
Summer 2002 
 
 
Dear Family & Friends: 
 
We hope this letter finds you all doing well, enjoying the warmth or heat of the summer.  
We are doing well and thank God for what we have, but most of all, for the good health 
He has given us.   After seeing so much misery and hunger in many of the places we have 
been, we never forget what a great country we live in and how abundant everything is.  
Every morning we get up and thank God for all that we have, but most of all, for one 
more day of life. 
 
This semester really flew by fast.  The boys managed to finish off school wonderful, 
Johann was inducted into the National Honor Society and Sahid finished in the Honor 
Roll.  Johann will start at the School for Advanced Studies and the Miami Dade 
Community College in the fall, a joint program whereby the students, who have to take a 
college test to enter, take both advanced high school and college courses and graduate 
with a high school diploma and an associate’s degree from the college.  The school 
focuses also on the sciences and since Johann is still interested in pursing a veterinary 
career, he will be able to take some of the basic college courses required.  He continues to 
work at the Macivor Veterinary Clinic, which is adding great experience to his future 
veterinary studies. This school is only for 11th and 12th graders.  Johann will be going into 
11th grade,   Sahid  into 2nd grade, already a big boy!!   
 
This spring we took an unexpected and improvised trip to Boston just for the week-end.  
Since we moved to Miami we have been meaning to close our bank account and safe 
deposit box at the non-existent Bank of Boston, now Fleet.  We had postponed it for 10 
years!!!, and decided that it was about time.  We went up the week-end of May 3rd.  
Boston looked as gorgeous as it ever does in the spring!!!   But, after living a year in 
Miami, it felt cold to us!!!   We visited our old place in the Back Bay and got quite 
nostalgic, especially after seeing some of our dear friends.  We couldn’t manage to see 
everybody since we did not have enough time, but we are definitely going back in the 
future.  It truly is a great city, so classy, so academic, so cultural and historical, so 
different from Miami!!!! 
 
I managed this semester to get busy and together with my friend Maryann, went to apply 
for a certificate in order to substitute as a teacher with the Miami-Dade Public Schools.  
We passed the interview, the drug test (of course, who would have thought otherwise!) 
and started working at Sahid’s school on an on-call basis.  I will tell you that it was a 
unique experience and the worst class I have had is a kindergarten class that I swear are 
the future juvenile delinquents of Miami.  I had never heard such foul language, throwing 
of chairs when I called on somebody’s attention, punching each other, it was like a 
movie.  I even had to file an accident report because one of the girls punched and 
scratched another one in the face just for the hell of it, WOW!   But I learned that many 
times you just can’t say, “Honey or sweetie, please sit down or be quiet”.  It has to be 
more like “SIT DOWN, BE QUIET!!!” and it works, sad but true.  Maryann and I have 



come home hoarse on many occasions, the new method of teaching at the public schools 
is done by SCREAMING! 
 
We also did a lot of work in the house and pretty much the house is looking quite 
finished, even though it is a never ending job.  We had the carpets removed from all the 5 
bedrooms and tiled the floors, extended the back patio and retiled it and had accordion 
hurricane shutters put in all around the house.  This will definitely make the job easier if 
ever we get a hurricane warning.  So, of course, now I don’t have much to do around the 
house, for now at least, even though knowing me I will find something to do 
immediately.  Our garden is finally looking like a normal garden, green and with flowers.  
My God, what a hassle this has been.  Our “flamboyan” tree has finally bloomed after 5 
years and our “gardenia” plant has about 30 buds.  That is definitely positive considering 
all the time and money we have put into this garden.  It has finally paid off! 
 
