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Dr. Michael Galaty in Northern Albania

January 1, 2008

Jackson, MS

It is New  Year’s Day and I am preparing to leave for the remote high mountains of northern Albania.  I’ve been to the

mountains many times, of course, but alw ays in the summer, never before in the dead of w inter.  Tw o years ago

w hen Wayne Lee, chief historian for the Shala Valley Project, and I conceived of the trip, it w as a pipe dream only, a

crazy, half-baked idea hatched in a bar, late one night.  But here w e are in 2008, about to embark.  Tonight I’ll pack my

equipment (much of it supplied by Buffalo Peak Outfitters, here in Jackson), all of it designed for cold-w eather trekking

and camping, including a brand new  pair of snow shoes.  In a typical w inter the Northern Albanian mountains get

upw ards of 15 feet of snow  and villagers are completely cut off.

Michael Galaty, left, with SVP co-director Ols Lafe. Photo by Robert Schon, June, 2006.

The only easy w ay in and out of the valley is by helicopter, but those come only if  there is a medical emergency.  So

the plan is to go by foot over the pass at 6000+ feet above sea level and into Shala to stay w ith a traditional family in

the village of Theth.  The forecast for the coastal city of Shkodër is a balmy 40ºF, but I know  it w ill be much colder in

the mountains, and I can’t help but w onder if  my years in Mississippi have irreparably ruined my tolerance for real

w inter w eather…
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Wayne Lee and Mehil Çarku at the Qafe Thores.
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Wolf tracks.

The peaks of Shala in winter.

The time w as about noon and w e still had a long w ays to go, so w e took a celebratory photo and started out again.  It

w ould be dow nhill from here, along paths I did not know  existed.  Weaving through pine trees, along ravines that

rushed w ith w ater in summer, w e made our w ay dow n into Shala.  By about 3000 feet the snow  grew  shallow  and

w et, and w e removed our snow shoes.  Mehil pointed out bear tracks.  We could see village houses in the distance. 

Smoke curled from one or tw o, testifying to a human presence.
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Our host Govalinë Lokthi (at left, with beard) and our feast (photo by W. Lee).

January 9, 2008

Theth, Shala, Albania

The family had elected to sleep upstairs so that w e could have the beds in the living room, near the f ire. We aw oke to a

knock at the door. It w as still dark outside. Gjovalinë’s w ife, Mariana, stepped into the room. She w ent immediately to

the f ireplace and, using a pine bough, sw ept last night’s ash onto a sheet of metal and deposited it outside. Then, using

kindling and the bough as a fan, she coaxed the f ire back to life. As it grew  in strength she fed it larger logs. The room

immediately began to w arm.

Mariana Lokthi and daughters.

As is the case during the summer months, the w ife is in charge of the household. She does all the cooking and

cleaning. This is true as w ell of the w inter. An additional w inter task of hers is to haul f irew ood and tend the f ire. She

also makes innumerable cups of coffee, mostly for the men of the house, and serves raki. That is how  w e started our

day: coffee and raki.

Gjovalinë joined us and w e decided to hike to the neighborhood of Grunas, to the south, to visit the prehistoric

archaeological site w e had discovered there in 2005. This proved to be a fortuitous decision, since the site w as

completely free of vegetation, and for the f irst time w e could trace its massive, megalithic fortif ication w alls in full. We

spent nearly three hours exploring the site and Gjovalinë w as a great help since he w as able to identify for us

landscape features that w ere to his eye modern, such as a trench dug by the army during Communist times.
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Michael Galaty, Grunas prehistoric site in background.

After Grunas, w e hiked north tow ards the Ulaj neighborhood along an irrigation canal. The sun had just crested the

eastern peaks, and the snow -covered mountains glow ed bright w hite, almost impossible to look at. As w e approached

the houses, Gjovalinë grabbed my arm and stopped me. He pointed at a pile of leaves and said something in Albanian

that I did not understand. I saw  a heavy chain snaking out from beneath the leaves, and I reached for it. Gjovalinë

shouted and grabbed my arm again. He picked up a rock and dropped it into the leaves—BANG! SNAP! Massive, spiked

iron jaw s leapt from the ground, f linging leaves in all directions. It w as a w olf trap. Gjovalinë smiled as if  to say, “Good

thing you didn’t touch it, huh?” and said, “Martin Pisha.”

