tales from the Pannonian plain
two communities in Banat
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0sovo is back in the news again, as the
K interim administration in Priltina and

the international community ponder the
conundrum of how to secure a viable future for
the region that is still officially an autonomous
region of Serbia. But what of the Vojvodina re-
gion, a similar semi-detached portion of Serbia.
It rarely gets a mention in the media. Located
in northern Serbia, the autonomous province of
Vojvodina (000000000 0000000000 001000000)
is the sort of place that is easily overlooked. The
fast trains to Belgrade from Zagreb and Buda-
pest speed through Vojvodina in just two or three
hours but the view from the train window reveals
little of the region’s fabulous cultural complexity.
It is a part of Europe that takes few prizes for
its scenery, but that is more than compensated
for by Vojvodina’s cultural landscape. Smaller
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than Belgium, and more or less the same size as
Wales, Vojvodina boasts no less than six official
languages.

The autonomy that Vojvodina jealously
guards is nothing new. Throughout the days of
Tito’s Yugoslavia, the socialist federal state con-
sisted of six republics and two autonomous prov-
inces: Kosovo and Vojvodina. True, that autonomy
was curbed in 1990 under Slobodan MiloSevil's
presidency in Belgrade, but a dozen years later
many powers were again devolved to the Vojvo-
dina assembly in the region’s capital at Novi Sad
on the Danube.

Laurence Mitchell reports for hidden europe
from a region that deserves to be better known,
and, in a second article that follows, we look more
closely at the linguistic and ethnic diversity of the
Vojvodina region.



ojvodina is where the Balkans meet

V central Europe head on. It was in these
watery flatlands around the Danube

and the Tisa rivers that the Austrian Empire
confronted Turkish expansionism, as Islam and
Christianity, East and West, clashed swords to
vie for superiority. The geography and demogra-
phy of the province reveal a region that is both a
frontier territory and a transition zone: the land,
a flat plain locked between the hills and valleys
of central Europe and the steeper terrain of the
Balkan peninsula; the people, a pied patchwork
of languages and cul-
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millennia or more fertile soil.
' Vojvodina is a

place over which ar-
mies and political elites have tussled for two
millennia or more. In the confused geographies
of the ancient world, this was Dacia, the land of
the Daci. Since then, a number of other empires
have come and gone, each leaving their imprint
on the region: Romans, Huns and Byzantine in-
fluences, and later the Franks, Bulgarians and
Hungarians too. The northern Vojvodina town
of Subotica is just too Habsburg to be true, yet
elsewhere there are little hints of the Ottoman
world.
In autumn 1918 the Vojvodina assembly in
Novi Sad (0000I000) voted to throw in its

late medieval period. During early Habsburg
rule it was decided that the southern part of
the region should serve as a military frontier
a buffer zone between Austrian territory to
the north and the Ottoman lands to the south.
Serbs had settled in the region alongside Mus-
lims during the period of Ottoman rule but once
the Habsburg monarchy took control after the
treaties of Karlovci (1699) and Po arevac (1718)
most Muslims fled and more Serbs arrived to
settle. Non-Serb colonists followed in the 18th
and 19th centuries Germans, Hungarians,
Rusyns (Ruthenians), Slovaks and Romanians
to make Vojvodina one of the most ethnically
diverse regions in Europe. It remains so to this
day, although following the Second World War
and the victory of Tito s Partisans, virtually all of
the remaining German population were forced
or at least felt it necessary  to leave.

To some extent, Vojvodina is delimited by
rivers. Its northwestern and much of its south-
ern boundary is marked by the River Danube;
the Sava more or less defines the southwestern
border, while in the north and east the borders
to Hungary and Romania are less obvious. Voj-
vodina itself has three very distinct geographical
areas. The smallest, Srem, in the southwest, is
the territory that sits between the Danube and
Sava rivers and boasts the highest land in the

railway tracks in KovOica (photo by Laurence Mitchell)

lot with the Kingdom of Serbia, which in
turn joined forces with its Balkan neigh-
bours to become Yugoslavia in 1929. Since
the wars of the 1990s, Vojvodina has re-
mained attached to Serbia throughout the
whole fragmentation process.

The province owes its fertility to ageo-
graphical ghost  the Pannonian Sea  a
shallow sea that covered a vast part of the
north Balkan region during the Pliocene
period and which eventually drained to
leave deep, fertile silty soils. The resulting
Pannonian plain, which stretches across
parts of Hungary, Romania and Croatia
as well as Vojvodina, became the battle-
ground for the clash of empires that domi-
nated central and southeast Europe in the
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region, the hills of the Fru ka Gora range that
lie just south of Novi Sad. The other two, Balka
and Banat, are divided laterally by the Tisa river.
Balka extends northwest to the Croatian and
Hungarian frontiers while the region east of the
Tisa, known as the Banat, stretches languidly
into southwest Romania. Loyalty to locality is
very strong throughout the Vojvodina region,
and the official coat of arms of the province
deftly incorporates the crests of its three com-
pent parts: Banat, Balka and Srem.

Just twenty kilometres northeast of Bel-
grade, little more than half an hour by bus or
train from the Serbian capital, lies the indus-
trial town of Panlevo (0J00O0O0O0). Heading out
from Belgrade, it is the first community in the
Vojvodina. Industrial is perhaps an inappropri-
ate adjective for a place where these days the lo-
cal economy owes as much to the availability of
cheap smuggled Chinese goods as ever it does to
manufacturing. PanCevo s decline as an industri-
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al centre is so tangible that you can almost smell
the decay, although this is still masked by the
reek of acrid fumes issuing from the petrochem-
ical plant on the edge of town. Twenty-five kilo-
metres beyond here
to the north, rising
modestly above near
horizontal farmland,
is the small, sprawl-
ing town of Kovallica
(00000000). At first
glance, it seems un-
ward momentum,  remarkable, the de-
it seems, to prevent  fault setting for any
her toppling off her small Banat town:
bicycle. single-storey houses,
a central church with
a tower, straight, tree-
lined streets that seem to stretch to vanishing
point. All very familiar, especially in Vojvodina,
but then slowly the realisation comes that this is
no longer Serbia quite as we know it.
An old woman has been approaching on
a bicycle ever since | stepped off the bus. Her
progress, like the pace of life here, is unhurried.
Just enough forward momentum, it seems, to
prevent her toppling off her bicycle. As she gets
closer | see that she is wearing an embroidered
blouse, a voluminous black skirt and an apron
decorated with floral motifs. But this is less of
a fancy dress occasion than an unselfconscious
expression of cultural identity as the woman
in question, squeaking by on her bicycle at a
speed slower than walking pace, is not a Serb
but a Slovak. There are a handful of other sen-
ior citizens like her around the town, but they
are exceptions to the rule as everyone middle-
aged or younger wears the standard modern ap-
parel found anywhere in Serbia. Nevertheless,
many of the people here look different from
the mainstream: paler-skinned, blonder-haired,
a little fuller-faced than the average Serb. And
the Slovak identity of Kovallica folk manifests
itself in other ways too. The houses, which to
the casual observer might look like any others
in Vojvodina, bear the householders names on
small plaques on the gables along with the date
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left: the Slovak church in Kovalica (photo by Laurence
Mitchell)