Getting ready for our trip to Montenegro and Croatia was very exciting.  But sometimes 
things don’t work out the way we want them to.  Unfortunately, we received a call 3 days 
prior to leaving from our dear friend Ricardo to tell us that Robert Rivera, Pedro and his 
friend of over 25 years, was terminally ill with cancer.  It had gotten worse suddenly and 
the doctor’s had sent him home with no more expectations.  Pedro flew back from 
Montenegro immediately to be with him in Puerto Rico.  I guess Robert was really 
waiting to see Pedro before he passed away, as Pedro got there on a Thursday afternoon 
and Robert passed away Friday very early in the morning.  It was a very difficult week-
end for Pedro and all the other friends.  It is so unfair to see the life of a decent, good and 
honest man end like that, so unfair and sad to see a mother mourn her son, so upsetting to 
say goodbye to an honest and loyal friend.  He is not suffering anymore and we know that 
for all the good he did down here, the best awaits for him up there.   We truly realized 
that can’t take life for granted, but just as important, we can’t take our friends and family 
for granted.  You never now, one day we are here, one day we aren’t, and sometimes it’s 
worth taking the time and telling somebody we care for and/or love how much we love 
them, how much they mean to us and thank them for their friendship. 
 
Our trip was a most exhausting one.  The night before we left I had to go to Jackson 
South Emergency with an infection and we were there until 2 am!!!  The next morning I 
was running to the doctor to get antibiotics before leaving for the airport at 11:30 AM!!  
Then ten hours from Miami to Frankfurt on the plane, wait 7 hours in Frankfurt and then 
two and a half hours to Podgorica, capital of Montenegro on Montenegro Airlines, Model 
FOKETT 100 (not the f… word!), pretty impressive, no, I mean, the model of the 
plane!?!?   And we were back in the old third world.  Buying from the little shops every 
day (even the “supermarket” in town is the size of a 7-eleven, tons of bottled water, going 
shopping every day for food as the refrigerators are so small, no water on most days 
(many cat baths!), no dryers, washers that destroy your cloth, cash economies, etc. This 
town is a much more behind Sofia, but at least it doesn’t have the stray dog problem 
Sofia and Almaty had, after being bitten by a stray dog in Almaty, this is something I 
always look out for in the cities I visit (in Beijing you know why there were no stray dogs 
or cats, HAHA!!).  We did manage to find VIAGRA flavored ice cream in Dubrovnik 
though and that is pretty much modern world, no?  I bet you can’t find that in the US!!! 



Viagra means mint in Serbian!!  Pedro wanted to eat a full gallon!! (Well, he doesn’t 
need it, HAHAHA!!)  But the apartment Pedro lives in is very modern, pretty and 
comfortable, only one block for the President’s house, so we always felt quite safe here, 
enough cops all around on a 24 hour basis.  The cable TV service is amazing for 5 Euros 
a month:  CNN, Fox, MSNBC, AL JAZEERA (YES!!), Oman TV, Sudan TV, Bulgaria 
TV, many German channels, French, Spanish, you name it, but mostly pornographic 
stuff.  It really still amazes me how during the communist era this was extremely 
restricted and after the curtain fell, pornography became rampant as far as TV and 
magazines are concerned.   
 
Montenegro is a very mountainous country, thus its name “black mountains”.  It 
reminded me a lot of Switzerland, small and mountainous, except that Switzerland does 
not have the coast.  After the disintegration of Yugoslavia in 1991, Montenegro chose to 
stay together with Serbia and form the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Nevertheless, 
there is a group that believes it should be an independent country. There is not much to 
see in the capital and was quite impressed at how small it is, how tall its people are, yes, 
how beautiful the ladies are, and how small the gypsy community is here compared to 
Sofia, practically non-existent.  The whole country only has a little over 500,000 people.  
 
We only stayed a couple of days in the capital to get over the jet lag before we parted for 
the coast.  If you see a map of Montenegro with its roads and mountains you will see how 
narrow the roads are going through the steep mountains down below to the coast.  MY 
GOD!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!  And the way these people drive make Robert Hans look 
like he is still in kindergarten driving lessons!!  Just two lanes, one going and one 
coming, practically no barriers on the borders and a deep cliff to look down to.  Thank 
God our driver was very careful and proper with his driving, otherwise I don’t know 
where we would have ended.  Nevertheless, it took us 1 ½ hours to get to Przno, a little 
town between Budva and Sveti Stefan our first stop and where we were going to stay 4 
days.   
 