I knew  Martin, having met him several times in the past. He w as 80+ years old and still lived the traditional w ay. He

spent his w inters as a trapper—of w olves, martin, badgers, and foxes—and a hunter, primarily of w ild goats. “Is he

here?” I asked. “Yes,” replied Gjovalinë. “Let’s go see him for a coffee.”

Gjovalinë reset the trap, and w e hiked the short distance up to Martin’s home. He w as genuinely surprised and happy

to see us, and ushered us into his living room, w here his w ife w as busy stoking the f ire. From the ceiling hung furs,

some of them stretched on racks and drying. There w as at least one w olf and several goat skins. I felt torn. I truly felt

sad for the loss of these beautiful, endangered creatures, but as an anthropologist I also knew  that Martin had trapped

and hunted his w hole life, as had his father and his father before him. This w as a part of the culture and a w ay of life,

one I w as reluctant to see end. In some w ays I w as happy to f ind that at least a few  men still trapped and hunted for a

living.
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Martin Pisha with drying furs.

We finished our coffee and raki and said goodbye to Martin, w ho promised to sw ing by Gjovalinë’s house later in the

evening. After lunch and much-needed naps, w e w oke again to coffee and more raki. It w as time to eat dinner, and it

looked like another feast w as taking shape. Tonight w ould be different, though. Whereas the night before the family

had maintained the traditional spatial division of sexes (w omen in the kitchen, men in the living room), tonight the w hole

family w as present—if not sitting at the table and eating, at least in the room—enjoying conversation. In part, this w as

because one of Gjovalinë’s daughters w as not feeling w ell and she w anted her daddy. But also I sensed that on any

given day, the family spent much of their time in the living room, in front of the hearth, sharing company. There is an

intimacy in this kind of frontier lifestyle that w e have lost in modern America. We ate slow ly, told stories, played w ith

the kids, laughed a lot. This seems to be the w inter pattern of social relations, w hich mimics the summer pattern but on

an enlarged scale.

But intimacy may become stif ling, too. Most of the individuals w ho spent the w inter bemoaned the loss of the old days,

w hen many families spent the w inter. Back then, you alw ays had someone to visit or someone w as visiting you. In

recent years, the circle of community in Theth in the w inter has grow n small, and this adds to the sense of isolation

and monotony that sets in during the long w inter months. Many men, like Mehil, had given up on the w inter not so much

because of the hardships that invariably accompanied w inter, but because w ithout human critical mass, w inter had

become horribly boring. To some degree, the television had replaced visiting guests as a source of entertainment, but

could not in any real, meaningful w ay compensate for this loss.

As the sun set, w e f inished dinner and settled by the f ire. Kids craw led into adult laps. Martin Pisha came by and w e

toasted his “long life”. Tomorrow  w e w ould leave. Morning w ould come soon enough…
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Sunset reflected on the eastern peaks of Shala.

January 10, 2008

Theth-Shkodra-Tirana

Around 4 in the morning I slipped out of bed to go to the bathroom.  The Lokthi house compound w as equipped w ith an

outhouse and pit toilet, so I scurried across the yard, being careful not to w ake sleeping dogs (especially the vicious

guard dog kept in a box in the corner).  As I w ent to reenter the house I glanced skyw ard, and gasped.  The stars

shone brilliantly.  The Milky Way arched overhead, and Orion stood atop the w estern peaks, sw ord draw n, defending

the pass.  The night sky in Theth in summer is impressive.  In w inter, unbelievable.

One hour later, w e w ere up re-packing our equipment, sipping hot Turkish coffee.  I declined a shot of raki, as did my

companions, w hich Gjovalinë thought w as quite silly, given the cold outside.  We said our goodbyes as the family saw

us out the front door.  Gjovalinë had business in Shkodra and Tirana and so w ould accompany us.  It w as still dark, so

w e turned on our headlamps to light the rocky path back to Mehil’s house.

An hour later, as the sky grew  light, w e approached the Gjeçaj neighborhood on the other side of the valley.  We

passed by the hotel w here w e stay during the summer f ield season, and much to our surprise, a light w as on.  Gjon

Frashnishta, the 70-year-old father of the hotel ow ner, w as there, having w alked in the day before w ith a companion

to check that the building w as tight for the w inter.  He w as absolutely stunned w hen w e w alked up, and gave us each

a big bear hug.  They w ould, he said, w alk out w ith us.  So, now  w e w ere seven, headed for the pass.







12/24/13 Millsaps College :: News & Events

millsaps.edu/news_events/blog/galaty.shtml 14/14

winter.

 

 


