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When I was 12 years old my parents put me on a plane in Atlanta Georgia. They said, “Have a great 
summer. We’ll see you in August.” Mind you I was 12 years old. I fly to JFK, then changed plane onto a 
Lufthansa 707, ended up in Cologne, Germany, changed another plane and then finally ended up in 
Munich, Germany. Munich Germany, 1972, the summer of the Olympics, and I was there. I was there for 
a reason. I wasn’t a study abroad kid. Hell, I was only 12 years old. I was there because my father had 
once been stationed in Germany right after the war, and he met and fell in love with a beautiful German 
woman, Eva. They didn’t marry because they knew it wouldn’t work, but they decided they would stay in 
touch and they did for decades to come. 

Eventually we got to the point where our families would swap presents with each other every Christmas. 
Then in 1972 we swapped me. I was the first of the kids to be exchanged. Living with this family was an 
incredible adventure. The Stadlmair family they were big bikers. We’d go out into the forest. We’d search 
for wild boars. The father, Hans Stadlmair, was the conductor of the Munich Chamber Orchestra, so 
whenever his orchestra went on the road be it Germany or Austria I got to go with them. Imagine a 12 
year old farm boy from rural Georgia getting to hear all this great music, and palaces, castles, and 
museums, and theaters. 

Then when I had free time I would go into Munich and explore on my own. Then on some of the 
weekends we would go over toward the Black Forest where Aunt Ava, as we were told to call her, where 
her parents lived. They were wonderful Catholic grandparents. We called them Oma and Opa. They went 
to mass every day, and then in the afternoon they feed us chocolates, and at night they even gave us some 
white wine, rind wine. I was delighted. I thought, “Wow, I’m really living high on the hog here. 

Then one day I did something terrible. I went snooping. I found in a backroom a cabinet of war 
memorabilia, including war medals, an Iron Cross, a copy of Mein Kampf, a portrait of Adolf Hitler and a 
photograph of German officers standing in front of people being executed. Now, this was a lot for a 12 
year old farm boy from Georgia to process. I was like, “Well, what do I do? Are these bad people? Were 
they part of those people? What am I supposed to do?” The thing is I don’t know how but for some reason 
I just put my trust in the goodness of people. I thought, “This is what I have to do. One; life isn’t 
Hollywood. There aren’t good guys and bad guys. We are all capable of doing great things. We’re all 
capable of doing terrible things.” 

I also realized that difference, whether it’s personal difference, cultural difference, geographic difference, 
you name it, difference can be awkward, it can be scary. I was a little scared. This was an awkward 
situation, but I was going to make the best of it and have the best time of my life. Finally, I resolved that 
the world is adventure and I was going to have my adventure. 

Skip ahead 40years to 2012. I’ve received a Fulbright grant. I’m heading off to Kosovo to teach at the 
University of Prishtina. Kosovo, you may or may not know was formally part of Yugoslavia, then it was 
part of Serbia until the Civil War. Since 2008 it has been its own sovereign country. I was all excited 
about going to this new Republic of Kosovo, but in the weeks leading up to my visit I had some phone 
calls, I had some emails, I even had a visit. Concerned people. People who love me who said, “David, 
don’t go. “Those people” will kill you.” I said, “Those people, who?” “Oh, you know, “those people.” 

Well, my story, my Fulbright fight worth fighting is about those people. My story starts in 1965 when I 
was in first grade. Now, if you know anything about rural Georgia, you might notice that there’s 
something odd with this picture. Are county near Augusta Georgia was about half black and about half 
white, but as you can see there are no black kids there, because they went to another school. You see, we 
did not associate with those people. They had their own schools, their own churches, their own shops. Our 
lives were completely separate, unless perhaps they worked for us. 



  
 

 

 
Now, in 1967 things started to change. We had the famous Supreme Court of Loving versus Virginia. For 
the first time in Georgia a white person could actually marry a black person or any person of color. I was 
in third grade. This was 1967. Then in sixth grade, 1970, the government said you have to integrate your 
schools, and so we did. For the first time in my life I sat in a room with other little black children. Life 
went on. I still worked on our family farm every day, morning before school, afternoon when I got back. 
Nothing really happened. All of the terrible things that we have been promised by our white politicians, 
our white preachers, our white newspapers, none of this stuff ever happened to us. Life went on. Finally, 
in 1977, I graduated. Now those people … The problem wasn’t those people. The problem was our fear of 
those people. The problem was us. It wasn’t them. Those people, my story, my Fulbright fight worth 
fighting. 

