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The L ights of Sarajevo 

Translatée! f rom the French 
by Andrew Me Keown

C la r a
was very

happy
living at 

E sther’s fiouse.
Full of charm and healthy-looking once again, with her almond 
eyes, her rosy cheeks and her coral-coloured lips she looked, 
being so small, just like a doll.

She played with the Abinun children but, like the other 
girls, she also helped around the house.

A single, large room served as the boys' bedroom; a single, 
large room served as the girls' bedroom. The younger children 
slept on mattresses on the floor while the others were entitled to 
a basic divan and simple bedding.

Clara had to sleep on a mattress. But that didn't bother her. 
Before going to sleep, she would laugh and joke with her nieces 
as if they were cousins, with never any shortage of topics for 
conversation. When young women talked about love in those 
days they swapped taies of marriages and weddings and it wasn't 
long before Clara was familiar with the most exciting stories, 
like, for example, the one about La Rosa di Dudu. Rosa was a
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young girl often spoken about. Leah had got the story from her 
mother who had heard it from her neighbour, who, in tum, 
picked it up from her husband who had overheard it first of ail at 
the cavana di lus banius, the café near the Turkish baths. This 
café was directly opposite the cathedral and also the main 
synagogue -  il cal grandi. It was a meeting place for Jews,
Turks and Serbs (that is, the Christians) since they ail had 
their businesses, boutiques, workshops or simple stalls in the 
Bas-Carsija, the Turkish market.

In short, Rosa was a young woman from a respectable 
family in the Jewish community whose father, with her 
happiness and her honour in mind, had retumed home one day, 
washed his hands and feet (his wife doing the latter as he had 
just got in from work) put on his embroidered slippers, lit his 
Persian pipe then looked lovingly at his Rosa and announced: 

"Come and kiss your father's hand, fi]a m ia linda, my 
child, my beautiful daughter, you are to be married."
Rosa's mother, standing respectfully behind her husband's 
armchair having served him coffee, gulped: she knew that 
Rosa was head-strong. Indeed, so head-strong she inquired 
impertinently:

"To whom ?"
Her father, somewhat taken aback, calmly replied that the 

fiancé he had found for her was the son of the cloth-merchant 
with the magnificent shop in the predemaret, the covered 
market. Now there was a true sign of wealth. The perfect 
marriage! Loris muchas al Diol Praise be to God!

Well, would you believe what that crazy Rosa then said?
"I don't know him and he has never set eyes on m e..." 
"Never seen him! But I pointed him out to you during the 

Rosh-Hashanah célébrations at the cal. You were right up there 
in the first row!"

Any other girl faced with a similar situation would have 
run off to cry in secret and would not have questioned her 
father's judgement. Rosa, however, announced passionately:

"Say what you like! It's Dudu I love. If I can't marry my 
Dudu, I will never get married!"

With this, she ran up to her room sobbing. As there was
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only a curtain across the doorway she had no door to slam, which 
is precisely what she would have done had she been able.

Her flabbergasted father choked on the smoke he was 
inhaling and nearly died coughing! Bar Minan\ Protect us,
Lord, from evil! His wife went to fetch him, the Sinior Maridu, 
a glass of water and a glass of plum vodka, shlivovitsa, the cure 
for everything, along with some sweet biscuits so as to avoid 
the physical upset that his disobedient daughter's behaviour 
could have caused.

Having done this, she rushed up to the girl's bedroom and, 
in her haste, Dio Santo, nearly tore the curtain in two. She 
arrived just in time: Rosa was standing on the rug, her hair ail 
messed up, holding a small bottle in her tight hand. On seeing 
her mother, she cried out:

"I give my life for Dudu!"
The poor woman threw herself at her daughter, snatched 

the poison from her and begged tearfully:
“A si biva yo çon ti, fija mia, no ti matisl For the sake of 

your life and for mine, please daughter, don't kill yourself!"
Rosa was unharmed and had won her argument.
After much discussion she married her Dudu.
People were still talking about her incredible audacity when 

she gave birth to her second child. At Tia Ster's house the girls 
never tired of discussing her story. Who among them would dare 
to question tradition in such a way, and ail for love?

