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At a Women Donor’s Network conference
recently, I was reminded of Heart & Hand’s
first grant in the Balkans.  We all want to
make grants that underwrite long time social
change and that feel strategic.  I remember
clearly when a community organizer told me
that she used the first grant made by Heart &
Hand grant to buy Kotex, so much Kotex --
$5,000 -- that they had to rent a warehouse
space.  While trying to conceal my dismay,
my voice revealed my concern.  She replied
that she could “not organize women that had
blood running down their legs.”

The second grant went to the same group and
they reported back that they had purchased
hair cutting scissors and tambourines with
the grant.  I swallowed and took a deep
breath and asked whatever for.  This was
now spring of l999 and these Kosovar women
were in a refugee camp in Macedonia after
having been forced to leave their homes and
country by the Serbian armed forces.  She
patiently replied that women want to look
nice even when living in a muddy tent.  To
get women into the “Women’s Tent” they
offered free haircuts, then held a
consciousness raising group that ended with
dancing and singing. She said, “Everyone
knows to dance and sing you need
tambourines.”  To be sure, I too now know
this.  It is no accident that this same
community organizer, Igo Rogova, is the
executive director of a women’s network of
NGOs in Kosova with over 65 members.
When I visited them this last May, the
network was electing a new board member.

Letter from Marta Igo jokingly cautioned them to choose wisely.
One of their past board members is now
president of Kosova, and the country was
soon voting for a new prime minister.

Heart & Hand Fund has always had the
policy that women on the ground know best
how to use the money they receive and that
therefore we give unrestricted grants.  I
believe that this has proved to be strategic
over all these years.  I know that we all
receive many, many requests to change the
world and I thank you all for the support you
have shown these brave women activists over
the years.  And I ask you once again to share
whatever you can to insure this unique
approach to peacekeeping continues.

My First Balkans Pride
Parade Marred by Violence
On June 11th, I marched in my first Pride
parade in the Balkans.  The march got off to
an encouraging start.  The sun was shining
and many allies from the local
university, parents of gay folks and young
straight couples, joined us. Together we
formed a lovely rainbow of about 300 people.

It felt good. But as we walked through the
narrow alleys of the ancient Roman castle, the
atmosphere suddenly changed.  In the plaza
we encountered large crowds, estimated from
3,000 to 10,000 of mostly young and middle -
aged men.  They began screaming, "Kill the
faggots," and throwing rocks, ashtrays,
glasses, and beer bottles at us.   
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More from Marta
One rock landed on my foot. I looked to
the police assigned to the march to protect
us, but they just stood by and laughed. A
second contingent of police armed with
tear gas arrived. They gestured for us to
move forward, but when we did we were
met by more stones and noxious fumes.
We had no choice but to continue walking,
even as the crowd of angry men stalked
us.

By the time we arrived at our destination,
our numbers had dwindled to about one
hundred people. We huddled behind the
stage where the speakers were supposed
to address the marchers and wondered
what to do. 

Suddenly, Mirjana, an ally from the local
human rights organization Domine,
jumped on the stage and started dancing
and waving a rainbow flag; others joined
her.  Mirjana’s brave act broke the spell of
fear, and our program continued as
planned. Afterwards, the police escorted
small groups of marchers to safety. I must
have been numb during the march because
only later did I feel the terror of being the
target of such pure hatred.

Split is the main hub for Croatia’s
extensive ferry system that takes tourists
to the islands. During the summer, it is
inundated with tourists, giving the
impression of a liberal city. In fact, strong
reactionary forces still prevail. Three days
before the march, Croatia had been
officially nominated for membership in the
EU. While most Croatians welcomed the
news, the fiercely nationalistic groups
regarded it as a threat to their identity. The
church is another reactionary force in its
encouragement of homophobic attitudes.
A priest who attended the June 11th march
as an observer blatantly admitted in an
interview that he wanted to join the crowd
in throwing flowerpots at the marchers.

Before the war, Split had a healthy
economy with 20 factories employing local
workers. Today, there are no factories, all
casualties of the war. Unemployment,
especially for young people, is over 20%.
Split's population of idle, restless young
men is a potential powder keg in a city
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already plagued by a culture of violence
fomented by fierce rivalries among local
soccer clubs.

The atmosphere at the Pride March held in
Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, one week
later was as joyful as the Split event was
menacing.  Four thousand people joined
the march as if to demonstrate to the world
that not all Croatians are homophobic.
Sometimes I question the value of a march
so heavily protected by police, but after
participating in the Split march, I’m
convinced that they are necessary to
highlight the injustices gay people still
suffer. Kosova is planning a Pride march
on May 17th, 2012, on International Day
Against Homophobia.  I'll be there!

