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Preface
This book tells the human story of the last border of Europe. It is
where Bulgaria, Greece, and Turkey converge and diverge, borders
being what they are. It is also where something like Europe begins and
something else ends which isn’t quite Asia.
This is roughly the geography of it, but the map will only take
you so far before you find yourself in the ancestral forest that teems
with shadows and lives out of time. That is where I ended up going
anyway. It may be that all borderlands hum with the frequencies of the
unconscious; after all, borders are where the fabric is thin. However,
this border region hums with an especially siren-like tone, and distinguishes itself for three reasons. One, because of unfinished business
from the Cold War; two, because it is one of Europe’s great wildernesses; three, because it has been a continental confluence ever since
there have been continents.
My generation in Eastern Europe came of age just as the Berlin
Wall came down. This border shadowed my Bulgarian childhood
during the last era of ‘Socialism with a human face’, as the unfortunate slogan had it. So it was natural that a journey along the boundary
quickly became fairly involving for me. Once near a border, it is
impossible not to be involved, not to want to exorcise or transgress
something. Just by being there, the border is an invitation. Come on,
it whispers, step across this line. If you dare. To step across the line,
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in sunshine or under cover of night, is fear and hope rolled into one.
And somewhere waits a ferryman whose face can’t be seen. People die
crossing borders, and sometimes just being near them. The lucky ones
are reborn on the other side.
An actively policed border is always aggressive: it is where power
suddenly acquires a body, if not a human face, and an ideology. One
obvious ideology that concerns borders is nationalist: the border is
there to divide one nation-state from another. But a more insidious
ideology is centralist in practice: the belief that the centre of power
can issue orders from a distance with impunity, and sacrifice the
periphery; that what is out of mainstream sight is out of memory. And
border zones are always the periphery, always out of mainstream sight.
Oddly, it was living in a borderless country that spurred me on
this border journey. I live in rural Scotland, which counts as a sort of
periphery if your centre is ‘the central belt’ of Edinburgh and Glasgow,
and even more of a periphery if your centre is London. Scotland has
traditionally been a land of diversity and liberty, of islands and eccentricities. But in Scotland, the era of the corporate bureaucrat with a
human face has dawned, and every day another centralist rule clamps
down on remote communities, another forest comes down to make
space for quarries, wind farms that don’t seem to turn, giant pylons that
seem to conduct no electricity. Wastelands of subsidised profit appear
where once there was quirky wilderness. Watching the roughshod
levelling of the Scottish Highlands, I became curious about my native
Balkan peripheries. I wanted to know what was happening there,
twenty-five years after I had left.
If we divide political borders into soft and hard, the border of
this book has half a century of Cold War hardness: Bulgaria to the
north versus Greece and Turkey to the south marked the cut-off line
between the Warsaw Pact countries of the Soviet bloc and NATO
member states in the Western sphere of influence. In short, it was
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Europe’s southernmost Iron Curtain, a forested Berlin Wall darkened
by the armies of three countries. It was deadly, and it remains prickly
with dread to this day.
Now the Greek–Bulgarian border is softened by shared membership
of the European Union. The Turkish–Bulgarian and Turkish–Greek
borders have lost their old hardness but acquired a new one: its symptom is the new wire walls erected to stem the human flow from the
Middle East. I happened to be there just as the flow was becoming a
haemorrhage. Global movement and global barricading, new inter
nationalism and old nationalisms – this is the systemic sickness at the
heart of our world, and it has spread from one periphery to another,
because nowhere is remote any more. Until you get lost in the forest,
that is.
But the initial emotional impulse behind my journey was simple: I
wanted to see the forbidden places of my childhood, the once-militarised
border villages and towns, rivers and forests that had been out of
bounds for two generations. I went with my revolt, that we had been
chained like unloved dogs for so long behind the Iron Curtain. And
with my curiosity, to meet the people of a terra incognita. When Herodotus wrote, in the fifth century bc, ‘With Europe… no one has ever
determined whether or not there is sea either to the east or to the north
of it,’ he could have been speaking about this part of the continent
in the early twenty-first century. As I set out, I shared the collective
ignorance about these regions not only with other fellow Europeans
further away, but also with the urban elites of the three countries of this
border. In the minds of those who don’t live or visit there, this border
is another country, a bit like the past, where they do things differently.
Whenever you come to speak of the Balkans, the weary old trope
of the bridge is unavoidable, but nowhere is it more observably true
than in the south-east Balkans, the everyday gateway between what
we are used to calling East and West.
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Paradoxically, this remains a hidden fold of the global matrix.
Some of the realms I crossed are beautiful enough to give you a heart
attack, but only botanists and ornithologists visit there, smugglers and
poachers, the heroic, and the lost. Then there are the locals.
History is written by the victors, they say, but it seems to me that
history is written above all by those who weren’t there, which may be
the same thing. I had a hunger: to look into the faces of those who are
there, hear their stories, eat with them, learn new words. What does
it take to dwell in a borderland so infused with ancient and modern
myth, so psychically magnetised? None of us can escape boundaries:
between self and other, intention and action, dreaming and waking,
living and dying. Perhaps the people of the border can tell us something about liminal spaces.
The journey I describe here is circular, and follows the contours
of natural realms within the border zone. I started on the Black Sea,
at the edge of the enigmatic Strandja ranges where Mediterranean
and Balkan currents meet; descended west into the border plains of
Thrace with its corridors of traffic and trade; entered the passes of the
Rhodope Mountains where every peak is legend and every village is
not what it seems; and ended on the mirror side of the beginning –
Strandja and the Black Sea.
With a few exceptions, names have been changed, and I have occasionally compounded topographic or biographic details in the interest
of individual privacy and narrative economy. The natural wealth of
the region deserves more space, but my focus was the human story.
In the human story, borders are ubiquitous – visible and invisible, soft
and hard – but the ancient wilderness that precedes them is finite. It
is perhaps because this border is still a wilderness that I remain present
with its people and ghosts.
Kapka Kassabova
The Highlands of Scotland
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