. It was a long pale
pinkish face, not Mediterranean in complexion, tapering from a slightly
broad brow to a narrow chin. The forehead was high, and would have
been higher but for long strands of hair combed over from the left.
Then, strange to say, the chin was weaker than it looked in official
photographs. More distinguished was the long straight nose, which in
profile merged with the forehead in one continuous line. Exceptionally
sloping eyebrows imposed a lugubrious long-suffering expression which
was sympathetic and mildly comical. The visitor began to ask himself if
this genteel 38-year-old could really be the ruthless mountain chieftain
who had scattered his rivals and founded a kingdom.

Zog sat back in his chair and smiled again slowly, as if letting his visitor
into a secret known only to himself. Despite the air of tiredness about him,
the grey-blue eyes were alert. ‘Fire away with your indiscreet questions,’ he
laughed, before proceeding to give impeccably discreet answers.

Why did he transform Albania from a republic to a monarchy a few
years ago?

‘There was but one reason. The change was made in accordance with
the spirit and wish of the Albanian people whose political foundation had
ever been its division into chieftainships or baronies, each of which
recognised a supreme chief over itself’.! His tone of voice sounded
unexpectedly juvenile; a kind of adolescent reserve dispelled any earlier
suggestion of a lounge-lizard. ‘“The only difference it has made to me,” he
added with a droll grimace, ‘is that instead of working seven or eight
hours a day, I now work eighteen and I carry the responsibility of the
whole State. I am only a single workman doing my job. That is all
kingship means to me.’?

The King would surely not deny that Albania had very serious
economic problems. How could so poor a nation afford a royal family?

This objection was gently waved aside. ‘Financially, a king will not cost
the country a penny more than a president.” Both of them required a
palace. Both had to be guarded. With yet another smile — tinged with an
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irrelevant hint of romantic melancholy — Zog referred to the gorgeous
white and gold uniform popularly associated with him. That was bought
before he took the throne: “‘When I was President, I had to dress the part,
but the poorest Albanian has a sense of royalty, and now that I am their
King it is not necessary to emphasise it in any way.’3

In some subtle manner, he seemed to be appealing for approval, even
for intimacy. He affected a confidential tone at variance with the
impersonal content of his answers, and he kept his eyes squarely on his
guest, oblivious to the gaggle of aides peering through the glass doors.

It was generally a great mistake to think of monarchy as a luxury, he
continued. ‘In adopting the regime most congenial to the country, Albania
is guaranteed greater internal stability, which in turn will assure greater
foreign support.” A Balkan republic had simply been an anomaly. Of
course, the King of the Albanians laid no claim to Divine Right. He was a
constitutional monarch who realised that his power came from the people.

Did that imply a free and democratic regime?

Zog was gbout to shake his head in assent, when he recalled that
foreigners had the confusing habit of nodding their heads when they
meant yes and shaking them when they meant no. He forced himself to
nod. ‘As King of my people, I shall have no interest as to which political
party obtains the upper hand by constitutional methods. This will help
educate the people along democratic lines, as in the United States, and
will insure greater freedom for all.’*

Were there political parties in Albania?

Not at present in a formal sense, he confessed. For the moment, the
King of the Albanians had still to be the leader and teacher of his people.
Genuine political development takes time. ‘One cannot teach a child of
five in the same way that one would a young man who has come of age.
Only as the fight against illiteracy goes on can the powers and
responsibilities of the people’s elected representatives be increased.’?
Good progress had been made in education, he pointed out. Not long
ago, there were only two thousand children in school. Today the figure
was nearer sixty thousand.

When would Albanian women gain equal political rights?

‘The high status of women is one of the greatest factors in the strength
of a State,” declared Zog with emphasis. ‘I think I shall feel the greatest
mission of my life accomplished when the status and culture of women in
Albania is raised, first to that which obtains in the other Balkan States
and then to that held by women in the Western world.’® Political rights
were only one part of that process. ‘I want to educate the women but also
to teach them to be good mothers and house-managers. I want Albanian
women to be good women like her.” He turned in his chair and made the
slightest of bows to the portrait hanging on the wall behind him - the
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only picture in the room in fact. ‘She is my mother,” he explained with
feeling, and paused for an instant to collect his thoughts and light
another cigarette.” Polygamy and infant betrothal had already been
abolished and soon the veil would be too. ‘It will be a long process,
because we have a great deal of prejudice to get over, and before it is
accomplished, the vote for women will come.’® Female suffrage was new
to even the most advanced societies, remember.

‘We are centuries behind the rest of Europe in civilisation,’
remarked the King with a frown.? Anyone could see that most of his
subjects were ignorant and backward. It was not their fault. Turkish
rule up until 1912 had preserved in them the sentiments, morals, and
farming methods of the Middle Ages. If the visitor travelled in the
mountains, he would be shocked by some of the poorest living
conditions in Europe. ‘I feel very ashamed of it sometimes,” he sighed.
‘Our only excuse is that we cannot do everything at once.’!? Five
hundred years of stagnation had somehow to be reversed. ‘It is my
determination to civilise my people and make them as far as possible
adopt Western habits and customs.’!! The blood feud might still prevail
in parts of the kingdom, alas, but law and order had recently made
great strides. The King drily observed that he was himself the object of
dozens of feuds — and not one had yet succeeded.

At some point in the interview, Zog was likely to put down his cigarette
and bend forward slightly with a reflective look in his eyes. Laying his
delicate white hands on the desktop, he spoke softly and very earnestly: ‘I
will remain ever true to the interests of Albania and to the welfare of her
people, even if it demands the sacrifice of my life. If these words belie my
acts, then all I have done so far for my country is a sham.’!2

Anybody still not won over to Zog by this stage probably never would
be. Either way, the courteous visitor wished him well in his mission.
Minister of the Interior at twenty-four, Prime Minister at twenty-seven,
President at twenty-nine, King at thirty-two — he had clearly worked hard
to consolidate the Albanian nation.

The gratified sovereign would then compliment the visitor on his
perspicacity. Foreign governments were sadly not always so quick to
appreciate the value of his labours. Albania was a small country, about
half as big again as Wales or the state of New Jersey: 210 miles long and
less than 90 wide. But Zog insisted that its position at the entrance of the
Adriatic Sea gave it great strategic importance. ‘Albania’s independence
is essential to the peace of Europe,” he asserted.!® It should be a
permanent neutral state like Switzerland. Could not the comparison be
taken further? It was his hope that fine new roads and hotels would one
day turn his ‘Cinderella’ land into a top tourist destination, offering both
Alpine ski-slopes and Mediterranean sands.!#
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In conclusion, Zog thanked his visitor most politely for taking the
trouble to explore Albania. ‘Come back if you can in a few years, and see
what vast changes will have taken place.’!> He expressed his own desire to
travel abroad as soon as his country was placed on a firm foundation. If
the visitor were British, he might add that a trip to the Scottish Highlands
was his priority, as there appeared to be a strong resemblance between
the Highland clansman and the Albanian. Then he looked on benignly as
his new friend retreated backwards with an effort to avoid skidding on
the rugs and kicking the gigantic spittoons near the door. The audience
was over.

People usually left feeling happy. They said that here at least was a
monarch to whom it was possible to speak with full frankness. Zog was at
his best téte-a-téte. He had a knack of making his visitors think that he
agreed with their sentiments entirely. This was often all that was needed
to convince them that Albania possessed a ruler of exceptional wisdom
and intelligence. Even those who realised that the King tailored his
answers to sjit their opinions granted that he must be clever to do it so
well. And he flirted fascinatingly, distracting all but the sharpest
interviewers from the fact that this technique betokened caution rather
than confidence. No one met King Zog and still took him for a joke, but
nearly everyone was struck by his incongruity. ‘Rather like a smaller
edition of our Mr Eden,’ observed one British visitor. ‘An Oxford don
who has seen service in the army,’ suggested another.!6 ‘He was really tall,
dark, handsome and intelligent,” exclaimed a press photographer. ‘It was
just like covering an ordinary film star.’17

Albania had been reckoned ungovernable until this slight, graceful,
and rather pathetic figure established himself. He was reputed to be a
warrior-king, but he gave no impression of force. Could it be true that he
once had seven horses shot under him in battle? That he arranged the
murder of his brother-in-law? That he drew a gun and fired back at
assassins outside the Vienna opera house?

Effete urbanity and suave evasive words were only one side of King Zog I
of the Albanians, alias Ahmed Zogu, alias Ahmed Bey Zogolli. One
afternoon the King and his retinue were driving along the mountain road
to Durrés. They had earlier stopped for a picnic lunch at which wine was
served. The chauffeur had imbibed freely. Consequently the car was
veering erratically from side to side, its wheels several times slipping on
the edge of the precipice. Terrified courtiers begged the King to change
driver, but Zog saw no need for that. Instead he took out his revolver, put
it to the neck of the chauffeur, and said, ‘Now drive slowly or I shall kill
you.’!8 The chauffeur sobered up instantly and completed the journey
with the utmost care. He knew the other side of King Zog.

(&3¢



CHAPTER TWO

The Star of Mati

‘Thus from obscurity, a guiding star rose from out of Mati which was to
extend its rays of erudition and calmness over an entire nation.’! This
authorised version of the life-story was certainly true in one respect: by
the standards of monarchy in the twentieth century, the background of
King Zog was obscure. How could it be otherwise? Conventional
monarchs are born to celebrity; he declared himself royal as an adult,
and no one had chronicled his youth for posterity. Nor did anyone rush
to do so on his attaining national fame aged twenty-four. Ninety per cent
illiteracy was a decisive factor here. The number of Albanian printing
presses did increase during his reign, but they operated under his
supervision — and the approved line was not subtle. A sketch of his life
published in Tirana in 1937 aimed to acquaint readers with ‘the rare
virtues which our adored King possesses’ by showing ‘the characteristics
of his great soul in their true historic forms’.? Meanwhile, David
Maitland-Makgill-Crichton, a would-be independent biographer, faced
first obstruction from the palace and then such intrusive ‘assistance’ that
he abandoned the project. Over-inquisitive interviewers were easily
deflected: ‘I don’t consider it good form to talk about myself. Let us talk
about something more important — perhaps my country.’3

This monopoly on information was doubtless advantageous for a king
who rose from the people, but his fall from power in 1939 did not release
a flood of revelations. When others took control of Albania, it was a brave
(or foolish) citizen who spoke of the old regime at all except in stock
derogatory phrases. Freedom of speech had to wait another fifty years.

These constraints make contemporary foreign sources the more
important, yet they are often unreliable. Albanian news filtered out
through Rome, Belgrade, or Athens, acquiring a political bias in the
process. To wilful misrepresentation was added much innocent
confusion, as Albanian spelling was irregular, and various equivalents
were used for local names. Korc¢a, Korcé, Korcha, Kortcha, Korytsa,
Koritza, Coritza, and Corizza were all one town in southern Albania (not
to be muddled with Konitza). Dates of birth and death were arguable in a
land without civil registration. Albanians of different faiths used different
calendars. Numbers themselves could be inexact where ‘five’ was
sometimes used to mean a few and ‘a hundred’ meant a lot.




The Star of Mati

Even in the inter-war years, diplomats complained of events in Tirana
being obscured by ‘a regular Albanian fog’.# That fog was much thicker
over the northern mountains at the turn of the century. There facts
blurred into legend with amazing speed, and the happenings of three
generations back could be as uncertain as ancient history. Zog was a
contemporary of Edward VIII, Duke of Windsor, but at times it can seem
as if closer parallels might be found with the boyhood of Charlemagne.
In a thousand years, Albania had probably experienced less change than
anywhere else in Europe. Turkish conquest in the later Middle Ages had
detached all Balkan peoples from the European mainstream. The
Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment touched them only
indirectly if at all. They spoke of ‘Europe’ as something remote.

The isolation of Albania had been especially severe. Sheer
geographical inaccessibility separated much of the country from the rest
of the Balkan Peninsula. Between the Montenegrin massif and the Pindus
mountains lay a relentless succession of high and jagged ranges divided
by narrow riyer valleys. A few towns near the sea, like Shkodra, Durrés,
and Vlora, appeared on maps under their Italian names of Scutari,
Durazzo, and Valona, but it was rare for any foreigner to pass beyond the
marshy coastal plain. Most of the landscape was as wild as on the day it
was created, with towering scarps and scree-choked gulleys, and snow-
capped peaks which sent narrow streams hurtling down over rocky beds.
A highway might be a crumbling ledge 9 inches wide above a drop of
1,000 feet. The lonely peaks and virgin forests did attract the occasional
brave romantic in the nineteenth century, but two hard facts discouraged
regular contact: the majority of Albanians had neither goods to sell nor
money to buy; and they were said to be exceptionally fierce.

Travellers who did penetrate as far as the plain of Mati yet found relief
from the starker northern highlands. Mati, named after its river, was one
of the broadest, longest, and most populous mountain valleys. Squat stone
towers, square and white, dotted the green landscape, about a quarter-of-
a-mile apart. Each was home to an extended family of anything up to fifty.
Animals and poultry occupied the ground floor and the people lived
above. Women and men were segregated in all but the poorest
households, and only the female quarters had windows of any size. There
was no agglomerated village in Mati, no road, no shop, and no school.

Men in white fezzes and embroidered jackets squatted on the ground
outside their homes and conversed in high-pitched voices, telling riddles
and gambling with bullets for stakes. Each had to hand his most precious
possession: a Mauser or Martini rifle, or else an ancient flintlock, its butt
elaborately chased with silver. Wealth hereabouts was computed in guns.
Now and then, one of the men would stand, hitch up his sagging white
felt trousers, and patrol the perimeter of the house, keeping his eyes on
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the mountainous horizon: the Baza range to the west, Dejé to the east,
Martenesh further south. The outside world knew such warriors only by
repute. A Turk given to sudden rages was said to possess ‘an Albanian
temper’. A stubborn Greek was ‘an Albanian-head’. An Italian who
feigned stupidity ‘played the Albanian’. It was scarcely reassuring that the
mountaineers proverbially protested: ‘The devil is not so wicked as
people believe, neither is the Albanian.’

While the fighting men of Mati stood guard, the women ground maize
and cooked over an open fire. Their long black bell-shaped skirts were
made of heavy homespun wool. Necklaces of old silver coins clinked
against their metal-plated belts, six inches wide and studded with nails.
The maize bread would be eaten with white cheese and green peppers
and washed down with salted goats’ milk. Other women periodically
trudged up to the house laden with water from the river, brushwood from
the forest, and fresh bracken for bedding. In this land, a polite greeting
to a lady was ‘Strength to your arms!’, for Albanian clansmen scorned to
be burdened by anything but a weapon.

In the distance, towards the east of the plain, was a gentle isolated hill,
well-covered with mulberry and chestnut trees. On its crest stood a solid
rectangular building with two small wings facing into a courtyard. This
was Castle Burgajet, citadel of the chieftain of Mati. Although not vast, it
was the biggest house for miles and the only one with glazed windows.
The interior was even more distinctive. Most Albanians sat cross-legged
on rugs in bare white-washed rooms, but to step inside the castle living-
room was to enter the nineteenth century in all its fussiness. Fancy
furnishings, imported from Austria, had recently become the hallmark of
wealth. Salon chairs, draperies, table-lamps, and bric-a-brac, such as
survived the pack-horse trail, transformed old stone chambers into
lodgings fit for a modern-day chief.

It was here in the women’s rooms at Burgajet that nineteen-year-old
Sadije Zogolli (née Toptani) gave birth to a son on 8 October 1895.
Naturally, the boy, called Ahmed Muhtar, was cause for profound
rejoicing. Albanian women were not proud of their beauty but of the
number and merit of their sons. Though no one could know it at the
time, Sadije would have to concentrate on quality rather than quantity.
Her first boy had died in infancy a couple of years earlier. Her six other
children were destined to be girls. She raised them all with a fine
combination of iron discipline and affectionate care. ‘Only donkeys get
slapped,’ she would say; ‘children you talk to, to show them their
mistake.’® Ahmed, only son of a Muslim mother, was inevitably the centre
of attention. Reputedly, he had been born with a caul, considered a sign
of future greatness. ‘Happy are the people,’” exclaimed his father, ‘for this
son of mine will bring them great happiness.’” Xhemal Zogolli Pasha had

S ——_
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been Hereditary Governor of Mati since the murder of his half-brother,
Riza Bey, ten or fifteen years earlier. By restoring order and unity, he won
the respect of the clan and, now in his thirties, this sharp-featured man
with melancholy eyes was conscious of his duty to perpetuate a fabled
family history.

Old songs related how the Zogolli had come to preside in Mati over
four hundred years ago, shortly after the Turks first conquered Albania. A
warrior from a village called Zogaj chanced to be crossing the valley at
the time of a Turkish outrage. Gazi Bey, an Ottoman official set on
humiliating the families of Mati, ordered that their unmarried daughters
must come and dance naked before him. Horrified at this, the young
man from Zogaj inspired the Mati to fight for their honour. The evil Gazi
Bey was slain, and a grateful chief rewarded the stranger with the hand of
his daughter in marriage. An alternative story, sometimes repeated by
foreigners, concerns a putative German duke (i.e. Herzog), who settled in
Mati after the crusades, dropping the Her and keeping the Zog. This
sounds like journalistic invention. By contrast, the man from Zogaj
followed Albanian custom when he used his village as a surname. The
form Zogolli incorporated a corruption of the Turkish suffix -oglu,
meaning ‘son of’.

Zog the Great (as he became known) was most likely a Roman Catholic
on his arrival in the valley. Either he or his successor converted to Islam in
order to appease the Turks, for, by the time of his grandson, Zog the Small,
the head of the family was recognised as Hereditary Governor of Mati. This
expedient change of faith was not at all exceptional. “‘Where the sword is,
there lies religion’, states an Albanian proverb. The Ottomans imposed a
poll tax on Christians and especially persecuted Catholics. In course of
time, nearly three-quarters of Albanians had opted to become Muslims.
Most were Sunni, like the Turks, but a minority belonged to the heterodox
Bektashi sect. Islam was strongest in the central regions. In the south, the
Greek Orthodox Church kept Christianity alive. The far north (outside
Shkodra) stayed nominally Roman Catholic, because all it ever saw of the
Turks was an occasional punitive raid.

Religion was seldom a cause of conflict in itself. Islam and Christianity
alike sat lightly on peasants steeped in pagan lore. Crucifixes and verses
from the Koran were used like amulets and spells, and it was not
unknown for people to go to the mosque on Friday and the church on
Sunday. In Mati, there were a few hodjas to be seen, in black robes and
turbans, but women went about unveiled, and the mosques looked just
like the houses. The religious tolerance (or laxity) of the average
Albanian exasperated zealots of all faiths.

King Zog liked to emphasise that adherence to Islam had not turned
his ancestors into Ottoman puppets. Far from it, they had always fought
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to defend their privileges and avoid paying taxes. Back in 1633, Sultan
Murad IV had taken the head of Abdullah Bey Zogolli for raising a revolt
against him. (At least, that is how Zogists presented it — others believed
that Abdullah’s crime was plundering of lowland towns, but rebellion and
brigandage could be difficult to distinguish.) In the 1850s, Ahmed’s
grandfather, Xhelal Zogolli Pasha, had striven to win more autonomy for
Mati. The Turks interned him in Istanbul for intriguing with foreign
powers after he appealed to the Emperor of Austria.

It was nevertheless on the maternal side that King Zog could claim his
most illustrious forebear. Connections between leading families were
intricate and no two accounts of the detail are the same, but Sadije traced
her ancestry back to a woman named Mamica of Kruja. She was the sister
of Gjergj Kastrioti Skanderbeg, who may himself have come from the
region of Mati. There was no more famous name in Albanian history.

Born Gjergj Kastrioti around 1405, the legendary patriot was taken as a
tribute child to be reared as a Muslim and trained for the Ottoman army.
He covered himself with glory fighting for the Turks, and to his Islamic
name Iskandar was added the honorific title bey (or beg). The Sultan
appointed him Governor of Kruja, but in 1443 he mutinied, reverted to
Catholicism, and declared himself ruler of Albania. Allied with Hungarians
and Venetians, Skanderbeg resisted the Turks for twenty-five years, and his
victories against tremendous odds won him an enduring place in European
history. But, as so often with a military genius, his legacy proved
unsustainable. Skanderbeg died of fever in 1468, and independence was
lost within a decade, despite the efforts of his heirs. This did not deter later
Albanian patriots from regarding this quarter-century of conflict as the
golden age of the nation. King Zog would one day have his people believe
that the spirit of Skanderbeg lived again in him.

Since the fifteenth century, the Turks had managed to uphold a
tenuous and uneven suzerainty over Albania. The south was more firmly
under the yoke. Feudal lords called beys owned big estates and enhanced
their fortunes by collecting taxes for the Turkish authorities. Many a
southern peasant was held in virtual serfdom, yet there were also towns
and some small-scale commerce. The north remained tribal and
undeveloped, and its chieftains paid only lip-service to the Sultan.

Mati was on the northern edge of central Albania, on the margin of
effective Turkish oversight, and consequently somewhere between the two
social systems. Its people were Sunni Muslims led by bey landowners yet they
kept many elements of tribal organisation. Though the valley was home to
maybe forty thousand people, power in Mati was exercised by five
established families (Celaj, Olomani, Bogshixh, Sknjeri, and Zogolli), since
society took the form of a strict hierarchy. Every settlement, district, and
clan recognised the authority of a designated head whose rule was near-
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absolute. Below the chieftain came the elders, below the elders were masters
of households, and at the base of the pyramid each husband controlled his
wife and children (with the right to kill them in certain situations).