Our hotel in Przno was pretty, but the service came from the socialist school of thought.  
Unfortunately they still have a little ways to go on this aspect.  The rooms were huge and 
dark, typical Soviet decoration like the one in my apartment in Almaty.  The breakfast 
was included in the price and it was in the restaurant.  The tables where numbered with 
your room number and that is where you always sat down, you could NOT sit anywhere 
else (square, no?).  The day Pedro left for Podgorica and I had breakfast with the children 
only, the manager from the restaurant wanted to know “where my man was” as the table 
was set for 4 and we were only 3 (typical mentality of previous times!) Now, the private 
beach of the hotel was just SPECTACULAR.  The beaches here are out of this world.   
Clear, crystal waters, rocky, gorgeous aqua, but a little too cold for my Caribbean 
standards.  I managed to get in one day when I was too hot from sunbathing.  Gorgeous 
though.  From the hotel we would take the public bus for 1 euro into Budva.  Budva is 
Yugoslavia’s top beach resort.  The beaches all along this coast with the high coastal 
mountains in the back are incredible.  You can check www.visit-montenegro.com so you 
can get an idea of the beauty of this country.   



 
The old town of Budva is walled and is very pretty, built in the 9th century.  There are 
many little shops and great restaurants.  It is one of the oldest settlements in the Balkans 
and it dates back to Phoenician times.  Of course, I visited all the churches here.  It is 
interesting to note that this part of the world, the coast, is mostly Catholic as it was part of 
the Roman Empire and the Venetian Republic.  Even though the Turkish were here also 
for a long time, there aren’t many Moslems in this part. Sveti Stefan, an island that used 
to be inhabited by fisherman up until WWII, is today a luxury hotel complex linked to the 
mainland by a bridge.  It was built in the 15th century on a small rocky island as a refuge 
of the local population against the Turkish invaders.  This is really an impressive little 
island, quite common in the Adriatic, little islands with houses made of rock and red tile 
roofs, typical of the area.  An island might even just have a little church and that is it.  
 
In walking through Budva and Sveti Stefan I realized that these people have nothing to 
envy the Europeans as far as tourist attractions are concerned.  These are relaxing places 
with history and gorgeous beaches, smaller, quaint, more familiar and worth taking the 
detour and visiting.  We have eaten fish to last a lifetime, the typical food from these 
parts of the world, FRESH, FRESH!!!  They bring everything to the table and you get too 
choose.  We had never seen so many olive trees, so pretty and already with the fruit.  We 
also so limes, oranges, granada fruit, palm trees along the boulevard in front of the beach, 
reminded me of Cannes and Nice.  Most of the new part of Budva is quite modern and 
not Soviet style as much of the coast was hit by a terrible earthquake in 1990’s that 
destroyed much of the infrastructure.  So now it looks very Mediterranean, the white 
houses with the red tiles on the roof.  And yes, I bought a painting of the island of Sveti 
Stefan for my collection and Sahid got a temporary tattoo done on his arm.   
 
We hired a private tour guide, Mica, who spoke great English, with his own mini van, 
a/c, comfortable, and started our trip to Dubrovnik, Croatia via all the coast of 
Montenegro at 9 am on a Wednesday.  What a spectacular and unforgettable trip!   
 
Our first stop was Kotor, on Kotor Bay.  This town is at the head of southern Europe’s 
deepest fjord and is also a walled medieval city that is UNESCO listed.  It is also 
considered one of the best preserved medieval towns in this part of the world.  The wall 
that protects it is 4.5 km long, 20 meters high and 15 meters wide.  It extends up into the 
mountains and reminds you of a “mini” Chinese wall.  Churches, visited like 6 and didn’t 
get to see all of them!!!!  We were very impressed with the Cathedral of St. Trifun 
(Catholic), built in 1166.  It was popular back in the old days around here (I don’t 
remember seeing it in any of the other countries I’ve been so far), for devoted people 
when they died to have their legs or arms cut and put in an elaborate silver cast with just 
a tiny little space in the front with glass so you could see part of the arm or leg.  Of 
course, today you only see part of a bone.  There are about 100 of these in this church.  It 
was also common to have silver plaques made when you were sick showing for example 
a heart or a kidney (if this was what you were ailing from) and present it to a saint so that 
you could be healed.  There are tons of these plaques throughout the churches here.  We 
also visited the church of St. Lucas, from the 1100’s, with two altars, one Orthodox and 
the other one Catholic.  There is also a very impressive Naval museum here.  There were 



