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When I came to Pittsburgh three decades ago, my perennial interest in the Balkans was heightened by learning of the presence here of vibrant ethnic groups from that mountainous, troubled area of southeastern Europe. 
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As a World War II veteran studying the background of that conflict, I knew that the spark that ignited World War I was the assassination in the Bosnian city of Sarajevo of an Austrian grand duke by a Serbian revolutionary. That, in turn, had led me to Rebecca West's 1941 book, "Black Lamb and Grey Falcon," still considered after all these years to be the best single work on the Balkans. Her book is especially valuable in outlining the influence on that region of centuries of rule by Turkey's Ottoman Empire. 

But it was Pittsburgh's Serbians, Croatians, Slovenians and Bulgarians who impelled me into writing a series of Post-Gazette articles on our ethnic groups, starting with the Serbians because of their beautiful Christmas customs. And that also created a desire to visit that region, a wish finally fulfilled in May after years of delay because of the periods of bloody strife there. 

My interviews in those years made me realize the tensions within these Southern Slav groups, other Slavic communities such as the Slovaks, the Poles and the Ukrainians, and the non-Slav Hungarians. Should American ethnics resist the Communist overlords, Soviet Russia and, in Yugoslavia, Marshal Tito? Or would they best help the unfortunate people living under Communist oppression by cooperative efforts with their governments? The example of Hungary, after its unsuccessful 1956 revolution, easing into a capitalist friendly model known as "goulash Communism" made the debate all the more complex. 

All that changed in the miracle year of 1989 when the West's successful showdown over the Berlin Wall opened the way for the forces of democracy -- or, at least, of anti-foreign control -- to prevail across Eastern and southeastern Europe. The culmination came in Romania with the Christmas Day overthrow and execution of the megalomaniac Nicolae Ceausescu, who in addition to human rights crimes had destroyed the central part of Bucharest to build the second-largest building in the world, outranked only by the Pentagon. 

Unfortunately, the 1990s also saw the breakup of the old Yugoslavia turn bloody as Serbs, Croats and Bosnians struggled over future alignments. 

It was against all this background that I sought to gain for Pittsburgh readers the story today of countries through which our Danube River cruise would pass, as well as in Turkey which we also visited. This involved interviews with faculty members and foreign graduate students in the Russian and Eastern European Studies program at the University of Pittsburgh and interviews they helped me arrange with people in some of the countries I would be visiting. 

Our first stop was in Budapest, which we have visited numerous times because our son Geoffrey and his family live there. The sight of billboards advertising Western as well as Hungarian products, the Western-franchise stores and fast-food chains, and, alas, graffiti reminded us of how far that country, for good or ill, has been transformed from the gray, dismal communist atmosphere when we first visited there. There were far fewer reminders of that past than in countries farther down the Danube making the transition to free enterprise but more slowly. 

A stop in Vukovar, Croatia, with a high proportion of buildings ruined by Serbian shells, showed us the residue of what former Yugoslavs call the Homeland Wars of the 1990s. Likewise, a pontoon bridge in Belgrade that replaced a span destroyed in the NATO bombing of Serbia in 1999. In contrast were the peaceful countrysides of Bulgaria and Romania. 

But not scenically recognizable is the fact that democracy is progressing in the region, albeit faster in some countries than in others. Proof comes in the fact that voters in the last 16 years in some countries have gone back and forth between the reform parties and the remnants of the old Communist parties, now calling themselves Socialist. That is, the Communists now are faithfully playing the democratic game, coming into office when voters are fed up with the sometimes administrative fecklessness of the reformers, but -- all important -- leaving when voted out. 

Serbia may be the exception, a reason it is not even on the "candidates list" for admission to the European Union. Biljana Kovacevic Vuco, a human-rights lawyer, told me, "The international community thinks everything is going well. But the system still is not really democratic. The people from the old [Slobodan] Milosevic regime are still in power. The state is against reform of the police, the judges, the prosecutors." 

Vuco and others pinpointed the immense gravity pull that the idea of admission to the EU has. "Everyone wants to be in the EU, but they don't understand what it means." 

She was referring to the requirements countries must first hurdle in addition to addressing human rights questions. Overall, what is needed is the building of a civil society -- an unfettered judiciary, a free press, transparency in governmental and business affairs and the growth of citizen organizations. 

There needs to be a commitment to a market system and environmental standards and an enlargement of transparency in both governmental and business dealings. Corruption continues as a major issue in many Balkan countries, much of it stemming both from the abuses of the Communist era and from the overly quick post-Communism moves to privatize the nationalized enterprises of the totalitarian years. But, Vuco pointed out, 20,000 new businesses opened in Serbia last year. 

Since the end of our trip, the "No" by French and Dutch voters concerning the EU constitution has cast a shadow on the hopes of Bulgaria and Romania to be admitted by 2007 and of Turkey by, say, 2015. But e-mail correspondence with my interviewees in southeastern Europe suggests the craving for EU membership continues as strong as ever. 

One observer on the scene, Pittsburgher James Burnham, thinks that the desire to join the EU is more political than economic. Burnham, Thomas Murrin professor of Global Competitiveness at Duquesne University, is in Istanbul on a Fulbright fellowship to research Turkey's privatization of its telecommunications system. He holds that most countries enjoy the same economic breaks under membership in the European Customs Union that they would have in belonging to the EU. It is the prestige and the "member of the club" political aspects that spark the desire of "outsider" nations to be in the EU, Burnham feels. 

Interestingly, the first step for many nations has been joining NATO. (Turkey is an exception; it has been a member of NATO since 1955.) An interview with Marian Zulean in Bucharest underlined this fact. Zulean, who lived in Pittsburgh from 1998 to 2000 while earning an advanced degree at Pitt, is not only an adjunct professor at the University of Bucharest but also has been an adviser on NATO to the Romanian defense ministry. 

Romania was one of 10 nations that joined NATO in 2004. He believes that 9/11 brought a "vision change in Washington" concerning the Balkans, with a new emphasis on their connection to the Middle East and drug trafficking. But Zulean also points out that Romania came to a fork in the road at the time of the 1999 NATO bombing of Serbia when the Americans wanted to fly over Romania from bases in Turkey, something Russia as an ally of Serbia tried to stop. Romania's Yes to the overflights has made all the difference in U.S. relations, he believes. 

Anyone wishing to make sense of the Balkan tangle has his hands full. But I came home with a sense of optimism at a time when many Americans feel otherwise. I can't help but feel reassured when I compare today to, say, 30 years ago when democracy seemed fatally threatened around the world. 

To see peoples in this history-stained region so anxious to be part of the democratic West, whether for economic or prestige reasons, that they are willing to breast the high hurdles to joining the European Union gives me a sense of hope about the 21st century. 

