HAJRIJA MY LOVE

“Hajrija I have searched for you for so many years. Why couldn’t we have met twenty, thirty years ago? I had so wanted to hug you, to take you to my house and let you meet my children. We could have told them stories of how I was once your child. I was only a tiny baby when you took me into your arms. You had so wished that fate had given you another daughter while I was certain that you were my mother.”

Stela was evoking childhood memories. She could not remember when and how she had come to Hajrija, but their parting had stayed with her throughout the years; she had been forcefully taken from her. She remembered that momentous encounter when she had been five; by then the war was already over. The event was to prove it would be yet another of her childhood partings, unknowingly at the time, the final one from Hajrija. 

The Second World War had set out new borders, new establishments, and systems throughout the Balkans. In mid 1944 Kosovo and Metohija had been divided up leaving Kosovska Mitrovica under German army occupation. At the time nearly a hundred Jews lived in Kosovska Mitrovica. They had a reputation for being good neighbors and honest workers and were respected for this. However in the eyes of the occupying forces they were a menace to be dealt with. Such were the conditions in which Bukica, a Jewess, gave birth to a daughter. Blagoje, the baby’s father was at one and the same time overjoyed and at a loss at what to do next. German rule meant that all Jews were driven to forced labor first. Bukica was commanded to clean the hospital. The next phase began with the incarceration of men of Moses’ faith into provisional camps. Bukica and Blagoje decided that they would not stay and witness the unraveling of the situation. They had to leave Mitrovica and so they joined the partisan forces. The baby was left with grandmother Ester. Very shortly the final solution befell the two of them, grandmother and baby alike. All Jews, men, women, children, the old and infants were destined for death camp, Stela and Ester among them. They had a long journey ahead of them. Awaiting them at its end was the Staro Sajmiste death camp near Zemun.

From her teenage years Hajrija had helped grandma Ester with her household chores. In the prevailing state of affairs Hajrija very soon became aware of what was happening to the Jews; that her own family had not yet been persecuted by the occupation forces was a miracle in itself. It seemed as if the Roma population had thus far been absolved; for how long she could only guess. Would their fate be that of the Jews? At the time she was living in Ada, a village near Mitrovica with her husband and five children. On hearing that grandma Ester and Stela had been taken to the provisional camp she set off to see them together with her children. She dared not enter Mitrovica with her two eldest children so she left them behind in a grove to await her return. With her three younger children Hajrija entered the camp. The guards must have thought that she worked there since no one asked why she had entered the camp together with her children.

Grandma Ester was glad to see Hajrija and a sad smile lit her face when Hajrija kissed her hand. She held Stela close to her; on recognizing Hajrija Stela’s eyes opened wide. Whenever she could Hajrija would play with the child so that Stela now eagerly stretched out her arms to her. Hajrija readily embraced the child.

“Blagoje has been killed,” grandma Ester told her. Looking at her neatly dressed and cared for grandchild resting in Hajrija’s arms she continued: “I don’t know what has become of Bukica. It seems as if she has simply disappeared from the face of the earth. She must have perished too.”

Hajrija’s children tugged at their mother’s pantaloons while she stood deep in thought holding the child in her arms; facing her was Ester with a crushed and grief-stricken look in her eyes.

“I’m old and only God knows what fate awaits us,” grandma Ester spoke pointing at her fellow sufferers scattered round her, sunk in the first spot they could find for themselves. “What happens to me is of no consequence, but this child must live.”

Grandma Ester started to cry. Hajrija was crying too, sensing that this would be their last meeting.

“You have five of your own,” grandma Ester continued. “One more child will not be a burden to you, let the child grow together with your own.”

Hajrija simply nodded her head in approval, words escaping her in their grief.

“Should Bukica or I return, you will give her back; if not tell her who her grandmother and parents were when she is old enough to understand.”

Hajrija listened intently to everything that grandma Ester had to say to her. For a moment she placed Stela on the ground stroking her gentle face. On lifting the child up Stela in her now soiled dress and smudged face could on no account be told apart from her own children. Hajrija dared not cry any more. She took her leave of grandma Ester with deep respect and holding Stela close to her started straight for the camp gate. Her own children ran beside her trying to get hold of her pantaloons and making a racket. No one had counted the number of children she had taken inside and the same happened as Hajrija headed for the exit. Once outside the camp Hajrija set off to Ada at a pace which her own children found difficult to keep up with.