Thus Xhemal Zogolli Pasha, father of King Zog, governed his Mati
followers as an autocrat — and yet not as a tyrant. At each level, Albanians
accepted subordination to their superior on the understanding that he
would exercise his authority in line with the unwritten law. In most
districts, this oral code of custom was known as the Canon of Lek
Dukagjini or the Law of Lek. Lek Dukagjini, a contemporary of
Skanderbeg, was the hero-chieftain supposed to be its author. In reality,
the Canon had evolved over centuries with many local variations, and the
version followed in Mati was usually attributed to Skanderbeg himself.
Rooted in ancient moral notions of honour and shame, the Canon
provided a thousand rulings on almost every aspect of life from
accidental parricide to haircutting. Leaders like Zogolli Pasha
expounded this law and settled disputes on the basis of precedent.

It follows that in the local context —and that was the one which mattered
most — Ahmed Zogolli was born into a ruling family and brought up‘at the
centre of power. One of his first memories, indeed, was of creeping into
the gallery of the hall at Burgajet to listen to his father in conclave with the
elders. A pale child with a serious countenance, he expressed himself with
unnerving maturity. Bored by the fairy-tales told in the women’s quarters,
from the age of three, Ahmed was already accompanying his father on
tours of inspection, perched up before him on the horse. He watched
Xhemal resolving quarrels and learnt to help his father by recounting
things he overheard which people had thought him too young to
understand. Grazing rights, boundary stones, and sheep-stealing were
typical concerns. The chieftain punished lesser offences by confiscating a
cow or burning down a house. However, when the crime was grave or
raised questions of honour, the obligation lay with individuals and families
to exact the retribution that justice demanded. In most foreign books
about Albania, the Canon of Lek means one thing only: the blood feud.

No people in the Balkans was more attached to feuding. On hearing
that a man was dead, the normal inquiry in the highlands was not “What
did he die of?’ but ‘Who killed him?’8 In certain valleys, feuds accounted
for a quarter of male deaths, as even fairly trivial offences (to foreign
eyes) might demand blood, and each man in the offender’s family
became a legitimate target. It was not unknown for twenty to die before
honour was satisfied.

This was one reason why men lingered around the homestead and left
distant work to women. Although revenge might be taken for the killing
of a mother, sister, wife, or daughter, females themselves were free from
the obligations and dangers of a feud. It was quite acceptable to shoot an
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unsuspecting man in the back if his family were ‘at blood’, but the Canon
precluded an attack on his womenfolk. Similarly, a man escorting a
woman need have no fear. A multiplicity of rules governed feuding,
dictated not so much by chivalry as by self-preservation. People so given
to bloodshed needed to define safe circumstances, or life would have
been impossible.

The shortcomings of the Canon grew even more apparent when
disputes arose between men of different clans. On each side, the chief
might summon a formal assembly by sending a man around his district
beating on a drum. The elders then gathered in the open air at the
customary place in order of precedence. If they judged their own man to
be the injured party, and mediation failed, the ensuing feud might
become localised war. A man could not ignore a summons to arms if he
wished to keep his good name.

The chief led his warriors in battle, but it paid him to be a diplomat as
well as a judge and general. Clans sometimes agreed to limit fighting to
specific seasons of the year or times of the day, or their chieftain could
negotiate a besa (an oath of peace whose contravention incurred extreme
dishonour). A besa permitted erstwhile foes to unite against a common
enemy and also provided opportunities to affiance infants and the yet
unborn, as men did not marry within their clan. The Mati usually picked
their wives from the neighbouring Muslims of Dibra and Luré, giving a
cow or four or five sheep in exchange.

As the son of a local ruler, Ahmed Zogolli steeped himself from an
early age in the delicate business of the blood feud and besa. Authentic
Albanian politics knew no higher form. The State was an unfamiliar
concept. The Turks periodically extorted tax, but there was nothing at all
to show for it. In public matters great and small, military and civil,
ordinary people looked no further than their chief or their bey. Only a
handful of rich magnates from the south — beys with second homes in
Istanbul - really felt part of the Ottoman Empire.

Thus Albania was not a single political community or even a clearly
defined geographical area. There were Albanians, about one-and-a-half
million of them, living in the Ottoman provinces of Shkodra, Janina,
Kosovo, and Monastir. They called themselves Shgiperi in the (probably
fanciful) belief that this word meant ‘Sons of the Eagle’. Centuries of
living in isolated communities produced marked regional differences,
and there was one notable ethnic divide. Albanians north of the River
Shkumbi tended to be tall, fair, and dour, and they were known as Ghegs.
The Mati were of this type. Southern Albanians, or Tosks, were
stereotypically short, dark, and animated. Language did unite them, for
Gheg and Tosk dialects were basically similar, yet Albanian had only just
started to be reduced to writing for everyday purposes, and the literary
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pioneers were at odds. Some used Latin letters and some Greek, while
others wrote in Arabic script (as used for Turkish until 1928). The
Ottoman authorities did not want Albanian written at all: schools were
forbidden to teach it.

Thus it was easy for the rest of the world to overlook the Albanians,
given that the Ottoman Empire categorised subjects by religion only.
Muslim Albanians were labelled Turks and Orthodox Albanians assumed
to be Greeks. At the Congress of Berlin (1878), Bismarck insisted: ‘There
is no Albanian nationality.’® Partisans of Serbia and Bulgaria emphasised
that Albanians volunteered to fight on the Turkish side in Balkan wars.
What sort of oppressed nationality assisted its oppressors?

Albanians believed themselves to be the aborigines of the Balkans,
beside whom all other Europeans were newcomers. Their ancestors do
appear to have occupied the same mountain valleys throughout recorded
history. They were sometimes identified with the semi-mythical Pelasgians
(mentioned by Homer) or the ancient Illyrians. Whatever their origins,
Albanians had never paid much heed to those who successively claimed
to rule over them: Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Normans, Serbs, Bulgars,
Venetians, and then Turks. In places where the state meant nothing, who
cared if the state were foreign?

One invasion, however, may have made more of an impression on the
Albanian collective memory. The influx of Slavs into the Balkans in the
sixth century had been less a military conquest than a mass migration from
across the Danube. The precursors of the Albanians found themselves
beleaguered in the highlands of the west, where they fought hard to keep
such land as remained to them. A millennium later, Albanians still found
the idea of being conquered by Slavs particularly objectionable. Some went
so far as to say that Albanian and Slav were like cat and dog, if only in
reaction to the growing national assertiveness of their Slav neighbours. If
Turks would help defend them from Serbs and Montenegrins, Albanians
were ready to acknowledge Turkish overlordship.

Such reasoning helps to explain why Albania was apparently unmoved by
the tide of Balkan nationalism. The nineteenth century had transformed
south-eastern Europe with the creation of Greece, Serbia, Romania, and
Bulgaria as modern states, but the majority of Albanians seemed as content
(or discontent) with Turkish rule in 1900 as they had been a hundred years
earlier. The handful of brave intellectuals who wanted to teach in the
Albanian language were clearly cultural nationalists, yet even they
eschewed early independence, knowing that the fall of the Ottoman
Empire would probably entail their ‘liberation’ by Slavs.

When Ahmed Zogolli was an infant, therefore, no one could have
imagined that he would grow up to be King of Albania. Very few people
could have envisaged a Kingdom of Albania at all.
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CHAPTER THREE

Young Ahmed

Though a throne was not in prospect, the auspicious Ahmed might have
been born heir to a chieftainship. He was not quite, for his mother was
the second wife of Xhemal Pasha. Zenja, the late first wife, had given him
a son fourteen years before. This boy, Xhelal, did not seem very bright,
but he had a good chance of succeeding his father — until his step-mother
intervened.

The women of the Toptani family had a reputation for assertiveness,
and Sadije was no exception. Small and spirited, and essentially warm-
hearted, she could yet appear formidable even when young. Dark eyes
with a slant and projecting cheek-bones gave her a slightly Mongolian
look. Her book-learning was fairly meagre — she attended a Turkish
finishing school before marrying at fifteen — but her mental sharpness
was evident. She saw to it that Xhelal was excluded from tribal councils.
He did not seem to mind. Nor apparently did his father. Primogeniture
was never an absolute rule: Xhemal himself had been chosen as chief in
preference to an elder brother.

The matter came to a head sooner rather than later. Xhemal Zogolli
Pasha died of natural causes before reaching the age of fifty. He may have
been as young as forty, for the date of his death is peculiarly obscure even by
local standards. Estimates range from 1901 right up to 1911, though 1904
and 1908 are the more common and plausible suggestions. As an adult, Zog
chose not to clarify the age at which he was orphaned, and Zogist literature
heavily emphasised the influence of Sadije, who ‘made our King what he is
today, for she gave him character, and manliness and a good deal of high
aspirations’.! She also crucially secured his future by convincing the elders
of Mati that her stepson was unfit to be chieftain. Xhelal was portrayed as a
hopeless idler with a fondness for the bottle. The Mati, she argued, had
much better wait for Ahmed to come of age, and, in the meantime, she
would lead them herself. The Canon of Lek allowed widows and single
women to assume masculine status in special cases. Equal to the task, Sadije
was latterly glorified as a matriarch who led her warriors on horseback.
Possibly she really did fight sword in hand, although it may be noted that
legendary Albanian heroes were often credited with Amazonian mothers.

Ahmed himself went away from the valley around this time — circa 1906 —
in order to be educated. From the age of five, he had been taught at home
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in the company of a few local boys. He latterly recalled spending his
lessons learning Turkish and his playtimes pretending to fight the Turks.
His classmates took their studies no further, but a youth of his standing
normally received some formal schooling, and Sadije was a great believer
in its value. It is therefore curious that King Zog was never entirely clear
about which schools he attended, and downright unclear about when.
Information is so uniformly sketchy as to raise the suspicion that he
wanted people to think that he had more formal education than was really
the case. The claim that he managed to complete two years’ study in the
space of each school year only confirms his sensitivity on this point.

Ahmed was enrolled for a time at a Turkish cadet school at Monastir
(modern Bitolj), a busy carpet-making town about eighty miles from Mati
with a very mixed population. Almost every ethnic group in the southern
Balkans (except the Albanians) had cultural institutions there, established
with an eye to future territorial claims, and even a young boy cannot have
remained unaffected in this forcing-house of rival nationalisms.

Then - though it might have been before — he experienced a far greater
change of environment. It was perhaps not completely voluntary. Though
the notorious child levy imposed on Christian families under Ottoman
rule had died out back in the seventeenth century, the Turks still
sometimes took intelligent boys away from powerful families. The practice
supplied the Sultan with hostages against rebellion and turned potential
dissidents into a faithful administrative €lite. The boys were given a first-
class Turkish education and directed into government service.

After Xhemal Zogolli Pasha died, the Turkish authorities anticipated
instability in Mati. The story goes that they told Sadije to send her only
son to Istanbul. She had mixed feelings as she watched him set off on
horseback. Ahmed was her pride and joy, but it was not wholly fanciful to
think that he could rise to be Grand Vizier. Over five centuries, thirty
Albanians had done so. There was also the glorious example of
Skanderbeg (a precedent which probably colours the tale, even if it did
not inspire it). Two trusted servants with rifles accompanied him through
notoriously anarchic Macedonia.

It was a far cry from Mati, or even Monastir, to the teeming streets of a
great city. Over a million people lived in Istanbul, including a hundred
thousand foreigners. There were many splendid palaces and nearly four
hundred mosques. There were also railway stations, theatres, libraries,
department stores, trams, steamships, gas-lamps, and telegraphs. There
might have been electric light and telephones too, had the Sultan not
banned them as tools of conspiracy. Ahmed was impressed but not
overawed. In him, the adaptability of a child was combined with an
uncommon degree of self-containment. He moved into a couple of
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rented rooms and set about exploring the metropolis. In fact, Istanbul
was at least two cities. South of the Golden Horn lay Stamboul, the city of
Muslims, tradition, and the poor. Its maze of narrow streets, its bazaars
and minarets had not changed much since the later Middle Ages, and
here Ahmed could observe a society much more strictly Islamic than Mati
and far more old-fashioned than Monastir.

To cross the Galata Bridge was to enter another world. Pera (nowadays
Beyoglu) was the most cosmopolitan city in the Empire — in some ways, it
seemed almost outside it. The diverse humanity common to seaports
thronged the quayside, while just inland, in the district of Galata, lived
Greeks, Jews, Armenians, Tatars, Persians, Arabs, and dozens of other
nationalities — prostitutes, pimps, and drunkards, according to pious
Stamboul Muslims. Then, up the hill, reached by a steep stepped-street or
an underground funicular railway, Pera proper was the city of Christians,
bright lights, and the nouveaux riches. Ahmed saw western Europeans for
the first time in significant numbers. Alighting from the Orient Express,
they drove to their hotels on the Grand Rue de Pera and visited their
embassies, music halls, and cafés, radiating faith in their own superiority.

An Albanian schoolboy could experience little of the privileged life of
Pera, but its prosperity and power made an impression. The northern
side of the Galata Bridge was the one which Ahmed found more
attractive. Thin, with a deceptively modest demeanour, he soon fancied
himself the perfect young gentleman. He never went out without his fez,
kept his shoes polished, and pressed his trousers under the mattress every
night. Western-style clothing was now his everyday attire (if it had not
been before) and only seldom did he ever appear in Albanian costume.
Indeed, Mati clansmen would later laugh at his inability to tie his opinga,
the native goatskin footwear.

That said, his classmates would have been even more amused, and not
a little scornful, if he had turned up for lessons in tribal garb. It is
generally believed that Sadije secured him a place at the Imperial Lycée
of Galata Saray. This was a prestigious fee-paying state school, established
by French educationalists in 1869, with the most progressive curriculum
in the Empire. The Galata Saray provided generations of bureaucrats,
diplomats, and writers for Turkey — and also a king for Albania? The
Lycée (still thriving) does count Zog among its famous old boys, as the
absence of his name from surviving records proves only that he never
completed a course there.

Surrounded by scions of the metropolitan élite, sons of Turkish
ministers, Phanariote Greeks, and Armenians, Ahmed may at this stage
have developed his protective shell of reserve. He must have grown aware
that his background in Mati struck people as unsophisticated. Mature for
his age, he excelled in many of his studies. Some sources say that he
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preferred subjects relevant to a military career. Others cite history and
languages (Turkish, Arabic, Persian, and French) as his main interests.
He developed an abiding fascination with the life of Napoleon
Bonaparte. When reading of the solitary young Corsican at L'Ecole
Militaire, he could perhaps be forgiven for drawing parallels with himself.
His precocity did not endear him to his teachers; he was the sort of boy
who always had an answer and liked to point out mistakes.

Even so, one has to wonder how much credence can be given to one of
King Zog’s reminiscences. While in Istanbul, as son of the Governor of
Mati, he had to appear before his sovereign. This was Abdul Hamid II,
known to Christian Europe as the ‘Red Sultan’ of Bulgarian horrors and
Armenian massacres. On stepping into the presence, it was customary to
bow deeply, touch chest, lips, and forehead, and say, ‘Master, thy word is
law.” Ahmed simply bowed his head and looked the Sultan straight in the
eye. Amused rather than offended, the old autocrat engaged him in
conversation and was so impressed by his replies that he appointed him
equerry to ene of his younger sons. ‘No,” answered Ahmed proudly, ‘I
shall never in my whole life be an adjutant to another.’? This kind of tale
went down well with some Albanians. Another anecdote found in Zogist
propaganda has Abdul Hamid awarding Ahmed the Osmani order. He
tossed the precious collar about as if it were a toy: ‘With this thing or
without it, I shall always be myself!’3

The impertinent youth is supposed to have annoyed the Sultan so
much that, as a punishment, he was denied all contact with his family,
which meant that he could not receive his remittance from Sadije.
Ahmed survived on credit until evicted from his lodgings. Then,
unwilling to give up his studies, he found shelter with the Albanian
palace guards. Undernourished, without a piastre to his name, he
collapsed in the street that winter. Fortunately, a kind doctor took him
home and nursed him through pneumonia. On his recovery, he
persuaded four Albanian soldiers to go with him to an outlying Zogolli
estate, which had been sending no money either to Sadije or himself.
The uncle who collected the rents maintained that he was saving them till
Ahmed came of age. The fourteen-year-old put his hand on his pistol and
refused to leave without his due.

‘You would really shoot your uncle?’

‘Yes,” he replied and returned to the city with enough money to clear
his debts and buy a house.* (True or not, this incident belonged in the
King’s own repertoire of stories.)

While in Istanbul, Ahmed made his first political speech to an
audience of his schoolfellows. Debates were common among the
students, and the Young Turk Revolution of July 1908 galvanized those
with any interest in politics, as prisons were thrown open, women tore off
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their veils, and banners extolled ‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Justice’. A
new parliament was elected (including Albanian deputies) with the aim
of radical reform. When the Sultan obstructed it, he was swept aside.
Zogolli, with his head full of Napoleonic France, shared in the euphoria.
Everything that he had learnt convinced him of the merits of
modernisation, and even his countrymen back home assumed that
change could only be for the better. Like them, he did not appreciate
that ‘Union and Progress’ (as defined by Young Turks) would be far from
congenial to Albanians.

The new regime set out to revive the Ottoman Empire by imposing
uniformity. Turkish law, regular taxation, military service, and the Arabic
alphabet would be enforced from Baghdad to Shkodra. Faced with the
threat of effective Ottoman rule, the Albanians predictably revolted,
demanding the right to remain a law unto themselves. Every spring, four
years running, a major clan or region rebelled and suffered violent
reprisals (including Mati in 1909). It was not until 1911, however, that the
Albanians scented success, as the Italo-Turkish War weakened their
opponents.

Despite his sympathy for some Young Turk ideas, Ahmed never
doubted where his loyalties lay. He had kept himself informed of events,
not from the newspapers (which were censored), but from speaking to
Albanians newly arrived in the city. In late 1911 or 1912, he abandoned
his studies, slipped away to Salonika, and met up with a cousin at school
there. Together they made for Mati to play their part in the imminent
historic developments. Recalling this reunion with his mother over
twenty years later, King Zog came close to tears. In a few days, he ceased
to be a schoolboy and became a chieftain. Ahmed Bey Zogolli, in his
native valley, passed for a man of the world at sixteen. Battle-scarred
warriors bowed before him and elders deferred to his learning. But there
was only one place where he could really prove his worth: on the field of
battle. When the northern clans launched a fresh revolt in April 1912, it
swept the land as never before and Mati joined in the fight. This time the
Albanians were victorious. The Turks, tired of conflict, conceded
autonomy. Ahmed had fought in no more than a skirmish, but, if he
wanted to see serious action, he had not long to wait. The First Balkan
War broke out on 8 October 1912, his seventeenth birthday. The Balkan
League of Montenegro, Serbia, Greece, and Bulgaria turned on the
Ottoman Empire with the goal of driving the Turks from Europe once
and for all.

Most Albanians reacted to this with a dramatic turn about face. They
had just been fighting the Turks themselves to block unwelcome reforms.
Now they had to fight ‘liberation’ by Greeks and Slavs. Serbia was
demanding access to the sea, which could only mean part of Albania.
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Greece said that the south was ‘Northern Epirus’ and claimed all its
Christians as Greeks. King Nicholas of Montenegro swore that Shkodra
was the sacred burial place of his forefathers. Under simultaneous attack
from north, south, and east, Albanians could scarcely stay neutral. Zogolli
sent a request to the Prefect of Dibra for arms and ammunition. In
return, he rallied Mati in defence of the Ottoman Empire.

With a besa suspending feuds, two thousand warriors massed at
Burgajet, where they instantly quarrelled over which district should lead
the march. When rivals for the honour resorted to gunfire, Zogolli faced
his first test. He strode out in full Turkish uniform and leapt on his black
horse: ‘Down with your guns! I give the orders here. Luré shall be the
vanguard.’> Without waiting to see the response, he spurred his steed and
rode forward — and the fighters fell in behind him. In front walked two
men who sang of past battles. Next came a stalwart with the crescent flag.
Rank and file followed on foot, firing in the air for joy.

Most stories of Zogolli’s military exploits derive from the ‘rhapsodies’
of the oral tradition. These long poems, chanted to rhythmic
accompaniment, typically first catalogued the ancestry of the warriors
before describing the outward march, the decisive encounters, and the
return with the spoils. Retelling enhanced glorious feats; setbacks tended
to be forgotten. There is every sign that Zogolli showed sufficient bravery
to give the minstrels something to rhapsodize.

In this campaign, the Mati first went north to confront the
Montenegrin invaders. Battle was joined at a place called Kakarriq
between Shkodra and its port of Shéngjin (known to foreigners as San
Giovanni di Medua). The rhapsodies tell that ‘Ahmed the Hawk’ cut his
way through two whole armies and had several horses shot under him.
The casualty rate was grievous: over eighty warriors killed in a day. Worse
still, news arrived that Mati itself was in danger. The Serbs, having already
conquered Kosovo, were now striking west towards the Adriatic.
Abandoning Shéngjin, Zogolli marched his men back thirty miles to
defend families, homes, and livestock. The mood at Burgajet was grave, as
superior enemy forces threatened to breach the passes. ‘Take heart. They
will not,” Zogolli asserted.5 Then, by a supernatural act of will, he
reputedly sowed such confusion in the minds of the Serbs that two whole
regiments wiped each other out. The Mati valley was saved.

