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ABSTRACT 

During World War II, the Croatian ultra-nationalist Ustasa persecuted nearly two 

million Serbs, Jews, and Roma in the Independent State of Croatia, a state that included 

present-day Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina. The Ustasa-run Jasenovac concentration 

camp became a lasting symbol of ethnic persecution. Political analysts today often cite 

this genocide as proof that ethnic violence and fragmentation within the region are 

inevitable. However, an equally important reality is that within just four years, Ustasa 

excesses had provoked a widespread popular reaction against the violence and against the 

national exclusivity that inspired it. 

Although many people in Croatia and Bosnia initially celebrated the collapse of 

Yugoslavia in 1941 and supported the declaration of Croatian independence, the Ustasa's 

brutal treatment of minority groups quickly alienated much of the population. Opposition 

to ethnic persecution took many forms, including assisting people targeted by the 

government, hiding victims or helping them to escape from the country, aiding prisoners 

of the regime, and, occasionally, publicly protesting discriminatory measures. Within the 

concentration camps as well, prisoners of different ethnic backgrounds came together in 

food sharing and newsgathering cooperatives in a common effort to survive. This 

rejection of ethnic violence served to discredit the extreme Croatian nationalism 

represented by the Ustasa -and also its Serbian counterpart represented by the Cetniks. 

The result was a resurgence of Yugoslavism, a renewed emphasis on the interdependence 

of Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims, and others. 



Opposition to ethnic persecution also fueled the expansion of the Partisan resistance 

and shaped the character of that movement, causing its leaders to develop a program of 

ethnic equality and a federally organized postwar government. The ideology of Yugoslav 

unity transformed the Partisans into a popular movement, allowing the Partisans to 

triumph over both the Serbian domination of the prewar Yugoslav kingdom and the 

fratricidal violence of the Independent State of Croatia. 

Thus, people's reaction against atrocities in Croatia during World War II had 

important consequences for the entire region. The issues of ethnic violence, conflicting 

concepts of nationalism, and resistance are interrelated and, when considered together, 

give a fuller picture of developments in Yugoslav history. 
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Chapter 1: Background 

The history of Yugoslavia during World War II, and indeed throughout the entire 

twentieth century, revolves around ethnic conflict. The conflict is rooted in the existence 

of two diametrically opposed national concepts: Yugoslavism, the ideal of uniting the 

various South Slavic peoples (i.e. Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Bosnian Muslims, and others) 

into one political entity, and national particularism, the aspiration of many of those same 

peoples to establish separate national states. During the Second World War, ethnic 

tensions within the area reached crisis proportions after the Axis powers, Germany, Italy, 

Hungary, and Bulgaria, launched a joint invasion of Yugoslavia in April 1941. The main 

battleground in this struggle, both physically and ideologically, was the area that became 

known as the 'Independent State of Croatia' (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska or NDH), a 

fascist puppet state that included most territories of the present-day countries of Croatia 

and Bosnia-Hercegovina. During the ensuing four years of war, from 1941 to 1945, the 

Croatian fascist Ustasa party sought to impose a narrow view of Croatian nationalism 

within the NDH, using unspeakable violence and brutality to achieve its goals. In 

response, proponents of Yugoslavism had to develop new models of theory and political 

organization in order to achieve the recreation of a unified Yugoslav state after the war. 

The result of the struggle and the reaction against the genocide in wartime Croatia would 

have far-reaching ramifications, not only in the immediate postwar years but in more 

recent times as well. 

In order to understand the conflict between Yugoslavism and national separatism in 

Croatia during World War II, it is necessary to look at the social, ideological, and political 
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background to the ethnic conflict in that area. Ethnic or 'national' differences among the 

region's inhabitants have deep historical roots. Although the majority of people in both 

Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina come from a common Slavic base' and speak some 

dialect of the Serbo-Croatian language, differences in religion, national consciousness, 

and historical experience have divided the population into separate national entities: 

Serbs, Croats, and Bosnian Muslims. Each group looks to medieval times for its origins, 

harking back to when Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia had formed independent kingdoms. 

The expansion of the Ottoman Empire into southeastern Europe and the Ottoman defeat 

of combined Balkan forces on the plains of Kosovo in 1389 brought an end to these 

medieval states and inaugurated a centuries-long struggle between the Ottoman Turks and 

their Habsburg Austrian rivals. The struggle between the two civilizations precipitated 

demographic changes in the Balkan Peninsula as areas were depopulated in the fighting, 

and displaced people from other regions filled in the gaps. By the nineteenth century, the 

various linguistic and religious groups were completely intermingled in most areas. 

Ethnic identification, which developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries into 

national consciousness, was determined by religious affiliation: Croats are Catholics, 

Serbs are Orthodox Christians, and Bosnians of the Muslim faith are similarly labeled 

"Muslim" as their national designation. Confessional differences, rather than geographic 

residency, have become the primary determinant of ethnic identity separating these 

peoples. For example. Orthodox inhabitants of Croatia are considered Serbs, rather than 

Croats regardless of their place of residence. Cultural and historical differences have 

further widened the gap. The Croats, who went from Ottoman to Habsburg rule by the 
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sixteenth century, have been marked by central European influences, including the 

adoption of the Latin alphabet for the Croatian language. The Serbs, on the other hand, 

under first the Byzantine and then the Ottoman Empires, retained a more eastern 

orientation and even during five centuries of Ottoman rule, continued to use a form of the 

Cyrillic alphabet introduced to them by Byzantine missionaries. Bosnian Muslims, in the 

meantime, had adopted the dominant religion of the Ottoman Empire and were fully 

integrated into the Ottoman culture. Educated Muslims in Bosnia even used the Ottoman 

form of Turkish, written in Arabic letters, for official purposes until Bosnia's absorption 

into the Habsburg Empire in 1878. Thus, the three largest groups in the area that became 

the NDH, while sharing a common language, developed three completely different 

cultural systems. 

Although maintaining separate identities, the various ethnic groups lived in close 

proximity to each other and were intermingled within the same geographical area. For 

instance, Croatia included a large Serbian population, especially in a region known as the 

'military frontier,' supported by the Habsburgs between 1578 and 1881 as a buffer zone 

against Ottoman military advances. This region, located in the middle of present-day 

Croatia, had been depopulated during the preceding two centuries of warfare between the 

Ottoman Empire and Europe, and so Austrian officials had offered Serbs inducements, 

such as local autonomy and freedom from taxes, if they would settle there and form a 

barrier protecting Austria from Turkish incursions. Centuries later, descendants of the 

Serbian settlers in Croatia still retained their separate identity and status. Within Bosnia 

too, a similar mixing of populations had occurred. This ethnic diversity continued on into 
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the twentieth century. The 1931 Yugoslav census showed that of Bosnia's 2,323,491 

inhabitants, 44.2% were Orthodox (Serbs), 30.9% Muslims, and 23.6% Catholics 

(Croats).^ These groups frequently lived together in the same towns and villages, making 

it impossible to create ethnically unified states in the area. 

