BOSNIA:  Rebirth of a Nation
From Yahoo News

The Bosnia we know from images of the war — the bombed and bullet-ridden buildings, the scars from the 1,200-day siege of Sarajevo — has kept from view a Bosnia we don't know, a place where nature has been bighearted with its gifts. The country hosts one of the two largest surviving tracts of primeval forests in Europe, with unmatched biodiversity, daunting mountain faces yet to be climbed, wild rivers with water so pure you can cup your hand to drink, and perhaps the last highland communities of semi-nomadic peoples on the continent.
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But the political thunderstorms that have crashed over this country have not been kind to these vast natural assets. The war ended over a dozen years ago, but it left a country devastated economically, creating enormous environmental pressures. Every hour of the day, belching diesel trucks bearing timber, some of it from irreplaceable primary forest, trundle down passes on their way to Italy and other markets. Even worthy humanitarian efforts have an environmental impact, with cheap local lumber being used to rebuild houses in Kosovo and other devastated neighborhoods. 

Few in the world even know of these issues, or of the exceptional natural wonders of Bosnia that are now threatened. Those who are aware of the threat more often than not turn blind eyes. One man, however, is leveling his stare, dedicating his life to saving what he considers international treasures. He is Tim Clancy, a slight, pony-tailed American, a vegetarian in a land of meat-eaters, a man who suffers from hay fever, a bad back, and a virtuous and vital obsession. 

Join us as we meet Tim and follow him from the cities of Bosnia and Herzegovina (the official name of the country, though most call this still-evolving nation by its briefer first name) up the length of the Neretva River to the remotest village in Europe, Lukomir, where the restless environmental fighter finds his personal peace. Bosnia: Rebirth of a Nation is our effort to meld adventure with purpose, much as Tim and others like him do when they undertake — against all odds — the fight to save the gifts of nature. 

Saving Bosnia from the Ravages of Peace

Finding a Purpose After War

By Richard Bangs – Day One

I meet Tim Clancy in Sarajevo. The slight, pony-tailed American has just bought a small plot of land outside of the city, where he plans to build a house, a suitable goal for a man in his mid-30s. But when he took a year after college to backpack around Europe he had never heard of the city, or Serbia, or Croatia, or even the land he now calls home, Bosnia.

He is a vegetarian in a land of meat-eaters who suffers from hay fever, a bad back, and a virtuous and vital obsession — saving Bosnia's environment from the ravages of peace. As he shows me around the city he points out the marks of the war — the countless bullet holes in walls and the blasted remains of buildings, including the once-great library and the once-grand Hotel Europa, splashed in phosphorus black, almost like a piece of art. What he can't show me is what he himself went through to get here today, to become a Bosnian in spirit, if not citizenship. 
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While staying with friends in London in the early 1990s Tim heard about efforts to help the citizens of Bosnia, who were being attacked from two sides in the crumbling country of Yugoslavia. He found himself volunteering for relief work in refugee camps, driving ambulances, conducting medical evacuations, and shuttling "baby packages" (diapers, formula, etc.) through the Sarajevo tunnel, often under fire. Some of his colleagues and friends were killed; he had many close calls.

We dial back further into the city's fierce past and cross the bridge where Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated in 1914, sparking the World War I. We go by the Forestry Service Building, outside of which the Bosnian flag hangs upside down, and we make our way up over the natural bowl of hills that surround this city to the ramparts where snipers once crouched, beyond the rows of pointed tombstones where many of the 10,000 dead from the longest city siege in modern history lay buried. 

The war ended with the Dayton Peace Accords in '95, and Tim went to work for Save the Children. But after a couple years he quit, disillusioned with agendas and priorities within the NGO (and shaken by a death threat from an Albanian). He decided to take a year off and explore the wilderness of Bosnia, which he had only glimpsed from afar during the war.