“Miradija”, Hajrija spoke gently smiling as she changed Stela into her new clothes, identical to the ones her children wore. “That will be your name from now on.” And from that moment Miradija could not be told apart from the other Roma children in the village.

Miradija crawled round the clay built house scurrying to catch up with the children in the yard. She soon forgot the few words she had learnt up till then and quickly picked up the Roma language. Like most village children she hardly knew that there was a war going on. She had a new mother and grew up with her brothers and sisters, Hajrija’s children. She was the youngest and they all loved and looked after her dearly. Miradija had never been so happy.

The taste of war could still be felt in the air. The children unaware of any difference in their day to day life joined gullibly in the celebrations of victory. Hajrija asked Miradija to take a walk with her. It was spring and Miradija picked flowers on the way hoping her mother Hajrija would be pleased with the bunch. When she handed the flowers to her, Hajrija stopped and kneeling down to face the child spoke to her gently: “Miradija is not your real name.” She stopped sensing she hadn’t the strength to tell her everything all at once. She lowered herself onto the dewy grass beside the road and Miradija immediately sat in her lap.

“Your name is Ester, the same as your grandmother’s Ester Bahar. Your own mother used to call you Stela. Both your mother Bukica and father Blagoje were killed in the war.”

“Is your name Bukica?” asked Stela, alias Miradija

“No mine is Hajrija…”

“You are my mother.” Stela jumped to her feet and headed for the village. “It makes no difference what you are called.”

“Stand still.” Hajrija ordered the girl. “Now repeat what I have just told you.”

Stela was told to repeat who was who right up to the village since Hajrija was determined to respect Stela’s grandmother’s wish and honor the memory of her real parents. Finally Stela comprehended that this was something important and put an effort to remember everything said. On reaching the first village houses Stela ran off to play with the children.

Unfortunately it seemed that some people had still not had enough of war. There was always something with which they could taunt the lives of others as well as their own. Hajrija’s husband had some time before quarreled with his neighbor over a piece of land, mainly whose furrow had been eaten into. Some very bad words were exchanged and good neighborly relations gave way to coursing and swearing. Even some threatening knives and axes were drawn out. Fortunately the police came in time and put a stop to any eventual bloodshed.

 “They’ve stolen a Jewish child!” exclaimed the offended neighbor.

However implausible it might have been the policemen looked at one another conscious that they had accidentally stumbled on evidence that gypsies do steal children. They set apart the querulous neighbors and in the hope that they could reach an acceptable solution they asked them to swear on their honor that their feud had come to an end. Then they set off to inform representatives of the once large Jewish Community in Priština of what they had learnt.

Josif Josifović, an activist of the Priština Jewish Community together with a few member Jews immediately set off by horse carriage to Ada. They quickly found Hajrija’s house. Standing inside the front door her husband blocked their way in.

“How many children do you have?” Josif asked.

“Ask her”, the husband replied curtly. “I’m not the one counting children.”

Surrounded by her children Hajrija emerged behind her husband’s back.

“Six,” she replied looking distrustfully at the strangers standing in front of her house.

“We have been informed that you are hiding a Jewish child,” Josif remarked.

“No not hiding,” Hajrija pointed at the fair skinned little girl. “She is mine.”

“And how can this be?” Josif did not expect her to own up that the child was Jewish.

Hajrija recounted the whole story of how Stela had come to live with them. She let them know that she had fulfilled her promise to grandma Ester and had told Stela who she was and who her parents had been.

“As they were both killed during the war and the grandmother perished in the death camp, Miradija is now mine,” she concluded oblivious to any possible problem.

“Thank you for saving the child, but she must come with us.” By now Josif was convinced that the child had not been stolen. “We shall send her to Belgrade to check whether there are any living relatives.”

Hajrija would not hear of it, her Miradija was going nowhere.

Left with no other choice Josif called the police to take the child away.