In addition to South Slavic groups, both Bosnia and Croatia were home to significant 

non-Slavic minorities. Jews had been arriving in the Balkans for centuries: Ladino-

speaking Sephardic Jews fleeing the persecutions in Spain in the fourteenth century, 

Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazic Jews migrating from other parts of the Habsburg Empire in 

later years. Although Sephardic Jews formed the majority of Bosnia's Jewish community 

while Ashkenazic Jews predominated in Croatia, both Jewish communities coexisted 

peacefully and frequently intermarried. German-speaking people, the Volksdeutsche, also 

settled in Croatia during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and in Bosnia after its 

occupation by Austria in 1878. About 80% of these native Germans were Catholic and 

the rest Protestant.^ Communities of Hungarians, who spoke the Magyar language, lived 

in Croatia as well. Finally, groups of semi-nomadic Gypsies, more properly referred to as 

'Roma,' inhabited all parts of the Balkans. 

The primacy of the national question in the NDH during the 1940s was a natural 

extension of its importance from the nineteenth century onward, during which time two 

differing concepts of nationalism developed: Yugoslavism and a separate Croatian 

nationalism. Yugoslavism, the idea of uniting all South Slavs (including Serbs, Croats, 

Bosnian Muslims, and others) into one common state, had its origins in the mid-

nineteenth century Illyrian movement. Illyrianism was primarily a literary and cultural 
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movement, resulting in the establishment of a common Serbo-Croatian literary language, 

but Yugoslavism, developed later in the nineteenth century by Croatian church leaders 

Josip Juraj Strossmayer and Franjo Racki, had a specific political goal: the unification of 

the South Slavs into one political entity to keep the Slavs from being completely 

dominated by Austria-Hungary.'* However, at the same time that Yugoslavism was taking 

root among a certain portion of the Croatian intelligentsia. Ante Starcevic and Eugen 

Kvaternik were developing an alternate view of nationalism in Croatia: the Croatian right 

to independence. The Party of [State] Rights, founded by Starcevic and Kvaternik, 

completely rejected the idea of Yugoslav unity, even declaring that the Serbs were 

inferior to the Croats. 

The formation of a Yugoslav state^ in 1918 exacerbated rather than resolved the 

conflict in Croatia between these two competing concepts of nationalism. Hastily formed 

upon the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of the First World War, 

the new 'Kingdom of the Serbs Croats, and Slovenes' soon became a centralized state 

under the Serbian Karadordevic dynasty. Many Croats disliked the centralized, Serbian-

dominated state structure and urged, at the very least, a reorganization of the kingdom 

along federal lines. The largest Croatian political party, the Croatian Peasant Party led by 

Stjepan Radic, assumed the lead in advocating decentralization of the state structure, 

seconded by other parties such as the Independent Democratic Party in Serbia and the 

Yugoslav Muslim Organization in Bosnia. The assassination of several Croatian Peasant 

Party leaders, including Radic, in June 1928 in the midst of a parliamentary session 

further underscored the ethnic tensions that threatened to overwhelm the new state. In 
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January 1929, King Alexander dissolved the parliament and declared a personal 

dictatorship. This act in itself provided no real solution to the deep internal problems but 

rather increased the tensions that would tear the state apart in 1941. 

Paradoxically, the reaction to the dictatorship within Croatia was an increase in 

support for groups on both ends of the political spectrum: the Communist Party of 

Yugoslavia, led by Josip Broz (Tito), and the Croatian ultra-nationalist Ustasa, led by 

Ante Pavelic. This political polarization occurred even on the individual level. For 

example, Cedomil Huber, later a political prisoner in the NDH, recalled that in the 1930s 

he was a member of SKOJ,^ the Communist youth movement, at school and 

^ n 

simultaneously a student of Ustasa ideals at the Catholic church he attended. 

Although officials of the Yugoslav kingdom feared both these political extremes, the 

most immediate threat came from the right, especially from the Ustasa (which means 

Rebel), an extremist group of Croatian separatists. Although the Ustasa claimed only 900 

n 

members prior to the proclamation of the NDH in April 1941, the organization proved 

dangerous to the Yugoslav state partly because of the violence of Ustasa methods but 

mainly because of the organization's connection to Italy, a country with designs on 

Croatian territories along the Adriatic Sea. From its inception in the late 1920s, the 

Ustasa had been sponsored by Italy and had adopted many of the trappings of Italian 

fascism. Most of its leaders, including Pavelic, spent over a decade in exile in Italy, 

during which time Pavelic met Italian leader Benito Mussolini and received financial 

support from Mussolini's government for anti-Yugoslav, terrorist activities. The internal 

threat from Croatia's far right and the external threat from Italy resulted in the 



17 

assassination of the Yugoslav king Alexander Karadordevic in Marseilles, France, in 

1934. The action, at least temporarily, served to mobilize public opinion in Croatia 

against both the Ustasa and its Italian mentors. Yugoslavia demanded that the League of 

Nations take action against Italy as Yugoslav police investigator Vladeta Milicevec 

claimed to have evidence that "contained everything that was necessary to institute 

proceedings against Italy, or rather, Mussolini..^ Italy narrowly averted an 

international investigation of the incident by interning the leaders of the Ustasa, including 

Pavelic. However, Pavelic's deputy Mile Budak privately confided to Croatian Peasant 

Party leader Vladko Macek that Mussolini maintained his ties with the Ustasa, keeping 

their men in camps "like a chained pack of hounds. When in need of them, he would set 

them free for a spell to serve his own purposes and afterwards bind them again as tight as 

ever."'® Thus, the Ustasa movement abroad continued to represent a threat to 

Yugoslavia. 

Within Croatia itself, the dominant political organization continued to be the Croatian 

Peasant Party; however, the Ustasa's ultra-nationalist ideology got increasing coverage in 

the Croatian right-wing press during the 1930s. The Ustasa organization's 1932 charter 

declared as its primary goal the freedom of the Croatian people from foreign rule,'' 

especially from what Croatian rightists regarded as the Serbian hegemony over the 

Yugoslav kingdom. However, Croatian independence from Yugoslavia was to be only 

the first step toward the fiilfillment of its national destiny; the next step would be creation 

of an ethnically pure state to ensure that Croatia would be free of the influence of national 

minorities such as the Serbs. Many moderate Croats, who did not generally approve of 
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the Ustasa leadership or methods, nonetheless sympathized with its anti-Serbian 

orientation, especially after Yugoslavia's transformation into a royal dictatorship in 1929. 

The anti-Semitism espoused by the Ustasa was more controversial and less popular 

perhaps than anti-Serbian sentiments. According to Paul Benjamin Gordiejew, author of 

the sociological study Voices of Yugoslav Jewry, "the position of the Yugoslav Jewish 

community as a whole during most of the interwar period was relatively 

good... .Antisemitism had no broad, organized form in interwar Yugoslavia until just 

before the Second World War... Gordiejew's statements, however, referred to 

Yugoslavia as a whole; the situation in the territory that became the Independent State of 

Croatia was a bit more complicated. Ado Kabiljo, a Bosnian Jew, reported that before the 

1 
war, the Serbs, Croats, Muslims, and Jews in his part of Bosnia all lived peacefully 

together without any hint of prejudice; only under fascist influence following the German 

invasion did the situation change. 