The wider war told a different story: everywhere the Turks were in need
of miracles but more were not forthcoming. Macedonia fell to the Greeks
and Serbs. The Bulgarians threatened Istanbul. The Montenegrins were
besieging Shkodra and Serbian forces merely bypassed Mati in their haste
to reach the sea. Leading Albanians faced up to the fact that Turkey-in-
Europe was a sinking ship and asked themselves how they might escape.
A congress of chiefs and beys assembled at Vlora on 28 November 1912.
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In the afternoon, an elderly magnate, named Ismail Kemal Vlora,
stepped out onto a balcony to unfurl the red and black banner of
Skanderbeg and proclaim the independence of Albania.

Zogolli agreed that it was worth the gamble. ‘Our country,” he said,
‘has on one side the shining vision of liberty; on the other it is menaced
by the tremendous danger of a partition and new slavery. We hope that
international justice will not abandon us.’” That his signature does not
appear on the declaration of independence is simply a result of his
reaching Vlora too late for the ceremony. Arriving there at all was an
achievement for northerners. To evade the Serbs, Zogolli and his cousin
Dervish Bicaku had taken a roundabout route, crossing occupied
territory at night. Ismail Kemal supposedly exclaimed: ‘My son, your
place is here among us, for the first man who dared to take up arms
against the Turks for the cause of Albania’s independence was your own
kinsman and grandfather.’®

Zogolli lodged with Ismail’s nephew, Ekrem Bey Vlora, who afterwards
recalled, ‘Like any young scion of an Albanian noble family, he was self-
confident, silent, reserved, proud, and shy in company . . . But nothing
led me to suspect that he would climb the ladder to the highest position
in the land.” This verdict is unsurprising. In terms of the Ottoman
establishment, the beys of Vlora were grandees while the beys of Mati
were backwoodsmen - ‘without means’, by the standards of Ekrem Bey, ‘I
would almost say poor!’?

The Vlora congress sat for a week and elected a Provisional
Government with Ismail Kemal as President. Desperate appeals went out
for international recognition, before communications were cut by a
Greek naval blockade.

The Albanian nationality had won a few friends since the Congress of
Berlin. British sympathisers like Aubrey Herbert and Edith Durham - the
first a young Conservative MP, the second an intrepid traveller — assisted
an Albanian delegation to lobby the London Conference, where
representatives of the six Great Powers were trying to contain the Balkan
War. More importantly, Austria-Hungary and Italy now espoused
Albanian independence for reasons of their own. The former was anxious
to keep Serbia landlocked. The latter preferred to see small weak states
on the far side of the Adriatic. Russia, however, backed the claims of the
Balkan League. It was not inconceivable that the struggle for Shkodra
might spark a general European war.

On the ground in Albania, the independence declaration did not
impress the Greeks and Slavs, who captured even central towns like Berat
and Elbasan. Zogolli confessed to his clansmen, ‘Given the dispersal of
forces and the lack of liaison between different parts of our country,
there is nothing to be done except to guard our passes and repel any
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invasion attempt from whichever side it comes.’!? Albanians pinned their
hopes on the London Conference.

On 20 December 1912, the Great Powers agreed to create an Albanian
principality to serve as a neutral buffer state between Serbia and the sea.
The Russians concurred with reluctance. They were not yet ready to
fight for the sake of their Balkan clients, but they did insist that Serbia
retain most of Kosovo, regardless of its generally Albanian population.
In order to keep the peace between Russia and Austria-Hungary, the
borders of Albania would be drawn so small that half of all Albanians
were outside them.

The warring parties did not lay down their arms and accept the Treaty
of London till May 1913. By then, the Turks had been so soundly beaten
that there was no longer any question of their retaining nominal
suzerainty over Albania. The principality would have full independence
(assuming that the Balkan League actually withdrew). Thus was born the
state of Albania: ‘an illegitimate child of Austrian diplomacy with Italy
figuring as the midwife’.!! It was nearly to die in infancy.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Prince Wilhelm’s

Loyal Subject

What the new state needed was peace and stability. What it experienced was
quite the opposite. To forge a nation in a land with few nationalists was
never going to be easy, and the timing could hardly have been worse. The
very mention of 1913 suggests Europe on the edge of the precipice, though
for Albania the war of 1914-18 is subsumed in a longer period of strife,
commencing with rebellions against the Turks and lasting into the 1920s.

In the midst of this confusion, Ahmed Zogolli embarked on his political
career — with a series of paramilitary adventures, as small-scale civil war
appeared to be the ordinary business of Albanian politics. One month he
would risk his life; the next he might rest at Burgajet with little to do but
read and smoke. The anarchical condition of his homeland — and of
Europe indeed - in his formative years bred in him a distinctive blend of
fatalism and opportunism. King Zog was to show a firm grasp of the truth
that in politics nothing is final. What looked impossible today might
become easy tomorrow. He developed a habit of saying that everything was
ultimately in the hands of inscrutable fate. His actions yet suggest a belief
that the scope for manipulation in the meantime was infinite.

There did not seem to be much finality about the Treaty of London in
1913: a second Balkan war briefly flared in the summer, and Serbian,
Greek, and Montenegrin troops stayed in Albania. In the absence of
proper maps, disputes about frontiers could easily be rendered
interminable. The Greeks wanted all of the area that they called Epirus
and Albanians called Chameria. The Serbs were determined not to
relinquish land between Djakovica and Dibra.

Dibra was the clan district just east of Mati. The proposed Albano-
Serbian border cut it in two. When Dibra rose against the Serbs in
September, Zogolli lent assistance, but, by the time his men were
engaged, Serb regulars had arrived in force. Mati could only help cover
the evacuation of Dibra town. The Serbs ravaged seventeen villages in
reprisal. Phineas Kennedy, an aid worker who witnessed a parley of chiefs
at Burgajet, described Zogolli as ‘a reader of Shakespeare and a fine
fighting man’. To offers to evacuate one of the wounded, Ahmed
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responded, ‘No, I cannot spare the men. He has got to recover or die.’!
Mati and Dibra then retaliated by raiding almost as far as Skopje.

Ten months after independence, sporadic guerrilla activity remained
the best that Albania could manage in terms of defence. A self-governing
nation needs a government: one government. In 1913, Albania had two,
neither effective, with no accepted head of state to choose between them.
The Great Powers had dubbed the new land a principality. Who should
be prince? No chief or bey had a strong claim to supremacy by virtue of
power or tradition. Hence the Conference of Ambassadors barred native
aspirants as too divisive and searched for an eligible outsider. It was not
easy: Austria~-Hungary rejected anybody favoured by Russia and vice
versa. A couple of Ottoman princes came forward, but they were
unacceptable to all but the Russians (who probably wanted Albania to
fail). Prince Moritz of Schaumberg-Lippe, the Count of Turin, and the
Duke of Urach were canvassed in vain. No one really seemed eager for
the crown.

In the mgantime, the Provisional Government at Vlora acted as a
stopgap, but there was little unity of purpose. Its members attached
themselves to competing candidacies, backed by different foreign powers,
in an attempt to guarantee their influence in the future. President Ismail
Kemal was unenthusiastic about a foreign prince. Much worse, a new
contender for power had emerged in the shape of a fifty-year-old soldier
called Essad Pasha Toptani. In a country fond of villains and heroes, it is
hard to believe that anybody famous was quite as black (or as white) as he
is painted, but few dispute this man’s status as an archetypal traitor. Head
of a major landowning family in central Albania, Essad saw himself as a
fledgling president or prince. Ismail Kemal was in receipt of Austro-
Hungarian subsidies, so Essad offered his services to the Slavs (though
Serbia and Montenegro wanted any Albanian state to be as small as
possible). He plotted to murder his commanding officer at Shkodra in
April 1913, allegedly sold the town to the Montenegrins, and marched
south to Durrés, where he set up his own Central Albanian Republic.

Zogolli was a distant cousin of Essad Toptani, not that such links
necessarily counted for much. Among leading families of the same
religion almost everybody was related somehow, and Albanians often
disregarded kinship on the maternal side.*

Although Zogolli had reason to amplify their enmity in retrospect, it
required no more than slight exaggeration to cast Essad Pasha in the role
of wicked uncle: with his curly black moustache, he plainly looked the

* Contrary to what is often stated, Essad was not Ahmed’s maternal uncle. Sadije
Zogolli came from the separate Pisha branch of the Toptani family.
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part. When Essad entertained Zogolli for a week in Tirana in the autumn
of 1913, he promised him riches if Mati would support his cause. Ahmed
would not repudiate the Vlora regime. ‘He will do well in our country,’
growled the Pasha, ‘and push us all aside if we don’t shorten his legs at
the right time.’?

Unfortunately for Albania, Essad’s lust for power and lack of scruple
were exceptional only in degree, for he epitomised an approach to politics
characteristic of his class and generation. These men had prospered
amidst the anarchy and corruption of the decadent Ottoman Empire,
where brigand-like Gheg chieftains were not alone in ‘prizing honour
above honesty, gold more than both and power beyond them all’.3
Turkified beys, superficially more civilised, had worked a system where
officials bought their posts and extracted what money they could from
them, where anyone with sufficient power could be his own judge and
policeman. In other Balkan countries, when the Christians won
independence, the worst of the beys fled with the retreating Turkish army,
but in Albania they stayed in place. National independence signified to
them the abolition of any vestige of authority over themselves.

The background of Zogolli was not dissimilar, but he was better
educated than some beys and chieftains and far younger than most.
Numerous beys had spent a few years in the capital in their youth. They
remembered the Istanbul of Abdul Hamid II, who had seemed to
embody the Ottoman malaise. Zogolli knew the city of the Young Turks,
where at least the talk was of progress.

The rival regimes at Vlora and Durrés conspired against each other
throughout the year, obliging the Conference of Ambassadors to assume
a more active part in setting up the new nation. At the behest of the
Great Powers, the Balkan League ostensibly withdrew its troops. From
January to March 1914, the government of Albania was entrusted to an
International Commission of Control.

A Head of State had been named by now. Prince Wilhelm of Wied was
a 37-year-old army officer from a tiny state on the Rhine. His candidature
was the fancy of his overwhelming aunt, the poetess Queen Elisabeth of
Romania (pen name: Carmen Sylva). In the absence of an alternative, no
Great Power could object to her inoffensive protégé, who landed at
Durrés on 7 March 1914 with Princess Sophie, two young children, a suite
of five, a piano, a rocking-horse, and a pair of guard-dogs. Essad Pasha
greeted the couple, having submitted to the International Commission
grudgingly. Within ten days, Toptani was Minister of War and the Interior
in the new (nominally unified) Government.

Wilhelm was ignorant of local ways. When he helped his wife from a
carriage and let her walk in front of him, Albanians took him for a
henpecked weakling. He failed to impress the beys and chieftains, on
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whose unlikely co-operation his future was certain to depend. Ismail
Kemal, Essad Pasha, and Prenk Bib Doda (supreme chieftain of the
Roman Catholic clans) remained locked in fierce competition,
encouraged and subsidised by their foreign patrons. Without experience,
reliant on his interpreters, Prince Wilhelm of Albania was not
unconscientious so much as utterly bewildered. His effective authority
extended no further than the outskirts of the capital, and probably not
even that far.

To this hotbed of intrigue came Ahmed Bey Zogolli in early May to
swear allegiance to the sovereign. Other local potentates did the same,
but the chieftain of Mati sought more than a ritual exchange of
greetings. He urged Wilhelm to make haste in widening his circle of
advisers and convening a national assembly. Zogist sources tell that the
Prince was so impressed that he begged him to join the Government.
Before leaving Durrés for home, Zogolli was arrested on trumped-up
charges by order of the Minister of the Interior. The intervention of
Prince Wilhelm secured his release, but Ahmed and Essad now knew
where they stood. j

By the end of the month, even the Prince could not fail to see the
treachery surrounding him. Toptani was implicated in a Muslim uprising
which threatened Durrés itself. When he refused to accept dismissal,
Wilhelm set up two field guns in his palace garden and bombarded the
ministerial residence next door till a white sheet fluttered from the
bedroom window. Even then, Essad did not give up. Exiled to Rome, he
persuaded the Italians that the Prince was an Austrian agent and thus
obtained funds for the insurrection. The Muslims of central Albania were
led to believe that a Protestant monarch endangered their religion.

Zogolli had a strong suspicion of what inspired the Islamic revolt. After
consulting Prenk Bib Doda, he published a manifesto that called on
Albanians to rally to the Prince who offered peace and progress. His
disappointment came quickly. Having marched his 800 warriors as far as
Kruja in June, less than halfway to Durrés, he found his countrymen
indifferent. An attempt to co-ordinate an assault with Prenk on a rebel
base at Shijak came to nothing. After a meeting of elders, the Mati
decided to go home. Many of them had never really understood why their
chief wanted to fight fellow Muslims with whom they were not at blood.

Thus Zogolli’s political debut was a failure. He latterly put this down to
a simple shortage of war matériel. Others have suggested that, like Prenk
Bib Doda, he was not sincere in his loyalty to Prince Wilhelm. They imply
that the future King Zog never wanted another royal house in Albania,
but it is hardly valid to project his ambitions to kingship as far back as
1914. No Albanian chieftain felt unquestioning devotion to the crown.
Zogolli gave Wilhelm more backing than most did, and, for this, he may
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or may not have been paid with Austrian gold. Either way, when he found
himself isolated, self-interest dictated a prompt withdrawal. Albanian
leaders might talk about fighting to the last man, but (mercifully) they
very rarely did.

He was right to conclude that the House of Wied, for the moment at
least, was a hopeless cause. The onset of European war deprived the
Prince of financial subsidies. Bottled up in Durrés by rebel forces, he told
his subjects on 3 September 1914: ‘it is more useful if for some time I go
to the west.’* He left two days later and never came back. Prince Wilhelm
became the butt of much derision. He might in fairness have made a
good monarch in a land more amenable to government. By all accounts,
he was good-natured and honest, yet a ruler of Albania required other
qualities — as Zog was later to demonstrate.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Powers and Puppets

Albania was technically neutral throughout the First World War. This did
not save it from being overrun by seven different foreign armies: Serbs,
Montenegrins, Italians, Greeks, and French on the Allied side, and
Austro-Hungarians and Bulgarians from the Central Powers. Some
engaged in looting and terror; others, freer with their gold, found locals
fairly co-operative. No occupation authority exerted much control
outside the towns. First came the Greeks, who had never really left
‘Northern Epirus’. Next Italy occupied Vlora and claimed it as strategic
compensation for the Austrian invasion of Serbia.

These incirsions were in the south. Of more direct concern to Zogolli
was the swift return to Durrés of Essad Toptani, back with his old Balkan
League patrons and again proclaiming himself President. However, the
Muslim rebels who had driven out Prince Wilhelm shunned him in
favour of reunion with Turkey and asked a son of Abdul Hamid to fill the
vacant throne. This was wholly unacceptable to Essad’s Serbian backers,
as Turkey soon joined the Central Powers. Hence the latest configuration
of Albanian civil strife pitted Essadists against Turcophils.

Zogolli gave some support to the Turkish party in late 1914. On the
face of it, this ill became a self-styled hero of Albanian nationalism, and
he later tried to explain his conduct by arguing that he ‘could not fight
both factions at the same time’.! He did hold aloof at Burgajet to a
considerable extent, and, in general, it would be naive to draw a clear
division between true patriots and mere adventurers in the history of
Albanian nationalism. The men who worked for independence also
sought personal power.

By December 1914, the Turcophils had won the upper hand in central
Albania. Toptani was surrounded on the Durrés peninsula, just like
Prince Wilhelm four months earlier. Unlike the Prince, however, Essad
did not flee, but presented himself to the world as a beleaguered friend
of the Allies. Lest Turkey gain Albania as a base, Serbian troops invaded
in 1915, defeated the Muslims, and stayed to prop up Essad and his
puppet regime. Zogolli came under pressure to recognise this Durrés
Government but resisted and asserted that Mati would tolerate Serbian
occupation if its traditional freedom to govern itself were respected. In a
letter of September 1915, he cautioned Nikola Pasic, the Serbian Prime
Minister, that Essad Toptani was an unreliable egoist heading a
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‘government of illiterates’; if the Serbs were wise, they would drop him at
once.?2 Was Zogolli offering himself to Pasi¢ as an alternative? It appears
that Essad heard about the letter, for he promptly added to his demands:
not only must Mati submit to his authority as President, but its chief must
go into exile. Zogolli rejected the ultimatum.

To understand the gravity of the crisis, it is necessary to note two
additional facts. First, the Essadists were armed with machine-guns,
supplied to them by the Serbs. Second, the post of President of the
Supreme Court in Essad’s administration was held by Xhelal Bey Zogolli,
half-brother of Ahmed. His judicial abilities were non-existent, but his
political value was plain. Essad was intending to split the Mati, depose
their chieftain, and install Xhelal as a compliant successor.

Ahmed prepared for the Essadist attack with a thoroughness unusual in
Albanian warfare. He divided his men into small groups with precise
orders to skirmish and retreat in a given direction. In this way, the main
confrontation would take place at Macukul, a strong defensive position to
the north of the valley, where he built up his stores and ordered the
digging of trenches, a novel exercise for Albanian fighters. The plan
worked very well. After capturing several hamlets with ease, the Essadists
suddenly came under fire from concealed positions on the hillside. Time
after time, the attackers were repulsed, and the Mati would often have
charged in pursuit, had Zogolli not restrained them. He adhered to his
defensive strategy and waited for the wider war to bring his salvation.

On 6 October 1915, Austria-Hungary renewed its invasion of Serbia
with German support and Bulgaria joined in. The Serbs could no longer
afford to consolidate control in Albania; Essad had to withdraw from
Mati. Within six weeks, indeed, the entire Serbian army was retreating
through Albania.

The collapse of Serbia transformed the political situation. Now those
beys who had eschewed the Serbs (or seemed to have done so) would
come to the fore. Once the advance guard of the Austro-Hungarian XIX
Corps occupied Shkodra on 23 January, they called on the locals to help
expel the Slavs. Zogolli told his followers that their moment had come.
They could not hope to resist the new invaders, but if they set up a
skeleton administration before the Austrians arrived, they could present
themselves as a government and try to negotiate for autonomy. To
achieve this they had only weeks or even days. Starving remnants of the
Serbian army were still fighting rearguard actions as they concentrated
near the coast to await evacuation. Austrian patrols meanwhile fanned
out from Shkodra, working south along the lowlands. The Bulgarians
pressed forward from Macedonia, but conditions were terrible in the
highlands. Snowdrifts blocked passes and obscured footpaths when
Zogolli led his clansmen out to claim central Albania. His first objective
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was Kruja, a natural fortress on the edge of the massif, but, as the Mati
neared the town, a scout reported that the Austrians were already in the
citadel. Descending to Tirana, 15 miles away, Zogolli again discovered
that the Austrian advance guard had pre-empted him. Where next?

Durrés was still in Allied hands, as one of the ports from which the
Serbs were being ferried out under cover of an Italian expeditionary
force. When President Essad also left on board an Italian warship on 24
February 1916, not even the pretence of a government remained on
Albanian soil. The vacuum was instantly filled: with slaughtered pack
animals littering the streets and the air still acrid from burning stores,
Zogolli strode into the derelict villa on the Durrés waterfront that had
briefly served as a palace and hoisted the national flag in the name of
Prince Wilhelm. Basing his actions on those of Ismail Kemal in 1912, he
then formed a Committee of Initiative, with a couple of former cabinet
ministers (from 1914) and himself in the chair. Before they could do
anything, however, they were obliged to move on by the massing of
Austrian trogps on the heights above the town. Zogolli set off up the
Shkumbi valley to Elbasan, but too late: the Bulgarian First Army was
already in possession. That said, the garrison was small, and the
Bulgarians saw a chance to boost their influence vis-a-vis the Austrians by
acquiring some local clients. Once convinced of his anti-Serb credentials,
they let Zogolli nominate the civil administration of the town.

Having at last secured a base, he despatched token forces to the other
towns of the south central region — Lushnja, Fier, and Berat — and then
sent out envoys with an invitation to the chiefs and beys of all Albania
and Kosovo:

Elbasan, 3rd March 1916

We have the honour to inform you that it has been decided that on
the 18th March 1916 a National Congress will be held, in this city, to
consider the present situation of our country and take the necessary
measures to safeguard its vital interests. We beg you to send two duly
accredited delegates.?

This congress, he hoped, would establish a government and appeal to
Prince Wilhelm to return to his principality. The emphasis on an absentee
Prince made sense: Wilhelm was a German, and Germany the ally of
Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria. Might not Albania then be accepted as an
autonomous confederate of the Central Powers? Zogolli greeted the
Austrians as liberators, voicing confidence that they would grant to
Albania a ‘frontier line in accordance with the principle of nationality’.
All this presented a dilemma to the occupation authorities. Ahmed Bey
Zogolli was known to the Austrian consulate in Shkodra. Since Essad
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Pasha was a client of Serbia, his foes were reckoned potential allies of
Austria-Hungary. The consul had even supplied ammunition to Mati for
use against the Essadists in 1915. Zogolli had ignored Austrian appeals
for support, however, and his recent perambulations incurred
disapproval. What had Austria-Hungary to gain from establishing an
Albanian client state while the war was still under way? It would merely
complicate matters.