quite many Naval schools on the Adriatic coast, getting ready to protect themselves from 
all the invasions, Romans, Venetians, Turks, French, Austrians, Italians, Germans, 
everybody!! 
 
We then continued all along the bay (great little road) and stopped in the town of Perast, 
another fortified city, very small.  There are more churches than houses I think, about 16.  
It flourished in the 17th and 18th century when the most beautiful buildings were built.  It 
had its own naval school and the first nautical charts of the Adriatic were drawn here.  
Right in front of Perast, in the Bay of Kotor, you find two little islands.  On one island, 
St. George, there is only a former Benedictine abbey with a church and an old graveyard.  
Today it is used as a Catholic seminary (not for U.S. priests, HAHA!!).  The other island 
is only a church, Our Lady of the Rock, the patron of seamen.  It is a man made island 
that took 200 years to lay the stones to form it and 100 years to build the church.  It is 
from the 18th century.  The stones were laid on top of old sunken ships as this was a 
graveyard for ships.  Every year on 7/22, the fishermen for a ring around the island and 
throw stones into the water to commemorate the building of this church. 
 
We then stopped to have lunch in another little town, Morinj, with a gorgeous family 
restaurant and a clear water stream practically running through it. About 200 years ago it 
used to be a water mill.  The flora was spectacular, ferns, palms, banana plants (even 
though bananas don’t grow here), bamboo, Granada, tropical and local plants, very pretty 
and excellent food.  
 
We then headed directly to Dubrovnik, two and a half more hours, with wavy roads and 
my stomach not doing too well from the antibiotics and sunbathing for 3 straight days 
non-stop in Przno.  It was a hell ride for me having to stop about 4 times along the way 
before getting to the border.  Yes, a border, with customs guards, passport control, non-
existent in most of Europe, and non-existent when all this little countries used to be part 
of Yugoslavia. 
 
My first impression of Dubrovnik from up high in the mountains was unbelievable, 
feeling as sick as I was feeling.  What an impressive city. George Bernard Shaw once 
said, “Those who seek Paradise on earth should come to Dubrovnik”, and I totally agree 
with him. Our hotel, the Excelsior, first class.  I just slept when we got there but first 
thing next morning managed to get up so that we could start exploring the city, just a 5 
minute walk from the hotel.  Even the view from our room was the old city, can you 
believe what a special treat this was, to be able to see it all the time?   
 
There was so much we wanted to see that it was overwhelming.  So much history, you 
felt like transporting yourself back to the glorious classic days of the city.  Excavations in 
the foundations of the present city prove that a settlement existed here in the 6th century 
or even earlier.  In the 9th century it was already an organized municipal city.  From the 
7th century to the 12th century the city grew under the domination of the Byzantines.  In 
the 14th and 15th century it came under Venetian rule and it then acquired the legal status 
of the Dubrovnik Republic in the 16th century with its own currency and the flag with its 
patron St. Blasius.  Through its history of war, political sovereignty and earthquakes, 



people in Dubrovnik say that the worse calamity Dubrovnik has suffered throughout its 
history is the attack in 1991 by the Montenegrins and Serbs.  There is still a lot of hard 
feelings between these countries and I think it is something that will stay there for a 
while.  A war that lasted almost 10 years that had no reason to be and that just put these 
countries behind instead of moving forward and modernizing themselves with the rest of 
the Eastern European countries.  Unfortunately, religion and politics left them quite 
behind.  Croatia seems to have caught up immensely after the war, whereas Montenegro 
has still quite a lot of catching up to do but they do have the potential. 
 