Within Croatia-proper, possibly as a result of its long association with the Habsburg 

Empire, anti-Semitism had deeper roots. Nonetheless, even there, the most popular 

political movements, including the powerful Croatian Peasant Party, actively opposed the 

anti-Semitic propaganda that began to appear in the Croatian right-wing press in the mid-

1930s.In addition, intermarriage between Croats and Jews was relatively common, a 

fact that in itself signifies a high degree of social integration within the community. 

Interestingly enough, it seems that "quite a few Croat leaders had strong family ties with 

Jews.. Prominent figures in the government of the NDH, including Marshal Slavko 

1 *7 ^ IS 
Kvaternik, Milovan Zanic, and even the top leader of the Ustasa, Ante Pavelic 
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himself'^ had Jewish wives or other close relatives. Furthermore, those Jews who 

adopted a Croatian ultra-nationalist outlook were not discriminated against as other Jews 

were; pro-Croatian Jews were, in fact, regarded quite favorably by the Ustasa, though not 

so favorably by many of their Jewish contemporaries.Thus, ambivalence toward the 

Jews rather than outright anti-Semitism existed in Croatia and even within the innermost 

circles of the Ustasa party itself. 

To some extent, the sudden upsurge in anti-Semitism beginning in the 1930s was a 

byproduct of fascist ideology. The Ustasa charter of 1932 explicitly forbade Jews from 

joining the party although the organization was theoretically open to "true Croatian 

nationalists without regard to religion." Anti-Semitic writings began to appear both in 

the Ustasa movement abroad and in the right-wing press within Croatia in the mid-1930s 

as a direct result of German influences,^^ leading some scholars to regard anti-Semitism 

as "imported goods."^^ Indeed, the persecution of Jews and Gypsies was becoming 

"standard policy in Nazi-occupied territory,and the Ustasa leadership, having spent 

many years in Italy and Hungary, clearly intended to follow the fascist model along with 

its program of organized anti-Semitism.^^ Even the phraseology adopted by the Croatian 

fascist press was strikingly similar to that found in Nazi German publications. Rightist 

Croatian newspapers described the need for a "radical solution of the Jewish question 

both from the racial and the economic viewpoints,"^® the warning of a Jewish conspiracy 

to take over the world, and the assertion that any measures taken to solve the Jewish 

98 
problem "cannot be too severe." Even Jews who had converted to Christianity could 

not be trusted as they were still "pure Jews by race."^^ Therefore, it is evident that Ustasa 
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theory, if not its practice, with regard to the Jews mirrored the racial theories popular 

throughout Nazi-occupied Europe at that time, rather than being a Croatian irmovation. 

Another factor contributing to the anti-Semitic policies of the Ustasa was its leaders' 

perception that Jews were affiliated with Communists and Serbs, two groups that 

Croatian fascists considered to be particularly subversive elements. The idea that Jews 

were associated with Communism "borrowed heavily from the European fascist 

movements,"^® but was nonetheless a common theme in official Croatian publications. 

One example is a booklet by Nikolaj Federov entitled Boljsevizam i Zidovstvo 

[Bolshevism and Judaism], published in 1942, stating that Judaism and Communism are 

identical with their goal the destruction of both Christianity and Islam. After the war 

began, public notices and newspaper headlines frequently associated the two groups, 

announcing "the execution of another 87 Jews and Communists" and celebrating the 

issuance of the death sentence to "50 Jews and Communists ... Although exaggerated 

for propaganda purposes, the perception of a close relationship between Jews and 

Communism did have some basis in fact. Gordiejew described the younger generation of 

Jewish youth as undergoing a distinct political shift to the left during the 1930s. Over 

time, he concluded, "a politicized generation came into being, united by Jewish descent 

-ic 
and a left-wing orientation." 

Another spur to anti-Semitism was the identification of the Jews with the Serbs. 

Again, the public was presented with this idea in newspaper articles, such as one 

appearing in Nova Hrvatska [New Croatia] in May 1942 that deplored the "old friendship 

of Serbs and Jews."^^ As in the case of the association of Jews and Communists, the 
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Ustasa propaganda about the solidarity of Jews and Serbs was rooted in fact. Josip Erlih, 

a Jew who lived in Croatia in the early 1940s, contrasted the friendliness of relations 

between the Jewish and Serbian communities of Croatia with the presence of open anti-

37 Semitism among the Croatian population of the same area. Thus, in the NDH, the 

Ustasa justified the resolve to persecute the Jews by playing on popular fears that they 

were in collusion with Serbs and Communists, both groups that were out of favor with 

the current regime. 

On the eve of Yugoslavia's entry into World War II, political discontent and ethnic 

strife increasingly undermined the stability of Croatian society. The Croatian right wing 

press became increasingly strident in its attacks on Serbs and Jews. Meanwhile, the 

German minority in Croatia, the Volksdeutsche, became more militant and nationalistic, 

-30 
even organizing large, public meetings at an Osijek city park. Attempts by the 

Yugoslav government to ameliorate this growing discontent within its borders were 

mostly ineffective. The Cvetkovic-Macek Agreement^^ of August 1939 that granted 

Croatia internal autonomy within Yugoslavia, did little to stem the rising tide of unrest. 

The combination of political opposition and ethnic tensions in Croatia was a volatile mix. 

Thus, when German, Italian, Hungarian, and Bulgarian armies marched into Yugoslavia 

on 6 April 1941, most Croats had ambivalent feelings about the invasion. Few rallied to 

Yugoslavia's defense or protested the creation of the Independent State of Croatia. 

Before examining the ethnic persecution that occurred in the NDH during World War 

II and analyzing the reaction against that persecution, it is important to note that very little 

scholarly work has been done on this subject. There seem to be two major barriers. For 
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non-Yugoslav scholars, the main issue is a conceptual one: whether one can classify the 

ethnic persecution in the NDH as part of the Holocaust. Since the Holocaust, by 

definition, refers mainly to the persecution of Jews, and to a lesser extent to the 

persecution of Roma, Soviet prisoners of war, Jehovah's Witnesses, and other groups, 

many specialists in the history of the Holocaust are uncomfortable studying the situation 

in Croatia where Serbs were the primary targets of the Ustasa regime.'^" This uncertainty 

as to whether ethnic persecution in the NDH should really be included within the scope of 

Holocaust historiography has led researchers to avoid studying the genocide in Croatia in 

World War II or to limit their studies to Jewish suffering in the region. 

Yugoslav historians in the Communist era had another reason to avoid undertaking a 

scholarly analysis of the persecution in wartime Croatia: fear of inflaming the divisive 

tendencies within the country that the Yugoslav regime was striving to suppress. Under 

Tito and his immediate successors, any real analysis of Croatian atrocities during the 

1940s was avoided as potentially damaging to relations among the Serbs and Croats and 

thus to Yugoslav unity. For this reason, during the decades of Communist rule, Yugoslav 

historical accounts made no mention of ethnic persecution in wartime Croatia, except as 

acts of terror perpetrated by foreign invaders. 