Now, if you consider today, this is an FBI report of hate crimes in the US. In our country when it comes 
to hate crimes, you see that almost 50% of hate crimes still are racially motivated. If you watch the news, 
if you read the newspapers you know we are in a grave situation right now. Perhaps more so now than 
ever. Those people, part of my fight worth fighting. It’s also part of the Fulbright program, because you 
see the Fulbright program says that, “Fulbrighters fight prejudice, ignorance and intolerance.” This is a 
direct quote from the Fulbright page. I’d like to add to that my mission that our fight worth fighting must 
be fought here as well as abroad. 

Now let’s fast forward over the next few years. I go to the University of Georgia and get a degree in 
theater. I end up directing a youth theater for two years, then I head off to Indiana University for my 
Masters, then I end up as a small little Methodist college in the mountains of North Georgia. Three years 
there. A glorious place to begin; wonderful people. For some reason, I don’t know if it was Oma and Opa 
back in Germany, but then I decided I would go into a monastery. Just for 9 months, and then I realized I 
wasn’t one of those people after all, much to the relief my Protestant parents. 

Then I ended up, 1988, at the University of Georgia doing my PhD program, and I had a great time there. 
After my first year I went to Galveston Island Outdoor Musicals Summer Stock Theater, where I did a 15 
week internship in stage management. It was a great summer. It was a hard summer but we had great 
people. Then one day something terrible happened. I got a phone call and I was told that I had to meet 
two people from the military. They were coming to Galveston to interview me. You see, they had a young 
fellow in the Navy that they heard was one of those people. They needed to talk with me to ascertain if he 
was indeed one of those people. 

I didn’t know what to say. This kid was a great kid. He was very creative, he was brilliant and he really 
wanted to serve his country, but this was 1989. After an hour of grilling me I said, “Look, I don’t know. 
There are rumors about everyone. I don’t know anything.” They gave up, they left. Shortly thereafter, 
unfortunately, the guy was discharged from the Navy because he was one of those people, but then so was 
I. I got back to Austin and I was so mad about this situation, and I was so tired of running from myself 
that I came out. Almost 30 years old at this point and I became the worst kind of “those people” because I 
became an activist. We marched on DC in ‘93; we marched in New York City in ’94. Things were great. I 
was happier than I’ve ever been in my life until one night something terrible happened. 

The nearest town to where I grew up was Augusta Georgia, and there was one tiny little gay bar there. 
Late one night I came out, my car had a flat tire, everybody else had cleared out. I was there changing my 
tire and a youth gang came along. They did, what we would call, bashing. Three quart beer bottles over 
my head. Ended up having to go to the hospital, having my head sewn back together. They broke the 
windshield out of my car. Now, I did have the strength to call the police. They arrived and they 
questioned the kids. They tracked them down, then they let them go. Then they came and talked to me. 
I’ll tell you I don’t know if they filed a police report or not. All I remember is what they said because this 
was it, they said, “You get out of here and don’t come back. Your kind isn’t welcome here.” This was my 
hometown where I should feel the safest. 



  
 

 

 
It’s not easy being one of those people when you yourself are. When we look at the FBI report again we 
see that 20%, one out of five hate crimes in this country is because of someone’s sexual orientation. 
Again, if you follow the news you know this is a dire situation. Crimes still continue such as Matthew 
Sheppard. It’s a difficult, terrible situation. When I heard in 2012, “Those people will kill you,” I was 
like, “Come on, what are you talking about.” 

Let me tell you a little bit about Kosovo and my Fulbright experience there. You see, Kosovo there in the 
middle. It used to be part of Yugoslavia, then it was part of Serbia until the Civil War from 1998 until 
1999, then since 2008 they have been independent. Let me share some of these people with you. Here are 
some children. You will notice what they’re wearing on their head. You’ll notice distinctive traditional 
wear. It’s because they are Albanian people. They consider themselves “Ghegs.” They are northern 
mountainous Albanians. They speak a dialect of Albanian called “Gheg.” You’ll also notice that their 
heritage is almost exclusively Islamic. They are all Muslim heritage, although, many of them are atheists, 
many of them are non-practicing, but many of them are, but their cultural heritage is Islamic. 

Kosovo; so much I needed to learn about them. So much they need to learn about us. I knew it was going 
to be a two-way process. The question was, how do I get our people, who were so concerned, to 
understand those people, and then how do I get those people to understand us in all of our diversity. Good 
Question. Here I relied on the guidance of Senator Fulbright who founded our program and is our 
namesake. Notice that he says, “It all depends on knowledge, reason and compassion.” This became my 
strategy for everything I did. 