During the war the Dubrovnik region was occupied, left without electricity or water, 
devastated and cut off from the rest of the world.  They were bombed from the air, from 
the sea and from the mountains.  In one specific day, 5,000 bombs fell in the old city.  
The shelling destroyed almost all the old houses in the old city. We bought a book called 
Dubrovnik in War which is quite impressive and makes you wonder why on earth would 
somebody want to destroy so much history, they were not going to get anything out of it, 
but like many Croatians say, they wanted the city because of it’s beauty and its history, 
they wanted to scare the people away so that they could keep a part of history, well, that 
they were stupidly destroying though.  Damage was estimated at $2.5 billion and thanks 
to UNESCO and the World Federation of Travel Agents everything has been rebuilt and 
restored and the city is definitely open for business.   
 
What we saw, well, pretty much everything!!  And of course as desperate as I am, I 
wanted to see it all in one day.   The Franciscan church and monastery, with the third 
oldest functioning pharmacy (since 1391) in Europe and the Rector’s Palace from 1441 
which is now a museum and where the Rector used to live, he was elected for a period of 
a month only as a nominal symbol of power; the imposing Jesuit monastery & St. 
Ignatius church (1725); the Dominican monastery (1225), which was crucial during the 
Civil War as the only water supply found in the city was in the wells of the monastery; 
the unmarked synagogue, the second oldest in Europe (Jewish citizen where allowed to 
stay in this part of town only and not wonder to the other parts); the Onofrio Fountain 
(1483), biggest source of well water for the city at the time (there are other little ones 
throughout the city so people didn’t have to travel far to collect water); Church of St. 
Blasius, patron saint of Dubrovnik (1715), his statue is carved on all the fortress of the 
city and above all the gates of the old city; the Cathedral of the Assumption of the Virgin 
(rebuilt in 18th century after huge 1667 earthquake destroyed it), among the things that 
survived the earthquake and which they keep here in the cathedral is the head and arm of 
their patron saint S. Blasius.  We took a walk all around the walls of the city, it took us 
about an hour, but it was worth the view and the perspective you get from the city.    It is 
a city definitely worth visiting. 
 
On our way back to Podgorica we only made one stop, Cetinje, the former capital of 
Montenegro. At the turn of the 20th century all the large states of Europe had embassies 
here.  It is a quaint town and we visited the former palace (1871) now the State museum.  
The last king to rule Montenegro was Nicola I Petrovic.  The palace is extremely well 
kept with many of the original furniture.  The tour guide was excellent and explained to 
us everything in perfect English.  I should mention that one of the daughters of the last 



king was named MILITZA (I always knew there was some princess blood in me!!!).  
Very near the palace is the Cetinje monastery, founded in 1484.  There is an old lady that 
tends to the visitors, quite a sight, extremely old and with everything covered except her 
face.  Pedro said that all she needed was a broom, if you know what I mean and that he 
hoped he never saw her in the middle of the night in a dark alley way!!!  She told  us that 
we couldn’t enter the church unless our legs and arms were covered. So, we were handed 
white tunics to wear.  This had not happened before in the other Orthodox churches we 
visited, but I was told though that as a woman I should not go right to the front of the 
altar.  And since in Rome we do as the Romans, we had no problem doing as we where 
told.  It was a beautiful small church.  In the reliquary they claim to have the arm of St. 
John encased in silver.  Across from the monastery you find the residence of Petar II 
Petrovic Njegos, revered poet as well as ruler.  It is now a museum and what is of interest 
here is the relief map of the whole country of Montenegro created by the Austrians in 
1917 for tactical planning purposes.  It is quite impressive. 
 
The rest of the week we spent in Podgorica, relaxing.  Johann kept taking his math 
courses and Sahid took tennis lessons and actually, found an admirer, Maria, daughter of 
the Minister of Health.  There is absolutely nothing to do in this town.  All people do is 
go to the café’s, there are tons of them, drink coffee and walk in the town, which 
becomes a pedestrian walk after work every evening.  There are no discos as people don’t 
seem to dance here!!!  We also struggled all week with no water in the evenings, so we 
really look forward to a real shower and not a cat’s bath once we get to the Sheraton in 
Frankfurt. 
 