[Due to] the exigencies of political expediency, the victims of war were all 
lumped together in the category of 'victims of Nazi terror.' By virtue of this 
political construction, genocide was placed in a broader context, terminologically 
undefined, so that the past could be put aside and the national groups living in 
the country could more easily attain a 'brighter future, and the brotherhood and 
unity of peoples.'"'*' 

Therefore, both historians of the Holocaust and Yugoslav historians of the World War II 
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era had reasons to avoid a critical analysis of the wartime genocide in Croatia, so for fifty 

years after the establishment of the NDH, little was written on the topic. 

It was not until the violent breakup of Yugoslavia, starting in 1991, that scholars turned 

their attention to the ethnic persecution in Croatia and Bosnia during the 1940s, a sudden 

outpouring of scholarship that has a pronounced bias and obvious ulterior motives. Serbs 

took the lead in this research, hoping to justify to their own people and to the world at 

large the reasons for Serbian opposition to the establishment of separate Croatian and 

Bosnian states.'^^ Even books with a scholarly apparatus, such as Smilja Avramov's 

Genocide in Yugoslavia, have a modern-day focus, trying to explain the destruction of 

Yugoslavia and the animosities of recent years in light of earlier historical developments 

in Croatia. Recent Croatian books on the World War II era, especially those published 

abroad in the years immediately preceding Croatia's 1991 secession from Yugoslavia, are 

just as biased, often portraying the suffering of the Croatian people during the war 

without even mentioning the Ustasa persecution of minorities during that same era."*^ 

Ironically, recent scholarship on the NDH, often sensationalized and inaccurate, is almost 

as much of a stumbling block to a scholarly analysis of Croatian internal affairs during 

World War II as the lack of attention paid to the subject in previous years. 

As a consequence of viewing the 1940s genocide in Croatia and Bosnia through the 

prism of recent developments, the focus of research in the 1990s has been a narrow one, 

centering almost exclusively on the centrifugal forces in the region, on the horrifying 

ethnic violence that was tearing Yugoslavia apart from within. As a result, scholars have 

focused mostly on the perpetrators of atrocities and on the segment of the Croatian 
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population that gave its tacit approval to Ustasa goals, if not always to the methods 

employed by the group. How^ever, this depiction of the persecution of minority groups in 

the 1940s as a precursor of 'ethnic cleansing' fifty years later is limited, ignoring equally 

important realities, such as the increasingly widespread reaction within the NDH against 

ethnic persecution and the resurgence of Yugoslavism, the centripetal ties that bound, and 

still bind, the various ethnic groups together. These latter themes comprise the basis of 

this dissertation. 
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Chapter 2: The Formation of the Independent State of Croatia and the Persecution 
of Ethnic Minorities 

The Independent State of Croatia (NDH) came into existence as a byproduct of World 

War II, created on 10 April 1941, just days after a massive German blitzkrieg destroyed 

the Yugoslav kingdom. Yet, the term 'independent' in the title was misleading. The 

Axis powers, Germany and Italy, determined Croatia's borders, forcing the NDH to cede 

traditionally Croatian regions along the eastern shore of the Adriatic to Italy and awarding 

Croatia the territory of Bosnia-Hercegovina' as compensation. The Axis also determined 

the political structure and leadership of the new state. Within days of the formation of the 

Independent State of Croatia, Ante Pavelic and other Ustasa emigres returned from Italy 

and were installed by their Italian mentors as Croatia's new leaders. In addition, Italy and 

Germany divided the NDH into zones of occupation, and both countries sent military 

forces to the area. Thus, the so-called 'Independent State of Croatia' was completely 

dominated by foreign powers. 

Despite limitations on its autonomy, the new state appeared to many nationalists to be 

a fulfillment of their aspirations: the long-desired rebirth of Croatia after nearly one 

thousand years of sublimation within multinational states ruled by Austrians, Hungarians, 

and, more recently, the Serbs of Yugoslavia. Therefore, a significant proportion of the 

• • • 2 V ^ Croatian population welcomed the conquering troops as liberators. Bozo Svarc, a Jew 

who watched these developments with misgivings, recalled that residents of Zagreb 

greeted German troops with ovations and flowers.^ At least initially then, Croatia's 
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gravitation into the fascist orbit met with little opposition. 

Popular enthusiasm for the new state soon cooled. The first blow to the popularity of 

the Ustasa government came when Axis pressure compelled officials of the NDH to 

acquiesce in the Pact of Rome, which determined the new border between Croatia and 

Italy. Croatian nationalists, shocked by Italy's annexation of traditionally Croatian 

territories along the Adriatic coast,^ were not mollified by the inclusion of Bosnia-

Hercegovina within the NDH, which Italy granted to Croatia as compensation. Croatian 

Peasant Party leader Vladko Macek observed that: 

After the publication of the text of the Pact of Rome, a moral depression 
descended upon the inhabitants of Zagreb. The widespread discontent, however, 
remained below the surface since even mild expressions of opposition were 
punished by death or detention in a concentration camp from which few ever 
returned.^ 

Undoubtedly, the "widespread discontent" indicated by Macek had its roots in 

disillusionment over the Ustasa's subordination to Italy. Ultimately, however, a more 

important factor in undermining the Ustasa's base of support was the specter of 

"detention in a concentration camp" and the waves of state-sponsored ethnic persecution 

in 1941 and 1942. 

We have seen earlier that ethnic diversity characterized the territories incorporated into 

the NDH. Although some anomalies in the official Yugoslav census figures make it 

difficult to determine the exact numbers of people belonging to each ethnic group,^ some 

figures can be extrapolated from the available data. In 1941, the total population of the 

NDH was approximately 6.5 million people. Catholic Croats made up just 51% of the 

population with somewhere between 3.1 million^ and 3.3 million^ people, an extremely 



33 

narrow majority. The Muslims of Bosnia, approximately 700,000 individuals, comprised 

an additional 11% -12% of the population."' These two groups allied with the native-

Germans and Magyars, who together made up approximately 3% of the population,'' to 

become the leading ethnic groups of the new state. Of the groups classified by the 

Ustasa as undesirable elements, the Serbs were by far the largest with nearly 2 million 

people, just over 30% of the total population.'^ Jews and Gypsies, or Roma, also were 

significant minority groups within the NDH. Menahem Shelah, who researched the Jews 

1 
in Yugoslavia, places the number of Jews in the NDH at 45,000, though other sources 

give estimates closer to 40,000.'"' There is also some controversy as to the number of 

Roma, with Shelah giving a combined figure for Roma and other small minorities at 