The policemen assured her that the child would be returned if no parent or relative willing to take Stela in was found. Nothing could console the grief stricken Hajrija, her feelings could not be subdued by vague promises.

Together with her brothers and sisters Stela wept inconsolably. They all clung fast to Hajrija’s dress. However those feeble infant arms could not save their sister Miradija.  All that Hajrija managed to do was to place two boiled eggs into her little hands so that she would have something to eat on the journey.

The coachmen hastened the horses. Disheveled and in tears Hajrija ran up to the carriage, got hold of the reins and pressing her body hard to it tried to stop the horses.

“I won’t let you take my child away,” she shouted while inside the carriage policemen held the weeping child close.

Visibly concerned by everything that he had witnessed Josef took Stela to his own house. Stela would not eat anything; once hunger overcame her she took one boiled egg and ate it. They had to transfer her as soon as possible to Belgrade to a Jewish shelter for war orphans.

Hajrija cursed the neighbor who was responsible for her child’s removal. Had the neighbor kept quiet Mirijada would have stayed and spent her life with her second mother. She swore to herself that she would find Miradija and bring her back home.

“You have enough children as it is,” her enraged husband warned her. “Should you go now, don’t ever come back again.”

At the same time Stela was admitted to the shelter. She would not speak to anyone. They washed her, changed her clothes. She refused to take food or eat with these strangers. When hunger overcame her she took the second boiled egg and ate it. She wanted nothing from these people.
Stela was told stories in the shelter, cared for by smiling nannies who encouraged her to join the other children in their games. Nothing could persuade her to join in. She simply did not react to anything happening round her. Finally, the thought that Stela most probably did not understand what was being said to her came to mind.

“Do we have a schoolteacher from that part of the country?” the shelter matron asked on hearing Stela murmur some very strange words. “This child doesn’t speak Serbian.”

Very quickly they found a woman partisan from Kosovska Mitrovica who was delegated to the Shelter for social work. The woman kept turning round the room looking for the child. They pointed to a little girl hiding under the table. Slowly she kneeled down on the floor beside the child and asked what her name was in a combination of Roma-Turkish. After all those days of incomprehensibility, Stela, her eyes wide open now, looked in bewilderment at this woman who knew how to talk to her.

“My name is Ester but my mother Bukica and father Blagoje called me Stela. My grandmother’s name is Ester …”

Stela could not say everything that Hajrija had taught her since the lady speaking to her had fainted. With great difficulty they managed to lift Bukica from the floor. On realizing that Bukica had found her lost child the entire shelter was simply overjoyed.

Bukica took Stela home. However Stela wanted her mother, not Bukica. With utmost care and love Bukica tried to draw the child to her. Stela continued to retreat from her into a world of her own. She stubbornly refused to take the hand offered.

Hajrija had started off on her long journey. In anger her husband shouted that he would take in another wife and that there was no place for her anymore in Ada. Her motherly instincts led Hajrija to Priština and from there to Belgrade. Finally she managed to find and meet Stela and her mother. Tears swept away any happiness the occasion might have brought since all hope that she would bring Miradija back home with her had vanished. Hajrija was fully aware that Stela had found her real mother. She was obliged to fulfill the promise given to grandma Ester. This was the last time Hajrija saw Stela, alias Miradija.

As the years went by and Stela grew up she bore in her heart a longing for Hajrija. The day came when Bukica decided that they should emmigrate to Israel believing that it would be best for Stela. However, not even this could make Stela forget Hajrija. The letters she wrote to Ada were returned or simply went unanswered. True to his word Hajrija’s husband had not allowed her to return home and she had had to leave the village. But where had she gone? No one knew. Stela was determined to find her. She wrote to everyone she thought could offer information or help her in her search for Hajrija. But Hajrija could not be found. Finally she heard of a historian, a Mr. Dželetović who was well acquainted with the state of affairs in Kosovo. It was left to him to tell her the sad news; Hajrija had died as a beggar in the streets of Priština.

Now Stela knew that there was to be no meeting with Hajrija ever again. However there was still one thing she could to preserve the memory of her. In the Forest of Memories Stela planted a tree knowing that once it grew to its full height its branches would give shelter to living beings; like Hajrija’s arms had once protected her.

