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Homeless
The Old Testament is a record of displacement and refuge, of exodus and singing songs 
in a strange land. Ancient Greek literature is filled with accounts of exile and asylum. 
The world has been, and continues to be, shaped by people fleeing their homes and 
finding new ones.
 Refugee recovers and re-imagines the stories of Serbian refugees of WWII who 
were encamped in the Egyptian desert. Some never returned home, instead making 
their way to America, Western Europe and elsewhere. Those who did return found a 
much different Serbia, now a part of communist Yugoslavia. The photos of the camp 
are fascinating in their incongruities: old babushkas dressed for European farm work 
standing in the expansive desert, mundane chores in the midst of chaos, laughter and 
misery side-by-side. The play is also set in Serbia, where more than half a million 
people (almost 8% of the population), mostly young men, have left the country since 
the mid-1990s, and in Appalachia, from which millions of young adults fled in search 
of work throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. War, political 
danger, economic despair, all leading to displacement.
 At this moment, we are fixated on—or wearied by—images of Syrian refugees. 
More than eleven million have left their homes over the last five and a half years. Some 
have moved within Syria, others to Europe and elsewhere. Many travel to or through 
two of the settings of this play—Serbia and Egypt. Today’s refugee camps in Egypt 
look strikingly similar to the tent cities of El Shatt in the 1940s. Syrian refugees are 
most in the news, but people are fleeing Burundi, the Congo, Iraq, Somalia, Bhutan... 
Some are illiterate, some have PhDs. Some come from poverty, some from relative 
wealth. Their stories are at the same time both new and familiar.  
 Leaders, legislatures, city councils and church committees in Europe and North 
America debate whether they can accept refugees and if so, how many. The number 
of migrating people overwhelms and calls to shut the borders get louder. In 1938, 
representatives of 32 countries met in Evian, France to coordinate aid for the large 
number of people fleeing the Nazis in Germany and Austria. “During the conference,” 
according to Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust Museum, “it became painfully obvious 
that no country was willing to volunteer anything.” The major powers found 
excuses not to help. If we don’t learn much from the past at least one thing is clear: 
displacement unsettles everyone.
 What are the ripple effects of displacement? The large and the small effects? 
The individual and the family? Does displacement work like epigenetic inheritance; 
is it passed down, leaving future generations searching for home? Or perhaps the 
relief of finding safety is inherited, creating generations with a nationalism for the 
family’s adopted land akin to the fervor of religious converts? The play traces an 
inheritance—the epigenetics—from the tents in the Sinai to the bridges of Belgrade 
during the UN bombings to the mountains of Kentucky. Though a work of fiction, 
the stories are true and the places are real. Because of this, it offers a glance at a 
mostly forgotten history, a reference for current displacements, and a fragmentary 
explanation of how our world is shaped.

—CHRISTOPHER BAKER, DRAMATURG



“Only sand, sand, sand,  
and again—sand.”

Refugees at El Shatt, September, 1944.  
Farm Security Administration - Office of War Information  
Photograph Collection, Library of Congress.

The mass evacuations were only a further example of how harshly the Germans 
treated the local [Yugoslav] population when pursuing their military objectives…

They often behaved ruthlessly when they were opposed by the Partisans and 
where they suspected Partisan sympathizers were harbored.  They engaged in 

mass shootings of civilians, including women, burned houses, and appropriated 
livestock and personal valuables.  When news of such actions spread, a mass 

exodus of people occurred from the inland areas toward the Adriatic coast and 
from there and the Dalmatian islands via the Partisan-held island of Vis to Italy.  

An estimated 45,000 people took part.  Of these, an estimated 27,000 people 
were later transferred to refugee camps on the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt (El 

Shatt, Khatatba, Tolumbat), where the [Allied Nations] Relief and Rehabilitation 
Administration cared for them until they were later repatriated. 