Despite the landmines, Tim hiked and climbed throughout the country, dazzled by the wildness and intoxicated with the exquisite beauty. He found his own peace of mind, and purpose. With some like-minded friends he founded Green Visions, the first eco-tourism company in the country, and wrote several books extolling the sights of backcountry Bosnia. And he became an outspoken advocate of quelling corruption when it came to stewardship of natural resources, a tireless blaze for conservation in a ring of contra-fire, a voice in the wilderness for such.

[image: image3.jpg]Y

2] o~
Over adecads ater the war i
Basria, aterton ns fo Saving
15 neural woners




Bear-spotting in Bosnia
Tim has invited me to join him on a bear quest in his favorite hiking haunt, Sutjeska National Park, about two twisting hours by car from Sarajevo. James Taylor and Bob Dylan sing from the CD player — his father's poets, he says, and also his.   

The park is 17,500 hectares, larger than some small countries, with no trail maps or guides. When we step into this cathedral of old-growth beech and black pine Tim whispers that we are probably the only ones here. We make our way to an overview at the base of Bosnia's highest peak, the 7,828-foot Maglic Mountain on the Montenegrin border, the last great sigh of the European Alps extending south from Switzerland. 

"This is my church, my mosque, my synagogue," says Tim. He spreads his arms out to the landscape. Then we make our way to a mountain hut on a serene lake, next to an old lodge that had been burned to its stone base during the war.  

At daybreak we set out to hike to an alpine aerie to look for bears, wolves and chamois (wild goats). Before the war Bosnia had the second-highest concentration of brown bears in the world, after Canada, and perhaps the greatest number of wolves in Europe. Chamois were so ubiquitous they would sometimes leap over hikers' heads. Now, nobody knows how many remain, but Tim guesses perhaps as many as a thousand bears, which would still rank highest in the region. 

Hunting is allowed in the park, as are off-road rallies, and Tim believes there is illegal timbering as well, under the auspices of "sanitary cuts," which is felling a swath of forest around an infected tree. "There is no culture of conservation here," Tim rants. "There is no environmental education. Bosnia has an identity problem ... what history should be taught, in what language? Ecological awareness is low on any priority list."

But we find no bears on our quest. Nor wild goats, nor wolves. Just waving fields of wildflowers, the alpine wind, and the sounds of timber trucks rumbling through the trees. "Twelve years ago we were killing people. Now we're killing the environment," Tim laments. 

Eco-lodge refuge 

Tim suggests we stay the night at Motel Sunce, one of the first eco-lodges in the country, up a long dirt road atop the windswept Podvelezje Plateau in the southwest. Its proprietor is Ismet Stranjak, a Bosnian Muslim who met Tim during the war when they both volunteered at a mobile hospital, and they became fast friends.  

[image: image4.jpg]Meetthe bridge divers of Mostar,
who take the ieap into the chily
Nereva River for money. »View




The lodge is modest and fashioned from concrete, not the western vision of an eco-lodge, but the food is organically grown, and certainly the staff is local — no monies being spirited away to multinationals here. And it is quiet and peaceful, a place to clear the mind and feed the soul. Yet there is no getting away from the past: Though the little lodge sits beneath the stunning mountain ridge called Velez, on the path for local sheep herders, who pass by each night around sunset, in front is a stark memorial to the villagers who died in local battles. Some 150 names are inscribed.

After we sup on organically grown peppers stuffed with beef and rice, traditional salad and soup with hyper-crisp fresh vegetables, farmers' cheese, and share a glass of homemade Herzegovinan rakija, Ismet tells a story that makes his mission to find solace and a salve in the wilderness more achingly evocative than any other.  

Two years ago Ismet's 10-year-old son, Imtias, was playing on this plateau with a friend. They found ordnance left from the war, and began to fool around with it. It blew up, killing both boys. 

Ismet received nothing from any government, from any aid organization, from any NGO, for his personal loss. He had no place to go for escape or succor, save here. So, he runs his little lodge, hoping it respects the land that killed his son, hoping it attracts people who will travel a bit off the beaten path to find peace of mind on this wilderness plateau in the back of Bosnia.