To give you a little bit of an idea of my grant experience, I was there for six months. I arrived in mid-
January in the middle of a snowstorm. Three feet of snow the first week I was there. Here is the campus 
there the University of Prishtina in the capital city. It took us a month for us to figure out what I was 
going to do there. One, we couldn’t even figure out when classes began because of the snowstorm. 
Finally, we resolved that I would teach 1 class to the graduating playwrights. This would be essentially 
dramatic theory, or they called it “aesthetics.” This is part of the class there. You’ll also notice that they 
are much older than you would expect bachelor students to be. The reason is they had all been part of the 
Civil War. They had all been displaced. Many of them lost five, eight, or even 10 years of their lives 
because they were all forced out of the country. 

We also decided that I would direct the graduating senior man in their diploma production at the National 
Theater. This was our marquee there. Now, I won’t read the Albanian title to you, but it means “Men with 
Broken Hopes.” The idea is this, this was an Albanian play, a Kosovar playwright had written this in 
Albanian. I directed it. It was about American soldiers coming back from Vietnam. I thought, “This is 
perfect,” because they have their war experience, I have my dad, I have my brother, I have those things 
that I can build on. 

I liked to share some of the men that I worked with. The guy on the far left here, Kremtim, was the closest 
thing to a saint I’ve ever met in my life, and yet he was a hard-core, pray five times a day Muslim. He 
shared everything with me; advice, food, loves, you name it. He was my helper. He was my anchor. The 
guy on the far, on this side though, holding the can, Astrit, he was very withdrawn from me during most 
of this process and I couldn’t understand why. Finally, the week that our show opened he said, “Dr. Dave 
I want to talk with you.” I said, “Okay,” and we went off to the side and we sat down. He said, “I want 
you to understand why I’m having such a hard time in this play.” He said, in the best English he could, he 
said, “You know part of the war existed because of the genocide that occurred here.” He said, “My village 
was the first village to be wiped out. I saw people killed in front of me. I saw my teacher killed in front of 
me.” 

Once I got to know these guys I understood more of their story. I also wanted them to understand part of 
our American story. My father had been in Vietnam for two whole years. As luck turned out, Camp 



  
 

 

 
Bondsteel, which is the American camp in Kosovo, was about an hour’s drive away. I contacted their 
commanding officer and said, “Will you send some soldiers over to us.” Get this, they sent three. All 
three of them were from my home state of Georgia. They watched the play that night, they exchanged 
ideas. It was an incredible night. We ended up performing just a two-night run at the National Theater, 
which was typical. 

The best thing though of that night was meeting these people, meeting the families. At the far left over 
here a fellow named Mohammed. Mohammed did not end up leaving Kosovo during the war because he 
took his mother and they hid in the woods for six months during the middle of winter. Kind of like Daniel 
Craig in that movie, “Defiance.” They were just outside of Podujevo. You can just see the joy, the 
happiness in her face that her son … So many of her family had been killed during this war, and now she 
had the son who was graduating University. 

On the right-hand side of him, standing next to a guy named Mentor is his name. He had a very special 
place in the history of Kosovo, because he essentially ran an underground railroad. During the height of 
the war he was getting Serbians out of Kosovo, back to Serbia, and then using taxicabs getting Kosovar 
Albanians stranded in Serbia back into Kosovo. It ended up that he was one of three Albanian Kosovars 
that Ted Kennedy, our Senator, ended up inviting to speak before Congress before NATO and Congress 
decided they had to intervene and then ended up bombing Serbia. 

Following our production I had several interviews on television. Actually I ended up with 3 interviews. 
They wanted to know about the play, they wanted to know about my story about America and they 
always wanted to know, now that you live here, now that you know us, now that you love us, do you want 
to live here with us. I had explained, “No, you’re good Albanians. You know that family means more 
than anything, and I must return to my family.” 

I also got to do a whole bunch of workshops around the country. This actually was with some high school 
kids and some early college kids. They actually spoke quite a bit of English. I had a couple of workshops 
with them in Podujevo. The main tool that I used was social media. I developed a blog online called, 
davidmctier.com. This I created so that my American friends who were afraid for me being over there 
could see all is well. These are good people. I also did it so that my Albanian students could see America, 
could see what I thought about the experience. If you are a friend of mine on Facebook you know that I 
have hundreds of albums, and in each of albums are probably hundreds of pictures all the details about 
my experiences there. Social media is the key to transforming lives gently and just one step at a time. 

Now, I lived in intentionally the most conservative district of Prishtina Kosovo. I lived in the hard-core 
Muslim neighborhood of Dodona. In fact I was wedged in between three different mosques, so you can 
imagine what call to prayer was like every day. Here was the mosque next door to my house. I shopped in 
the basement of the Maxo-Mart for my groceries. Here you can see another picture of it, the Minaret 
towering above. In the district I also wanted to show my American friends that being a faithful, 
traditional, conservative Muslim woman doesn’t mean wearing a burqa necessarily. Most of these women 
wore simple headscarves on their head, and many of them wore nothing. It was their choice. 