—JOZO TOMASEVICH, WAR AND REVOLUTION IN YUGOSLAVIA, 1941-45

The El Shatt camp was situated near the shore of the Suez Canal, about 4 to 5 
kilometers from the Red Sea.  There we disembarked from the freight cars, weary 
and fearful, filled with uncertainty, saddened by the memory of relatives we left 

behind, as we waited there on the glowing desert sand.  With the sun beating 
down hotter and hotter.  No greenery or shade as far as the eye can see.  Only 

sand, sand, sand, and again—sand. 
—ALBERT VLAHOV, FORMER EL SHATT REFUGEE

We were here for three years, living in huge desert tents; there were four families 
living in our tent. The desert tents had seven linings to keep out the cold night air 
but because we did not have any money to buy clothes we would take one of the 
linings off and make shorts or a skirt. There was always someone with a sewing 
machine! The bamboo reeds that held the walls up, they were covered in a soft, 

sock-like fabric. We would take the covering and pull it apart and use this to 
embroider, knit jumpers or crochet pillow covers, doilies or collars… As a child 
I enjoyed it, but I think my parents were sad. We were basically lost. We couldn’t 

go back because of the Communist regime so we had to move forward.
—DRAGOSLAVA WILLIAMS, FORMER EL SHATT REFUGEE

I knew everyone in F camp, all my friends; you get used to talking with them, 
singing with them, laughing with them. When the last transport ship left for 

Yugoslavia, I watched them leave and I felt alone, abandoned, a kind of emptiness 
I had never felt before. We were the only ones left in our tent. I felt like a 

withered branch.
—DARLA KALANJ, FORMER EL SHATT REFUGEE



The Lord gave us a beautiful place to live in these hills. He gave us 
ground to till.  A lot of folks think that our heaven and hell are lived in 
this life time and they’re destroying everything just as fast as they can. 

Now I’ve had my share of torment—and great joy too along the years—
but I can’t look at these mountains and the trees, and everything so 

green and not think the Lord put it here for a purpose. We’re allowed to 
use it for a little while and then we’re to pass it on to the next generation 

the way He gave it to us.
—GEORGIA BEAVER, FORT BLACKMORE, SOUTHERN APPALACHIA

The coal mines went down from 5 days a week to 1, a lot of times 
none. We lost everything we had. We couldn’t make payments on the 
things we bought. We lost our automobile, our furniture, and that’s 

when we went to Chicago.
—JAMES BILBRY, APPALACHIAN COAL MINER

What we did have was a deep understanding of ourselves and  
our family. We may not have been mobile. We were not. But we  
were centered and we were grounded—and that’s our gift to the  

rest of the nation.
—NICK CLOONEY, KENTUCKIAN, NEWS ANCHOR, TV PERSONALITY

It was one of the great internal migrations in American history. But it 
was a two-way migration. The people would work in a factory for five 
days, they were so lonely, they’d jump into their cars on a Friday night 

and drive all the way back to Kentucky. They just needed to touch base, 
they wanted to hear the way people spoke again, to see the mountains 

again. They were drawn back.
—JOHN O’BRIEN, NOVELIST, ON THE EXODUS FROM 

APPALACHIA AFTER WORLD WAR II

“To see the  
mountains again.”

Shoner Benfield and grandson Randall Calloway, early 1960s.  
Photo by Hugh Morten. North Carolina Collection,  
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.



Radio station B92 was shut down by the government when the bombings started, 
because they knew that we were free media and they didn’t want that. Belgrade 
was under curfew so during the daytimes we’d go to Klub Industriya to listen 
to music. The music wasn’t really loud, but we’d all just meet to hang out. At 

night you’d hear the sirens. That meant that bombs were hitting the city and you 
couldn’t go outside. We got used to it and looked to music and hanging out to 

forget it.
—VLADA JANJIĆ, LEADER OF BELGRADE’S TECHNO SCENE IN THE 90s

Old people and children were dying in the hospitals because of lack of medicine, 
we were buying gas in two-liter soda bottles on the street corners, and basic food 

supplies were being smuggled in from neighboring countries.
—BOOGIE, BELGRADE PHOTOGRAPHER

 