Making the Leap of Faith in Bosnia

Following the Neretva River

By Richard Bangs – Day 2

The Neretva River is the Nile of Bosnia. For centuries it was the river road up which sailed explorers, settlers, traders and conquerors, from the Illyrians to the Romans to the Ottomans to the Austro-Hungarians to the Serbs and Croats, in attempts to plunder or possess this land. 

And just as the Nile has the pyramids, the Thames its London Bridge, the and San Francisco its Golden Gate, Bosnia for 500 years had Stari Most, a gracious single-span link bridge across the Neretva. Commissioned by Suleiman the Magnificent in 1559 and completed seven years later, the elegant bow withstood earthquakes, floods, battles and two world wars. 

But on Nov. 9, 1993, Croat forces pummeled the little footbridge with tank shells, and after long resistance, it fell like a proud warrior into the crying, hissing currents. Though many had died violently in the volleys and firefights across the river, when the old bridge collapsed into the cold teal-blue river, the hearts of thousands sank with the stone.

Just two years ago, on July 22, 2004, nine years after the war ended, the bridge re-opened. The sky was lit with fireworks, the pyrotechnics of peace. The symbolism happily cried with cliché, the bridge over the ethnic gap, connecting East and West, church to mosque, the past to the future. And it brought back a proud tradition that dated back to the Ottomans — the Mostari Bridge Divers.

The Mostari Dive Club 
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The Mostaris were the original bridge keepers, who maintained the 100-foot span and took tolls from those who passed. But as early as the 17th century, a Turkish travel writer described how young men would jump from the 80-foot-high bridge as a rite of passage. The Mostaris of today jump once again. Ever since the Old Bridge Area of the Old City of Mostar was listed as a World Heritage Site (the only one in Bosnia and Herzegovina) the number of visitors has steadily increased, as have the fortunes of the divers. Instead of tolls they take tips, inducements to hurl themselves off the bridge for the vicarious thrill of tourists.

On the western abut of the bridge at the entrance to the Mostari Divers Club we meet Ermin Saric, one of the eight official bridge divers. He's been diving since age 14, and is 20 now. He says he will dive as long as he can. If the demand is there, Ermin will jump six or seven times a day. He thinks the body can handle the punishment until around 50, at which point the shock of the cold water might trigger a heart attack. Ermin says about one or two people die each year diving, and there are many injuries, but all these casualties are from non-professionals — swaggering tourists, locals on a dare, Saturday night drunks. As long as Ermin can remember there have been no fatalities among club members, as they know how to dive it right.

Ermin stands at the apex of the bridge, dousing his head and limbs in cold water from a big bottle to acclimatize his body for the freezing Neretva. He climbs over the matrix of metal bars that protect innocents from the precipice. There are butterflies in his stomach... they have yet to go away after all these years, after countless jumps. Then he spreads his arms as though flying in the wind, and takes the leap into the void. 
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About two-thirds of the way down he draws his arms tight against his sides, and firms his legs straight and fast against one another. He tucks his chin against his chest, and points his toes to the fast-approaching water. Then he hits the river like a bullet, and with a sound like glass shattering he disappears. There is an awful silence as all who watch hold a collective breath... and then whoosh, Ermin's head pops to the surface, and he swims to shore. 

There's no health care or insurance with this job, certainly no job security. But in a country with 40 percent unemployment, Ermin is thankful to be a Mostari, and he admits, there are perks ... no local women are divers, but they admire the men who are. Ermin, grinning, says he is never without girlfriends.

Up the Neretva
Our guide in Bosnia, Tim Clancy, wants to show me the length of the river, not just its most famous bridge. He takes me to the delta of the river, where it begins its fan into the Adriatic, right on the Croatian-Bosnian border. Not only have waves of armies flowed up this waterway, but also thousands of birds, who biannually make their migration from Africa, across the Mediterranean, up this corridor into Europe for the summer, then back again. 

Tim points upstream and says he wants to take me up this limestone-encased, emerald-hued river to show off its rare beauty. He says there is nothing quite like it in Europe, or even the whole of the world. It is a ribbon of adventure, with rafting down pieces of white magic, climbing soaring sedimentary walls, and hiking through "the most unexplored gorge in Europe." And near its highland headwaters, up a narrow tributary canyon, lies the isolated village of Lukomir, a place where the people have lived a semi-nomadic life for centuries and are little changed in customs, dress and cosmology, for the passage of time. 