The immediate problem for the Austrians was how to prevent Zogolli’s
national congress. Their ingenious solution: a reported outbreak of
cholera at Elbasan. Quarantine orders and road-blocks made the meeting
impossible. Then the occupation authority banned all political assemblies
for the duration of the war. Zogolli had been stymied. Vague promises of
future independence were the most that Austria-Hungary would offer.
‘Words are not sufficient,” he complained, ‘I want facts.’®
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Ahmed Bey Zogolli retired to Mati in disgust, but his foray in the first
months of 1916 had brought him to the forefront of national affairs.
Desiring their occupation of Albania to be as cheap and untroubled as
possible, the Central Powers decided to send envoys after him. Prince
Ludwig Windischgraetz wrote:

We reached his castle by night. It was built into the rock and
constructed of massive blocks of stone, quite in mediaeval style. The
castle had two forecourts, which were lit with torches; there about a
hundred Albanians were camped round the open fire, in military
equipment, bristling with arms. It was romantic and weird. We had to
climb a wooden staircase, and then await the mighty Achmed Bey
Zogolaj by a stone balustrade. We pictured him as fierce and martial
as his warriors in the courtyard, but we were conducted further, and
arrived in a carpeted boudoir. It might have been the abode of a
demi-mondaine. Then a slight young man in a smoking suit came in
and spoke to us very pleasantly in French. It was Achmed Bey
Zogolaj. Black coffee was handed round; the Bulgarian Colonel
negotiated with him first, offered him 40,000 levas, and went to bed.
I had 50,000 levas handed to the powerful Prince, on which he
promised to help Austria—-Hungary.!

Zogolli was given the rank of colonel in the Austrian army and paid
ostensibly to recruit Albanians to fight against Italy.

Awareness of the part played by Austro-Hungarian diplomacy in
securing independence in 1912 led many educated Albanians to view the
Habsburg Empire with a measure of favour. To them, the Austrians were
progressive westerners — and they were not Slavs. With Serbs and Greeks
on the Allied side, Albanian sympathy for the Central Powers was
unsurprising. In later years, it was nevertheless a cause of some slight
embarrassment to Zog that he had voluntarily served an occupying
power. His compatriots knew that it was, literally, the business of Gheg
chiefs to fight for money and advantage. Foreigners were less
understanding, and he could not explain his patriotic motive without
revealing that he had desired the Allies to lose the war. Favourable
testimony came from August Kral, Austrian governor of northern

31



KING ZOG

Albania. Asked about Zogolli as a collaborator, he said that the future
King had displayed a fanatical belief in Albanian independence: ‘No
means were negligible to achieve this purpose. He was appointed an
Austrian Colonel at the age of twenty-one. And I think he conceived this
as a sacrifice he made for his country.’?

The Austrians initially sent Zogolli on an official tour of the Dalmatian
coast and occupied Montenegro. He went in the hope of meeting high-
ranking persons with whom he might discuss self-government for
Albania. In fact, he was shown around fortresses, naval bases, and
airfields. Undaunted, on his return to Shkodra, he once more raised the
issue of autonomy, telling the Austrian commander, General Ignaz von
Trollmann, that there seemed to be a small misunderstanding between
them: Albania was not part of the Habsburg Empire. “‘When you realize
that,” he was heard to say, ‘then you can rely upon my help.’?

Zogist sources relate such episodes with a heavy-handedness which
proclaims that they protest too much:

Many tried to convince him that it was useless to resist, that it was not
a shame to serve Austria, even as a tool. But Zogu had nobler
sentiments and higher aspirations. He would readily have given his
life if such an act meant the independence of his country. The
arguments that his friends used failed to convince him; for he could
not reason; he could not see. The love of country was now his
master; and love is to be blind.*

The official biography says little about the remainder of 1916; it is clear
from independent sources that he spent these months in Austrian
service. Archival evidence is slight: his colonelcy seems to have been a
courtesy title that never reached the army list. He did don Austro-
Hungarian uniform, but the troops under his command were primarily
his own Mati warriors.

The Austrians had started recruiting Albanian irregulars almost as soon
as they arrived in Shkodra, and there was a good deal of small-scale
military activity further south during 1916. To consolidate the front line,
Austrian troops occupied Fier and Berat, and the Bulgarians drove the
Greeks from Korca. Then, to contain them, an Italian expedition
advanced inland from Saranda with the aim of meeting the French
moving west from Salonika. In the words of one admirer, Zogolli the
legendary guerrilla became ‘a provocative spur in the Allies’ side, a will o’
the wisp, an enigma, a romance’.’

This assessment may well be as fanciful as it sounds. Not until the
Second World War did it suit King Zog openly to admit that he fought the
Italians during the First. Hagiographers had put it about in the interim
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that he was something of a military genius. Over fourteen years, 1911 to
1925, he must have gained enough experience of Albanian warfare to
feel at home in this world of scouts and skirmishes, random fire and
ricochets:

. .. the clatter of men and mules as they stumbled and kicked against
the stones and rocks of the path, the clanking of equipment and the
creaking of the saddles on the mules, the rattle of a man’s rifle as it
carelessly hit an overhanging rock or branch, and his muttered oath
. .. the smell, usually a mixture of human and mule sweat, blended
with garlic, and the reek of locally grown tobacco.5

It did him no harm that the clansmen knew the King as a man who could
aim a rifle, scramble down a rockface, ford a river, and stage an ambush.
That said, such skills were commonplace. Anti-Zogists derided the notion
that he had been anything special as a fighter, and the officers of the XIX
Corps reached a similar conclusion. In four months, Zogolli went from
being a political nuisance in Austrian eyes to a military disaster. General von
Trollmann at first placed all Albanian irregulars, some five thousand men,
under the leadership of Leon Ghilardi, a Croat freebooter who had eked
out a living in Albania — most recently in the pay of Ahmed Bey Zogolli, who
now refused point blank to serve under his social inferior. So Trollmann
removed Ghilardi and put Zogolli in charge of the skirmish front along the
Vjosa River between the Austrian and Italian occupation zones.

‘The results came to light almost instantaneously,” recalled Austrian
officer Georg Veith:

The Albanian youth had not in the slightest the brutal authority of
his predecessor, control of the bands of fighters slipped right out of
his hands, the wildest indiscipline broke out . . . it ultimately turned
to mutiny and treachery, necessitating the summary shooting of a
number of officers and men and the disbanding of part of the
formation. The maintenance of the Vjosa line was thereby
endangered in the highest degree.”

Colonel Veith described Zogolli as ‘very ambitious but militarily quite
incapable’. In fairness, the likely root of the problem was the failure of
the Austrians to foresee that assorted clan levies would not obey the
orders of a single local chief. Trollmann did learn this lesson. After the
fiasco on the Vjosa front in May and June 1916, irregulars were
recruited only as individuals to serve in a militia with Bosnian Muslim
officers. All the same, King Zog could count himself lucky that the
official Austrian war history omitted to mention the latter-day fame of
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one ‘Ahmed Bei Mati’, under whom the Albanian volunteers ‘quickly
went to the dogs’.®

The Austrian military would not trust Zogolli with further missions of
any importance. Underemployed, however, he gave the political
department increasing grounds for concern. Predictably, the explanation
current in the 1930s was yet another illustration of his exemplary
patriotism. After initially permitting Albanian irregulars to use their own
flag, the Austrians then decreed that they must fly the Habsburg colours.
Three bold Albanian officers refused and were shot for insubordination.
When Zogolli heard of this, he had three Austrians put to death in
reprisal. ‘And they paid us in our own money,’ Kral supposedly
exclaimed. ‘Only that the Albanians have showed us that they are more
manly than we. They gave our men an honourable burial while we
dumped theirs in a ditch.’® This story ends with the Austrians ready to
reinstate Skanderbeg’s banner but not to pardon Zogolli.

Another explanation sounds more likely. The Bulgarians, who still
occupied an area around Elbasan, were toying with the idea of
persuading Albanian nationalists to abandon their clamour for the
restoration of Prince Wilhelm and to call instead for Prince Kyril,
younger son of King Ferdinand of Bulgaria. Zogolli was an obvious man
to approach with such a scheme. He passed part of the year in Elbasan,
and, by the autumn, the Austrians felt that his attachment to the
Bulgarians was unduly close. Having failed to manage this troublesome
chief by the usual bribes and promises, August Kral determined to put a
stop to his intrigues.

In late January 1917, Zogolli was invited to Vienna with a ceremonial
delegation to offer Albania’s compliments to the new Habsburg
monarch. The formal side of the trip went well enough; the Emperor
Karl granted them an audience, and the ‘Lord of Mati’ was awarded the
Commander’s Cross of the Order of Franz Josef I. Then, on the final day,
as he was about to leave his hotel, an Austrian officer knocked on the
door. As Zogolli remembered it, the position was baldly stated: ‘I have
come to tell you, Sir, that the Austrian Imperial Government thinks it
necessary that you remain in Vienna as your presence in Albania impedes
the interests of Austria in the country.’!® Any attempt to leave the city
would be treated as desertion.

In this unorthodox fashion, Zogolli embarked on what can be seen as
the final stage of his disrupted education. The trickery rankled, but he
seemed to accept that, while the Austrians ruled two-thirds of Albania,
little could be achieved for the national cause without their co-operation.
Safe in the knowledge that his mother would guard his status at home,
the frustrated 21-year-old could perceive the compensations of exile in a
European metropolis. True, the city was not at its best in 1917. The
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Viennese considered it a dismal time of horsemeat, power cuts, and
ersatz coffee. The Albanian saw things with different eyes.

During the twentieth century, many a poor country with a traditional
society developed a westernised élite. In Albania, the process was only just
beginning. A small number of emigrants, mostly Tosks, had returned
home comparatively wealthy after work abroad, but their impact had
been very local. The town of Kor¢a was known for such people. Most had
toiled in menial jobs in the USA or Italy without much chance to acquire
western notions. In any case, the beys were hostile to their influence. A
few beys had ‘been to Europe’ too, but Albania gained nothing from its
richest men throwing money about in Parisian night-spots.

King Zog always professed to have made the very best use of his years in
Vienna, following a daily timetable of library work and physical exercise.
Engrossed in the study of western culture, he lived by the maxims written
in his notebook:

Never remain without work.

Use your leisure to increase your culture.

Always base yourself upon facts, not upon imagination.

Earn before you spend.

Never spend more than you earn.

Never act or speak when you are angry.

If they speak badly of you, act in a way that will make people
disbelieve what they have heard.

8. A person can never harm his character if the things he undertakes
to do are worthwhile, beneficial and moral.!!

S S SrTh Dshoa

The only passion he admitted to indulging was an insatiable one for history,
and his subsequent command of German might be proof of his diligence. It
nevertheless seems likely that a rich young man without any obligations
found time to sample the social life of Vienna at war. In spite of the curfews
and dubious Hungarian champagne, nightclubs stayed crowded. Where else
could King Zog have acquired his ‘sublime’ tango technique? High military
rank conferred a certain standing and a splendid light blue uniform.
A sleek Albanian with a waxed moustache must have cut an exotic figure,
especially when he tinted his hair with henna. He might have strolled with
the smart set in Karntnerstrasse. Then there were theatres, opera, the
Prater, cabarets, cafés, and chambres séparées. There was also the Imperial
Museum, where he went to draw inspiration from two particular exhibits:
the helmet and broadsword of Skanderbeg. The helmet was topped with
chamois’ horns. The sword was said to have slain three thousand Turks.
Even before he went to Vienna, Zogolli conceived of himself as a
reformer. Now his sense of superiority was bolstered by the idea that he
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was a European as well as an Albanian. He knew that his homeland could
not survive as an ethnographical museum piece. Like other Balkan
peoples, Albanians should repudiate the Ottoman period and catch up
with the rest of Europe. Many educated young men already thought this
way, but Ahmed was not a schoolmaster from Korga; he was a powerful
Gheg chieftain.

Zogists later claimed that it was this second sojourn abroad which had
made their King so ‘liberal’ and ‘democratic’. Probably he did pick up
something about superficial western constitutional forms. Some date his
monarchical aspirations to this time. He was alone with the leisure to
indulge his imagination; his historical reading included biographies of
great men and kings. The Habsburg example was directly before him.
Photographs of the Emperor Karl showed a young man not unlike
himself wearing the ancient Magyar crown and brandishing the sword of
St Stephen. King Zog related afterwards how, standing before the
museum display case, he had dreamt of placing Skanderbeg’s helmet on
his head.

Though journalists liked to speculate about Austria-Hungary as the
germ of the Kingdom of Albania, its influence could easily be
exaggerated. After all, he was still in Vienna to witness the downfall of the
Habsburg monarchy in November 1918. The Austrian occupation of
Albania came to an end at the same time. Elbasan, Durrés, Tirana, and
Shkodra fell one after another to the French or Italians, raising fresh
possibilities for the national cause and also significant perils.

Zogolli left Austria in 1919. During two years ‘in Europe’, he had
gained a keener admiration for western civilisation and a renewed sense
of mission, along with fluency in German and a penchant for Austro-
Hungarian women.
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The end of the First World War held the promise of a new dawn for many
European nationalities. President Wilson came to the Paris Peace
Conference to enshrine the principle of self-determination and build an
international system in which small nations could flourish. Poles,
Hungarians, Czechs and Slovaks, Lithuanians, Latvians, Estonians, and
Finns regained independence after centuries. Some Albanian nationalists
were as idealistic as any, but, with Serbia and Greece on the winning side,
Albania could easily end up a loser, whatever Woodrow Wilson might say.

Several rival bands of Albanians went to Paris to lobby for the national
cause, with Aubrey Herbert and Miss Durham lending assistance. Essad
Toptani was also there, having spent the last two years with Allied forces
at Salonika. The pasha seemed open to offers from any foreign Power in
need of a client. European statesmen wondered if an independent
Albania had been a mistake. Austria-Hungary had demanded it; Austria—
Hungary was now no more. Experts argued that warring tribesmen
needed supervision. France looked after the Riffs and Berbers. Britain
policed the Indian frontier. Who should govern the Albanians?

The situation within Albania also gave meagre encouragement to the
nationalists, yet where there was uncertainty, there might also be
potential. Zogolli itched to return and give a lead. What the country
needed, he believed, was the kind of direct endeavour that he had
attempted in 1916. With the Austrians gone, Albanians should try to
reassert their rights before other foreign troops became entrenched. The
French, in control of Kor¢a and Shkodra, seemed too friendly with
expansionist Greeks and Serbs, and an even more serious threat came
from over the Adriatic.

The Italians had entered the war in 1915 with the aim of self-
aggrandizement, and the Allies had promised them a slice of Albanian
territory. The total partition of Albania between Italy, Greece, and Serbia
had even been agreed in a treaty. Three years later, however, a slice was
not enough for the Italians — not if it meant the Serbs getting hold of a
slice as well. The union of Serbia with Croatia and Slovenia disturbed
Italian strategists, who worried that the Slavs were getting too powerful.
There was no respite for Albania from the rivalries of foreign Powers:
once Austria-Hungary and Russia ceased their contest, Yugoslavia and
Italy took over. Their antagonism initially focused on disputed areas of
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their new common frontier, like Trieste and Fiume, but strategic
competition soon spread southwards. From the heel of Italy to Albania is
a mere 50 miles. The Italians knew that, if they held both shores, their
navy could close the Straits of Otranto in 2 hours, ensuring full
protection for the eastern shore of Italy and control of maritime access to
Yugoslavia. At the armistice, Italian troops held every Albanian coastal
town from Saranda to Shéngjin. They seemed in no hurry to leave.

When Ahmed Zogolli, a known Albanian nationalist heading home,
crossed from Austria to Italy in early 1919, he found his progress
hindered by bureaucratic delays. The Italians were not satisfied with his
travel documents, and he heard that civilian passage between Bari and
Durrés was impossible due to emergency restrictions. His pro-Austrian
(so anti-Italian) record counted against him. Zogolli passed a couple of
months kicking his heels in Rome, where the River Tiber divulged its
secrets to him — or so he later said. Beside the ruins of the forum, he
pondered on ‘the greatest incarnation of political man’.! Caesar became
his third historical idol after Skanderbeg and Napoleon.

On reaching Albania, he rallied the Mati for the customary opening
gambit: occupying the nearest town. Kruja was not a major centre, but it
possessed symbolic value as Skanderbeg’s historic stronghold. Having
announced his presence, Zogolli sought allies among the beys and chiefs.
At first this was not easy. The bulk of Albanian notables favoured a
Provisional Government recently set up at Durrés under Italian
sponsorship. Its elderly leader, Turhan Pérmeti, was basically a tool of
Rome, but the Italians won over many Albanians with pledges to defend
the integrity of the country. (Their aim to make it a satellite state was not
so widely publicised). Then news came from Paris at the end of the year
that the Peace Conference was considering a partition after all. This
transformed local opinion at a stroke: if the Italians were too weak to
exclude the Serbs, why collaborate with them?

The initiative passed to those who were not in league with Italy. Zogolli
joined in calling a new national congress to meet at Lushnja on 21
January 1920. Confusion about the place and date, likely sown by Italian
agents, meant such poor attendance on the opening day that the
congress had to adjourn. Undeterred, one week later, fifty Albanian
leaders approved the Declaration of Lushnja - in effect a second
independence proclamation. They repudiated the Durrés puppet regime,
rejected any protectorate, and vowed to fight for full sovereignty. “We
cannot permit our enemies to penetrate our territories like a house
without a master,” said Zogolli. ‘To their rifles and their cannons we shall
oppose the fortresses of our bodies.’?

The congress reminded the Great Powers that they had already
recognised Albanian statehood back in 1913. Given the outcome of the
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war, however, it seemed unwise to recall a German prince to the throne.
Instead a Council of Regency was created with four native Regents (a
Sunni, Bektashi, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic). The congress then, on
its final day, 31 January 1920, elected a Provisional Government. The
Premier, Suleiman Delvina, was a former Ottoman bureaucrat who owed
his post to inoffensiveness. This heightened the importance of the Interior
Minister: Ahmed Zogolli, at twenty-four the youngest man in the Cabinet.

The appointment made sense. To achieve national unity, the
Provisional Government would have to win over the Gheg clans, who
would not be receptive to a Tosk bey or a Hellenised townsman but might
listen to the chief of Mati. ‘The decisions of the Congress must be
enforced and without loss of time,” he pronounced. ‘T am marching upon
the capital; those who wish to remain may do so.”

The troops of the Lushnja Government — the armed retainers of its
leaders — moved north, straight through a couple of roadblocks, where
Italian troops were too startled (and outnumbered) to stop them. Halting
briefly at Kavaja, Zogolli turned down an appeal from the Durrés
Government for talks. There seemed no need for compromise when his
forces could occupy a village less than five miles from Durrés without
opposition. He shrank from pushing on to the port, however, lest the
Italian garrison intervene.

On 12 February, the erstwhile Lushnja Government moved to Tirana, a
small town 25 miles inland, and proclaimed it the provisional capital.
Power fast ebbed away from the Italian-backed authorities as individuals
switched allegiance. Ten days settled the matter. The Durrés regime
disbanded and offered its resources to the three-week old Provisional
Government. This gave a particular boost to Zogolli, who took control of
the Albanian gendarmerie: a paramilitary force created by Dutch officers
in Prince Wilhelm’s day and revived by wartime occupiers. It was hardly
cohesive or disciplined, but on paper it signified 3,000 men. By placing
cronies on the payroll, Zogolli could use the gendarmerie to supplement
his Mati fighters.

As Minister of the Interior in 1920, his primary job was to assert the
authority of the Provisional Government by setting up prefectures and
gendarmerie posts across the country. This could sometimes entail
skirmishing with raiding parties and rebellious clans. Albania was awash
with abandoned war matériel. There were also the ordinary rigours of
travel. Tracks scaled cliffs where a mule could stumble. In marshes,
horses sank belly-deep in mud. It was spring, moreover, when dried-up
streams turned into fast-flowing rivers: crossing them was a regular ordeal
with so few bridges left intact. Nights were spent in the homes of local
men of rank. Albanian hospitality guaranteed a feast and a mattress, and,
while the bread was baked and the sheep killed and boiled, Zogolli had
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three or four hours in which to expound the merits of the Tirana
Government. Morsels of cheese, onion, and cucumber sustained the
guests until the big meal. Most Gheg households were thoroughly
traditional. Men sat cross-legged around a low circular table and ate with
their fingers from communal bowls. After they had belched appreciation,
the room would be cleared to make space for them to sleep.

At all times, Zogolli retained his dignity, attired in a Norfolk jacket and
breeches, with his height enhanced by a high-crowned white fez. (This he
would shortly set aside in favour of western headgear except when
attending specifically Muslim functions. All his hats were worn with a hint
of vanity: the fez was perfectly perpendicular, the peaked cap rakishly
angled.) His face still had a callow look, despite a receding hairline, but
his youthfulness rarely showed itself in high spirits. Stoical about
discomfort and visibly exhilarated by danger, like many Albanians,
Ahmed yet exercised strict self-control. While his eyes might brighten and
his movements grow more rapid, his mode of utterance remained
cautious and terse. The ideal chieftain kept his composure and never
showed anger real or feigned; he fused ferocious pride with an even
temper. Though the outward forms of discipline found in regular armies
were virtually unknown to Albanians, it came naturally to Zogolli to give
orders in a quiet but definite tone that ruled out further discussion. That
said, he acknowledged that his men were experts at guerrilla fighting.
‘They ought to be good at it’, he added, ‘for they have been doing
nothing else for centuries.’