Across Serbia, it is estimated that somewhere between 300,000 and 600,000 
people have emigrated in the period 1990-99. The emigrants were mainly young 

adults, especially males.
—DANILO SUKOVIĆ, ECONOMIST

Belgrade, this grand city seems to have always been like this: torn and split, 
as if it never exists but is perpetually being created, built upon and recov-

ered. On one side it waxes and grows, on the other it wanes and deteriorates. 
Ever in motion and rustle, never calm and never knowing tranquility or 

quiet. The city upon two rivers, on the grand clearing, bound by the winds.
—IVO ANDRIĆ, WRITER AND NOBEL PRIZE WINNER

In 1990, Belgrade was a bustling worldly city, an oasis of cafes, culture and 
night life that formed the cultural center of the Balkans. The next year, how-
ever, eight years of almost continuous war began, in which the old Yugosla-
via broke up along the fault line of religious tensions and nationalism. The 
conflict culminated in 1999 when NATO bombed Serbia to force the Yugo-
slav leader Slobodan Milošević to withdraw his security forces from Kosovo.

—NEIL STRAUSS, NEW YORK TIMES

“Torn and split.”

Anti-Milošević Demonstration, 1996. Photo by Boogie  
from Belgrade Belongs to Me, powerHouse Books, 2009. 



Refugees at El Shatt, September, 1944.  
Farm Security Administration - Office of War Information  
Photograph Collection, Library of Congress.

MILAN DRAGICEVICH (playwright) was raised in Los Angeles to immigrant 
parents, developing an early appreciation for storytelling, edgy rock music, and 
the power of tradition. After receiving an MFA in classical theater performance, 
he spent the next two decades acting in regional theater, including the Oregon 
Shakespearean Festival, Hartford Stage, Northern New England Repertory, and 

a ten-year stint with the Will Geer Theatricum in Los Angeles. After joining 
the theater faculty at UMass in 2004, he began nurturing his interest in writing 

and creating new works for the stage. His Milosević at The Hague, produced 
by Serious Play! Ensemble, enjoyed a vibrant run in Northampton (2009) and 

received a special jury award at the Joakim Interfest international theater festival 
in Kragujevac, Serbia. Milan dedicates the premiere of Refugee to his mom, 
Dragina Kalanj Dragicevich, whose 7-year sojourn as a “displaced person” 

inspired this story. 
 

TIM ERIKSEN (composer) is a musician and ethnomusicologist living in 
the Pioneer Valley. He is a founder of the world’s largest Sacred Harp singing 

convention in Northampton, MA and in the pre-grunge era he cofounded 
bellwether bands Cordelia’s Dad (postpunk and folk), Northampton Harmony 

(shape note) and Žabe I Babe (Bosnian rock and traditional).  He is perhaps most 
widely known through his musical contributions to films including Cold Mountain, 

and his media appearances have included Prairie Home Companion and the 
Academy Awards. His tag lines include “one of the best singers in music” (T Bone 
Burnett) and “the only person to have shared a stage with both Kurt Cobain and 

Doc Watson.” He is currently working on a follow up to his twice GRAMMY 
nominated collaboration with Afro-Cuban pianist Omar Sosa, Across the Divide.

 

NIKITA MILIVOJEVIĆ (director) is an acclaimed Serbian director who has 
developed and directed productions in Sweden, Turkey, Germany, Italy, Greece, 

and England. His adaptation and direction of Shakespeare’s Henry VI at the 
Globe in London (2012) won critical acclaim for its daring and imaginative 

staging. Exploring themes of displacement and exile, Nikita developed a play, My 
Homeland—Seven Dreams, based on the Theban cycle, for the European Culture 
Center in Delphi, Greece (2006). Similar themes of migration were explored in 

his Winter Gardens, staged at the Biennale di Venezia, Italy, and Berliner Festpiele, 
Germany (2009). Among the many works he has directed worldwide are: Pavlos 

Matesis’ Dog‘s Mother in Athens, for the National Theater of Greece; Chekhov’s The 
Three Sisters in Istanbul, for the National Theatre of Turkey; and his own adaptation 

of Ivo Andrić’s Bridge on the Drina, for Theater Dusseldorf Schauspielhaus in 
Germany. Nikita is the founding artistic director of the Itaka Shakespeare Festival, 

the first international Shakespeare festival established in Serbia (2014). 
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