All these, Tim says, are threatened — by politics, by misplaced priorities, by corruption, by desperation, as Bosnians strive to reconstruct a nation and construct a viable economy in the aftermath of war. 
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Our first stop traveling up the river is Pocitelj, an art colony among the fig trees, shaded by the labyrinthine walls of Sahat-kula, the Ottoman fort strategically situated above the Neretva so that watchmen could see approaching invaders for miles. The mosque in the fort has been superbly rebuilt after being razed during the war, but the grand watch tower is crumbling and scarred with trash and graffiti. Someone (suitably named Darko) had an urge to let visitors know every stone window through which he gazed. There is everywhere the edgy smell of must and uric acid.  Tim says the government would like to preserve this ancient architectural monument, but it lacks the funds, so the fortress is slowly dissolving into the Neretva. 

Up the Buna River, a tributary of the Neretva near Mostar, there is a karst cave that seems to deliver cherished secrets as clearly as if uttered with a voice. At its side shines the 17th century Velagic House, a whirling dervish monastery. The water, filtered by the porous rock, spills like the translucent eyes of an eagle.  Swallows sing and flit. This is a back eddy of Bosnia, spared the wounds of war. Glades of trees stand tall, the stream runs pure, the monastery lusters as it has for four hundred years. 

"This the way Bosnia used to be," Tim sweeps his hand across the mystic tableau. "And this is what Bosnia should aspire to be again in the future.

Where the River Meets the Road

THE PRICE OF PROGRESS IN BOSNIA

By Richard Bangs – Day 3

"I came here for the boom-boom," Tim Clancy half-joked as we drove about in the neighborhoods of Mostar, pointing out where he ran down streets amidst sniper fire and dodged mortar rounds. 

Now, two days later, Tim defiantly struts into the open gouge of a remote sand quarry in a mountain valley, and I can't help but think it is an act of righteous confrontation that harks back a dozen years, an attempt to recapture the adrenalin-packed moments of warfare, of "the boom-boom."

We are in the valley of Diva Grabovica, just off the Neretva River, in the stony heart of the Dinaric Alps. Behind us is Velki Kuk, the largest rock face in the Balkan Peninsula, over 3,400-feet sheer, taller than Yosemite's El Capitan. Surrounding us are ragged beech and pine-covered peaks, which Tim has tagged the Herzegovinian Himalaya.
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This is a wilderness track that in 1985 was proposed as the mnemonically inhospitable Prenj-Cvrsnica-Cabulja National Park, after the three mountain chains that connect here. But the war interrupted the process of park designation, and though Tim, who hiked extensively here during his "year in the wilderness," has picked up the crusade, the official appointment has stalled. And, like a gaping battle wound in the heart of this wilderness, here festers the Prominvest sand quarry.

Prominvest started digging here in 1996, a year after the war, and has been profitably supplying concrete for the rebuilding country ever since. The problem, Tim says, is that Prominvest has no permit to operate on government lands on the path to protection. This was once the hunting grounds for Tito and his Communist elites— packed with European mouflon, chamois, boar and bear — but the racket of exploitation has scared the animals away. The fresh stream that runs down this valley into the Neretva is now polluted from the mining and the roads Prominvest has blazed are used by bootleg timber operations to fell the ancient forests.

Tim has made saving this stunning corridor his personal crusade. He has railed in articles and books; debated Prominvest's director, Enver Becirovic, on national television; been party to lawsuits; and petitioned international conversation groups for help, all to no avail. Though the Bosnian Supreme Court and other legal entities have sided with Tim, and sent cease and desist orders to Prominvest, the company has ignored the edicts and continues to operate with seeming impunity, to Tim's great aggravation.