In late February, Zogolli led his warriors north with the aim of securing
Shkodra, Albania’s largest town. An inter-allied occupation force was
soon to be withdrawn, and rumour suggested that Serbian troops (maybe
with French connivance) were going to move into the vacuum. This was
what Zogolli aimed to prevent. To French or British eyes, his Mati fighters
were indistinguishable from clansmen coming to market, so he
surreptitiously packed the town with followers. On 12 March, the Allies
marched out after formally transferring control to the town council. Next
morning, the council swore allegiance to Tirana, the Mati having
proclaimed their presence. Serbia was denied an easy conquest.

Because of the World War, the exact frontiers of Albania had never
been finalised. The basic 1913 settlement satisfied nobody. Expansionists
in Belgrade published maps showing all of northern Albania within a
Greater South Slav kingdom resembling the Serb empire of the
fourteenth century. Their apologists claimed that the Albanians were too
anarchic to form a proper state. On the other side, Albanian nationalists
wanted self-determination for 700,000 kinsmen in Kosovo. The Yugoslav
authorities, admitting to 300,000, reoccupied the territory regardless and
set about its forcible ‘pacification’. Muslim Kosovars bitterly resented the
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rule of a Christian Serb minority. Their leaders organised the illegal
Kosovo Committee to inspire resistance and agitate for Albanian
unification. Its military wing, the ka¢ak (outlaw) movement, was fighting a
guerrilla war. The Serbs pursued the kacaks into Albania proper, and
violence ravaged the region.

From March 1920, Zogolli was the main representative of the Tirana
Government in the north. Though the Roman Catholic Regent and the
Justice Minister were also based in Shkodra, it was Ahmed Bey who did
most to co-ordinate its defence. Even Henry Baerlein, a commentator of
fanatically anti-Albanian outlook, admitted the patriotism of this ‘slender,
pale, aloof young man, frock-coated, and so plunged in thought that he
passed like a shadow through the bowing ranks of his retainers’.

While Zogolli tried to stabilise the northern frontier, his colleagues
came close to losing the very heart of the country to a revolt by adherents
of Essad Pasha Toptani (probably funded by Serbia or Italy). After
repulsing an Essadist attack on Burgajet on 7 April, the Interior Minister
decreed draconian penalties for subversion. Even so, by the summer, the
Government had been reduced to offering Essad a Cabinet seat. Then
came sensational news from Paris: a student had shot him dead. Zogolli
appealed for unity. Speculation that he had helped plan the murder only
enhanced his reputation. The assassin, Avni Rustemi, bizarrely acquitted
by a French court, returned to his homeland a hero.

The elimination of Essad coincided with another major turn of events.
During May 1920, Italy had withdrawn its troops from Durrés and
Shéngjin to concentrate on the defence of Vlora, the port near the Straits
of Otranto. On 9 June, a surprise attack by 3,000 Albanians overran their
outlying positions and forced them back into the town. Zogolli hurried
south to add his clansmen to the fray. The Tirana Government denied
responsibility for what was supposedly a spontaneous uprising (sooner
than risk a declaration of war), but its Interior Minister played a secret
role in supplying the guerrillas. With 30,000 Italians in Vlora, a long hard
siege looked likely. Great was Albanian joy then, when on 2 August 1920,
Italy agreed to evacuate its army within a month. Among the reasons for
retreat were malaria and dysentery in Vlora itself, ministerial changes in
Rome, and strikes and mutinies all across Italy. Albanians attributed it to
their own efforts, though, and the Battle of Vlora was later hailed as the
turning-point of the liberation struggle.

Zogolli could not pause to savour the victory. In the north and east, the
Serbs were again on the offensive. Mati and Dibra counter-attacked on 13
August, and Zogolli thrashed a band of Montenegrins at Koplik four days
later, but the Serbs then regrouped and invaded in earnest, devastating
villages along the Drin valley with mortars, hand-grenades, and kerosene.
They even raided Mati. Sadije and her daughters fled from Burgajet,
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which was looted and gutted by fire. Many a Gheg chieftain would have
sworn eternal vengeance. This one took a more pragmatic view.

Quite when Zogolli assumed a definite stance on Kosovo is hard to
ascertain, but it seems that sometime in 1920 he came to a secret
understanding with the Serbs. His sister’s fiancé from Kosovo, Ceno Bey
Kryeziu, had sometimes acted as an intermediary between Mati and
Belgrade since 1919, when Zogolli had asked for arms to use against Italy.
Any deal was strictly personal. The Kosovo Committee branded talk of
compromise with Yugoslavia as treason. It can still be argued that
compromise was prudent. Zogolli accepted that Albania had neither the
military might nor the diplomatic sway to pursue its claim to Kosovo with
success in the near future. What the nation urgently needed was peace.
His subsequent behaviour is consistent with the supposition that he tried
to get the Serbs to withdraw from Albania by promising to restrain the
Kosovar guerrillas. Reluctance to embrace the cause of irredentism was to
be significant for his career.

Castle Burgajet remained a ruin. Later asked why he did not restore his
ancestral home, King Zog piously replied, ‘It is more important to build
up my country.’d He in fact erected a villetta in Tyrolean style near Qafé e
Shtamés, south of Mati, but he paid it only short visits. He no longer
wished to be seen so much in a local context. He was rather a leader of
the Albanian nation — which at length made a step towards international
recognition when admitted to the League of Nations in January 1921.

Diplomatic progress had been made possible by the revision of Italian
ambitions. Having failed to grab Albania themselves, the Italians
concentrated on depriving Greece and Yugoslavia of territorial gains. Italy
did manage to annex the isle of Saseno (or Sazan), however, 5 miles off
Vlora, as a naval base, yet the absence of fresh water limited its value. The
Conference of Ambassadors made one later concession to Italian wishes
on 9 November 1921 with what became known as the Paris Declaration:

If Albania should at any time find it impossible to maintain intact
her territorial integrity, she shall be free to address a request to the
League of Nations for foreign assistance. The Governments of the
British Empire, France, Italy, and Japan decide that, in the above-
mentioned event, they will instruct their representatives on the
Council of the League of Nations to recommend that the restoration
of the territorial frontiers of Albania should be entrusted to Italy.”

This weak provisional protectorate allowed the Italians to boast that they
had secured a foot in the door, but most Albanians did not care too
much. More important to them was the fact that the occupiers were
finally gone.
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As a fighting Minister of the Interior, Zogolli had helped recover
Shkodra, hold back the Serbs, disperse the Essadists, and expel the
Italians in the space of six hectic months. He was seen to be an
exceptionally energetic chief. For just that reason, as the Albanian
Government became more established, his own position was called into
question. Since March, the Prime Minister had allowed him a free hand
in security matters, and Zogolli used his powers to the full as a roving
plenipotentiary. Other ministers started to complain that he acted
without consultation and even usurped their functions. Some colleagues
also despised his attitude to Kosovo and pressed for his replacement.

Sensing a conspiracy, Zogolli brought the issue to a head in October
1920. He published an order forbidding prefects and sub-prefects from
corresponding with Government ministers except via the Interior
Ministry. His opponents declared this proof of his autocratic tendencies.
When Delvina, the premier, refused to dismiss him and even indicated
that he shared his views on peace with the Serbs, the Cabinet split
irreparably. On 14 November, the Provisional Government resigned,
leaving Zogolli to declare that it had ‘brought the dignity of the nation to
the point where it stood 500 years ago during the time of Skanderbeg’.8

Southern magnates formed a new ministry headed by Ilias Bey Vrioni.
There was no place for Zogolli.
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His First Coup

In theory, the focus of political life from late 1920 was the Parliament
House in Tirana. Formerly an officers’ club, it was fitted out with desks
and resembled a whitewashed schoolroom. The deputies who sat there
were a mixed crowd, with the plainest contrast between those who
aspired to a western (alla Franka) lifestyle and those who held to
authentic Albanian ways. Educated townsmen tried to appear as
European as possible. A few were as smart as Zogolli; English suits were
highly prized. Others looked rather shabby in western-style jackets run up
by local tailors; they often came from the south, where the white kilt of
the Tosks was going out of fashion. Traditional costume remained daily
garb for many Gheg chieftains, with the occasional substitution of bowler
hats for skull caps. Conservative beys retained the frock-coat and fez of
the Ottoman functionary.

The parliamentary deputies were even more divided in their loyalties
than in their dress. Formal party allegiance was not a very important
factor. The two main groups initially promised prosperity and reform in
almost identical terms. Reactionary beys soon came to the fore in the
Progressive Party, however, leaving most westernisers in the Popular Party.
Still the situation was extremely fluid. Ethnicity, religion, region, and clan
signified more than party labels, but even these factors were not
supreme. Personalities and self-interest appeared to be paramount.

Centuries of Ottoman corruption had taught Albanians that political
office meant wealth, and deputies were not fastidious about the methods
employed to obtain it. Even under the Law of Lek, chieftains routinely
took bribes, and thieving from another clan was hardly considered a
crime at all. Given that principles and consistency could obstruct
personal advancement, politicians rarely bothered with even a semblance
of them. The deputies owed their election to clan or regional loyalties,
and the spoils of office boosted local prestige, so what mattered was being
on the winning side. Parliamentarism was at best a veneer — and more
often a transparent varnish — on the politics of power.

Loyal opposition was not much in evidence. The Government had only
to announce its appointments and disgruntled men began plotting to
oust it, some through a sort of freemasonry known as ‘the Clique’. This
shadowy organisation, dating back to Ottoman times, would exert a
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significant if unfathomable influence over the next four years. Intrigue
merged into criminal conspiracies. Everyone in politics carried a gun,
and leading figures employed gangs of bodyguards drawn in relays from
their districts. French journalists had a saying: Pays balkanique, pays
volcanique. The culture of insurgency was such in Albania that no call for
revolt went entirely unheeded. Mountain valleys provided reservoirs of
fighters to whom national government meant little more than the
presumptuous ‘men of Tirana’. They respected their chieftain as a
rightful ruler; all else was foreign tyranny. It was easy for frustrated
politicians to rouse them to rebellion with appeals to loyalty, promises of
plunder, or stories of slights to their honour. Greek, Serb, and Italian
agents readily assisted, with money up front. Sedition and treason,
conscious or unconscious, were basic facts of political life.

It has sometimes been said that where there is anarchy, the wicked
come to rule. Albania in the early 1920s was undoubtedly anarchic.
Ahmed Bey Zogolli became its supremo, and later Zogist propaganda
glossed over the details of these critical years. The impression was given
that natural selection or divine providence had inevitably raised the most
capable person to the leadership. Revolutionary exiles correspondingly
dwelt on the events of 1920-25 with the aim of showing that the Albanian
monarchy was rooted in opportunism, treachery, and bloodshed. Even
Zogists could not deny that their man made a great many enemies.
Perhaps the rival explanations of his rise to power are not wholly
incompatible.

For most of 1921, however, Zogolli was obliged to bide his time. The
absurdly misnamed Progressive Party, which supported the Vrioni
Government, won a chaotic general election in which a system of indirect
voting provided ample scope for fraud and almost guaranteed that every
prefecture elected its chiefs and beys. As a deputy, Zogolli joined the
opposition Popular Party (and also the Clique which virtually ran it).
Though prominent, he was never well enough integrated to be called a
party leader. The Popular Party primarily attracted Christians, townsmen,
and merchants, so a Muslim landowner excited suspicion. In so far as a
political spectrum existed, Zogolli stood on its liberal wing. His rhetoric
was reformist — ‘We must raise from the ruins our nation worm-eaten by
age-old slavery’! — but parliamentary debates were of scant account
compared with events outside.

The international position of Albania remained parlous. The question
of its frontiers lodged at the bottom of the peace settlement agenda, and
raiding continued unabated. In southern Albania (or northern Epirus),
Greek irregulars put Muslims to flight in order to show how Greek it all
was to compilers of population statistics. In the north-east, refugees
streamed out of Kosovo: the Red Cross estimated that up to ten thousand
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of them had died of exposure, starvation, or disease in 1920. The
Yugoslav Government evicted ethnic Albanians to make way for Serb
colonisation, and Kosovar beys ended up in Tirana, demanding
retaliation. Members of the Kosovo Committee, such as Hassan Prishtina
and Bajram Curri, impugned the patriotism of anyone who failed to
endorse their call for all-out war.

A bad situation grew even worse in July 1921. The Mirdita clans
announced their secession from the rest of Albania. Roman Catholic by
faith, the old-fashioned Mirdites were notorious for resisting all outside
authority. Even so, a Republic of Mirdita sounded incongruous; this was
really a fresh attempt by the Serbs to detach northern territory. The old
chieftain of Mirdita, Prenk Bib Doda, died in a feud in 1920, leaving no
clear successor. The Yugoslavs then gave arms and money to one of the
claimants, Gjon Marka Gjoni, who let them issue an independence
declaration in his name. Gjoni justified this step to his people by claiming
that the ‘Turks’ in Tirana were going to ban Catholicism.

Thus hostilities between Albania and Yugoslavia flared up once more.
To many Albanians the obvious riposte was a full-scale uprising in Kosovo.
Others agreed with Zogolli that this entailed too great a risk. The division
of opinion cut across party lines, and the Government dithered helplessly
while the Serbs intervened in support of their Mirdite clients. In October
1921, the raiders came within thirty miles of Tirana. At this, Vrioni
resigned the premiership, and it was only with difficulty that an
emergency coalition (called the Sacred Union) could be formed behind
his successor, Pandeli Evangjeli.

Zogolli played a lone hand in the feverish politicking that surrounded
the change of Government. First, he expressed support for the Sacred
Union. Then, once it had taken office, he attacked it and threatened to
form a new opposition party. To win him back (and secure the services of
his Mati fighters), Evangjeli offered him, on 4 November, the joint
military command of the northern district. He was to lead the fight
against Mirdita and the Serbs in conjunction with Bajram Curri. The
chieftain of Mati knew the character of the Mirdites. They were almost
traditional foes. In 1877, indeed, Mati had actually joined with the Turks
to ‘subdue’ the Catholic clans. Many of his warriors even now were eager
for pillage and pig-burning, but Zogolli preferred restraint. He let Curri
engage the Mirdites first amid the wooded hills.

Resistance was surprisingly muted, thanks to belated action by the
Allied Powers, who had finally lost patience with Serbian expansionism.
The Conference of Ambassadors officially recognised the Albanian
Government on 9 November and instructed Yugoslavia to withdraw to the
pre-war frontier or face sanctions. This reaffirmation of the 1913 borders
disappointed the Kosovars, but Zogolli accepted it as the basis for peace.
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On 28 November, he offered the Mirdites liberal terms: no reprisals, if
they ended their revolt. With Yugoslav support fast fading away, Gjon
Marka Gjoni chose to flee, leaving the elders to reach a deal with the
Tirana Government — or at least with Ahmed Bey Zogolli, who may have
promised to exempt them from taxation.

To pacify Mirdita appeared a notable achievement, especially to
ordinary Albanians who knew nothing about the angry diplomatic
protests which Lloyd George had been sending to Belgrade. Zogolli and
Curri both increased their prestige, but this only heightened the power
struggle between their respective associates in Tirana, which the Prime
Minister, Evangjeli, was too weak to contain. He protested vigorously
when two of the Regents — in blank defiance of constitutional propriety —
began to interfere with his powers of appointment to the advantage of
the anti-Zogolli faction. For his pains, he awakened on 6 December 1921
to find armed men in his bedroom, who ‘persuaded’ him to resign.
Twenty-four hours of turmoil ensued, as rival gangs of bodyguards took to
the streets. Then one of the renegade Regents swore in Hassan Bey
Prishtina, leader of the Kosovars, as Prime Minister.

Zogolli was still at Orosh in Mirdita when he learnt of the coup d’état. A
telegram notified him of his instant dismissal and gave sole command of
the Albanian forces to Bajram Curri, who was away at the frontier,
pursuing the Serbs. ‘Fate is a blind raging bull that often tramples us
under foot,” Zogolli later commented, ‘but just sometimes it stands
before us in a favourable position. Clever and capable is the man who
sees his moment, takes the bull by the horns, and masters it.’2 Calling his
clansmen together, he told them what had happened. He no longer had
an official status, but his personal authority was as great as ever.

After a forced march of sixty hours via Mati, replacing the tired and
sick en route, Zogolli led his warriors into Tirana on 14 December 1921.
They numbered around 1,200, enough to occupy strategic points. There
was in fact no fighting, as the Prishtina Ministry had already collapsed.
Once in physical control, Zogolli simply awaited the next scheduled
sitting of parliament. He went to his usual place in the chamber on 22
December as if nothing had occurred. It fell to others to make the
speeches. A series of resolutions replaced the Regents with four likely to
be more compliant. Then a technical quibble was invoked to unseat five
deputies from Dibra who were absent (including Prishtina). Two days
later, a new Government took office. The figurehead Prime Minister was
Xhafer Bey Ypi, a landowner from Korca of limited intelligence. The
Interior Minister was Ahmed Zogolli.

International reaction was favourable. The disintegration of the
Albanian Government, less than a month after diplomatic recognition,
had threatened to reopen the Adriatic question at the very time when it
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was supposed to be coming to a close. The young chief from Mati had
shown himself to be decisive. He might impose some sort of order. As the
first foreign legations opened their doors, diplomats awarded him the
benefit of the doubt. The British Minister, Harry Eyres, reported that
Ahmed Bey was ‘the moving spirit of the Cabinet’ and ‘a natural leader of
men. But there is no reason whatever to believe the assertions of his foes
that he is aiming at supreme power in Albania.’?
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The Interior Ministry in Tirana in 1922 was a shabby office adjoining the
mud-brick local prison, but Zogolli understood the potential of this
Cabinet post. First, he issued warrants for the arrest of his opponents,
charged with breaching the constitution. Though they had long since
escaped to the mountains, indictments served to keep them there. Then
he resumed the work of expanding the gendarmerie and linking
command posts by telegraph. Far more controversially, he also began
disarming civilians. Albania would never know peace, he argued, until
the number of guns in private possession was greatly reduced. This
sounded very reasonable to foreign diplomats. It outraged many
Albanians — at first. Most calmed down when they saw that priority went
to confiscating weapons in accessible places associated with Zogolli’s foes.

Some liberals regretted his use of Mati clansmen to regain power. Such
democrats were a tiny urban minority, without armed followers. Zogolli
sympathized with their wish for westernisation and would have liked their
backing, but he considered that these people, though highly politicised,
were not substantial politicians. The chieftains and beys were the men
who mattered. He accepted that government could not function without
support or acquiescence from a preponderance of them.

The Cabinet looked uninspiring (most of the ministers were former
Ottoman officials), and the position of Zogolli within it was more delicate
than outsiders supposed. As creator of the new Government, he remained
by far its most important member, but he was isolated. To this isolation,
paradoxically, he owed much of his importance. In essence, this was a
ministry of the Clique — or rather what was left of it after the split over
Kosovo. The Clique members most anxious to fight the Serbs had broken
away in support of Prishtina and Curri. The residue was mostly from the
south, as the Tosks, living farther from Kosovo, tended to feel less hostility
to Yugoslavia. As that comparative rarity, a ‘Serbophil’ Gheg, Zogolli was
therefore pivotal. In order to form a Government with any claim to be
national, the Tosk beys needed a prominent northerner. Much
manoeuvring in Cabinet and Parliament in 1922 and 1923 therefore
boiled down to this: was the Clique using Zogolli as a token Gheg, or was
Zogolli using the Clique as a springboard to personal power?

The immediate threat to the Government came from north of the
River Mati. There the exiled Kosovars and their kacak bands refused to
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be conciliated. They had a genuine cause, and it was also the case that
Italian agents encouraged their struggle (to weaken Yugoslavia), so it
could be hard to distinguish the most zealous nationalists from traitors in
Italian pay.

Zogolli tried to depict Hassan Bey Prishtina as one of the latter. He
viewed him as a rival — with good reason, as Prishtina lacked neither
experience nor education. His surname was actually Berisha, but
Albanians invariably called him Prishtina after the town which he had
represented in the Young Turk Parliament. There his eloquent
denunciations of Ottoman brutality placed him in the front rank of
educated nationalists, and much wider fame followed when he led the
successful revolt against the Turks in the spring of 1912. A fluent French-
speaker, Hassan Bey then served Prince Wilhelm as Postmaster General
and raised volunteers for Austria—Hungary during the war. Where he
differed from Zogolli was in his uncompromising hatred of the Serbs.
Expelled from Kosovo in 1918, he went to Rome and made contact with
other anti-Yugoslav groups — separatist Croats, Macedonians, and
Montenegrins — in the hope of staging a general uprising against
Belgrade.

Bajram Curri was a more straightforward fighting man. About sixty
years old and illiterate, he had first turned rebel in the 1890s, since when
his prestige as a guerrilla had grown until it stood second to none.
Hoping to win him over, Zogolli overlooked their differences and made
him Inspector-General of the Frontier, but the effort was futile. Curri
mutinied in early March 1922 and led his kacaks against Shkodra. They
were soon contained, but not before the revolt had spread. Zogolli
insisted that Italian spies were at work, undermining Albania to justify a
protectorate, yet there was really little sign of central direction. Various
warlords joined in a backlash by the Kosovar irredentists.

On hearing that Halid Lleshi and Elez Jusufi of Dibra were moving, the
Government ordered its remaining fighters to the south and east. By
chance, however, Jusufi’s band slipped down an unguarded road to Kruja,
joined forces with other rebels and approached Tirana unexpectedly
from the north, occupying part of the capital on 11 March. The stage
being set for a showdown, the Government packed their bags and fled.