Did Clara think of doing so? She still played with the 
children while everyday growing more like a beautiful young 
woman. She liked nothing more than those days when Salomon 
arranged for ail the kids to meet at a given time in front of the 
cathedral: this was where the tramcar stopped.

The children would dress in their finest Sunday best, 
putting on their mued  outfit, reserved for spécial occasions, and 
would wait and wait until... With an impressive grinding sound 
of steel and flashes of sparking electricity IT grew nearer, IT 
creaked in its every joint and then came to a hait: the tramcar. 
Dany, the eldest, Moshe, Leah and ail the children including, of 
course, Clara, got on. We didn't have to pay, not even a penny, for 
this grand tour of the city, sitting on the wooden benches, each
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with his own window, the older boys standing on the top-deck.
With the minarets of the mosques shining in the sun, 

Sarajevo was a beautiful town, set against the green backdrop of 
hills, with the pink and blue façades of the Austrian houses, 
together with its parks and boulevards along which buggies and 
landaus would pass, while at the Odeon, in the middle of the 
Jewish park (it had been so nicknamed because it was here that 
the most wealthy Jews met), an orchestra played waltzes and 
polkas. The park was set on the banks of the Miljacka, with stone 
bridges Crossing from one side to the other, built successively by 
those who ruled the country.

The rue François-Joseph was without doubt of exceptional 
beauty, its shop windows displaying luxury fabrics and clothes. 
Clara believed that she, when she grew up, would not have to 
wear the shlafrock, the long, narrow skirt made of satin or silk 
that Jewish women wore over their linen underskirts and which 
kept their bodies entirely covered up. This skirt had replaced the 
shalvar, those wide flowing trousers that were now only worn on 
rare occasions. To some, the embroidered blouse and the 
waistcoat decorated with gold stitching or coloured pearls, 
together with the tucadu, the long headdress designed to keep the 
hair hidden, still retained a certain charm, but this was a little 
old-fashioned. While the old men and women of the community 
still dressed in the Turkish way, Clara already dressed in Western 
style and dreamed of Austrian, even French fashions. She 
imagined herself dancing at the parties given by wealthy families 
in the great courtyards of the cals. A costume bail, her outfit and 
mask to come from Paris, Vienna or Budapest. She would go as 
Madame Butterfly, the height of fashion! And being so petite she 
would doubtless look wonderful...

How happy she was to dream, sightseeing in Sarajevo 
aboard the magnificent tramcar.

28 June 1914 was a day of great célébration. The town was 
festooned with Austro-Hungarian flags and, depending on one's 
political convictions, the sun shone either gloriously or 
menacingly on the emblem of the two-headed-eagle.
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Crowds of onlookers lined the road awaiting the arrivai of 
the Archduke Franz-Ferdinand and his wife. A mere hint of the 
heir to the throne's feathered hat, a fleeting glimpse of his 
graceful wife's smile, would suffice to sustain endless future 
conversations at the cavana di lus banius and beyond! The 
merest détail or movement would be gone over in depth.
The Archduke's uniform and the Duchess of Hohenberg's dress 
would be described to the last stitch. Perhaps the Duchess would 
set a fashion for the young women of the town, who would then 
later claim direct inspiration from her Highness' outfit.

In order to catch everything some people had begun to 
install themselves on the roadside from dawn onwards.
Others felt it was better to keep back from the crowds and 
avoid the police who were known to charge on their horses 
at the merest excuse.

Some people, the most reserved of ail, felt that something 
was wrong. Strange rumours were indeed circulating and people 
wondered why at the last moment the route of the procession 
hadbeen changed... Nonetheless, Catholic, Orthodox, Muslim 
and Jewish church leaders continued to rehearse the speech they 
would make before the prince, some practising in front of a 
mirror, others to their close advisers, still others before their 
mutely adoring wife and kids.