Our last Sunday there we went to the Ostrog Monastery.  What a ride up there, the tiny 
little road was only one lane up into the mountains and it was truly a balancing act 
moving to the border of the cliff and trying to get another car to pass coming down.  And 
to believe there were huge tour buses going up there, thank God we did not find one 
coming down while we were going up or coming up while we were coming down!!!  
Pedro said that next time he’d rather buy a postcard than go up there.  There is a part 
where people just walk up barefooted as a promise to St. Basil of Ostrog to repent for the 
bad things they have done.  My God, what faith!!!!  This monastery is a major sanctuary 
and a favorite visiting place for Orthodox Christians.  It is impressively built in the rocks 
on a mountain called Ostrog.   
 
This monastery was built by Vladika St. Vaslije of Zahumlje and Herzegovina (St. Basil), 
one of the four Montenegrin saints of the 17th century. There are two monasteries, the 
Lower and the Upper, which is the most impressive, situated high in the cliffs.  It has two 
cave churches, you literally have to lower your head to go in.  In the first one you find the 
skeleton of St. Basil, which is believed to have healing and miracle working power.  The 
frescoes painted on the rocks above are spectacular. It is one of the most frequently 
visited sanctuaries of the Serbian Church.  People enter this tiny cave where his skeleton 
is draped in holy cloths and there is an Orthodox priest with a wooden crucifix.  People 
kiss it, pray in front of St. Basil, make the sign of the cross and leave money and letters 
requesting something.  Throughout the rocks in the monastery you also find little holes 
where people have left money and little pieces of paper with their requests for miracles.  



The second cave church also has gorgeous frescoes painted on the rocks above, a prayer 
book from 1732, decorated candlesticks from 1779, a bomb fired during WWII by the 
Italians that never exploded and the hands of a little boy cut by the Turkish when they 
invaded the area during the late 1600’s (quite a sight!).  If you saw where this monastery 
is located and to think it was built in the mid 1600’s, it is truly admirable how people 
carried the supplies all the way up the mountain!  And yes, once you come down, you 
really think twice about going back up!!!   
 
Down the road a little there were about 8 souvenir stands.  It was here that I saw the most 
shocking thing I have seen in my trip.  One of the stands was selling T-shirts with a 
picture of Radovan Karadzic, former President of the Serbian Democratic Party and an 
inscription that read “SERBIAN HERO”!!!! This guy was one of the biggest butchers 
during the war in Yugoslavia and probably comparable to Hitler.   After the war ended he 
went into hiding and to this day is sought by the International War Tribunal in the Hague 
for crimes against humanity, like his colleague Slobodan Miloscevic, except that Slobo 
has now been captured.  Karadzic has been charged with genocide for killing up to 6,000 
Muslims in Srebrenica in July 1995 and for the siege of Sarajevo and use of U.N. 
peacekeeping soldiers as hostages.  And for people to think of him a hero??????  It is 
pretty disgusting as these are sparks that are left that could unfortunately ignite later on. 
 
This trip has been an unbelievable learning experience for all of us, another chapter of 
adventure to add to our book of life.  Yes, there is Paris, Rome, London and all these 
great cities to visit, but there are also these little getaways, slight detours from the 
standard vacation packages that can show us so much more and that are just as beautiful 
and delightful to visit.  Well, if you ever visit Podgorica, remember when existing the 
terminal to go to the plane to stop by the airport employees on the runway and tell them 
which are your suitcases so that they will put them on the plane!! Interesting, no? 
 
We are now back at home for summer activities and work.  I will finish some work 
around the house and start a part time job with IOS Partners and possibly another 
company, not sure yet.  Sahid will go to golf camp, computer school and a nature camp 
very close to home.  Johann will continue working and get ready at the sailing club for 
his license. 
 
Have a great summer, stay healthy and happy.  Keep in touch and remember you have a 
home in Miami, give us a call if you are in the area.   
 
Carinos, Pedro, Mili, Johann & Sahid 
 
  
 
 