Ahmed Zogolli was the sole exception (apart from a minister who hid
under a bed at the American hospital). He had not seized power in
December only to surrender it in March. Relying on Mati warriors, he
barricaded himself inside the Interior Ministry and sent his henchman
‘Osman the Terrible’ (who wore five gun-belts) to conduct sorties in the
streets. There were repeated exchanges of gunfire, yet the kacaks seemed
to be holding back. Were they waiting for reinforcements? Were there
divisions in the enemy camp? Zogolli needed to know.
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He telephoned the British minister at Durrés and begged him to come
and see him. Harry Eyres was a widower in his sixty-sixth year, who had
passed his entire working life in British consular service in the Ottoman
empire. A visitor to the legation remarked of him, ‘Here was England as
she used to be . . . the great Power sans pareil, whose word was her bond,
who was a law unto herself, whose many eccentricities were her pride.’!
Eyres devoted much of his time to swimming, duck-shooting, and auction
bridge, but he was not the kind of diplomat to wait for instructions. He
tied a Union Jack to the bonnet of his car and drove to Tirana. ‘The
position seemed fairly desperate,” he recalled, ‘and Ahmed Bey was
plainly at the end of his tether. They explained to me the state of affairs
and left me to do what I chose.’? He opted to go to the rebel quarter and
demand in the name of England to speak to Elez Jusufi. The old chief
emerged and listened while Eyres urged withdrawal in the national
interest. He asked for time to consult the elders. Next day at four o’clock,
however, shooting resumed and carried on all night, so Eyres intervened
again. Jusufi now denied complicity in any wider revolt and said that he
was angered by the government’s failure to pay his men for guarding the
frontier. Eventually he accompanied Eyres to the Interior Ministry, swore
a besa of peace with Zogolli, and marched his clan out in good order,
saying that it had all been a matter of honour.

The critical phase of the rebellion was past, but, just as Eyres prepared
to go home, news arrived of an outbreak at Shijak on the road between
Tirana and Durrés. The challenger this time was Hamid Bey Toptani, a
relative of Essad Pasha. Zogolli did not hesitate. Leading his thousand
clansmen in person that night, he cleared the hills near Tirana, defeated
Toptani in a skirmish at Kashar, and occupied Shijak at dawn, after
fighting for 6 hours and marching 20 miles. This utterly demoralised the
rebels, who dispersed as quickly as they had formed. The American
writer, Rose Wilder Lane, witnessed the return of the victor:

Picture of Ahmet, riding back from Durazzo. Riding the tired bay
horse, at the head of his Mati men. Riding through a crowd which
silently parted to let him pass. Rifle and revolver, knives and cartridge
belt, gone. The grey business suit cleaned and pressed. A white face,
and darkness under the eyes, and eyes that see straight to the end of
things. Soft tramping of feet in rawhide opanji behind him, and the
Mati men in dingy black-braided trousers and coloured sashes and
Skanderbeg jackets, rifles all angled above their kerchiefed heads,
pouring down the narrow street. Then lumbering behind them, dust
filmed and mud splashed, the empty automobile of the Albanian
government, gone forty miles to Durazzo to fetch Ahmet and come
back empty because he would ride at the head of his men.?
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The balance sheet of the revolt and subsequent reprisals was 70 dead,
300 arrested, and hundreds of houses burnt. To suppress Kosovar
propaganda, the Government outlawed songs that criticised
neighbouring countries or politicians. One side only of the story could be
rhapsodised:

Ahmet, the Son of the Mountain Eagle!

His wings spread out and cover us,

The shadow of his wings is over us,

His claws are terrible to his foes.

Ahmet Bey, the Beautiful! O! O! Ahmet Bey!
The men of Dibra came with their rifles,

Elez Jusufi, the chief of the Dibra,

The Toptani family, curse of Albania,

Hamid Toptani, with nine hundred soldiers,
Nine hundred soldiers armed by Italians,
Came from Durrés to murder Albania.

Elez Jusufi goes back to Dibra,

Besa of peace he has given to Ahmet.

Hamid Toptani flees through the mountains,
Cursed be the trees that give him hiding . . .
Five thousand napoleons, fine of Durrés,

Five thousand napoleons, fine of Tirana,

Five villages burned. Let the market place tell
Names of the men who were hanged there at dawn.*

Five secondary leaders were indeed hanged, though Prishtina and Curri
escaped once more to the disputed frontier districts.

Eyres reported that Zogolli was the hero of the crisis. He was equally
appreciative. Had he not always said that the British were the finest people
in the world? Harry Eyres was henceforth a confidant. It is too much to say
that this allowed him to run Albanian foreign policy (as jealous Italians
alleged), but his influence was certainly exceptional. During long
conversations in Turkish, often alone over dinner, Zogolli sought his
advice not only on the etiquette of diplomacy, but on the whole range of
policy, domestic as well as foreign. In time, Eyres did not wait to be asked.
He judged that peace in the Adriatic was best served by assisting the most
promising Albanian leader to stay in power. Zogolli told how the British
Minister was ‘constantly at his hand, helping him in his difficult work by
drawing his attention to the misdeeds of this or that Prefect’.?

Experience had taught Albanians to view most great powers with hostility.
Italy had tried to annex the country. France was too friendly with Yugoslavia.
Russia had long been a Pan-Slavist foe. There was yet widespread faith in
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British disinterestedness. Lots of people knew of Edith Durham, and the
Dowager Countess of Carnarvon (Aubrey Herbert’s mother) ran a charity
for Kosovar refugees. Heartened by these few enthusiasts, Albanians failed
to see that British disinterestedness was generally synonymous with lack of
concern. Some Englishmen had barely heard of the place: did the
inhabitants have white hair and pink eyes? The foreign office did not wholly
approve of the extent to which Eyres interfered (without knowing the half
of it), but no one matched his local knowledge. He stayed in Durrés
another four years, a good friend to Zogolli.

After the failed rebellion, the Ypi Ministry continued as before, though
Zogolli was forever intervening with colleagues to suppress undiplomatic
despatches and overrule bad decisions. This inevitably antagonised the
Clique, whose obvious Tosk bias increasingly irked him. This problem
went to the heart of current Albanian politics. If the Government were to
control the country, it needed to conciliate the Gheg chiefs of the north.
To keep his majority in Parliament, however, Zogolli had to favour Tosk
beys from the south. His dilemma became acute when the chamber met
in the autumn after seven months in recess. Even if the Clique did not
abandon him, he warned the British Legation, he might have to resign in
order to preserve his influence among the Ghegs. Since he alone held
the regime together, he wondered whether he should take matters into
his own hands, ‘make a clean sweep’ of the current leaders, disregard
Parliament, and appeal to the chiefs for direct support. ‘Government
would be carried on provisionally on a practically feudal basis.’®

Caution prevailed. Zogolli made no attempt to overthrow the
parliamentary system in December 1922, yet he did take a step in the
direction of one-man-rule by assuming the premiership himself (while
keeping the interior portfolio). This was a gamble, since it made his
position more exposed. There had been much to be said for having an
expendable puppet prime minister. On the other hand, as Head of
Government, he could better deal with the chieftains on a personal basis
(the form of politics they understood).

His elevation jarred on senior beys; to yield precedence to a 27-year-old
was galling. In his first speech as Prime Minister on 2 December, he
appealed to more progressive opinion by promising to strengthen
democracy, construct new roads, expand trade, combat malaria, and even
run a budget surplus. The present Government would ‘realise all patriotic
sentiments,” he declared, ‘especially our idea of building upon an
occidental State with western civilisation.’” To symbolise his belief in
reform, he had started to sign his name differently. Out went the suffix -olli
and with it the honorific Bey. Both were relics of Ottoman times. Though
popular usage was slow to change, the prime minister was formally Ahmed
Zogu. It was one measure of westernisation achievable without money.
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Every Albanian Government faced a fundamental difficulty: how was it to
pay for an army, a police force, a civil service, schools, hospitals, roads,
and economic development when it was in a state of intractable financial
insolvency? The tax system inherited from the Turks was outrageously
inefficient and unfair. While the tithe and cattle tax drove impoverished
peasants deeper into debt, income tax stood at no more than 6 per cent
even for the highest earners, most of whom bribed the tax inspector.
Only about a quarter of taxable income was ever declared.

Westernisers kept talking about obtaining a major loan from the
League of Nations to improve communications and set up modern
industries. With this in view, the Government had appealed to the League
as early as May 1922 to send a financial adviser, but when he at length
arrived, the Dutchman Jan Hunger predictably decided that Albania was
uncreditworthy. Drastic spending cuts and tax reform were his
prescription. Zogu rejected this as politically impossible, frankly doubting
that the beys and chieftains would tolerate any Government which set out
seriously to tax them.

Rebuffed by the League, he then tried approaching foreign banks and
governments directly. But who would lend money to such a fragile
regime? Only people with ulterior motives. Yugoslavia offered small sums
- if loans were secured with border territory. That too was politically
impossible. The idea of high tariffs as a source of revenue crossed his
mind, but Italy (which dominated external trade) implacably opposed
their imposition.

The Government could scarcely afford to do anything except cling to
office, which itself meant spending peace money to keep the clans in order.
Zogu enrolled chiefs as reserve colonels and paid for the notional military
services of their men. Each month bands of Gheg warriors descended on
Tirana to collect their gold and renew their besa with the Prime Minister.
Putting on a show of hospitality, he would first greet the chief with an
embrace and approach of the lips to each cheek (right, then left), and
then ply him with coffee, tobacco, and raki, the local spirit. Frequent toasts
(‘Gézuar!’) punctuated polite enquiries about family and clan, till the
chieftain pledged his loyalty and pocketed his ‘pay’. The system was
cheaper than suppressing revolts but it required a steady flow of funds.

54



Zogu, PM

This heightened the importance of his one remaining option: the sale
of commercial concessions to foreigners. The Government repeatedly
touted rights to engage in forestry, mining, tobacco growing, and even
archaeology, despite local conditions tending to deter respectable
businessmen. Zogu had himself been known to quote the Turkish
proverb, ‘You shouldn’t be sure of keeping your head in Turkey, your wife
in Romania, or your property in Albania.’! The only concession which
excited real interest was the right to prospect for oil. The Italians had
detected traces of it during the war, and, as early as 1921, the Albanians
signed a preliminary agreement with D’Arcy Exploration, a subsidiary of
the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (forerunner of BP). Though inclined to
the British firm for political reasons, Zogu did not let his lack of
commercial know-how deter him from attempting to secure better terms
by encouraging alternative bids. To Captain Edward Shearme of Anglo-
Persian Oil, he came across as ‘ambitious, quite uneducated, clever, and
absolutely fearless’.2 A fuller picture of the young premier comes from
Rose Wilder Lane:

He sits in a gilded Louis Seize chair, under a painted Turkish ceiling.
Half a hundred rifles, museum pieces he has chosen from the long
mule trains of rifles brought down to Tirana as the mountain tribes
are disarmed, are stacked behind his chair. A box telephone on the
wall, an English grammar on the table, a Mati man lying on the
threshold of the door. Ahmet saying: ‘Albania needs men, trained
men. What am I, with power in my hands that I cannot use because 1
am ignorant? I do not know Europe, America. Tirana needs factories,
Tirana needs industries. The people are starving and ragged: they
walk with bare feet over the earth that covers their fortunes.?

By spring 1923, Zogu was ready to close the deal. The Anglo-Persian
Oil Company would acquire prospecting rights over 200,000 hectares and
pay Albania a 13.5 per cent royalty on output. Happy with the terms, he
failed to foresee how his dalliance with other oil firms would rebound on
him. Thinking that Anglo-Persian would have claimed all the promising
sites, they refused to bid for any other fields and determined to destroy
the agreement. Since the British Government owned a controlling stake
in Anglo-Persian, France and Italy lodged diplomatic protests, and the
agents of Standard Oil returned on a US navy destroyer. Once more Zogu
feared that his Government would fall. The concession required
ratification by Parliament, but, while Standard Oil lobbyists were so open-
handed and Italian ones so menacing, deputies could not be trusted to
pass the Bill even on a confidence vote. He therefore resorted to delay
while distracted by other problems.
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Under the guidance of Harry Eyres, Zogu had been striving
(sometimes against his instincts) to stabilise Albania’s foreign relations.
Profoundly suspicious of Italy and Yugoslavia and not at all sure about
Greece, he initially aimed at strict neutrality verging on isolationism, but
in the feverish climate of Adriatic politics his every action came under
scrutiny. Did he incline to Rome or Belgrade? Eyres told how ‘Ahmed Bey
almost with tears in his eyes implored me to believe that the Government
was neither Serbophil nor Italophil but purely Albanophil’.*

Naturally, Kosovar irredentists called him the cat’s paw of Yugoslavia —
an accusation which he dismissed as patently absurd, given that relations
with the Serbs remained so bad. ‘Today they dominate half the Albanian
nation and territory,” he acknowledged grimly. Nationalist anger was
perfectly justified. But what could in fact be done for Kosovo? He had to
seek peace with Yugoslavia, regardless of his feelings, since kacak violence
was more likely to wreck the Albanian state than to redeem the lost
province. ‘I do not fear the Serbs at all,” he protested, ‘but Albanian
bands understand only pillage, theft, and assassination.’

Cartographers from an international boundary commission were
gradually mapping the frontiers prior to their final demarcation. The
average speed of pack ponies never exceeded 2mph in the mountains,
and work stopped in winter. Diplomatic headway was no more swift, as
contested areas came before the Conference of Ambassadors, where
France normally endorsed what Zogu called ‘the marvellous
ethnographical statements’ of the Serbs. Did not Albania have an equal
right to protection? ‘We can only look to England to help us and though
your country is desirous of shaking us off into the hands of the League of
Nations we still cling to her skirts and implore her aid.’6 From 1922 until
1926, Zogu was prone to wishful thinking about Britain. Oil aside, he said
that the leading naval power could not be indifferent to the fate of a
coastal nation — but the Adriatic was a backwater, as far as the British
Empire was concerned. Perhaps he feigned a simple-minded faith in
British interventionism in order to stimulate British sympathy.

In response to his piteous accounts of frontier troubles, Eyres
repeatedly recommended closer relations with Italy as the obvious
counter-balance to pressure from the Serbs. Zogu showed reluctance.
The Battle of Vlora had imbued young patriots with exaggerated
contempt for Italians; any move to conciliate Italy would further damage
his nationalist credentials. Moreover, he believed that Italian agents
continued to finance his fiercest opponents, the hardline Kosovars, in
order to sharpen conflict with Yugoslavia. ‘The Italians desire a
government which will purely and simply install them in Albania,” he
remarked, ‘and unfortunately for our country there are people who are
at their disposal.’”
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Among them Zogu counted the Franciscan friars. Traditionally a
conduit of news to remote Roman Catholic clans, they sometimes acted
as (partly unwitting) agents of Italian policy. The Greeks and the Serbs
put Orthodox priests to similar use. As the non-national organisation of
religion had historically been one of the gravest obstacles to Albanian
nationhood, Zogu encouraged the creation of an autonomous Albanian
Orthodox Church in 1922 (though it took another fifteen years to wring
acceptance of its autocephalous status from the Ecumenical Patriarch).
Meanwhile, the Vatican took umbrage at a new law requiring all active
clergy to be native Albanians. Not that the Muslim faith escaped reform.
A congress in Tirana in 1923 declared Albanian Islam independent of the
caliphate. Asked if his regime was Muslim and willing to work in close
accord with Turkey, Zogu replied that secular Albania intended to
progress on occidental lines.

This aversion to renewed Turkish patronage might have endeared him
to the Greeks, but, here again, continuing border raids ruled out genuine
co-operation. When Greece enhanced its ethnic claim to disputed regions
by deporting Muslim Albanians to Turkey, Albanian opinion was outraged.
The Greeks, for their part, disliked Zogu’s attitude to the most dramatic
event in the Adriatic in 1923: the Italian attack on Corfu in retaliation for
the murder of three Italian members of the boundary commission
working on the Greek-Albanian frontier. As the first example of Fascism in
action in international affairs, the Corfu Incident provoked loud protests,
but not from Albania, where many felt that Greece was getting its
comeuppance. If one pro-Italian source can be believed, Zogu said he was
delighted to see Italy strong. A debilitated Italy might consent to partition
Albania with Greece and Yugoslavia; an arrogant Italy would never allow
Albanian territory to fall to its rivals. Long anti-Italian though he had
been, ‘I expect now to look to her again as the trump card to play in the
game of preserving the integrity of my country.’®

It was almost inevitable that Albanian policy would turn into a
deliberate balancing act, the usual recourse of a nation too weak to
defend itself. Once he thought in these terms, Zogu treated the Serbs
and Italians to the same brand of two-faced charm that he used to play
bey against bey.

Independent Albania had experienced an unprecedented eighteen
months of relative peace and stability by autumn 1923. Within his
narrower remit as Interior Minister, Zogu could claim success. At the
same time, as Premier, he had failed to solve either of his basic problems:
state finances worsened by the month, and his relations with the Clique
grew ever more strained.

Annual revenue was 15 million gold francs while expenditure topped
24 million, so far as anyone could tell. Reliable accounts did not exist and
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large sums frequently vanished as a result of ministers drawing on the
Treasury for unbudgeted secret services (presumably informers). The
worst offender was Zogu himself. As official salaries fell five or six months
in arrears, he feared losing influence over the chiefs, army, and
gendarmerie.

He had also managed to alienate several members of his Cabinet by
recruiting a team of foreign advisers. There were seven of them, one for
each ministry, and they hailed from seven different lands: Meissner
Pasha (Public Works) was the German engineer who had laid the Hedjaz
railway for the Turks; Colonel Stirling (Interior) was a former British
governor of Jaffa; Baron Menzinger (Justice) set up the courts in Libya
after the Italian conquest; General von Myrdacz (War) had served in the
Austrian army in Albania. Only Martin, a French educationalist, went
home within a week. The others set about reform of their departments,
but ministers did not like surveillance by Zogu’s nominees. The first
resignation came in September, when the War Minister, Ismail Tatzati,
went into opposition.

The parliamentary situation was already precarious. For months, Zogu
vacillated over when to press the oil concession to a vote — to the intense
exasperation of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. Albanians looked on
their oil as an economic panacea, but so long as the rival firms (British,
American, Italian, and French) greased the deputies’ palms with equal
munificence, it was difficult to see how a majority could ever be
assembled to ratify any specific concession. Zogu made every effort to
settle the matter during the autumn session, but the Clique failed to whip
members into line, and only about a quarter of the deputies personally
supported him. To survive a confidence vote, he had to postpone the oil
concession yet again and make a series of contradictory promises and
unrealistic spending pledges.

Failure to ratify the Anglo-Persian contract was a serious blow to Zogu,
who had been absolutely banking on it. Disenchanted with Albanian
parliamentarism, he invited Harry Eyres to dinner and talked into the early
hours about the utter inadequacy of a constitution so at odds with reality:

He pointed out that Albania was not at present being governed
according to institutions which were native to the country and
developed according to the political sense of the people, but they
were doing what they could with a system borrowed from other
lands. He himself, he said, owed little or none of his authority to the
fact that he was Prime Minister; his position as hereditary Chief of
Mati was the greater of the two. I asked if he referred to the fact that
he always had at his disposal a considerable body of armed men, and
he said it was not merely that but the mere name of his family.?
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According to Zogu, the authority which Albanians instinctively respected
was that of the chiefs and heads of great families. The Mirdites stayed
loyal to Gjoni, their exiled chief, even though he was a drunken failure.
Conversely, Evangjeli, who was not of high family, had been illegally
ousted from the premiership, and most people could not have cared less.
The chief of Mati thought it would be better ‘to conduct the government
of the country through those persons of his own class through whom it
had been conducted for centuries’.

Albania, he continued, fell into three divisions so far as government
was concerned. In the North and in the mountains generally it might
easily be ruled according to some form or other of the feudal system.
In Central Albania, the people were amenable to authority generally,
and where they were not they could be swayed by playing on their
religious ideas; but so far as the South was concerned it was not easy
to find a principle that would always hold good.!?

This was because the old ruling families of southern Albania had been
massacred by the Turks in 1830. The Ottoman clients who replaced them
had never won popular respect, and now in the Tosk towns there were
‘young apostles of democracy’, who, having spent some time in the USA,
would never agree to the kind of hereditary Upper Chamber which he
wanted to put in place.

The returned emigrants formed part of a wider problem: the best
educated and the most powerful were not the same people. ‘A great deal
of his difficulties in the North has arisen from the fact that Prefects and
Sub-Prefects had been appointed to posts who were quite unfitted for
them.” They were ‘small people from the South who could read and write
and had a smattering of legal knowledge but who were quite incapable of
governing’. Where he could, he preferred to appoint established local
leaders; ‘They signed their names where necessary with a seal and
continued to rule their districts as those had been ruled for
generations.’!! Needless to say, this practice found no favour among
ambitious young Tosks. Zogu hoped to train the sons of each influential
family to become literate administrators.

In the meantime, Albania needed a constitution conducive to
effective government. It cannot be pretended, however, that Zogu
worried about legal technicalities. With the futile parliamentary session
of September 1923, he had clearly reached an impasse. His priorities
were to ditch the Clique before it ditched him, secure a submissive
chamber, and ratify the vital oil concession. After a few weeks, he took
the plunge and called a general election. Any semblance of political
stability immediately vanished.

59



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Down and Out

The poll conducted in December 1923 turned out to be the last
genuinely contested general election in Albania for nearly seventy years.
Its key issue was ostensibly constitutional reform (for the Parliament
would double as a Constituent Assembly), but in reality the question of
Zogu’s own leadership overshadowed all else. Critics alleged that any
constitution designed by him would perpetuate his rule. He let it be
known that, once the system of government was settled, he intended to
leave politics for a time to study languages in London or Paris. Nobody
believed him.