27,000'^ and David M. Crowe, who studied the Roma of Eastern Europe, listing the 

population of Roma alone at 28,500.'^ 

A number of factors contribute to the complexities of categorizing the population by 

ethnicity and make an exact determination of these numbers impossible. First, a precise 

estimate of the Jewish population is difficult to determine given the fact that tens of 

thousands of Jewish refugees from the persecution in nearby Germany and Austria 

migrated to or passed through Yugoslavia between 1938 and 1941. It is also difficult to 

pinpoint the exact number of Roma because their semi-nomadic lifestyle rendered the 

1931 census count inaccurate and because Roma were sometimes counted as Croats, 

Muslims, or Serbs according to their religion. Finally, many individuals did not fit into 

traditional categories for classification. Some people who considered themselves Serbs 

but had converted from Orthodox Christianity to the Uniate form of the Christian faith 
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were classified as Croats by the Ustasa government although many Uniates were 

ambivalent toward or resentful of this label.'' Others were of mixed ancestry as ethnic 

intermarriage in Croatia had become commonplace before the war. Cedomil Huber, 

whom Yugoslav reporter Jasa Almuli interviewed about his experiences as a victim of 

Ustasa terror, described his lineage as so intermingled that he challenged the interviewer, 

"And now you tell me what I am!"'^ However, regardless of the exact numbers, the 

Croats and the ethnic groups allied with them made up a combined total of not more than 

65% of the population, hardly an overwhelming numerical dominance within the state. 

The Ustasa emphasized the resulting insecurity of Croatia's claim to be a national state, 

portraying Croatia as being perilously close to losing its national character. 

The Independent State of Croatia soon faced the practical problem of how to bring 

about national unity in an ethnically diverse state, a problem further compounded by the 

delineation of the new border between Croatia and Italy. The percentage of Croats within 

the NDH declined with the cession of the predominantly Croatian part of the Adriatic 

coast to Italy, while the acquisition of Bosnia-Hercegovina increased the numbers of 

Serbs and Jews in the state. Expressing concern about the ethnic diversity in the NDH, 

Milovan Zanic, an official in the Ustasa government, who interestingly enough was 

himself married to a Jewish woman, proclaimed in June 1941 that "this must be a country 

of Croats and of no one else, and there is no method that we as Ustashe will not use in 

order to make this country truly Croatian... However, since the current reality was a 

bit different, accommodations had to be made with other ethnic groups, particularly with 

the Volksdeutsche and the Bosnian Muslims. 
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Although the Volksdeutsch population of Croatia was relatively small, numbering 

approximately about 170,000 people,^" its political ties to the powerful Nazi state and its 

1 

control of the most productive farmland gave the German-speakers an importance 

greater than their numbers would indicate. The Ustasa authorities curried favor with 

them, giving them rights to use their own language and develop their own cultural 

ryy 'yy 

organizations. The Ustasa leadership saw them as a "loyal, constructive element" 

despite their "ultra-nationalist orientation."^'^ From the perspective of one Croatian 

official, the German minority's participation in separate cultural associations and its 

Greater German orientation did not interfere with the native Germans' loyalty to the 

Croatian state as they had in previous years considered themselves to be Croats and still 

shared common interests with the NDH.^^ In addition, Croatians regarded themselves 

and the Volksdeutsche as sharing a common Aryan racial identity. Pseudo-scientific 

racial ideas of a shared identity along with more pragmatic considerations, such as the 

native Germans' support from the occupation forces and the fact that their numerical 

insignificance within the NDH eliminated them as potential rivals, led Ustasa authorities 

to indulge the aspirations of this particular minority. 

The question of the Muslims, the largest ethnic group in Bosnia-Hercegovina, had 

greater repercussions within the NDH. The Ustasa claimed the Muslims as a branch of 

the Croatian nation and accorded them legal equality with Catholics. Ustasa leader Ante 

Pavelic, even appointed a Muslim as his vice premier,^^ an important step in gaining the 

allegiance of prominent Muslim leaders, who desired the kind of favored nation status 

they had enjoyed under first Ottoman and then Habsburg rule.^^ hi addition, the 
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authorities made concessions to Muslim sensibilities by enacting a special law exempting 

Roma of the Muslim faith from the persecution that was standard policy - in Croatia and 

other Nazi satellite countries - for Roma of all other faiths.^® Thus, the government of the 

NDH made at least some attempt to ensure that there was, according to an official Ustasa 

T I 

report, "not the least friction between Catholics and Muslims." 

Begirming in late April 1941, the NDH enacted a series of laws establishing the basis 

of the differentiation between these favored nationalities and other, unwelcome, ethnic 

groups. According to Croatia's Legal Ordinance on Citizenship, dated 30 April 1941, 

citizenship in the NDH was guaranteed to all people of Aryan descent as long as they 

were loyal supporters of the new Croatian state.^^ Croatian officials applied the label 

'Aryan' to Croats, the local German and Hungarian populations, and Bosnian Muslims. 

The Ustasa followed the Nazi example in classifying Jews and Roma as non-Aryans, but 

also included Serbs in this category.^^ In fact, Serbs were considered a particularly 

undesirable non-Aryan people, whose purpose was to Serbianize and Balkanize Croatian 

lands and to move Croatia outside the European camp.^'^ Another law, the Legal 

Ordinance on Racial Classification, also proclaimed on 30 April, specified that racial 

status was determined genetically, according to the racial categorization of one's 

grandparents. On the same day, the regime promulgated a law to maintain racial purity, 

forbidding Jews and other non-Aryans in Croatia from marrying Aryans.^^ Thus, within a 

single day, all Jews, Roma, and Serbs found themselves relegated to an inferior position 

in Croatian society. 

After 30 April, Ustasa officials promulgated legal restrictions against non-Aryans so 
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quickly that within the first few months after the declaration of the NDH, the government 

had "proceeded to enact all those measures which German bureaucrats had toiled over for 

• 37 eight years." On 5 May, Jews were ordered to register their property and businesses, 

38 and the government appointed supervisors to oversee Serbian and Jewish firms. On 9 

May, the government evicted Jews and Serbs from the northern parts of Zagreb and 

limited their freedom of movement in the other parts of the capital. By mid-May, 

authorities ordered the removal of Serbs and Jews from teaching staffs and civil service 

positions.'^® Regulations curtailed expressions of Serbian and Jewish cultures, and it 

became illegal for Serbs to write in the Cyrillic alphabet. Following the Nazi model, the 

Croatian state soon required the public identification of individuals belonging to 'inferior' 

ethnic groups. Jews had to wear identifying markers, at first yellow ribbons, but later 
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armbands depicting a Star of David with the letter 'Z' [Zidov] denoting 'Jew.' Serbs 

had to wear white bands with the term 'Pravoslavac,' [Orthodox] on them.''^ 

More ominous measures followed. In August 1941, the Croatian government formed 

the Ustasa Surveillance Service [Ustaska nadzorna sluzba] to suppress anti-state activity 

and to control ethnic minorities within the state. The Ustasa had already begun to 

establish concentration camps by early summer 1941, and a law of 25 November 1941 

affirmed that "objectionable and dangerous people" were to be interred in these camps."^^ 

In addition, Jews and Serbs accused of membership in Communist organizations received 

a much harsher penalty than that received by Croats and Muslims accused of the same 

offense."^"^ Minister of the Interior Andrija Artukovic ordered that armed Communists be 

executed on the spot and unarmed ones sent to concentration camps.''^ The very rapidity 
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with which the state promulgated repressive measures caught many people by surprise. 