I shared on my blog all my experiences, food, and fellowship, people cooking for me. Yes, that is our 
drink for the evening; a big cold glass of raw yogurt. I went to different folk festivals featuring bands, 
traditional theater, music. Here’s one where they built a stage against the bridge in Podujevo to perform. I 
visited as many of the cities as I could. This was the hometown of my translator. This is the town of 
Prizren, which is near the Albanian border. Absolutely beautiful isn’t it? 

I also made a concerted effort to show everybody on my blog, everybody on my Facebook, “Look, I’m in 
a mosque. It’s not an issue. I am not in danger. These people are welcoming me.” I take pictures outside. I 
take pictures inside. I even took pictures that surprised even me. This is in Macedonia, the capital. The 
notion that you would have that poster on the side of a mosque; who would think, right? Mainly I wanted 



  
 

 

 
to show them these are people. They’re loving, they’re kind, they’re tender, they love their children, 
they’re very affectionate people. There are children everywhere. This is the youngest population in all of 
Europe. 

For me, this may have been the hardest experience of my life, but it certainly wasn’t a dangerous 
experience. It was an experience that I will never forget, that I will cherish for the rest of life. When I see, 
and think about this notion, “Those people will kill you,” what they probably should’ve said was, “Those 
people will love you,” because that’s what they did, and I loved them right back and I still do. I’m still 
friends with them on Facebook. Those people; but we still have a struggle. If you consider our chart, once 
again, when it comes to religion or ethnicity this is a huge deal and it’s only unfortunately getting worse. 

This is part of our fight worth fighting. If you’d notice at the top here this is from last Friday, just a few 
days ago. The media is doing nothing to help the situation. If you were to read a little bit further on the 
bottom you see terrorist attacks worldwide. Now, I’ve expanded this for you. “Islamic State, thousands of 
terrorist acts. 35% jump. 32,700 deaths.” This is staggering. This is frightening. This is why the people 
who love me were afraid for me, but using Senator Fulbright’s notion of reason, consider this, let’s put 
this in perspective. Yes, it is terrible that there were almost 33,000 deaths in 2014, but that’s worldwide. 
Consider just in the US. Car accidents; we have that many people who were killed every year in cars, 
automobiles, or even worse in my opinion, the number of people who were killed by firearms every year. 
For me all of this is needless, all of this is tragic but let’s keep it in perspective. 

Now, part of my mission is that I’m going to keep traveling, and I’m going to keep traveling to places 
where people say, “Don’t go traveling there because it’s dangerous.” I’m like, “I’ll be safe. I’ll be smart, 
but I’m going to go to the places that I need to go to.” A year ago for spring break I went to Istanbul 
Turkey and then Ephesus. Had the time of my life. Studied shadow puppetry, visited people involved with 
the Fulbright program, visited mosques again, even saw some whirling dervishes. Just last month I spent 
three weeks in Egypt. I went from one end of the country to the other, from Alexandria all the way down 
to Aswan. Incredibly hot, incredibly uncomfortable, but what a learning experience. I even went to the 
square where the revolution and all the problems. Not once did I ever feel unwelcome. Not once did I 
ever feel in danger. I continued to take my pictures and share my story online. 

Now in closing, this is what I want to leave you with, for me there’s a strategy to fight this fight that 
involves those people. Using Senator Fulbright’s three points, we start with knowledge. I would say to 
you this, if you go then you’ll know, and if you know then you’ve got to show, you got to help them 
know what you know. Two, be reasonable about this. Keep things in perspective. The news, what we see, 
what we read those are the exceptions to life. Those are the irregularities. That’s not what the norm is. 
Keep that in mind. Finally, compassion. You don’t have to debate anybody who doesn’t know. You don’t 
have to debate anyone who hates. All you have to say is, and say it with love, “I have been there. I know 
those people, and I know differently." 

This is the promise I have made to myself. Perhaps it’s one that you could make to yourself. One, I will 
say yes to life. I'll say yes to the world and its wonderful people. I’ll say yes to all of the opportunities and 
possibilities that it brings. Two, I’ll say yes to the fundamental goodness in life and its people. I’ll look 
for the good and when I look for it I will find it. I will embrace difference, individual, cultural, 
geographic, and I will be enriched by it. Three, I will say yes to now. My world is an adventure. I will go 
now. My bucket list is now. 

My story, my fight worth fighting, is about those people. Here, as well as abroad, my fight worth fighting 
is that one day, somehow, those people will just become people. Thank you. 

David McTier, Ph.D. 
June 25, 2015 