His manifesto, published on 16 November, promised a new constitution
based on ‘all those political principles which are found in the freest
countries’, and called for ‘a party of ideas whose discipline will be
soldierly’ to ‘effect the great reforms and the drastic economies which are
needed if the life of Albania is not to flicker out’.! Eyres thought that his
catchwords would ‘appeal to the type of petty attorney turned politician
which has proved an obstacle to him in the last Parliament. To the great
mass of the people they will mean nothing at all, while the name of
Ahmed means a good deal.’? That was true, but his name meant very
different things to different people. Frustrated Kosovars, jealous beys, and
disenchanted liberals were intent on his downfall. More insidiously,
cabinet colleagues in the Clique knew that an organised Zogist Party
would spell the end of their influence, so they turned against him too.

Given the static nature of bey politics, it may appear odd that anyone
could expect the new Parliament to differ much from the old. A few seats
changing hands, however, might be enough to make office-hungry
deputies flock to the winning side. Moreover, an election meant chances
for bribery and intimidation. Here Zogu expected to have the edge. He
was suddenly in funds after selling a forest in Mati to an Italian timber
company for 300,000 lire. Eyres, on looking into the transaction,
discovered the woods to be inaccessible and commercially unviable. The
Italian secret service hedged its bets by subsidising the opposition too.

Even more important was control of the electoral machinery. The
prefects who organised polling (and the gendarmes who policed it) were
answerable to the Interior Ministry headed by Zogu. His calling the vote
of his own volition only stoked distrust. Anti-Zogists demanded his
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resignation as Interior Minister to restore public confidence in the
fairness of the system. When he refused it, many concluded that he had
to be stopped before polling day. Thus the dissolution of Parliament began
a precipitous breakdown of public order.

Anti-Zogist officers in the armed forces ignored commands from Zogu.
Gossip swept Tirana that Colonel Tatzati was planning a military coup,
the premier to be shot on the podium during the Independence Day
march-past. At this, Zogu summoned loyal battalions (with plenty of Mati
clansmen) to put a cordon around his residence. When 28 November
passed without incident, the tension did not relax. Armed factions
patrolled the capital, spoiling for a fight. The mutineers gained access to
an army storeroom and doled out ammunition by the haversack.

This was the gravest crisis since March 1922, and Zogu again turned to
the British Legation. Eyres was away, but the chargé Robert Parr heard
him outline his three options: either resign and surrender, or play for
time, or strike hard at once, crush the rebels, and hang the ring-leaders.
This last response might entail ‘semi-dictatorship’.? Urging restraint, Parr
informally called together the senior diplomatic corps (envoys of Britain,
Yugoslavia, Italy, and the USA) and let it be known that these four nations
would refuse to recognise a Government which came to power uncon-
stitutionally. The mood on the streets eased at this, but the gangs did not
disperse. It took more ingenious diplomatic mediation to broker a
compromise. As nobody in the cabinet could be trusted to administer
public order impartially during the election, they would take turns as
Interior Minister on a weekly rotation. In seven days, each incumbent
could reverse appointments made by his predecessor and install his own
cronies, but no faction would be in control long enough to put much
pressure on the voters. In effect, central government was paralysed, and
local gendarmerie officers and prefects received carte blanche to practise
all sorts of electoral fraud on their own initiative.

The second and final round of voting took place on 27 December
1923. The outcome was indecisive.

Zogu felt dismayed yet not despairing. By his reckoning, the Zogists
had won 50 seats out of 102, sweeping Durrés, Dibra, and Elbasan. The
Opposition was fragmented, and he hoped to win over deputies from
Berat, a prefecture dominated by the Vrioni family. He postponed the
meeting of Parliament and opened private talks, which proved long and
tiresome, as Sami Vrioni initially aspired to the premiership himself.
Meanwhile, there was nothing to ease the protracted atmosphere of
menace. Entire units of the armed forces continued to repudiate the
Prime Minister.

It was not until 23 February 1924 that deputies gathered to elect a new
Government. Zogu had succeeded in striking a deal and anticipated a
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majority of twenty or so. Shortly after half-past-two, he left his office on
the ground floor to go up to the parliamentary chamber for the start of
proceedings. He was just on the turn of the stairs, when a young man
appeared at the top and shot him. After two or three rounds, the pistol
jammed and the assassin turned and ran.

Though wounded, Zogu simply drew his revolver and carried on. The
deputies, who had instantly fallen silent, turned to see the double-doors
of the chamber thrown open as the Prime Minister staggered in. ‘He
looked deathly pale,’ related Ekrem Vlora, ‘but he held himself straight,
pulled himself together, smiled even, went confidently to the
Government bench, and sat down in one of the armchairs set aside for
the secretaries.’® The stillness was unnerving. A hundred men hovered on
the brink of a shoot-out.

Then fresh rounds sounded in the lobby. Some deputies dived beneath
their desks while others started pushing and shouting and waving their
guns. The assassin had in fact locked himself in the lavatory, where he
was singing patriotic songs and firing through the door. Ringed by
supporters, Zogu summoned up strength to call out, ‘Gentlemen, this is
not the first time in the world that such a thing has happened in a
parliament. I ask my friends to leave it alone and deal with it afterwards.’
His appeal for calm was remarkably effective, even though, as he later
admitted, ‘it was not so easy to stay calm myself’.> Contrary to Zogist
legend, he did not then make the longest and most brilliant speech of his
career, but he did remain in his place for 15 minutes with every
appearance of composure. The bullets had injured his left wrist, thigh,
and lower abdomen. ‘It hurt like the devil,” he remembered, ‘but I knew
that I must not show my pain.’¢ After first refusing to let anyone touch
him, he finally allowed a doctor who had been in the public gallery to
apply temporary dressings. When his own physician arrived, Zogu asked
that the assembly carry on quietly and left with obvious difficulty.

No Government was elected that day. Wild accusations and counter-
accusations flew across the chamber until business had to be suspended.
Zogists warned of an imminent coup d’état. The Opposition posited a
private feud, but news that the telegraph line to Mati had been cut
indicated a conspiracy. Astonished at his survival, some adversaries
alleged that he must have staged the incident himself for some
Machiavellian purpose.

In fact, though his life was not in danger, Zogu had been badly hurt.
Rest was essential on medical grounds, and that may not have been the
only factor. By the laws of the blood feud, the victim of an attack should
not leave his house until avenged. Of course, Zogu the social reformer
professed to be above the Law of Lek. Some later accounts of his remarks
in the chamber even include, ‘The culprit must be entrusted to the
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Justice of the State.’”” But Zogu the chieftain needed to retain the respect
of his clansmen. Next morning, he resigned as Prime Minister.

After a few days, a predominantly Zogist ministry was formed by
Shevqet Bey Vérlaci, a landowner said to be the richest in the country. A
political opponent till 1922, Zogu had managed to gain his support (and
that of some other reactionary beys) by pledging to marry his daughter
Behije. This was no love-match — the couple scarcely knew each other —
but a traditional arrangement between a prominent bey and a rising
politician. The Opposition depicted Vérlaci as keeping the seat warm for
his future son-in-law.

In or out of office, Zogu remained the focal point. Hundreds of well-
wishers visited his home, where he lay on a couch, tended by his mother.
By custom, a wounded man was obliged to receive his friends, no matter
how ill he felt, and to try and keep up a polite conversation. Zogu did so
brilliantly, despite a fever. Not an angry word passed his lips; he seemed
totally unconcerned (which, to guests attuned to the psychology of
feuding, conveyed his certainty of vengeance). His assailant, Beqir Walter,
was brought before him. Zogu knew this eighteen-year-old from Mati and
judged him incapable of having acted alone. In return for a lenient
three-year gaol sentence, Walter pointed the finger at a group called
Bashkimi, the Union of Young Albanians, who aspired to emulate the
Young Turks or the Bolsheviks.

Eight weeks later, the leader of Bashkimi was gunned down in the
street. It was Avni Rustemi, the celebrated assassin of Essad Pasha
Toptani. A morose little man, he had long expected the Toptani clan to
exact retribution, and his killer leased a mill on one of their estates, but
many people suspected a red herring. It suited Zogists who paid lip-
service to the justice of the state to talk up the Toptani link in order to
exculpate their hero. Everyone else, given the Law of Lek, assumed that
Zogu had Rustemi killed in revenge for the attack on himself.

In cases like this, he scorned denial. Clear evidence of his direct
involvement in murder was never to be had, but, while dual standards
operated in Albania, he likely judged that, on balance, his standing was
enhanced if people believed him responsible. At the cost of upsetting a
liberal minority, he won the respect and fear of the rest. If he expected to
derive any advantage in this particular instance, however, Zogu was
making a serious mistake.

The backlash began with an open letter from ‘the patriotic youth’ of
Vlora, warning that Avni Rustemi’s assassination ‘had driven the people to
the extremity of despair, since it is felt to be a death blow to the idealistic
conception of the State’.8 The anti-Zogists had found their cause célébre.
Even those who had had no time for Rustemi when alive, eulogised him in
death as ‘the national hero-martyr’ — the foe of despotism who first saved
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Albania from Essad Pasha and then sacrificed his life in the effort to save
it from Ahmed Zogu. For what was the latter if not a replica of Essad?
Both aspired to autocracy. Both had sold out to the Serbs. If Zogu
resumed his public career, what chance would there be for anyone else?

The funeral of Avni Rustemi turned into an Opposition rally.
Inflammatory speeches over the coffin called for Zogu to stand trial for
murder and denounced the Vérlaci Government for shielding him.
Afterwards, twenty-two members of the Opposition declared that they
would boycott the tainted Tirana Parliament until the malefactor had
been driven into exile. They invited honourable deputies to join an
alternative assembly at Vlora.

One of the first to respond was the Finance Minister, Luigj Gurakuqji, a
pioneer of Albanian education, who came from Shkodra, where the
Zogists had been trounced in the general election. This town, a former
Ottoman provincial centre, had resented the choice of Tirana as the
national seat of government. When led to believe that a new regime
would move the capital, Shkodra followed Vlora in rejecting central
authority. In the north, clan discontent was sharpened by sheer
desperation in 1924, as three years of drought culminated in failure of
the maize crop. Reduced to eating grass, the Mirdites were ripe for revolt,
and Kosovar guerrillas led the way. When Bajram Curri attacked the
village of Kruma, diplomats feared the start of civil war. Conspiracy
theories arising from the apparently motiveless murder of two American
tourists added to the sense of alarm.

Zogu remained convalescent in Tirana. Friends and enemies alike
anticipated some dramatic riposte on his part, yet weeks went by without
a sign. Though his health was improving, and he even grew
uncharacteristically plump, his spirits were slower to revive. Always
susceptible to the occasional bout of pessimism, this time he was
downright depressed. An Englishman seeing him in early June found him
‘a picture of indecision . . . by no means impressive’.? Though kept
informed of the spread of the revolt, he appeared obsessed by the fact
that he held no place in the Government, yet, by now, the Government
scarcely signified.

Pathetic vacillation had been the hallmark of the Vérlaci ministry. It
was too reliant on Zogu to expel him and seemingly incapable of acting
without him. The rebels, some five thousand, were scattered and without
a single leader. Sooner than take the field, however, the Government
argued over tactics and observed the daily defection of gendarmerie and
army units hitherto loyal. By the end of May, both major garrisons at
Pérmeti and Shkodra were taking their orders from Vlora (where forty
deputies had assembled), and mutiny acquired the momentum of
revolution. Vérlaci resigned and fled to Italy. His successor, Ilias Vrioni,
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managed to negotiate a one-day ceasefire but hardly knew what to do
with it. First, he invited Zogu to take command of the northern district.
Then he forbade him to leave Tirana, for fear that the town itself would
rebel. On 7 June, Vrioni implored the British Legation to intervene.
Eyres refused.

Two days afterwards, Zogu made his long-awaited appearance on the
streets of the capital to appeal for support against the advancing
insurgents. He still had some six hundred clansmen and gendarmes
behind him, but the majority of the inhabitants turned their backs on a
losing cause. When he asked a public meeting to choose between
resistance and surrender, the verdict was almost unanimously for the
latter. Everyone of importance had already left town. As the white flags
went up, Zogu and his dwindling band did the same.

In extremity, his power of decision returned. He first went east to
Elbasan, skirmishing en route, and then headed north to Homesh in
Dibra. There Elez Jusufi, the local chief, was still bound by the besa that
they had sworn in March 1922. As long as he stayed in Dibra, Zogu would
be safe. Curri’s guerrillas, who had been in pursuit, found their way
blocked at the edge of the region. Thus Jusufi fulfilled his obligation,
but, in respect of the rebellion, he declared neutrality. For ten days, Zogu
strove to persuade him that Dibra should ally with Mati in the cause of
Gheg solidarity. The old man would not be moved. On 22 June, Zogu
paid off his clansmen and slipped across the border into Yugoslavia with
170 gendarmes.

Eyres was sorry yet unsurprised: ‘He placed far too much faith in his
own capacity for intrigue’ and had disgusted even the ‘well-meaning
deputies by his inveterate habit of promising everything to everybody’.10
In summer 1924, Balkan commentators penned the political obituary of
Ahmed Zogu, aged twenty-eight, ‘a young man with a quiet, diffident
manner, full of physical courage, but lacking in moral grit. His faults were
his inability to judge men and to keep his word, and a lack of decision in
critical moments. He had in him, however, the seeds of patriotism and
some real administrative ability.’!!
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Fan Noli

The new regime in Tirana was a motley coalition of liberals, Kosovars,
opposition beys, and mutineers, united by antipathy to Zogu. They had at
their head, however, an extraordinary polymath: His Grace Fan S. Noli,
Bishop of Durrés, leader of the Democratic Party, League of Nations
delegate, Bachelor of Arts, biographer of Skanderbeg, translator of
Stendhal, Maupassant, and Moliére, liturgist, composer, and orator.

A stocky Tosk with a big beard jutting above his clerical collar, Bishop
Noli had been an actor in Athens, a schoolmaster in Egypt, a lumberman
in Buffalo, a canning-factory worker in New York, a cinema organist in
Boston, and a student at Harvard before settling in Albania in 1921 at the
age of thirty-nine. He was Orthodox purely in the confessional sense, and
even that was questionable. Ordained a deacon by the Russian Orthodox
archbishop of New York in 1908, Noli founded an Albanian Orthodox
Church in the USA with himself as its sole priest. Privately, meanwhile, he
claimed to be a Nietzschean and, at various times, labelled Christianity a
capitalist instrument of enslavement and stated that the whole truth was in
Omar Khayyam. He admitted subordinating religion to politics in the best
Albanian tradition. His church was intended to promote national
consciousness among Christian Tosks hitherto attached to Greek
Orthodoxy. He translated the liturgy and made himself a bishop by
persuading an assembly of Albanian-Americans to acclaim him as such in
1919. Despite his pioneering work, it was only with reluctance that the new
native Albanian Orthodox Church accepted him. Some fanciful critics even
alleged that he wore an artificial beard in order to look more episcopal.

During fourteen years in the USA, Noli had won pre-eminence within
the Albanian community there, which numbered over twenty thousand.
He went to London in 1913 to lobby for independence and campaigned
for international recognition after the World War. It delighted foreigners
to engage in intellectual discourse with an Albanian bishop. He was a
complex man whose style was often self-mocking. Sometimes he sounded
sure of his messianic significance; moments later, his tone might be
flippantly cynical.

Zogu and Noli were the two most famous Albanians of the inter-war
period. The events of 1924 focused attention on their rivalry, and there
was subsequently a tendency to present it as the defining issue of an
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entire era of Albanian history. Emigré writers portrayed a clear moral
contest: Bishop Noli symbolised enlightenment, democracy, and
progress, while King Zog connoted ignorance, autocracy, and reaction;
and the worse man won. This overlooked the fact that it is generally
easier for politicians to display idealism when out of office than when
confronted by the harsh realities of power. Noli’s reputation as a
democrat, moreover, owes much to two extraneous factors. First, he
spoke excellent English (along with myriad other languages): ‘It was only
natural for a Harvard graduate to introduce democracy into his native
country.’! Then he became the unintended beneficiary of communist
historiography. Marxist-Leninists talked up ‘the Bourgeois Democratic
Revolution of 1924°, casting Noli in the role of a premature Kerensky. To
some westerners, this was practically an encomium to the lost leader.

Whatever he may have claimed in retrospect, Noli came to power by
unconstitutional means, established a mixed military-civilian cabinet
without reference to Parliament, and seemed in no hurry to hold
elections. England was the curse of Europe, he said, as free institutions
copied from Westminster were nothing but ‘a bloody farce’.? Perhaps
Noli and Zogu had more in common than Albanian liberals care to
admit. The tragedy was that they were incapable of working together.
They had begun as allies of a kind. While Zogu fought to secure the
Provisional Government at home in 1920, Noli worked to win it respect
abroad. They had both belonged to the Popular Party, indeed, though
the bases of their support were very different. Noli sat in Parliament as
the representative of the diaspora. The Boston Albanians subsidised him
and the thousands returning from America in the early 1920s were his
natural followers, along with a small band of foreign-educated
intellectuals who resented the dominance of chieftains and beys in
national life.

Noli held the post of Foreign Minister in the Government formed after
Zogu’s coup in 1921, but he resigned three months later (during the
Kosovar revolt) in protest at its ‘reactionary’ policies. He then formed his
own Democratic Party and became the most eloquent critic of successive
ministries. Noli demanded to know why more was not done to modernise
Albania. Where were the new roads, the hospitals and schools? In
September 1923, in the confidence debate, he delighted the Chamber with
a tale of Till Eulenspiegel, the rascal of German folklore (whom he likened
to the proverbial Turkish rogue Nastradin). Once upon a time, Till was
paid by a baron to paint some murals. After squandering the money
without lifting a brush, he summoned his patron to admire the non-
existent paintings, explaining that bastards might not be able to see them.
Everyone said the murals were superb till a serving girl cried, ‘God have
mercy on my poor mother!’ This gave rise to a parody of a Zogist song:
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Long live Ahmed Zogu,

The joker of progress!

May he be remembered for ever
As the grandson of Nastradin.?

Noli felt that the Prime Minister, if he had ever been genuinely
progressive, had now sold out to beys resolved to block reform. Rather
than trying to win him back, the Bishop turned to those who wanted him
swept from the scene entirely. It is not hard to see why these two men
resented each other. Noli was far better educated; Zogu came of a higher
social class. One of the Bishop’s supporters at this time later described
the King as ‘an ignorant mountaineer who has lost all the virtues of the
primitive man and acquired all the defects and none of the qualities of
civilisation’.* Was there an element of Tosk versus Gheg here? Ghegs
tended to distrust Tosks, whom they regarded as less purely Albanian
than themselves; Tosks scorned the backwardness of the Ghegs. Some
even detected a divergence of political mentality: the Gheg clansman was
self-reliant and heedful of traditional authority; the Tosk peasant was
more inclined to collective action and hated his Turkified bey.

When Avni Rustemi was shot in 1924, Noli did not hesitate to channel
popular outrage into revolutionary activity, arguing afterwards that his
‘spiritual fathers’ - Napoleon, Skanderbeg, and Jesus - would
undoubtedly have done the same.? He instigated the breakaway Vlora
Assembly, and the varied insurgents rallied around him. Absence abroad
had made him something of an outsider, able to stand above clan
jealousies. His manifesto of June 1924 promised ‘to suppress the
medieval privileges which impoverish the Albanian people’ by delivering
roads, bridges, health-care, education, prosperity, and, far more
contentiously, ‘economic emancipation of the peasants’.

The first act of the rebels on taking Tirana was to release the assassin
Walter. Noli then set up a political court which in due course sentenced
Zogu to death in absentia. Lesser opponents were force-fed cod liver oil
until they soiled their trousers (a technique copied from Fascist Italy).
Such proceedings made a bad impression abroad, and Greece was the
only country to recognise the new regime. Here the influence of Harry
Eyres played a part in holding Italy, Yugoslavia, and the USA to their
pledge (made during the election campaign seven months earlier) to
withhold recognition from any cabinet formed unconstitutionally. Britain
was seen to be backing Zogu on account of the oil concession.

Foreign hostility dismayed Noli, who aimed to finance his reforms by
means of that elusive cure-all: a League of Nations loan. He daringly
absented himself for seven weeks to attend the League Assembly in
Geneva, where he took to the podium on 10 September:
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But do tell me, Mr Secretary-General, why you refuse to give Albania
a loan to enable her to get on her feet? We need only 300,000,000
gold francs. Too much, you say? Well, I am going to climb down
elegantly to the modest sum of 200,000,000 gold francs. You are
shaking your head. Well, I am willing to negotiate for a smaller sum,
say 100,000,000 gold francs. I beg your pardon? Do you mean to say
that you have never met me in your life, and that you would not lend
me a penny? . . . Perhaps the Secretary-General meant to say that he
is unwilling to negotiate a loan with a revolutionary Government
without a Parliament like that presided over by my reverend humility.
But do you know what a Parliament is? . . . A Parliament is a hall
where heartless politicians meet to vivisect their own race, a hall full
of poison gas, of asphyxiating gas, of tear-producing gas, of laughter-
producing gas, of tango-producing gas, and of all the other gases
with which the last war was fought to end all wars . . . But since you
insist, we are willing to have new elections, and to convoke that pest,
that calamity, that abominable superstition, the Parliament after, say,
two, or rather three, years of paternal government. Will you then Mr
Secretary-General, after three years, give me the loan of 400,000,000
gold francs which we agreed upon a few minutes ago? You say ‘No’
again? I knew it.”