According to a 1945 report of the Land Commission for the Determination of the Crimes 

of the Occupiers and Their Collaborators, the general population often regarded the new, 

discriminatory legislation as temporary and thus made few objections. 

In theory, Croatian authorities made these discriminatory measures on a racial, not 

religious, basis. While faith was a marker of Jewish or Serbian identity, the Ustasa 

regarded both Jews and Serbs as inferior because of their blood, rather than because of 

their religious practices. In other words. Catholic converts of Jewish descent, or even the 

children of these converts, were still regarded as Jews, rather than Croats. Vladko 

Macek, leader of the Croatian Peasant Party, noted that "even a Catholic nun of Jewish 

extraction had to go to church with the conspicuous yellow ribbon [identifying her as a 

Al 

Jew] on her black habit." Consequently, conversion to the Catholic faith did not spare 

Jews or Serbs from persecution though there was great confusion on this point both 

among the endangered minority populations and among some members of the Catholic 

clergy. Paradoxically, an important exemption protected Jewish, and occasionally 

Serbian, relatives of party members or those Jews and Serbs who were active supporters 

of the new government. People of non-Aryan birth who had proven themselves to be 

Croatian nationalists before the war or who had married Croats prior to the establishment 

of the NDH were accorded the same rights as Aryans in the state.''^ 

The ambiguity in the treatment of minorities raised several issues. First, how could 

one prove one's loyalty to the Croatian nationalist cause? The Ustasa government 

recorded the receipt of hundreds of petitions - such as requests for Aryan rights, requests 
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not to wear the Jewish sign, permission to work, requests for an exemption from anti-

Jewish measures,'*^ and so forth - asking for leniency because of loyalty to the Croatian 

state or, in one case, because of a lack of involvement in politics.^" Some petitions were 

successful, such as that of two Jewish women, Gizela Herzog and her daughter Eli 

Kaufer, who obtained an official letter of declaration from the Ustasa authorities stating 

that both were to be recognized as "true Croats" because of their long-standing 

membership in Croatian nationalist women's organizations.^' Sometimes people's 

professional expertise qualified as service to the state; many prominent Jewish doctors 

and businessmen were exempted from restrictions for this reason. For example, in his 

memoirs, Macek related that a minister of the Ustasa government reacted in shock when a 

well-known Jewish surgeon reported to a meeting wearing the Jewish sign on his chest: 

"By God, doctor, there is no need for you to go around with this thing."^^ Another Jew, 

Alexander Klein, even represented Ustasa headquarters on a business trip to Hungary and 

Italy." 

Another area of ambiguity was the status of people in mixed marriages and 

particularly the status of their offspring. While conversion to Catholicism in itself did not 

guarantee immunity from persecution, people who were converts to Catholicism and 

married to Catholics received honorary Aryan status. Melita Svob, who interviewed 

many Jewish survivors of persecution in the NDH, noted that there were additional, 

complicated considerations; 

It was different if the wife was of Aryan origin of the husband. If the husband 
was an Aryan, the Jewish woman had to change her religion in the Catholic 
Church, and the children of such marriage were to be considered Aryans. When 
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the woman was an Aryan and the man Jew, the decisions concerning such 
marriage were different. It also depended on the fact whether the children were 
baptized or not.^"^ 

Thus, despite the official theories of race propounded by the Ustasa, officials in the NDH 

were often more pragmatic in practice, often willing to exempt well-connected Serbs, or 

especially Jews, from the state's draconian legal restrictions. 

While the Serbian and Jewish questions loomed large in Ustasa thinking, little 

attention was paid to the Roma even though the persecution of Roma was just as harsh as 

that directed against Serbs and Jews. Mark Biondich in his study of the treatment of the 

Roma in the Independent State of Croatia noted that Roma were never mentioned in pre

war Ustasa writings; only after the Ustasa assumption of power in 1941 was there some 

debate in political circles about the policy toward this segment of the population.^^ By 

July 1941, the Croatian government ordered all Roma in Zagreb to register with the 

police or they would be severely punished.^^ The central government then directed local 

police offices to compile a census of Roma in their localities and organized the 

deportation of any nomadic Roma who had entered NDH territory after the outbreak of 

the war.^^ Deportation to concentration camps would follow later. Even as the 

persecution of the Roma escalated, the Croatian press remained silent about the issue, a 

marked contrast to reporting about measures taken against Jews and Serbs. 

For the Ustasa, the persecution of the Serbs, rather than of Jews and Roma, was the 

primary objective, a factor that represents an anomaly in Holocaust historiography. 

According to Huber, who served in the 1990s as president of a Jasenovac survivors' 

organization, the Ustasa's treatment of Jews and Roma was copied from Nazi Germany, 
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while the persecution of the Serbs was the product of a "domestic racism" unique to 

Croatia.^^ In the mid-1940s, the findings of the Land Commission of Croatia for the 

Determination of Crimes of the Occupiers and their Collaborators reached this same 

conclusion, noting that in regions with a large native-German population, the 

Volksdeutsche took responsibility for the persecution of the Jews, while the Croatian 

Ustasa focused on the persecution of the Serbs.Yugoslav social historian Smilja 

Avramov concurred that anti-Serbian attitudes were deeply rooted in Croatia: "Genocide 

of the Serbs is a much more complex issue and cannot be explained as merely an 

extension of Nazi policy to include the Serbs."^*^ Although Avramov approached the 

issue from a sociological standpoint while Aleksa Djilas examined the issue from a 

political perspective, both agreed that the roots of Croatian policies toward the Serbs hark 

back to the nineteenth century nationalist traditions of Starcevic and his successors. As 

Djilas noted: "For all their imitation of Nazism and fascism, the simple and, perhaps, 

terrible truth is that the essentials of the Ustashas' ideology were not much outside the 

mainstream of Croatian nationalism... .It was their methods that made them distinctive."^' 

In other words, deeply rooted anti-Serb attitudes in Croatia shaped the course of the 

Holocaust in the NDH, and led, according to Avramov, to the "moral imperviousness of a 

large segment of the Croatian people to the sufferings of the Serbs, Jews, and Gypsies."^^ 

The centrality of the Serbian question affected the methods adopted by the Ustasa in 

its attempt to create an ethnically homogenous Croatian state. Legal restrictions against 

national minorities represented merely the first step toward this goal, but organized 

genocide through the concentration camp system soon followed. Jews and Roma, lesser 
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threats both in numbers and in terms of political power, could be contained through 

concentration camps, but the plaimed elimination of nearly two million Serbs required 

several additional measures: conversion from the Orthodox to the Catholic faith, 

expulsion, and spontaneous massacres, as well as incarceration in concentration camps. 

