
The day before I arrived in Kosovo, au-
thorities in Pristina changed the name of
the capital city’s thoroughfare from
Vladimir Lenin Street to Bill Clinton
Boulevard. My ethnic Albanian cabbie
pointed this out proudly as we made our
way into town from the airport. Even if he
had said nothing, I would have guessed
something was up. The posters were a
giveaway. Like giant, vertical billboards,
they sheathed the concrete communist
apartment complexes, adding familiar col-
ors to the drab-by-design city architecture.
One enormous Bill Clinton, then another,
then another. Block after block, the larger-
than-life image of America’s forty-second
president smiled down, amiably, paternal-
istically, one hand raised and cupped in a
Miss America wave.

“Clinton is a great man,” my English-
speaking cabbie said, smiling. “America is
a great country.”

I stayed in Pristina for two days, training
for the volunteer work I would be doing,
reading UNMIK (United Nations Mission
in Kosovo) publications, and learning land-
mine safety. In the mornings there was time
to roam the city. As I explored, the posters
loomed high overhead, casting cheerful
eyes down on the bustling city. I discovered
smaller versions decorating the walls at the
locksmith, bus station, and bakery.

Frankly, I got used to them. What sur-
prised me more were my interactions with
the Pristina locals. As I waited in line at
the Internet café, a number of ethnic Al-
banian strangers o≠ered me their
computers. When I said that I was
happy to wait, another man insisted
on buying me a soft drink. Again I
tried to decline, this time to no avail.
A boy started a conversation with me.
Within minutes he invited me to his
house to have dinner. I told him I was
sure his parents would not want a
surprise guest. He said they would al-

ways be willing to host Americans, “our
liberators.”

Hearing this phrase—as I did countless
times during my stay—always embar-
rassed me. What was my personal connec-
tion to their freedom, I wanted to ask.
Sure, my country’s politicians and mili-
tary were critical in the process, but at the
time I hardly knew Kosovo from Kat-
mandu. So why invite me to dinner?

After training ended, my program
director, Rand, drove me an hour outside
Pristina to a smaller city named Gjilan
(zhee-lan), where I would live for the
next three and a half months. The people
in Gjilan, as in most towns in Kosovo, are
almost all ethnic Albanians. There is,
however, a small Roma (or Gypsy) ghetto.

Roma are marginalized throughout Eu-
rope, but in Kosovo their circumstance
had a twist. Before NATO intervened in
the war in 1999, the Roma opportunisti-
cally sided with the dominant Serbs. The
strategy backfired: as authority was
forcibly returned to the ethnic Albanian
majority, the Roma were physically perse-
cuted and in many cases forced to flee. The

Gjilan Roma population, once as high as
4,000, dwindled to lows of a few hundred
in February 2000, a year after the war.
Today refugees are trickling back, al-
though freedom of movement is still lim-
ited and most remain too frightened even
to leave their street.

My work in Gjilan consisted primarily
of helping returning Roma refugees regis-
ter with the local government (to make
them eligible for welfare and housing
benefits) and, when there was spare time,
teaching English classes. The evening we
arrived, Rand led me around the neigh-
borhood, introducing me to the people
with whom I would be working.

It was a di≠erent kind of introduction
from what I had experienced in Pristina.
The Roma ghetto—essentially a muddy al-
leyway—seemed completely deserted. A
stark floodlight, installed by the UN to
discourage anti-Roma hate crime, gave the
otherwise total darkness a weird, inhuman
feel. A dead dog lay beside the road. Rand
said this was a common sight. We pushed
through a broken gate, navigated a narrow
passageway, and stepped around the car-
cass of a burnt-out car that was filled to
the dashboard with trash. We soon came
upon a huddle of men, seated around a
card table in the dark, dirty street. Seeing
us, some of the men whooped cheerfully;
others ignored us completely.

Rand immediately turned away to dis-
cuss something with one of the men in
Serbian, leav-
ing me to intro-
duce myself.

DEATH OF THE STUDENTS’ DEAN: Archie C. Epps III, B.D.
'61, Harvard College dean of students from 1971 to 1999, died
August 21 of complications from surgery. Often remembered
from a photograph that showed him being ejected from Univer-
sity Hall during the 1969 takeover, tie crisply in place, Epps is
better known by thousands of alumni for his role in cultivating
student organizations, for his leadership on matters of race and
diversity, and for his unhurried progresses across the Yard. Je-
remy R. Knowles, dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences from
1991 to 2002, recalled Epps as “wise but never heavy, helpful but

never presumptuous, and principled
but never rigid. Passionate about
music, and fiercely supportive of the
arts in the College, Harvard is a colder
place without him.” Speaking of his
friend, Peter J. Gomes, Plummer pro-
fessor of Christian morals and Pusey
minister in the Memorial Church, said during the funeral service
there on September 4, “More than anyone I have ever known in
33 years of service here, I believe that Archie actually believed
every word of ‘Fair Harvard.’”