It was a remarkable performance and he came away empty-handed.

Recent events had made the Great Powers more certain than ever that
Albania was unfit to handle a loan. News of shootings, famine, and revolt
revived the old anti-Albanian line:

The Albanians are barbarians who have not evolved beyond the
tribal stage and who have consequently no conception of any higher
unity; a race of men whose principal pursuits consist of fighting and
raiding other people’s lands and conducting blood feuds on certain
punctilious lines . . . the League of Nations, while refusing to find a
loan for a nation whose territorial and other stability can in no wise
be guaranteed, should seek to entrust the destinies of its people to a
more competent rule.8

This author, Dudley Heathcote, advised that, if anyone could keep Albania
in order, it was the Serbs. Others were equally confident that it was the
Italians. Their rivalry, more than anything else, preserved Albanian
independence. While pledging non-intervention, Italy and Yugoslavia
each contemplated sending troops to Albania lest the other do so first.
Noli returned in October to find his regime unravelling. The Kosovars
were angry at lack of progress on frontier revision. The Clique was
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conspiring as usual. Curri and Gurakugqi rejected plans for a republic.
Without a loan, Noli hardly knew what to do next. In retrospect, he
rationalised his failure thus: ‘By insisting on agrarian reforms, I aroused
the wrath of the landed aristocracy; by failing to carry them out I lost the
support of the peasant masses.” In fact, the peasants showed scant interest
in his fate, as pessimism born of experience made them sceptical of
change. More revealing is his second admission: ‘My Government
colleagues, and the majority of the army officers, were either hostile or at
best indifferent to these reforms.’?

Enemies of the regime seized on another point. In seeking
international aid, Noli had not neglected the Soviet Union, with which
Albania had previously had no relations. This was bound to be
controversial, since the Balkan monarchies were all vehemently anti-
communist. King Alexander of Yugoslavia had spent ten years in St
Petersburg, and Belgrade was a haven for Tsarist refugees. Ninci¢, the
Yugoslav Foreign Minister, explained: ‘We were faced with the only
situation in which it is possible to interfere to a certain extent in the
internal affairs of another country, that is, when there is a menace of
Bolshevism. Fan Noli was altogether in the hands of the Bolsheviks.1?

This was a gross exaggeration. When he realised his mistake, the
Bishop backed away from diplomatic recognition, but a Soviet mission
arrived in Tirana in December 1924 regardless, disguised as church
choristers. Though Noli refused to see them, the damage was done. By
the time the Russians left on 20 December, Zogu and his fighters were
just 10 miles away, and the days remaining to the Noli Government could
be counted on one hand.
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‘The Triumph of Legality’

The whereabouts of Zogu in the autumn of 1924 were a matter for
speculation. It was variously put out that he was in Austria, Switzerland,
or France. His desire for foreign study cloaked the embarrassment of
exile, and, when he asked for a passport at the Albanian Legation in
Belgrade, he had spoken of spending several months in Paris. In all
probability, however, he went no further than Vienna to meet his mother
and sisters (who had fled Albania via Italy). While Nin¢i¢ promised the
Italians that the Albanian fugitive would be expelled as an undesirable,
secret services of interested nations knew that he remained at the Hotel
Bristol in Belgrade (there winning renown as ‘a lion with the ladies’!).

Even before Noli’s entanglement with the Reds, Zogu had plied the
Yugoslav Government with arguments for intervention. The ambiguities
of the Bishop’s revolution were such that his own supporters among the
intelligentsia were unclear whether it was the harbinger of communism
or the counterpart of Mussolini’s March on Rome. Initially, Zogu
exploited the latter suggestion, telling Yugoslav officials that Noli
received Italian money via the Vatican. If the Kosovo Committee
endorsed the new regime, it had to be anti-Yugoslav. When Noli stopped
in Rome on his way to Geneva, the implication was obvious. Indeed, with
Great Britain and France against him, Noli did court Italian recognition.

From the start, Zogu gave the impression that he expected to be
‘recalled’ to Albania very soon. Marinkovi¢, the Foreign Minister when he
arrived, recognised his counter-revolutionary potential, and it fell to Pasié
and Ninci¢ to agree the detail. In practical terms, the Yugoslay
contribution amounted to some two thousand men, two artillery
batteries, thirty machine guns, and a large quantity of ammunition. As
the quid pro quo, it is safe to assume that Zogu pledged antipathy to the
Russians and Italians, acquiescence in the loss of Kosovo, and readiness
to see the frontier finalised on Yugoslav terms. The Serbs wanted the
southern shore of Lake Ochrid, because of the monastery of St Naum,
but nothing was put in writing.

While Zogu negotiated in Belgrade, his secretary, Jak Kogi, acted on his
behalf in Rome. For a donation of two million lire, Italy was offered an
Albanian foreign policy that would guarantee it definite control of the
Adriatic. The line taken here was the need for Italo-Albanian co-
operation against the Slavs. Koci told Mussolini that Zogu realised that
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Italy alone could help develop his country. For Britain, it was ‘the habit of
centuries to take without giving and it is certainly not going to change
out of sympathy for me’.2 The Duce’s insistence on a formal contract
prevented any deal. Italians could not forget that Zogu had played a
leading part in driving them from Vlora in 1920.

The Anglo-Persian Oil Company may have been more trusting: it
allegedly paid out 50 million dinars as an advance on oil revenues. The
money was used to hire mercenaries from the White Russian army of
General Wrangel. Zogu toured frontier districts by car to recruit ethnic
Albanian volunteers. He paid three gold napoleons per month, offsetting
his lack of popularity in Kosovo. Rich Albanian families were asked to
make contributions and many feared to refuse, given that Zogu plainly
enjoyed the support of the Yugoslav authorities. A key figure in all this
was Ceno Bey Kryeziu, the husband of his sister Nafije. Recently Mayor of
Djakovica, Kryeziu was a Yugoslav citizen and one of the principal
Kosovars to co-operate with the Serbs.

It is sometimes assumed that Zogu chose to act in December in order
to surprise his opponents. In fact, Albanians held that the bright and
frosty days of midwinter were better for warfare than the wet seasons that
preceded and followed them. He also had a political reason for not
waiting till spring. In a last bid for international recognition, Fan Noli
had on 13 November proposed elections for 20 December and 20
January (under the existing indirect voting system). Zogu judged that he
had to strike first. The date was set for 17 December. The Zogists, all
dressed as Albanian irregulars, divided into seven columns to invade
from all sides at once, and the sound of firing across the mountain-tops
would be the signal to advance. Small bands starting from Montenegro
and Greece were essentially token efforts, intended to suggest that the
movement had support throughout the nation. The columns led by Zogu
from Macedonia and Kryeziu from Kosovo comprised the fighting forces.

The operation did not start as planned. Hearing gunfire from the
north on the night of 13 December, Zogu guessed (correctly) that
Kryeziu had become prematurely embroiled with Bajram Curri’s kacaks.
He ordered his own column into Dibra at once, only to be driven back by
Albanian frontier guards. The Yugoslavs came to his rescue with a brief
bombardment and the invasion went ahead at the second attempt.

For months, Zogu had been making secret overtures to Elez Jusufi of
Dibra, who disliked the Noli Government, seeing it as a Tosk regime. On
the other hand, he could not stomach the idea of collaborating with the
Serbs. When the time came, Dibra chose to resist. Battle was joined near
Peshkopi, but when Jusufi fell mortally wounded, his clansmen wavered.
At Homesh on 17 December, Dibra came to terms. Zogu had no wish to
seem vengeful. He had already been ordering his men to fire over the
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heads of their opponents. By claiming British backing, moreover, he
played down his links to Yugoslavia. After Mati naturally rose in his
support, other Gheg fighters swelled the ranks. Just as importantly, news
from Dibra demoralised Curri, who had beaten off Kryeziu’s first attack.
Now, however, he withdrew into the highlands.

Despite there being a minimal response to his mobilisation order, Noli
placed his faith in the Albanian army led by Shevqet Korca. Its troops
were concentrated in the mountains to the east of Tirana, where the
Zogists would have to use passes so narrow that single file was necessary.
Noli judged that a few machine-gunners on the summits could keep them
entirely covered.

Zogu’s column first encountered regulars at Guri i Bardhé on 19
December. After a token assault, the Zogists took to the mountains, their
advance made easier by Korc¢a’s decision to pull back outlying units to
reinforce his stronghold at the Shkallé Gorge. This was virtually
impregnable, as the Zogists discovered on 21 December. They appeared to
have been halted, but in fact they were just drawing fire, while small
detachments crossed the lower slopes of Mount Dajti undetected to reach
the far side of the Priska Pass. A few shrapnel bursts over the army
command post on the night of 23 December proved decisive. Imagining
himself surrounded by substantial forces, Korca fled, declaring that all was
lost. Aghast, Noli wired to Geneva that Yugoslav irregulars were
overrunning his country. He hoped that the League would sanction
counter-intervention by Italy but he could not wait for a reply. With the
contents of the Treasury in their bags, the Government left in two taxis
and chartered a fishing boat to Brindisi. The counter-revolution was a fact.

There was no resistance when 150 Dibra tribesmen arrived in Tirana
on the morning of 24 December, henceforth to be called ‘Legality Day’.
They had come via Kruja to fight for Ahmed Zogu but found themselves
surplus to requirements. The man himself was delayed by the need to
disarm the conscripts still at the Shkallé Gorge. He entered the capital
the following afternoon at the head of eight thousand fighters, who
whooped with excitement and fired into the air; some had never seen a
town before.

While dignitaries queued to welcome him, Zogu dispatched a series of
telegrams. One of the first conveyed his greetings to the Italian Minister
at Durrés, while voicing regret ‘that the Italian press should have given
currency to tendentious reports that his forces had contained non-
Albanian elements’.3 (Several hundred White Russians were even then
demanding payment outside the Yugoslav Legation in Tirana.) He
claimed legitimacy as the last commander-in-chief appointed by a legal
Government. True, he had left six months ago to avert civil war; now he
had come back to restore the constitution.
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Even more shameless was his circular to prefectures, which relayed the
good wishes of Benito Mussolini for the independence and prosperity of
Albania. That the Italians should be offering congratulations was
incredible — and utterly untrue. The message was an isolated extract from
an Italo-Yugoslav joint communiqué on non-intervention issued a few
weeks earlier. By the time Rome had disavowed it, however, it had served
its purpose, which was to give the impression that Zogu was not a
Yugoslav client.

Finally, Albanian Legations abroad received notification of the flight of
the ‘Revolutionary Government’. They were asked to explain that Ahmed
Zogu had assumed personal power with the title of Commandant-General
because of ‘an overwhelming and spontaneous popular movement within
Albania’.* In truth, the most that could be said was that he encountered
little popular opposition. Thanks to Yugoslav arms and money, he had a
strong fighting force behind him. Furthermore, domestic politics had
been polarised by events. All his main adversaries had aligned themselves
with Noli in June 1924; now, at a stroke, they were scattered. A ban was
placed on the Kosovo Committee, the Clique, and Bashkimi. That left
only politicians ready to defer. It did not matter that many great beys
continued to look down on Zogu. The threat of losing their lands under
Noli’s ‘Bolshevist’ reforms induced them to submit to the lesser evil. The
wife of one Tosk magnate remarked, ‘In my youth, when the Mati came
to market in Tirana . . . the people closed their doors and windows.
Today we have entrusted not just property and possessions but even our
lives to these robbers!’”

In these circumstances, the Commandant-General had no need to
share power with anyone outside his immediate entourage. All the same,
he attended to constitutional niceties for the sake of foreign opinion. In
Zogist history, his seizure of power became ‘The Triumph of Legality’, as
its alleged objective was purely to restore the legal Government of Ilias
Bey Vrioni, which had fleetingly held office before Noli’s revolution. On
reassuming the premiership, Vrioni understood that all he had to do was
to resign. A half-forgotten Regent, unearthed to do the honours, then
asked Zogu to form a ministry on 6 January 1925.

The new Prime Minister first published a justification of his action in
putting an end to ‘a very dangerous’ situation:

The revolutionists, supported by the regular army, took the power
from the legal Government and set up one of their own, under the
premiership of Mr Fan Noli and dismissed the members of the
Constituent Assembly. Their regime, which lasted six months, was
characterised by imprisonments, confiscations of property, and
burning of houses. The programme, good or bad, which they had
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promised the people, was never carried out. These abuses against
your liberty were committed with the direct assistance of army
officers in active service, whom you expected to see defending the
State and the honour of the nation. A place where life, property,
and, above all personal honour, are not respected, that place with
communistic ideas, cannot possibly exist in the present century.®

He then announced his Cabinet, and a most perfunctory one it was: all
the posts were held by Zogu and two Tosk lieutenants, Kostaq Kotta and
Myfid Bey Libohova — and they were only there to show that it was not an
exclusively Gheg regime.

The principal lieutenant was too busy elsewhere to join the Cabinet
until April. Ceno Bey Kryeziu spent the intervening weeks stamping out
the Kosovar guerrillas in close conjunction with the Yugoslav army. The
end of the kacaks might be dated to 29 March 1925, when, tracked down
to a hideout in the Dragobi caves, Curri turned his gun on himself. An
alternative story of how he fought till he dropped enhanced his status as
an anti-Zogist martyr.

By the time the Special Tribunal for Political Offences had passed
death sentences on the ousted leaders in absentia, several had already
been killed. Exile was no guarantee of safety. Luigj Gurakuqi was gunned
down in a café in Bari. Noli managed to reach Vienna, protected perhaps
by his international fame. Zogu worried about the survival in Italy of
Hassan Prishtina; for years, they were to plot against each other. With
lesser enemies, though, he could be more lenient. The first amnesties
dated from April 1925 and pardons were granted to all but the most
recalcitrant émigrés over the next three years. A few even resumed their
political careers — as obedient Zogists. Zogu was ruthless but not
vindictive: he forgave men whom he ceased to fear. In early 1925,
however, his aim was to intimidate.

Parliament met on 17 January. Two-thirds of the deputies dared to
appear; there was virtually no opposition. Elected over a year ago as a
Constituent Assembly, it now addressed its task under Zogu’s direction.
Unity was the watchword, ‘because we are at war, not with an opposing
party, but with Bolshevism’.? One deputy later wrily recalled how
‘hitherto very questionable and dubious friends of Zogu suddenly
revealed themselves to be his most passionate partisans’.8 Four days in,
they abolished the phantom monarchy. Then, on 31 January 1925,
President Ahmed Zogu was voted a seven-year term. Only the third
Muslim to be president of anywhere, he was not yet thirty.

The new constitution bore a superficial resemblance to the American
model, but its effect was to emasculate the Chamber of Deputies and
empower the President, who could veto legislation without appeal. “The
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real purpose of the move’, remarked Harry Eyres, ‘is of course, to legalise
Ahmed’s position as virtual dictator of the country, and this is thoroughly
understood.’ The civil service was packed with Zogists, and the army
reduced to 1,200. Zogu explained ‘that the keystone of the arch of his
building was reorganisation of the gendarmerie’.!® He rewarded the
chieftains who assisted his coup with gendarmerie commands: Muharrem
Bajraktari in the north-east, Fiqri Bey Dine in the north-west, Prenk
Previsi in central Albania, and Xhemal Herri in Tirana. These four were
certainly worth propitiating, yet the President needed to stop the security
forces furthering any political interests but his own. How could this be
achieved? He sent Colonel Stirling, one of two remaining foreign
advisers, to London to recruit half a dozen gendarmerie inspectors. In
the sphere of public order, declared Zogu, ‘Englishmen alone had the
requisite racial characteristics’:!! they should be immune from Albanian
conspiracies and answerable only to him.

In April and May, the Albanian people supposedly gave its verdict in a
general election. ‘T assure you that there will be no push and pull on the
part of the Government,” Zogu had sworn. ‘The elections are free and
must be free . . . everybody should understand and feel the sovereign
power of the people, for which I have the greatest respect.’!2 In fact, no
one critical stood, the outcome was entirely predictable, and the turnout
failed to reach 20 per cent. More important was the ceremonial gathering
of 540 Gheg chieftains and elders in a field outside Tirana on 25 June to
swear their besa to the President. He told them to keep away from foreign
intrigues, to entrust the enforcement of law to the state, and to treat their
people as a father treats his children. They promised to set aside old
enmities and go forward ‘Shoulder to shoulder and hand in hand’.1?

The mere proclamation of a republic ended an era in foreign
reporting about Albania. Imaginative speculation about candidates for
the throne, starting in 1912, had revived in the early 1920s. Would Prince
Jerome Bonaparte become Prince of Albania? Or Prince Ferdinand of
Orléans, Duc de Montpensier? A Romanian named Prince Albert Ghika
had been using the title for years. In America, oil millionaire Harry
Sinclair and tin-plate tycoon William B. Leeds featured in reports. The
prime British contender had been Aubrey Herbert, the pro-Albanian MP
who died in 1923, but Lord Lonsdale, the sporting earl, and Lord
Inchcape, the shipping magnate, also merited a mention, along with
cricketer C.B. Fry.

Albanian diplomats said that these stories were invented by hostile
agents to make their country appear ridiculous, yet many actually had
some basis in unofficial initiatives by enterprising emigrants. Even in
Tirana, royal speculation was a divertisement on days when there was no
other news. A few republicans (such as Noli) could be found, but most
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politicians supported a monarchy. At this point, the consensus collapsed,
as each faction wanted to place its own candidate on the throne in order
to reap the expected rewards. Debate became hypothetical to the point
of fantasy, as schemers bandied names without even bothering to learn
much about them. Zogu played these games with the rest, telling Parr of
the British Legation that ‘many difficulties might have been avoided if an
English prince could have assumed the throne’.'* He acquiesced in an
approach to the 8th Duke of Atholl, whose private army of Highlanders
made him attractive, but the Foreign Office warned off the would-be
‘King John’.

The story completed its transformation from coffee-house gossip to
international joke in August 1923 when the Evening News carried the
front-page headline: ‘Wanted, a King: English country gentleman
preferred — Apply to the Government of Albania’.!> The European press
took it up so eagerly that even Noli at the League of Nations cast an eye
over C.B. Fry, a substitute delegate for India, so as to have his own
nominal candidate to hand. (Fry described Noli as ‘the nearest replica of
W.G. Grace I have ever seen’.16) In Tirana, the Prime Minister was
abashed to receive over seventy applications, most from suburban
London. A ballet-teacher wrote that her ability to soar in the air like a
bird fitted her to be Queen of the Sons of the Eagle, and an offer from a
dentist prompted Zogu to quip that the man ‘doubtless considered
himself a specialist in gold crowns’.!7

Now that sort of nonsense was over, though some exiles were loath to
admit it. From 1925, the face of His Excellency Ahmed Zogu appeared on
postage stamps for all the world to see.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

-Lira Imperialism

The seizure of power had indeed been a triumph - maybe not of
legality, but certainly for Zogu and his Yugoslav backers. In domestic
terms, he had fixed the essentials of his dictatorship within six months.
The international shock-waves, however, took three years to settle. In
the meantime, the President observed, ‘he was on a volcano, there was
no knowing from day to day what trick either Italy or Yugoslavia might
play on him’.! Nor, some would have added, what trick he might play
on them.

His return caused consternation in Rome. The Italians had tentatively
inclined to Noli, and it stung Mussolini to discover that Ninéic, a placid-
looking law professor, had been more daring and duplicitous than
himself. His first idea was to seek a League mandate to send in troops,
but, when he summoned a council of ex-premiers and generals, it
transpired that he was alone in judging military action worthwhile. The
Duce habitually cited the Italian withdrawal from Albania in 1920 as one
of the humiliations to be erased by Fascism: “‘When I heard of the
evacuation of Valona, I wept. And that is not just a rhetorical phrase.’?

In reality, Mussolini himself knew that Italy was not yet ready for war.
But there were ways and means: ‘The Fascist State is will to power and
domination,” he wrote, and ‘One can imagine an Imperium, that is, a
nation that governs other nations, which does not require the conquest
of a single square mile of land.’® Mussolini believed that the pre-
condition for Italian expansion in north-east Africa and the Middle
East was informal domination of the Balkans and the eastern
Mediterranean (to balance French supremacy in the western
Mediterranean). The first obstacle to this strategy was Yugoslavia, a
bumptious new creation with the audacity to act like a regional power.
The Duce decided to cut the Serbs down to size, and Albania could yet
be the means to do it. No opportunity should henceforth be missed to
bolster Italian influence in Tirana.

This response was not wholly unwelcome to Zogu. He needed to live
down the accusation that he was simply a usurper imposed by Serbian
bayonets, a traitor who had sold out the Kosovars in order to gain the
presidency. The easiest way for him to shed the Serbophil label was to
show partiality for Italy. Before he could proceed very far down this path,
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however, one item of outstanding business had to be settled. The contract
with the Anglo-Persian Oil Company was ‘of supreme importance to
Albania’, he said.4

This provoked a belligerent outburst from Mussolini, keener than ever
that the prospecting rights should go to Italian firms. Albania would ‘feel
the force of Italian displeasure’, he warned, if it ratified the Anglo-
Persian deal.’ Confrontation loomed for a day or two in February 1925,
until direct Anglo-Italian talks resulted in 50,000 hectares being
earmarked for a subsidiary of Italian State Railways. Happy with the
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