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Gjekë Marinaj

Gjeke Marinaj, president of the Albanian-American
Society of Writers, understands the illuminating
power of the written word in a nation that wishes to
be free.
His organization recently honored two University of
Texas at Dallas professors for their lifetime of
literary achievement with the first-ever Gjenima
Prize. Professors Zsuzsanna Ozsvath and Frederick
Turner are joint recipients of the prize, which was
presented to them at the society's annual literary award ceremony Aug. 7 in Lewisville.

Dr. Marinaj said his commitment to writing was born out of a harrowing personal tale of dissent and
retribution. As a prominent journalist for the Albanian paper of record, Drita, meaning "the light," Mr.
Marinaj wrote what at first glance read like a simple poem about farm animals. However, it was actually a
satirical social commentary about the Albanian people being herded and corralled by an oppressive
communist regime.
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"The poem was called Horses, and it just alluded to the whole idea of the Albanian people eating
whatever the government says and doing whatever the government tells them to do," he said.
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A few weeks later, on Sept. 12, 1990, as he sipped coffee with two other writers at the Rozafa Hotel in
Shkoder, Albania, a stranger pulled up a chair at the table.
"I said, 'I am from the country. I am just sad for the horses.' He didn't buy it, and then he showed me his
badge and told me that I was supposed to be at his headquarters the next day at 8 a.m."
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Having seen other poets hanged in the city's center for voicing similar notions of freedom and liberty, Mr.
Marinaj knew that he had to leave the country immediately. He packed a few of his favorite books, told
his friends and family that he was going on vacation, and set off on an eight-hour hike over the
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mountains and into Yugoslavia.
His journey finally led him to Richardson in 1992. He teaches literature and communications at Richland
College, owns and operates a publishing company, and works nights at Baylor University Medical Center
as a component technician in the transfusion services department.
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"I formed the society in 2001. I thought it would be a great idea to preserve the Albanian culture, keep
the language alive in the United States and keep Albanian-Americans informed," he said.
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Mrs. Ozsvath and Mr. Turner have distinguished writing careers of their own, but it was their collaborative
effort to translate into English the works of one of the greatest Hungarian poets, Miklos Radnoti, that
earned them the latest distinction. The book is titled Foamy Sky: The Major Poems of Miklos Radnoti.
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A prominent writer before World War II, Mr. Rodnoti, a Jew, was executed by the Nazis and buried in a
mass grave. When his body was exhumed two years later, a notebook containing the last 10 poems he
wrote was found in the pocket of his raincoat.
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Mrs. Ozsvath, a Holocaust survivor whose extended family was killed by the Germans, knew of his story
but didn't internalize it until she was exposed to his poetry at the age of 14.
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"It was shortly after his body was found. I read about it, but I didn't think much of it. At that time there
were so many stories like that," she said. "When I first heard one of his poems read, I was enormously
shaken. I was sobbing, crying, and I went out and bought the book. So he has always been with me."
She carried his book of poems with her as she traveled to Germany and on to the United States. Her
personal experiences, along with her position at UTD as chairwoman of the Leah and Paul Lewis
Holocaust Studies program, made the translation project a perfect fit.
Mr. Turner, who teaches in the School of Arts and Humanities at UTD and has written 25 books of his
own, said he almost feels unworthy of the praise from the Albanian-American Society of Writers.
"The president is himself a first-rate poet. And when I met the other writers in the society at the annual
meeting, some of them Nobel Prize winners, I realized what a very great honor it was," he said. "These
are distinguished writers."
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