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Scene: 1976. French sharpshooters surround an American aircraft parked on the tarmac of an airport outside Paris, while inside a blonde, pretty American girl – an educated, nice girl anybody would be pleased to have for a daughter – struggles to make things as comfortable as possible for the hijacked American passengers.  Kind of movie-of-the-week stuff.  Except ... she’s not a flight attendant.  She’s one of the hijackers.

This dissonance between who Julienne Eden Busic is and what she appears to be, indeed what she was growing up in a small Oregon town, forms the essence of her unusual and illuminating memoir, Lovers and Madmen: A True Story of Passion, Politics and Air Piracy.  

In language that is luminous, thoughtful, original and flayingly honest, Busic describes her transition from apolitical schoolgirl to revolutionary and the catalytic agent:  love.  But in Busic’s rendering, the line between love and fate blur.  

She meets exiled Croatian dissident Zvonko “Taik” Busic on a street corner in Vienna, though “meet” is perhaps the wrong term -- he seems to be stalking her.  Yet he’s late for their first date, careless about time.  In fact, without in any way being violent or overbearing, he moves early to assert dominance in their relationship.  “In truth ... I am too fond,” Juliet says to Romeo after agreeing to marry him after only one meeting.  “And therefore thou mayst think my ‘havior light: But trust me, gentleman, I’ll prove more true than those that have more cunning to be strange.” Julie and Taik’s romance has that quality, if not so much the passionate declarations of Shakespeare’s famous lovers, still the sense of the hand of fate trailing downward, touching one then the other, almost as if at random, linking them forever together, no matter how high the cost. 

And the cost is very, very high.  Julie first does six months in a squalid Yugoslav prison for smuggling and distributing revolutionary leaflets inside that then-Communist nation.  When she is finally freed, upon bathing, she leaves a scum of dirt in the bathtub, so filthy is she from her ordeal.  Taik neither congratulates her on her stamina nor thanks her.  It seems that, so ingrained in him is the idea that one suffers for one’s convictions that he doesn’t even acknowledge her sufferings for his.  

And his conviction is that people should be allowed to express their own culture in their own country, to be free men on the land on which they were born.  Busic paints him as small, dark, foreign, next to her open, American blondness.  But such convictions as his are quintessentially American.  Which is why, when the idea of a non-violent hijacking occurs, it is upon American soil that it is hatched and the plan is to educate Americans, who have been kept largely in the dark by U.S. media, of the plight of the Croatians, this annexed people caught up in the country-carving that occurred in the wake of World War I.  

The plan seems naive in retrospect.  Post September 11th, chillingly so.  Yet, in an odd way, still “necessary” from the revolutionary perspective.  Even after the fall of the Iron Curtain, the recent Balkan bloodshed, the emergence of Croatia as an independent nation, Americans still aren’t quite sure what it’s all about, whose side to be on, can’t understand bloody, nationalist feuds with centuries-old origins.

Perhaps, in addition to her fateful love for Taik, this sometimes irritatingly innocent American naivete, is what propelled the author toward her revolutionary destiny.  To many world citizens, America must seem like a fat and innocent child, the majority of its citizens close to totally unaware of the sufferings and political machinations affecting the daily life of most of the other residents of this planet.  Once made aware, however, some Americans chafe at their confinement in the playpen, feeling, with George Bernard Shaw, a longing for “the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one; the being thoroughly worn out before you are thrown on the scrap heap, the being a force of nature instead of a feverish selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you happy.”

Julie Busic, with her Master’s degree in German and linguistics, served thirteen years in a federal prison for her role in the hijacking.  Taik, gray-haired now but still buttressed by his convictions, the support of Croatian nationalists who consider him a hero, and, not incidentally at all, the remarkable love of his wife, Julie, remains imprisoned in a country, the United States, still reeling in shock that political struggle can touch its residents so personally. 

Lovers and Madmen is a travelogue of the underground revolutionary life.  Julie and Taik move from city to city, sometimes ushered out by security police, sometimes ducking under windows in fear of bullets.  They drink wine in Paris with a gentle, artistic dissident who would later be assassinated, scrub floors in dingy Cleveland apartments to scrape together a living on the run, collaborate with Irish revolutionaries. And throughout, they endeavor, together, to discover, what is this thing that has touched and joined them: this fateful love that endures, across oceans, cross culture, behind bars. 
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