Tim crosses the line in the sand into Prominvest's wildcat operation. Almost immediately a truck driver sees Tim and halts for a confrontation. They begin to argue, decibels rising with each verbal bastinado, and it seems on a bad trajectory when I step to the back of the truck, and Tim introduces me as someone from the American media. The driver is quickly all smiles, and heartily shakes my hand. He then hops back in his cab, and bumps down the road into the gouge.

Tim fumes, and as we're hiking back to the car he mutters he might just chain himself to a rock in protest. Then he quotes Gil Scott-Heron: "Nobody can do everything, but everyone can do something."
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Onward and upriver
We continue our journey up the Neretva, passing four dams in the first 40 miles of the spinning course. The river, filtered to a glassy sheen from its limestone frame, almost seems lit from beneath as we glance down at it from the precipitous road. At the little way station of Konjic we stop at a riverside restaurant and meet Samir Krivic, owner of Rafting Europe. Even though afternoon thunderclouds are gathering, Samir offers to take us on a 14-mile bolt down the Neretva, the river he calls the best rafting run in the world.

He's prejudiced, he admits — he's been running the Neretva for 30 years, since he was 8. Now he is a physical education teacher at the nearby elementary school in the winters, and runs his rafting operation in the summers, mixing the two when he can, teaching students environmental education during school days, then taking them down the river on clean-up expeditions during vacation.

Minutes later we're riding through a glacially carved canyon, where once a river of frozen water spilled, then thawed, cracking the gorge like an egg. The sail is dreamlike, down a delirium of blue-grey limestone, with trout-filled vitreous pools and sudden springs spewing from the walls.

At one spout Samir pulls us over and tugs a bouquet of wild mint from the ground, grinds it in his palms, and then mixes with the cold, clear water, creating instant ice tea, or a mojito without the rum. There remains virtually no rafting river in the U.S. where drinking its water doesn't carry the risk of catching Giardia lamblia or some other nasty, flagellated protozoan parasite, but here the luminous water is eminently potable, and we all drink with wild abandon.
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At last we ride the vectors into the rapids, delightful drops of interference waves, little sacraments of crests and troughs. But what the Neretva lacks in muscle it more than makes up in the spectacle it has scrawled from the rock, towering walls, temples, buttes and monuments; feathery waterfalls, and gardens of wildflowers and stately trees inhaling the warm coastal breezes.

In the slanted light of evening a mist rises, doodling lazy curlicues up the abutments of a bridge. Tim allows this is a dam site, one of three proposed on this section of the Neretva by Elektroprivreda, the state-run electric company. The whispers of this river could soon be replaced by the hum of turbines, generating energy that has not nearly the worth of a clear-flowing stream— or so says Tim, and having sipped the spirit of this river, it's hard to disagree. 

As we make the last paddle strokes we can see, among the colored pebbles beneath the clear water, the rusted magazine of an AK-47. I ask Samir if he fought in the war. Everyone we've met in Bosnia over the age of 30 harbors memories of the horror, and typically wants to tell the stories, to relive the searing moments.

But Samir says he doesn't want to talk about the war. "We're all in the same raft now. We all breathe the same air, drink the same water. Let's just enjoy our river. It is the best river in the world."

In Herzegovina's Himalaya

Confessions of an eco-warrior

By Richard Bangs – Day 4

At the height of the siege of Sarajevo, Tim Clancy was sequestered in a downtown office building in the city. One day he had the irresistible urge to escape the claustrophobic quarters, and decided to go out for a walk, despite knowing that snipers surrounded the city and that citizens were being picked off every day. He had taken a shower and was headed for the door when several Bosnians stopped him, begging him not to proceed. "Your hair is wet — you'll catch your death of cold!" 

In this vein, Tim believes that when it comes to the environment, Bosnia is a culture of misplaced priorities. That belief is never more warranted than this morning, when Tim receives a phone call with bad news. The government just announced it is tendering bids for the construction of two new dams on the Neretva River, the river he believes is the clearest and cleanest in Europe, the last of its kind on the continent. 

His mood seems to fall into a crevasse, which his staff blames on lack of coffee. Seething, he says he is going to quit Green Visions, the eco-adventure company he co-founded to show travelers the wilderness marvels of Bosnia, and work full time to save the Neretva.

