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1. ﬂgnek

A gnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu trotted'" alongside her mother, Drana, as
they made their way through the cobbled streets of Skopje, a town
in southeastern Europe. The two walked past the corner street vendors'?!
and artisans® and into the city’s poorest neighborhoods, where young
Agnes learned her first lessons in charity. Many poor peasants lived in
Skopje (SKOP-yay) and in villages on the surrounding plains. Some of
these people lacked enough money to buy food. Agnes and her mother
gave out food, medicine, clothes, and money to the poor. Sometimes the
mother-daughter pair cared for a sick widow who couldn’t look after her
six children. On other days they tended an elderly woman named File,
who lived alone and had no one to see to her needs. Drana told Agnes
that serving the poor was a way to serve God.

By the time Agnes was a senior in high school, she had decided to
devote herself to God and follow his will for her. She joined a convent',
and her work took her into India’s worst slums®’. Here, she eventually
became the world-renowned and beloved Mother Teresa, who worked
among the world’s poorest people, carrying out her mission of charity in
the name of God.

Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu (bo-ya-JEE) was born on August 26, 1910,
in Skopje, a town in Macedonia'®.. Macedonia was a region in the Balkan
Peninsula!”, also called the Balkans, in southeastern Europe. The Balkans
were a melting pot of cultures, traditions, and languages.
Turks, Greeks, Italians, Albanians, Serbs, and other eth-
nic groups lived throughout the peninsula. The Bojaxhiu
family was Albanian, as were most of Skopje’s residents.

Baby Agnes Gonxha (Gonxha
[GOHN-jeh] means “flower bud” in
Albanian), had a four-year-old sister, Age
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1. Agnes

(AH-geh), and a seven-year-old brother, Lazar. The children and their
parents lived comfortably in a large house surrounded by a flower garden
and many fruit trees. By Balkan standards, the family was well off!!l.

Agnes’s father, Nikola Bojaxhiu, was a successful, self-made!?' busi-
nessman who owned a construction company and imported luxury foods,
including oil and sugar. Nikola, often called Kole, was known through-
out the region for his generous donations to individuals, families, and
institutions. He often gave money to the Church of the Sacred Heart, the
Catholic!® church his family attended almost daily. Kole had once helped
pay for the construction of Skopje’s first theater, and he had served on
the local town council*.

Agnes’s father spoke many languages and often traveled through-
out the region and to exotic!>! places such as Italy and Egypt. The
Bojaxhius all spoke the Albanian, Macedonian, and Serbo-Croatian
languages. Upon his return from his business trips, Kole always arrived
with gifts for his children. But more than presents, Agnes, Age, and Lazar
awaited the stories Kole told of his travels.

Agnes’s mother, Dranafile Bernaj Bojaxhiu, ran the household and
cared for the children. Dranafile, often called Drana, was a deeply reli-
gious woman who was known in town for her charitable!®’ works toward
Skopje’s poor people. Besides walking the streets giving out badly needed
supplies, Drana made sure that those who came to the Bojaxhiu door
in search of!” food never left empty-handed.

When family friends gathered at the Bojaxhiu home,
the house rang with stories, music, songs, and laughter.
Agnes’s father was an accomplished'® musician who
played in a local brass band and enjoyed singing. He took
great pride in his Albanian heritage'* and
passed this sentiment!!°! on to his
children, telling them never to forget whose
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children they were and what background they came from. The family
dressed in brightly colored traditional folk costumes when they celebrated
Albanian holidays and festivals. “We were a very happy family,” Agnes
said. “We lived for each other and we made each other’s lives very full
and very happy.”

Agnes and her older brother had a special bond!"' even though
their personalities were very different. Agnes was a serious, hard-work-
ing girl who rarely got into trouble, while Lazar was often lazy and
mischievous'?. Agnes polished Lazar’s shoes and helped him with his
household chores so he would not get into trouble. Their mother would
tell Lazar, “Follow Agnes’s example, even though she is younger than
you.” Agnes would stop her pantry-raiding older brother from eating
after midnight, which was forbidden if the family was going to receive
Communion® in church the next day. She didn’t tattle on him but in her
own gentle way helped Lazar overcome his weakness.

Agnes also had a special relationship with her mother. “My mother
was a holy woman,” Agnes said. “She brought us up!*! very closely, in
the love of Jesus. She herself prepared us for our first communion, and
so we learned to love God above all things from our Mother.”

It was Agnes, more than her siblings!®!, who followed in her mother’s
footsteps to care for Skopje’s poor people. On days when Drana was
busy at home, Agnes would venture out alone. The sensible Agnes took
her mission very seriously.

g Agnes, Age, and Lazar attended a Catholic elemen-
tary school. Their father, a strict disciplinarian, demanded
obedience and good behavior from his children and ex-
pected them to excel'® in school. Often in the evenings,
Agnes, Lazar, and Age would answer
questions about what they had learned in
school that day. Kole was an unusual
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1. Agnes

Albanian father since he believed that his daughters should be fully
educated and prepared for careers. Many Albanians in the early twenti-
eth century still believed that education was wasted on women, since
most would end up working as wives and mothers. Agnes thought maybe
one day she would become a teacher or a writer.

During Agnes’s childhood, Skopje had only a small Catholic
population; most residents were Muslim'', Muslims follow the teach-
ings of the prophet'” Mohammed and worship the god Allah. Because of
their small number, the Catholics of Skopje were closely united, and
like the Bojaxhius, their lives centered around" the church.

Skopje, like other Balkan towns, had a violent history. For hun-
dreds of years, different ethnic'” and religious groups throughout the
Balkans had fought one another for territory. By the end of the 1400s,
the powerful Turkish Ottoman Empire occupied most of the Balkans,
which the Turks ruled for more than four hundred years. The Turks were
Muslim, and they converted” many Christians to this religion. People
all over the Balkans, including Albanians, wanted to gain independence
from the Turks.

In 1912, when Agnes was two years old, the Greeks, Serbs, Bulgarians,
and Montenegrins finally defeated the Turks in what was called the First
Balkan War'®, As a result, the Ottoman Empire’s hold on the Balkans
crumbled”, Macedonia and other Balkan regions were divided into new
countries. Albania became an independent country. Unfortunately for the

Albanian Bojaxhius, Skopije fell outside the new Albanian
boundaries and became part of Serbia.

Agnes’s father had long been active in a movement
for an independent Albania. Determined to get his home
into Albanian territory, he joined a group
dedicated to'*! getting Skopje and neigh-
boring towns into the new Albanian nation.
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Throughout Agnes’s childhood, fighting and unrest in the Balkans
continued. In 1914, the First World War began, and people living in the
Balkans experienced food shortages and bloodshed. To make matters
worse, the Bojaxhius and other Albanians, especially Catholics, were
under constant threat of attack by the Serbs, who despised!" both Alba-
nians and Catholics.

Even though she was often afraid for her family, Agnes held firm to
what her mother had taught her—that all people were created in, and
deserved, God’s love.