Sustaining Activism
After the Pride March, I joined a group of
Serbian and Croatian activists on the large
island of Brac, a perfect restorative
environment after the ugliness we
experienced in Split. Over the next three
days, we talked a lot about the march and
processed our fears, but we also made time
to swim and relax.

Afterwards, I went to the island of Mjlet
with three activists from the Women
Studies Centre in Zagreb. One third of the
island is a national park--a haven for
bicyclists, hikers, and swimmers. We spent
three glorious days at a small family-run
resort within the park.

For the first time, I also visited Seka House,
on island Brac, off the Croatian coast near
Split. Its two houses constructed of
beautiful white stone overlook the Adriatic
Sea and can house 15-20 women.  Thirteen
women's groups from Croatia, Bosnia,
Slovenia and Serbia used it this past year
for retreats and strategic planning. Each
August activists from throughout the
region gather to make simple repairs, paint,
and garden and, in their free time, take
advantage of the nearby sea.  Five different
women's groups own the property. The
mortgage is paid off, but raising funds to
maintain the houses is a constant struggle.
When I was there, I could smell and see a
leak in the kitchen walls that needs to be
torn apart and repaired.

Split Pride

Zagreb Pride

Petra Anti-Trafficking Network on
retreat in Seka House
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Women’s Studies Centre
In addition to their regular schedule of
women's studies, the Women’s Studies Centre
in Zagreb, Croatia, presented a special
production of The Vagina Monologues this
year, Without Barriers:  Stop Violence against
Women with Disabilities.  The actors, mostly
women with disabilities, were joined on stage
by activist and politician performers. Eve
Ensler's script was interwoven with the actors’
own stories.  The production was sold out with
standing room only. The audience was moved
and amazed by the women’s candid talk about
their sexuality.

I was asked to speak at the Centre’s fifth
postgraduate course at the Inter-University in
Dubrovnik.  This year's theme was Women
Narrating Their Lives and Actions. Forty
women from 19 countries attended.  The
keynote speaker was Gayatri Spivak from
Columbia University, but my favorite speaker
was a Pakistani woman, Durre S. Ahmed.  Her
presentation titled, “A Different Voice:
Textual and Psychological Reflections on
Scriptural Narrative, Patriarchy and the
Quran,” explained that the Quran is a feminine
oral tradition that cannot be translated; only
interpreted.  I was enthralled by her talk and
thought that most Westerners would be less
fearful of Muslims if they had more of this
kind of information.  Durre acknowledged that
she would never be able to give this talk in her
own country, even though she heads up the
Center for the Study of Gender and Culture in
Lahore, Pakistan.

Intersections at Zene Zenama
I was fortunate to be in town to catch the
women's studies graduation from Zene
Zenama (Women to Women) in Sarajevo,
Bosnia-Herzegovina.  It was truly
inspirational.  The original class had 30
students but because of the rigorous course
load, the numbers soon dwindled to 15,
including one man.   Most of the students were
in their thirties, and two served in the military.
Despite juggling the demands of work and
family, they managed to keep up with their
studies and meet every other weekend in
Sarajevo, even though many came from other

cities.  The coordinator is a vibrant Italian
who volunteers in spite of running her
own business and having young children.
The discussions included questioning
whether or not they were feminists, what
it means to be a feminist, what are
women's human rights, and issues of
sexuality.  By the time they begin talking
about sexuality, such a safe space had
been created that a couple of people were
encouraged to come out.  Two women
generals attended the graduation in honor
of the graduates in the military and
addressed gender issues in the military.

Lesbian Organizing in Belgrade
Labris and NLO organized their tenth
lesbian week in Belgrade, this year titled,
“We Have Come Out.”  Seventy- six
participants from Slovenia, Serbia,
Montenegro, Croatia, Macedonia and
Bosnia-Herzegovina attended the three-
day event.