Clara was dying to join the onlookers. The sky was 
beautifully clear and leaving the factory yesterday, Crossing the 
park, passing under the sweet-smelling lime trees, she had felt 
truly at peace. The sweet memory of her secret meetings with 
Samuel... When would she see him again? It seemed to have 
been âges; as a resuit Clara felt even more keenly the pleasure of 
joining in with the spectators and was dying to join them. But 
what about Moshe, who was only two but a real handful, and 
Léon, the baby who wasn't far behind his brother... Could she 
leave poor Tia Hannetah with them ail alone?

Tia Hannetah solved the problem with a knowing wink to 
her daughter-in-law.

"Go on, fija mia, off you go! H1 take care of the children. 
Padri will go with you so you're not alone in that crowd. You 
never know what might happen, particularly with your looks!
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What would my Samuelico say if someone tried to steal his wife? 
Right, put your pretty hat on and Mushon will go with you. He 
will no doubt be as pleased as you to see the Austrian princess! 
Believe me, even the most serious men, even the shamash  
(beadle), shake a little at the knees when they see a princess!'7

"What's that you're saying Hannetah?" shouted 
Mushon from the doorway. "What stories are you filling our 
daughter-in-law's head with?"

"Nothing but the truth. What I've leamed from experience 
and what she will leam in her tum. And besides, if you're not 
really interested in Austrian dukes and duchesses what are you 
up to standing at the door?"

Clara found their banter amusing but kept an anxious 
eye on the clock as it ticked away. Of ail the people working 
at the Klioutch factory, she would be the only one who missed 
the duchess' dress, and how she had waved from the back of 
the carriage. And then there was her beautiful new hat, its ring 
of pink flowers heralding the spring, showing off her soft, 
pink complexion...

She yeamed to wear it outside, to be seen in it and admired!
Clara wasn't sure what to do. She wanted to accept Tia 

Hannetah's offer but lacked the courage and wondered anyway if 
it wasn't too late... Where had the procession got to? The 
cathedral? The banks of the Miljacka? What bridge was it now 
passing? She would have to run to get there now.

The tum of events was to put an end to Clara's faffing...
Ail of a sudden she saw a rush of people, running into their 
houses, calling out in the confusion:

"This will cost us dear! Very dear! Quick, go home, shut 
your doors and windows..."

Before we could gather any more, the overweight figure of 
Perla Papo appeared in the distance, panting, clinging to her 
husband's arm. According to her friends, Perla Papo was "the 
world's best and worst gossip." Attempting to calm the women 
Mushon made as if to joke:

"We wanted ail the détails and here they come! Make some 
caficu Hannetah, this may take some time!"

It was obvious however that he was in fact scared when he
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asked Clara to close the downstairs shutters, saying, "This heat! 
And anyway, its always better to be safe than than sorry..."

Perla, purple with émotion and the stress, her hat in 
her hand, soon got to the house along with Zadik, her husband. 
Running had completely undone her hair. As for Zadik Papo, 
beads of sweat were streaming down his forehead and on to 
his cheeks.

"Inside! Quick!" said Perla, out of breath... “Lu matarun\ 
They've killed him!"

Mushon tumed white:
"What do you mean? Killed who?"
"The Archduke! Who do you think? The archduke! What's 

going to happen now?"
While Perla got her breath back, her husband tried to 

explain more clearly what had happened. As the carriage tumed 
the corner, just past the mosque, in front of the Austrian houses 
along the Miljacka, a terrorist had shot the archduke and maybe 
his wife too. In a flash, ail hell broke loose. People began running 
and shouting, Perla and Zadik Papo feared for their lives: they 
could have been trampled by the crowds or the police horses, not 
to mention the bullets that were flying in ail directions.

" In ail directions!" Zadik kept repeating. "Fm telling 
you they were firing in ail directions. Heaven knows what 
things have come to when even the police don't know what 
they're doing."