T H E  U N D E R G R A D U A T E

No Answers for Osman
by lee hudson teslik ’04
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The first man I approached smiled, wryly,
as I spoke, and shoved his large hand up to
my lips, squeezing something in his fin-
gers. “Eat.”

I looked to Rand for reassurance, but
failed to get his attention.

“Eat,” said the man, again. “Fish.”
The fish was squishy and cool and had

lots of bones in it. I
tried to use my tongue
to sort out the bones
from the meat. The man
smiled and thrust a
plastic cup at me.
“Drink.”

I was beyond the
point of asking ques-
tions, and I drank the
powerful raki in one
swig, washing down
the fish, bones and all. I
coughed. The card play-
ers, almost all of whom
were now watching
me, exploded in laugh-
ter.

Another man came
up to me. “You Amer-
ica?”

“Yes.”
“I am Osman. I am

Osman bin Laden. I am
killing America.”

The wild laughter
continued.

America was not high
on my mind as I consid-
ered spending a year
abroad. Notions of ex-
otic, otherworldly ad-
ventures dominated my
daydreams. Harvard,
Cambridge, Massachusetts, U.S.A.—it all
felt limited, perhaps even old hat, with re-
spect to WORLD. I wanted more.

I wanted more physically, but also cul-
turally, spiritually, and linguistically. I
wanted to plop myself in the middle of a
completely foreign environment and
sponge it up. Accomplishing this was
harder than I ever imagined. As I traveled
in Western Europe, the Balkans, and the
Middle East, all anyone wanted to talk
about was the United States. As curious as
I was about their culture, they were more

curious about mine. I became a lightning
rod for questions.

Some of the questions were innocent
enough. Teenaged Roma boys, for in-
stance, are keenly interested in the inti-
mate lives of American college girls. “You
know in American Pie, when…,” they would
begin, shyly. “Does that really happen?”

Other questions were more discomfort-
ing. One ethnic Albanian family, the
guardians of an epileptic niece whose
mother was killed in the war, always
asked about medications. “When you go
back to America, you will send us a cure,
yes?” they would ask with unabashed
hope. “They have a cure for everything in
America.”

Others simply left me at a loss for words.
Traveling in the Middle East in December
and January, I wound up spending Christ-
mas in a run-down pension in Istanbul. As

the owner and I watched BBC World News
over breakfast, the anchor mentioned the
American-Turkish diplomatic split. “This, I
don’t understand,” said the old man, gri-
macing. “We have always been friends with
you Americans. We have always welcomed
you in our country. We just disagree about
one thing. So why all this?”

I was speechless.
Any thoughts I had on
the matter—thoughts I
would have promoted
unreservedly in, say, a
Cambridge conference
course—now seemed
pathetically insu∞-
cient. In this real-
world context, an un-
informed point meant
more than looking silly
in front of a teaching
fellow. Here I was
being asked to speak
for my country. Haz-
arding an uninformed
argument felt inappro-
priate—indeed inex-
cusable.

“I don’t know,” I
said.

As time passed, this
phrase increasingly
worked its way into
my vocabulary. Where
I had been brazen in
my political beliefs, I
now found myself con-
stantly second-guess-
ing. It happened again
in France when I was
asked why American
families were refusing
to host French ex-

change students: “We may not agree
about everything, but we still want to see
your country, to meet Americans, to learn
English. Why punish high-school stu-
dents just because you don’t like our pres-
ident?”

“I don’t know.”
And it happened again in Bulgaria, on

a bus, talking with a vacationing Serbian
soldier.  He asked me how America
could cry bloody foul when Serbs killed
ethnic Albanians and then turn an icy
shoulder when ethnic Albanians killed
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Serb villagers in equally cold blood.
“I don’t know.”
And it happened once more in Jordan

when I was asked what I thought of the
“ probable” link between the United
States government and the September 11
attacks. The question stung me as absurd,
but retaliatory words caught in my throat.

“I don’t know.”

Of all the questions and all the ques-
tion-askers, it was Osman—Osman “bin
Laden”—who posed one of the most
poignant. We were sitting in his house—a
one-room concrete cubbyhole opening
onto a muddy corridor o≠ the main alley
in the Roma ghetto—playing chess.
Osman is a chess addict. In fact, after in-
troducing himself to me as “bin Laden,”
the next words out of his mouth were:
“You play chess?”