Afterwards, Reconstruction Women's
Fund (Serbia's women's fund) sponsored
a public discussion with Joan Nestle, an
American author, editor and co-founder
of the Lesbian Herstory Archives in
Brooklyn.   Joan described her time in
Belgrade:  “For once, words are not
coming easily to me. Our stories of lesbian
histories, of women's struggles in times of
war and national divisions, we listened
and saw the maps of loss, of these
women's journeys in a region struggling
to find possibilities of hope--these women
who take on fascist forces when they walk
in the streets, when they refuse
nationalistic demands with their bodies,
with their organizing. Ideas and bodies,
politics in the largest sense and in the
most intimate.” Zoe Gudovic, Serbian

activist and performer,
 and author, Joan Nestle

Centre for Women’s Studies
presents Without Barriers: Stop
Violence Against Women with

Disabilities

Daughter and granddaughter of
Zene Zenama’s founder with the

general’s hat.
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New library in Novi Sad, Serbia
Everywhere I go in the Balkans, I am
delighted to find wonderful bookstores.
People here still read books!  This spring,
NOL organized the grand opening of the
Lesbian Reading Room in a public space in
Novi Sad and bestowed a surprise honor on
longtime feminist lesbian activist, Lepa
Mladjenovic.  Friends of Lepa's from all over
the world sent messages and poems filled
with the love and awe that her life’s work
deserves.

Women in Black, Serbia
Women in Black recently celebrated their
20th anniversary in Belgrade, Serbia with
activists coming from around the region,
including Kosova; usually it’s almost
impossible for Kosovars to get a visa to travel
to Serbia. Close to 200 activists from Spain,
Italy, UK, Greece and Germany also attended
the celebration, which included a street
action.

CURE
This was the sixth festival of PitchWise held
in Sarajevo, attracting participants, speakers
and artists from around the region and
Western Europe.  Here's a description by a
woman, Lana Bastasic who attended from a
smaller town, Banja Luka:  “In those three
days I felt a chaotic harmony that maybe only
a true carnival spirit can transfer... where
people are allowed to play with their identity,
where hierarchies are questioned and where
the world is turned up-side down. There’s no
fake democracy at the carnival…no
superficial political correctness…no issue of
power. At the carnival there’s only freedom
and a great, safe agora for saying what you
want to say.”

Heart & Hand Fund Grantees

Autonomous Women's Center
Belgrade, Serbia
http://www.womenngo.org.rs/engl
ish/

Center for Women War Victims
Zagreb, Croatia
http://www.czzzr.hr/
http://www.petra-nvo.net/

Centre for Women's Studies
Zagreb, Croatia
http://www.zenstud.hr/

CURE
Sarajevo, Bosnia/Herzegovina
www.fondacijacure.org

Donji Lapac Women's Group
Donji Lapac, Croatia
zenska.grupa.donji.lapac@gs.t-
com.hr

KONTRA
Zagreb, Croatia
http://www.kontra.hr/cms/

Kosova Women’s Network
Pristina, Kosova
http://www.womensnetwork.org/

Labris
Belgrade, Serbia
www.labris.org.rs/en/

NLO
Novi Sad, Serbia
http://www.n-l-o.org

Seka House
Island of Brac, Croatia

Theatra,
Skopje, Macedonia
http://www.youtube.com/user/The
Theatra

Women in Black
Belgrade, Serbia
http://www.wib-
zeneucrnom.org/index.php?lang=
en

Women's Group Brod
Slavonski Brod, Croatia
www.udruga-brod.hr

Women’s Room
Zagreb, Croatia
www.zenskasoba.hr

Zene Zenama
Sarajevo, Bosnia Herzegovina
http://www.zenezenama.org/eng/i
ndex1.html

Women’s Room
Zagreb, Croatia
www.zenskasoba.hr

Women, War & Peace
I recently watched the excellent PBS series
Women, War and Peace. The first episode
was about the brave Bosnian women who
testified in The Hague regarding their
horrific experiences during the war and
the court decision that for first
time declared rape an illegal tool of war.
The consequences of such experiences
don't go away.  The women activists we
support are still dealing with these issues
16 years after the peace treaties were
signed.  This region hopes to hold its own
Women's Courts where women will have
a chance to testify about their experience
of the war in a safe space.  Organizing is
happening among activists in Croatia,
Bosnia/Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosova and
Montenegro and trainings are being held
in the more rural parts of the region.

Theatra rocks the house

CURE Staff

Theatra, Skopje, Macedonia
Heart & Hand made its first grant to a
new theatre group, Theatra, formed to
provide work for young women trained
in theater arts. This dynamic group has
done what most theater groups take years
to do.  With very little money they have
managed to secure a space (albeit without
electricity and walls, which they added
themselves) and produce two plays and
have a third in pre-production.  All of
their performances have sold out quickly,
and the media and general audience have
been thrilled with what they've seen.