The Ustasa authorities relied mainly on the first three of these methods during the first 

year of their rule, but each method proved to have serious drawbacks. 

The forcible conversion of Orthodox Christians to Catholicism was a simple solution 

since it sjanbolically erased the problem by transforming Serbs into Croats as religion 

was the major criterion distinguishing between the two groups. The Ustasa authorities, 

aided by some Catholic priests, organized the systematic murder of Orthodox priests, the 

burning of many Orthodox churches, and the forced baptisms of Serbs into the Catholic 

faith.^"^ Zdravko Antonic in his documented study of the persecution of Bosnian Serbs in 

the NDH noted claims in contemporary Croatian and Bosnian periodicals that up to 

70,000 Serbs were forcibly converted to Catholicism by late 1941 Although this figure 

is probably exaggerated, mass conversions did indeed occur, and the participation of 

many Catholic clergy was perceived as representing "tacit local (and Vatican) 

ecclesiastical approval."®^ However, even the most zealous of the Catholic clergy had to 

recognize that forced conversions represented only a superficial solution, not an actual, 

lasting change. 

Another method of achieving ethnic homogeneity in the NDH was to evict many 

thousands of Serbs from their homes in ethnically mixed areas of Bosnia and to deport 

them to Serbia, but this solution also had its limitations. German authorities in the 
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Balkans had at first given their unofficial approval to the concept of resettlement, 

especially as the Germans hoped to move some Slovenes into Croatia to make room for 

Volksdeutsche settlers in Slovenia.^^ However, when the Ustasa organized the transfer of 

17,000 people to Serbia between April and August 1941 and expelled approximately 

90,000 others from their homes,^^ the German authorities controlling Serbia were 

overwhelmed by the influx of refugees into their area and called a halt to further 

population transfers.®^ Therefore, the leaders of the Lidependent State of Croatia came to 

recognize early on that, given the limitations of forced conversions and resettlement, 

killing large numbers of the Serbs was the only permanent way to rid Croatia of the 

Serbs. 

In the first months after the creation of the NDH, the Ustasa organized local massacres 

of Serbs in public places such as the Orthodox Church in Glina and the Karitska Jama 

gorge in Hercegovina^^ For Milija Bjelica, a Serb who managed to escape from the mass 

grave at Karitska Jama, the specter that "accompanies me like a shadow throughout my 

whole life" is the fact that "among the murderers our acquaintances and nearest neighbors 

71 
were most active." In fact, there were numerous cases in which Muslims and Croats 

alike, even Catholic priests, participated in the brutal killing of Serbs from their area, 

people who had previously been their neighbors and coworkers. 

Djilas analyzed the reasons behind the "participatory and open character of Ustasha 

terrorism" in the early months of the NDH. The basic problem for the Ustasa was 

building a broad base of support since the movement had, before the war, been small, on 

the fringe of Croatian politics.^^ Lacking the resources to organize the liquidation of 
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several million Serbs in concentration camps, the regime hoped to intimidate the Serbs 

and thus gain their submission to the new order7'* If these measures provoked the Serbs 

to rebel, that too would serve the Ustasa cause. The government hoped that Serbian 

reprisals against civilians would create a wider rift between the Serbs and the more 

moderate Croatian and Muslim elements, creating a "feeling of irreversibility in Serb-

Croat relations that would make any thought of a revived Yugoslavia literally 

unthinkable."^^ This assessment seems to be borne out by the fact that only Serbs, rarely 

"I f t  
Jews and Roma, were victims of spontaneous public killings. Furthermore, according 

to Djilas, both the NDH and the German occupation forces considered terrorism and 

genocide as fundamental national duties, an integral part of the new fascist world order. 

Ustasa leaders encouraged new recruits to their cause to participate in killings as soon as 

possible, both to demonstrate their commitment to Croatian nationalism and to ensure 

their continued loyalty by driving a wedge between them and their co-nationalists outside 

of the Ustasa movement.^^ Finally, the killings seemed to be sanctioned by the Croatian 

Catholic Church as a way to advance the cause of Catholicism by ridding Croatia of 

adherents of the Orthodox Church. 

Massive, public killings proved to have several drawbacks. The Ustasa soon found 

that the brutality of its new regime did not create a broader base of support for the 

movement, but rather aroused opposition among its own people, as will be seen in the 

next chapter. In addition, the terror provoked the Serbian population to organize 

paramilitary bands, Cetnik [self defense] units, that carried out reprisals against Croatian 

and Muslim civilians, leading many citizens to feel that the new government was 
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incapable of ensuring the security of its people. The resulting unrest also caused tension 

in relations between the government of the NDH and its German allies, for the Germans 

criticized the disorder in the NDH.^^ Thus, within the first year of the Ustasa's rise to 

power, the government began to modify its policy toward the Serbs by discontinuing 

public killings of Serbian villagers and expanding its system of concentration camps to 

handle an increasing number of Serbian peasants as well as the Jews, Roma, and political 

prisoners who had been the camps' first inmates. 

70 
Although the Ustasa established many concentration camps throughout the NDH, 

the Jasenovac camp complex, consisting of five sub-camps strung out along the Sava 

River about sixty miles south of Zagreb and not far from Bosnia, soon became the 

centerpiece of Croatia's system of persecution. The first two sub-camps to be established 

were Krapje and Brocice, commonly referred to as Jasenovac I and II respectively, but 

they were only in existence for a few months before massive flooding caused them to be 

abandoned in fall 1941. The main parts of Jasenovac then became Camp III, the 

Brickyard Camp [Ciglana], and Camp IV, the Leatherwork Camp [Kozara], that housed 

several workshops, including a chain mill, electric power plant, tailor shop, and cobbler's 

workshop in addition to the brickyard and leatherwork shop. The oldest section of the 

Jasenovac complex, but the last to be officially incorporated into the system as Jasenovac 

V, was Stara Gradiska, which had been a Habsburg prison since 1799 and had become a 

place to detain political prisoners after the establishment of the Yugoslav kingdom in 

1918.^° In the first months after the rise of the Ustasa to power, Stara Gradiska remained 

a prison. However, with the influx of Croatian political prisoners into Jasenovac, the 
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Ustasa decided to convert Stara Gradiska into a concentration camp and establish it as a 

branch of the Jasenovac complex. Besides housing male prisoners, Stara Gradiska 

became the only section of Jasenovac for women and children. 

Those prisoners who were formally admitted into any of the five sub-camps 

considered themselves lucky since camp guards executed most prisoners on the killing 

grounds of Gradina, located just outside Jasenovac, immediately upon their arrival at the 

camp. In fact, NDH Minister of the Interior Andrija Artukovic alluded to the mass killing 

of prisoners when he stated that the Jasenovac camp could "receive an unlimited number 

of prisoners."^'' Inmates were first stripped of all possessions except for the clothes they 

were wearing.^^ Then, camp officials assigned all adult male inmates a job in one of the 

workshops or as outdoor laborers tending livestock, cutting wood, digging graves, or 

building a dam to prevent flooding in the camps. The relatively small number of women 

admitted to Stara Gradiska^® were mostly assigned to agricultural work or even sent as 

slave laborers to Germany. Most of the work sites contributed little to the economy 

outside the camp system. Therefore, Jasenovac was not a 'work camp,' organized for the 

exploitation of labor, but rather a 'concentration camp' or even a 'death camp,' which had 

as the primary goal the killing of as many prisoners as possible. 