Then he takes us out to show us why. 
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Our first stop is the little village of Sunji, hanging prettily above the Tresanica River, a tributary of the Neretva. The village elders called Tim three weeks ago to solicit his help, as they felt duped by the power company. The company had come to the villagers with a proposal to build a micro-dam on a nearby waterfall, and had extolled the benefits of an environmentally sound power scheme. The village signed on, but then was shocked when the contractors showed up and started plowing down a landslide area to the river, where the diversion project was now to be placed. 

We follow one of the elders down the freshly turned dirt to a growling orange Atlas backhoe, where a worker confronts us and claims we must leave because this is private property. Tim calmly says no, this is public land, and continues to march down to the river. The workman gets on his cell and calls for backup. 

Within minutes several men from nearby Konjic, including Feda Sahinpasic, the project manager, show up at the river to defend the work in progress. They say they have proper permits for the undertaking, that the scheme is environmentally sound, and that any damage the road-clearing makes will be repaired. They also say the villagers are complaining simply because they want to squeeze the company for more money. 

Tim argues the liminal concept, that Bosnians should be preserving the Neretva, not compromising it. "You don't understand ... we have what the rest of Europe has lost!"  Tim then offers to cut off his right arm if they can name one river in Europe as clean. The contractors don't seem to have an answer, or really care. For them the enterprise provides good jobs, and it is likely that putting food on the table is more important to them than the integrity of a river. Tim knows this — he calls theirs the existential fight — but he curses at what he calls "endemic ecological illiteracy" and suggests we move on. 

Sights, sounds, smells
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As we're driving along the tree-lined lineaments above the river I wonder what we could expect to find next except fresh disappointments. As if to accommodate the coil of thought, we find ourselves on a steep incline stuck behind a cement truck from Prominvest, the company Tim has been combating to remove its quarry from proposed national park lands. 

Tim tries to pass the truck, and there is a beating sound that is either a set of bumps on the road, or a drum of revolving anxieties. Safely in front of the cement truck Tim confesses he battles with himself all the time. He says a part of him enjoys the moral fights, that he is inexplicably drawn to these sharp struggles. But another part of him just wants to abstain from society, to retreat to nature, where he can underwrite his own joy, where he can hike and read and live his own quiet life in peace. 

And he wonders aloud if he should have a child, or if it is too late.

Up another tributary of the Neretva, beneath a high eddy of crows, Tim pulls over and suggests we grab neckerchiefs. As we step from the car, an overpowering stench assaults us, whacking my nose like a sledgehammer. Around the corner is an animal carcass dump, piled high with the bloated, decaying remains of cows, sheep and other creatures. Tim says this is the dump for a local butcher and restaurateur. 

Although the land is state owned, site of the proposed Bjelashnica National Park, and the dump is a health hazard that could spawn an epidemic, his efforts to have it removed have fallen on deaf ears. 

Clear-cut paradox 
One of the nice little sleights of logic in the wake of the Bosnian war is that land mines may have helped save one the country's greatest assets, its large swaths of old-growth forest. On the edge of the Rakitnica Canyon, a tributary gorge to the Neretva, a seductively alluring leafy copse marked with a red sign sports skull and crossbones: "Pazi" -- "Mine," where loggers fear to tread.

There's another seeming illogicality: Tim, Bosnia's greatest eco-champion, advocates reducing the size of this impending parkland. He says it would be suicide to sanction a national park that has land mines within it: all it would take would be one hiker injured or killed and the park would be void of visitors, and with no visitors it would soon be auctioned off to the highest bidder. "The politicians here all have signs on their heads that say 'For Sale,'" Tim critiques. Instead, he proposes the park be shrunk to boundaries that are known to be mine-free, and then make the rest a buffer zone until the mines are gone.

But as we soon see, even the occassional land mine hasn't completely stopped the logging here. 