“Sure,” I said.
And so then and there, as unlikely as it

might have seemed the moment before, I
was invited to the house of this would-be
terrorist for a Turkish co≠ee and a game. It
was to become a ritual. Every week, I
knocked on his door, equipped with sev-
eral cans of Skopsko (a Macedonian beer
popular in the Balkans) and we played
chess late into the night. Sometimes
Osman’s wife cooked for us: chicken or
sausage with red peppers, usually mari-
nated in beer.

As we played, we sat on the folded single
mattress Osman’s wife shared with their
two toddlers. As the man of the house,
Osman slept on the floor. The room was
sparsely furnished: a wood stove in the cor-
ner, a picture of Mecca on one wall, a
poster of the Teletubbies on another, a
small, antique-looking television on a stool.

As the games pressed on and the beer
cans piled up beside the mattress, Osman
occasionally revealed glimpses of his murky
personal history. His father, I learned, was a
Bosnian Serb. His mother was a Gypsy. He
grew up in Sarajevo and was attending law
school there when the Bosnian war broke
out. Osman fought for the Serbs in both
wars (Bosnia, Kosovo) and was twice de-
feated by American-led NATO forces. He
spoke sparingly of his time as a soldier, and
I never asked. Whenever he did mention
those times, he would always finish by say-
ing: “But war. Okay. I don’t mind that.”

I found this hard to believe. Given his
lingering animosity towards America—
which he knew only in the context of his
war experience—I figured this was just a
way of changing the subject.

It did become clear, though, that
whether or not he “minded” the war itself,
he was more upset by what happened in
its aftermath. Confined to the Gjilan
ghetto—physically, financially, and emo-
tionally—the march of Osman’s life had
been reduced to an undignified crawl,
amid dead dogs and litter, under the glare
of UN floodlights. Dreams of finishing law
school and becoming a judge had faded
into realities of unemployment and uncer-
tainty.

I don’t know if any of this was going
through Osman’s mind when he asked the
question, but clearly he was in a reflective
mood. “America will fight Iraq,” he said.
“America will forget Kosovo?”

At first I thought it was a joke. “Why,
Osman,” I said, “are you coming to like us
after all?”

“No. I hate America. I am killing Amer-
ica,” he said. But turning to look at his
two-year-old son playing in the corner, he
added, softly: “But I want that Sinbad is
speaking good English. I want that he will
be a judge, you know.”

We were both silent for a moment, and
then he repeated the question: “America
will forget about Kosovo, will it?”

I thought about it, and answered truth-
fully. “Osman, I don’t know.”

America was not high on my mind as I
considered taking time abroad. Now, sit-
ting in a Paris loft, reflecting on my trav-
els and preparing for my return to Har-
vard, I can’t seem to think of anyplace
else. I don’t feel bad about all the unan-
swered questions. It would have been
worse to pretend to have answers I did-
n’t. Nonetheless, the questions—and the
people and the experiences behind
them—haunt me in their sincerity and
relevance.

I certainly plan to go abroad again, but
right now I am looking forward to coming
home. WORLD, U.S.A., Massachusetts,
Cambridge, Harvard. There is a lot to be
learned at home, and every reason to take
this learning very seriously. After all,
when I do go back abroad, I know there
will be questions waiting for me.

Lee Hudson Teslik, one of the magazine’s Berta
Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows, sent
this dispatch just before returning to begin his
third academic year in the College.

Last fall, the Harvard field hockey
squad was locked in a scoreless tie with
Boston University. Though the teams had
similar national rankings (Harvard eigh-
teenth, BU seventeenth) the Crimson
dominated play, outshooting the Terriers
17-2 and holding an 11-2 edge in penalty
corners. Yet nothing went in the goal.
Then, with only 89 seconds left to play in
regulation, Kate McDavitt ’04, Harvard’s
leading scorer, ripped a hard shot from the
left side. Her younger sister, Jen McDavitt
’06, tipped the ball over the sprawling BU
goalie and into the net for a 1-0 victory.

Moments later, the announcer proclaimed
the goal and assist, booming out: “Mc-
Davitt to McDavitt.”

That was a dramatic score, but hardly
the only time the talented sisters have
linked up to bedevil Harvard’s opponents.
This September, for example, Jen and Kate
scored the second and third goals, respec-
tively, in a 3-2 upset of eleventh-ranked
Connecticut, Harvard’s first victory over
the Huskies since 1991. Both sisters are
usually on the field for the whole game—
two 35-minute halves. “We work well to-
gether,” says Jen, a midfielder. “We know

S P O R T S

The Sisters McDavitt
Field hockey’s Jen and Kate McDavitt stick it to opponents, with skill.
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