They had seen the assassin, yes with their very own eyes.
“A si biva yo," Perla added, having drunk two two cups of 

coffee and swallowed the best part of a candied orange-peel in an 
attempt to keep herself calm. "A si biva yo, I saw him, he was as 
close to me as you Hannetah and you Mushon... He brushed past 
me when he ran... He bumped into a woman in front of me and if 
she hadn't been there it would have been me,* to try and get away 
he jumped off the bridge into the river and tried to swim for it, 
but they soon got him. Swimming in the Miljacka in June, with 
the state of the water! Not a hope! They caught him ail right! 
Guay di el! Poor man!"

A heavy silence followed their story. My mother sat me and 
my brother on her knees as if to protect us. I was only two at the
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time, but from what my mother later told me, I was listening 
carefully to everything.

The weight of the moment was such that it deeply marked 
everyone who was there; everyone, perhaps even without 
realising, was touched.

We would have to wait for tomorrow moming's newspapers 
to get more news. Without knowing exactly why and with 
nothing to pin her fears on, Hannetah was worried for Samuel.
A mere glance through the window would reveal that the 
streets were empty. And anyway, what exactly was supposed 
to be happening?

Nonnu decided he would accompany his guests home and 
take the opportunity to call in on Esther, then Yusu Maccioro 
and Salomon Atjas to check nothing was wrong. God only knows 
if one of them or one of Esther's or Salomon's children hadn't 
taken it into their heads to go down to the embankments and 
watch the procession. Nonnu wouldn't settle until he had made 
his rounds. Nonna was anxious that he went out well covered 
up... and didn't dawdle.

He looked at her, surprised:
"You're crazy, buena mujer, my good wife! It's June."
In so saying, everyone, including my mother burst out into 

uncontrollable laughter! I was laughing too, not really knowing 
why but doubtless in order to forget the preceding unease. Even 
little Léon was laughing and clapping his hands.

This far-off day is the first of which I have retained a real 
memory, the picture of everyone laughing madly coming back 
clearly. I remember feeling happy in the arms of my mother, but 
also sensing the fear she was unable to hide.

Clara and Nonna waited together for the head of the family 
to get back. They talked about this and that, but were 
concentrating on only one thing: what would happen now? We 
had heard rumours of unrest in Serbia. We knew, especially the 
men, that the great powers had formed alliances.

"How do we fit in to ail of this?" said Nonna dejectedly, 
lighting a cigarette... "What about a coffee, Clara? Something to 
settle us down..."

Nonna and my mother drank coffee after coffee to take
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their minds off the waiting. Both had Samuel on their minds. 
Father was to arrive next week, but maybe this leave would 
be cancelled...

Nonna listened and caught the footsteps of her husband 
Nonnu outside, on the Street. She was usually able to hear 
him far away but on that day, with the streets deserted, she 
had little to boast of!

My grand-father reassured the women. He had gone round 
ail the families who were ail safely at home together. He was 
slightly worried about his tearaway eldest son, Isaac. He had 
always been a hot-head, drawn to danger and adventure.

Nonnu was thinking out loud while playing with his 
amber-pearl rosary and sipping away at a coffee. So long as Isaac 
was ail right... He was friendly with the Prinzip family and a 
brother of Gavrilo, the assassin, had corne to the house several 
times. But clearly Isaac wasn't mixed up in politics. And yet... 
Everyone who had known that particular Gavrilo either as a 
friend or simply in passing could expect to be harassed by the 
Austrian police. And Myriam could do without that! She loved 
Isaac to be sure but he still hadn't found a proper job and they 
had been married... "how long is it Hannetah?"

Nonna didn't like her son being criticised. She waved her 
hand as if to dispense with the question and ail it implied. She 
was more concemed with what her husband had just said and 
what she already knew: that Isaac without intending had been 
friends with one of the Prinzip brothers... But ail this had 
nothing to do with him. Nothing!

In fact, this question, like so many other family intrigues, 
remained unanswered. How much did Isaac know about Gavrilo 
Prinzip's activities? Why was he friends with his brother? Clearly 
he had an idea of what was going on... Hopefully, nothing was 
wrong and if there was he kept it silent.