Tim grinds up a dirt road high above the Neretva River canyon, and stops at various overlooks where we gaze down at screaming rafters on the limpid ribbon we ourselves rafted the day before. Then our sight drifts upwards to great swaths of clear-cut forest, scars across a green countenance of 100-year-old pines and beech. 

"This is an obscenity," Tim cries. "By law timber companies must plant four trees for every one cut. Look at these hills. There's no replanting here. Just wanton cutting to sell hardwood to the European market on the cheap. Politicians, bureaucrats, the mafia, even war criminals are financing themselves through illegal foresting here."

What, I ask, are the alternatives? I've spent the week traversing these confusing colors, soaking in the ravishing beauty of Bosnia, but also witnessing first-hand the desperate efforts to find social and economic answers for a people picking up from the wreckage of war. 

"I'll show you," Tim grins for the first time today.

The alternative vision
We wind higher and higher, rising fluently into an immense horizon, until at last we spill across a rocky plateau above the tree line, into the village of Umoljani. The tiny Muslim community was "ethnically cleansed" during the war. Virtually all its homes were burned to the ground. But it has rebuilt itself and discovered new economies for a traditional way of life. 

Spread across the tableland are gardens of organically grown potatoes, carrots, onions, lettuce, cabbage and wheat, fertilized with manure, grown without pesticides or herbicides or chemicals of any kind. It is the method of growing they've practiced for centuries. But Tim has introduced the notion of exporting these crops to groceries and restaurants in Sarajevo and beyond — to consumers increasingly willing to pay premiums for organically-grown food. 

Looking around the village Tim points out several buildings in various stages of construction. Tim has been bringing his adventure clients on treks to this scenic outpost the last few years, and now village entrepreneurs are building eco-lodges in childlike, bright colors to accommodate the visitors. Already seven homes have added rooms for visitors. 

"The people of Umoljani see eco-tourism and organic farming as their future," Tim says, leaning against a haystack of freshly scythed grass. "These could be the alternative, sustainable economies to felling forests, damming rivers, to abusing this singular land for short-term profits. This, I believe, could be the hope and opportunity for Bosnia."

Reaching the Last Village in Bosnia

The End of the Road

By Richard Bangs – Day 5

"The greatest tragedy is not the doings of evil men,
but rather the silence of good men."  
- Martin Luther King Jr.

Tim Clancy relishes contrarianism in almost every quarter. "I seem to have a chemical imbalance when it comes to authority and convention," he says, wrestling the wheel of the truck over a barren pass. He switches the music on the CD player from American 60s folk to early 20th century Bosnian shepherd music. Then, in the middle of what seems the end of the world, Tim pulls over to a wide spot, jumps out, and starts walking down a rough and rutted but perfectly drivable clay road.

"I like to walk into Lukomir," he exclaims. "It's like walking on to the set of some medieval movie."

Indeed, as we turn a corner and step over a rise, there before us spreads something from a fairy tale: the highest and most remote community in Bosnia, perhaps in all of the Balkans, the little feudal village of Lukomir.
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As we step towards steep-roofed stone buildings, a few of the old villagers pass by carrying hand-carved tools, and each grins toothlessly, laughs heartily, and gives Tim a big hug. He is family here. Tim says he has been here 100 times since he first stumbled into the town while exploring the Rakitnica Canyon in 1999, and now it is his favorite place in the world, and his destiny. "I dreamed I lived here before I ever found it," Tim sighs.

The village itself seems hung with rusty nails to the rim of the Rakitnica, with collapsed roofs, pieces of tin patched over broken tiles, rotting timbers, abandoned wood carts, even an ancient red Yugo that looks like it took a wrong turn in the quondam Yugoslavia and ran out of gas. But there are no bullet holes, no torch ashes, no black stains of mortar blasts ... this was the only village in the region spared during the war, the happy result of geographical isolation.

But Lukomir is suffering in other ways that can be traced to the war. Young men were recruited for battle, and mothers and children were evacuated for a time. Now, most of those young people are not returning, having sampled the comfort and temptations of life beyond the village. All that remain year-round are a handful of grandparents and their sheep and cows; in the summer, their children and grandchildren come up for visits. 

Tim shows us around Lukomir, which looks more relic than real, pointing out its archaic virtues: roofs crafted of cherry wood shingles, a technique dating back hundreds of years; the men cutting grass and the women gathering it into mounds, preparing for the harsh six-month winter when the snowbound village is cut off from the outside; the stecci, or medieval tombstones, that have washed down from the hill, and are now adjacent to a newer cemetery. I can't help but notice that most of the occupants lived to ripe old ages. "There is very little stress here," Tim says, "and the food is as healthy as you can get — no added hormones, the air is pure, the water clean — everything is authentic and simple. A village such as this is a door to our past, and the key to our future."
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As if to prove this ecumenicalism, we're invited into a home of Europe 1,000 years ago. It has just three low-ceiling rooms, and an attic. The first is an all purpose mud room, for footwear and clothes, and where raw food is prepared. The second has a wood-burning stove, a worn Persian rug, and a low, round table where the family dines cross-legged. On the wall hangs a sheepskin prayer rug, as this room is also for worship. The third is the bedroom, where our host, Rahima Comor, raised her six children. We peek into the dark, smoky attic and see hanging cheese and shanks of meat. There are no chimneys in the Lukomir homes; the wood smoke circulates in the attic as a sealant, and to cure food. There is a clock ticking through the quiet somewhere in the house, but it has no need — time has stopped here.

Details of timelessness
Rahima turns a coffee grinder as a potato pie cooks in the stove. She wears clothes suitable for a Renaissance Faire — a headscarf, wool pantaloons, cotton nightgown shirt, wool vest and socks, all handmade. This is her daily ensemble. 

As we sup on pita and yogurt and sip fresh raspberry juice, I ask Rahima how she feels about the shrinking size of the village. She says she thinks Lukomir will be a ghost town in a few years unless something changes. There is no school, no health clinic, and no reason to stay. Her knees hurt now and the children are gone. She volunteers if she had the money she would leave, but all she has to her name is 100 sheep. 

Tim has a different vision. As he fights to preserve an environment older and purer than any place he has seen, he includes this ancient culture in the ecosystem, whose people he calls the last semi-nomadic European tribe on the continent. Just as he believes a certain kind of tourism can be a savior to forests and wild rivers, the same could be the knight for saving Lukomir. 

Already he treks clients here as often as he can schedule, and the villagers have found a modest market in selling hand-knitted socks, sharing their homes for overnight visitors, and serving traditional shepherds' meals. "If they can make a living showcasing their proud heritage and culture, the young might come back," Tim says.

I ask Tim if he might be guilty of some sort of Western elitism, wanting to preserve an exotic yet moribund culture into a living museum for his own romantic sensibilities; that perhaps the natural course of events is for Lukomir to empty, for the villagers to move on to better lives where there are classrooms, hospitals, jobs, and choice.

"Choice is the operative word," he counters. Tim believes we never fall far from the apple tree, and that if Lukomir could become economically viable, then those whose roots are here would return, as their choice. Tim believes he's doing the right thing trying to help these people and their singular culture, this unequaled environment; and that while the rest of the world has made irrevocable mistakes, Bosnia is at a magical inflection point. It's at a crossroads, where it has the opportunity to be a model for the planet, or to fall into the same trench out of which so many other cultures are now trying to crawl.

"If there is a path of pure intent, it leads in the right direction," Tim sums his private ontology. Then he sits on a log with several of his Lukomir friends sipping coffee and sharing a view across a chasm that seems to transcend time.

Bosnia Facts


Official name: Bosnia and Herzegovina 


Formerly part of Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia 


Area slightly smaller than West Virginia, 20,100 sq.mi. 


Population 4,500,000 (2006 est.) 


Bordered by Croatia to the north, Serbia to the east, Montenegro to the south, and the Adriadic Sea to the west 


Official languages: Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian 


Its name is from 'bosana,' an Indo-European word meaning water 


Veliki Kuk, a 3000-foot high sheer rock face in the Dinaric Alps, is taller than California's El Capitan 
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