A week later, as planned, father came home on leave. 
Although he was happy to see his wife and children again, he 
looked worried. An honour had befallen him which he would 
gladly have foregone: he had stood guard over Prinzip in prison. 
His job was simply to pace up and down in front of his cell with 
his rifle and to check inside the cell at regular intervais. Did
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Prinzip know he was being watched? He lay stretched out for 
hours on end, his head in his hands.

"He was deep in thought," my father would say. 
"Constantly. Sometimes he got up, went towards the well, stood 
and stared as if he was facing someone, then tumed round. Once, 
he lay down on the bedroll or should I say threw himself on it as 
if he was going to cry but when he tumed round I could see he 
wasn't crying at ail."

"Do you think he was sorry for what he did?" my mother 
asked innocently.

"You don't understand, Clara! He's a revolutionary. He 
wants independence for his country and a union with other 
Southern Slavs. We speak the same language. A revolutionary 
never regrets his actions. His motives are greater than individual 
moral dilemmas..."

"Still, he killed a man and his wife!" interrupted my 
grand-father reproachfully. "I can't understand you, Samuelico. 
You are so gentle and so kind! You can't simply explain 
something away like that."

The discussion ended there. My father had of course leamed 
well the commandments of our fore-fathers. He was well aware 
of the law which states: thou shalt not kill. But the law which 
bound him to act as jailer for Gavrilo's Prinzip,the assassin of the 
Archduke and the Countess, but who, just like him, spoke Serb, 
while those around him spoke German... such a law was hard to 
swallow. As for the commandment which forbade killing, he was 
as yet ignorant of the fact that history would, on more than one 
occasion, leave him no alternative but to break it.

Samuel retumed to barracks. During his leave, the 
prevailing air of unease meant that he had not been able, as he 
hoped, to make the most of the sweet summer evenings. He 
would dearly have liked to stroll wistfully along the banks of the 
Miljacka with Clara, watching the river flow, taking tea in the 
Viennese café on the riverbank. There where the town's élégant 
couples gathered. This was one of their favourite walks. They 
would stay for hours listening to the orchestra playing waltzes, 
which without fail brought back memories of their wedding.
Clara had made herself a very becoming white and beige summer
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dress, but she scarcely had a chance to show it off.
Political events gathered pace. One subject dominated ail 

conversation: Austria's latest décision to join in the investigation 
held in Belgrade and Serbia's refusai to accept what increasingly 
looked like an ultimatum. The gazette carried this news on its 
front page and at the cavana di lus banius the only topic for 
conversation was the system of European alliances, the delicate 
situation in the Balkans and the nearing threat of war.

People's fears proved justified. On 28 July, a month to the 
day after the assassination, war was declared. My grand-father 
came home looking sombre, holding the crumpled gazette which 
he had been reading religiously for weeks.

He placed the newspaper calmly on the table, took off his 
fez, pinched little Leon's cheeks and stroked my hair, asked his 
wife to make some coffee and lit his Persian pipe... Things were 
clearly in a grave position as, for many years, he had only smoked 
cigarettes in his wife's presence. Such moments were the ones 
the two of them relished the most. He took out his ivory-bead 
rosary, put it on the table in front of him, raised his eyes and 
announced in a toneless voice,

“It's war..."
My mother grew quite pale. As if she didn't understand, she 

replied:
"War, Sinior Padri, war?"
Nonnu came in with a tray of biscuits and coffee, standing 

in the doorway and looking at her husband:
"War, you say, Mushon?"
Sitting on the floor on the multi-coloured rug Léon was 

playing with a box he had been given, opening and closing it, 
babbling away happily to himself. Nonna was fixed to the spot, 
motionless in the doorway, the tray in her hands. Nonnu nodded 
with his head, tapping his fingers on the table. My mother who 
was standing, took my hand. I saw a tear roll down her cheek.
One single tear.

Paris, 1988
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