Jasenovac, which handled tens of thousands of people during the four years of its 

existence, required a great deal of manpower to run. First, the Ustasa endeavored to gain 

at least the tacit consent of the population in the surrounding area. Support was ensured 

in an unusual manner: the Ustasa deported or killed the mostly Serbian villagers who had 

originally inhabited the area around Jasenovac and turned over their land to Ustasa 
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families and poor peasants brought in to do manual labor for the camp officials. In 

addition, the government needed administrators and guards to operate the camps. Damir 

Mirkovic, who studied the victims and perpetrators of the genocide in the NDH, noted 

87 that the Ustasa organization included many Catholic clergymen as members. Vladimir 

Dedijer indicated that clerics were also well represented in the Jasenovac administration, 

among them the most notorious director of the camp, the brutal Catholic monk Miroslav 

Filipovic-Majstorovic.^^ The lower-level guards at Jasenovac, on the other hand, were 

usually uneducated peasants, often from desperately poor, rural regions such as 

Hercegovina. 

Even in the midst of such a brutal era as the Holocaust, the Ustasa stood out, not only 

in terms of the percentage of the population it targeted but also in the methods it used. In 

the German-run death camps outside Croatia, modern technology such as the gas 

chambers allowed concentration camp guards to distance themselves from the killing. 

The guards at Jasenovac, however, employed more hands-on methods, executing tens of 

thousands of victims at close range, sometimes with bullets but more often with hammers 

and mallets. Some camp directors became personally involved in the killing, such as 

Vjekoslav Luburic who was notorious for using a knife to murder prisoners on Christmas 
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Eve. When the gravediggers - prisoners who were themselves slated for execution -

could not keep up with their work, bodies were often thrown into the Sava River so that 

they could "swim to Belgrade," the Serbian capital, located along the confluence of the 

Sava and the Danube Rivers. The perpetrators suppressed any sense of guilt by regarding 

the victims as less than human and as a threat to the Croatian nation.^" Any prisoner who 
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tried to establish some personal contact with the guards aroused their fury, such as the 

prisoner who referred to a guard as a brother and was viciously beaten for that 

familiarity.^' Under these conditions, prisoners were well aware that their chance of 

long-term survival was slight. 

Jasenovac opened soon after the establishment of the NDH. Throughout the summer 

and fall of 1941, Jewish men between the ages of 16 and 60 were taken from their homes 

and deported to the camps. Jewish women and children followed, starting in November 

of that year. However, not all Jews were equally at risk of being deported to the camps. 

According to Ado Kabiljo, the first Jews taken in Bosnia were arrested because of their 

association with Serbs.^^ Ustasa authorities allowed Jewish committees in Zagreb and 

other big cities to remain free so as to supply food to detainees being transported to the 

camps and, later, to send food, clothing, and other supplies to support prisoners during 

their incarceration.^^ Although camp guards stole a lot of these supplies, some food 

reached the prisoners, and the committees continued their shipments until the liquidation 

of the camps in April 1945.®'' In addition to members of these committees, some Jewish 

doctors were also spared, especially in Bosnia where the Ustasa assigned about seventy 

Jewish doctors to fight endemic syphilis in the towns,®^ or were given a privileged 

position within the camps.®® 

From late June 1941 until spring 1942, Jewish prisoners made up an overwhelming 

majority of the inmate population;®^ however, a growing number of political prisoners, 

mostly Communists, came from various ethnic groups: Serbs, Croats, and Bosnian 

Muslims, as well as Jews. A turning point came after the hard-fought Battle of Kozara 
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between the fascist forces - German, ItaUan, and Croatian Ustasa troops - and the 

Partisans in the summer of 1942. When the Partisans were driven from the area, which 

98 was near enough to Jasenovac for prisoners to hear the sounds of the artillery, the 

Ustasa began massive deportations of whole villages full of Serbs, who had presumably 

aided the Partisan forces. Croatian troops herded men, women, and children to the 

camps. Although Ustasa camp guards executed most of the new arrivals outside the 

entrance to the camp, they admitted enough new prisoners to strain the already meager 

resources of the camps and further reduce the standard of living there.^^ 

Over time, the ethnic composition of the prison population became more diverse. At 

the same time as large numbers of Serbs joined the original population of Jews and 

political prisoners - mostly Croat and Muslim - in Jasenovac, Roma began arriving at the 

camp as well. The deportation of Roma to the camps began in May 1942, much later than 

the deportation of Jews. The Ustasa moved slowly in persecuting the Roma because the 

primary focus of Croatian nationalists was on the Jewish and Serbian questions and 

because many Muslims objected to anti-Roma legislation.^'''' Yet despite the slow start, 

tens of thousands of Roma arrived at the camps after the spring of 1942. Camp officials 

executed the vast majority of Roma prisoners outside of Jasenovac,"" meaning that Roma 

had a comparatively smaller impact on the prison population than Serbs. Nonetheless, 

enough Roma arrived in the camp to change its ethnic balance. 

As Sava Petrovic, a Serbian former inmate, later testified, by mid-1942, more Serbs 

than Jews were in Jasenovac.'"^ Ljubo Milos, one of the camp commanders, agreed with 

that assessment, stating at his trial after the war: "While I was in charge in Jasenovac, the 
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largest part of the prisoners were Serbs, a smaller part were Jews, and a very small 

number Croats, while Gypsies were immediately taken for liquidation and so were not 

taken into the camp."'*'^ By 1944 no new transports of Jews were arriving at Jasenovac 

since by that time all the Jews of Croatia and Bosnia had already been arrested, were in 

the committees supplying food for the camps, or were in hiding. Therefore, the Serbs 

became an even greater majority in the camps during the last years of the war. 

The socioeconomic background of the prisoners also changed over time. In the early 

days of Jasenovac, most prisoners, whether they were arrested as Jews, Serbs, or political 

opponents, were "more or less all intellectuals."'''^ Later, the large-scale arrests of 

Serbian villagers after the struggle for Kozara brought in less educated peasants, and the 

few Roma who entered the camp tended to be from a lower socioeconomic class as well. 

Thus, the prison population in the NDH changed noticeably over the four years of its 

existence. 

Within the camp system, officials separated the prisoners by ethnicity, a systematic 

division that began at the time of their arrest. An official police directive dated 23 July 

1941 clearly stated that political prisoners, specifically those accused of membership in 

the Communist Party, should receive different sentencing according to ethnicity, with 

Bosnian Muslim and Croatian communists being held in temporary custody and Serbian 

and Jewish communists sent directly to concentration camps.'®® Mihaljlo Marie, a 

Serbian survivor of Jasenovac, verified that this policy was put into practice. When 

police arrested him in a roundup of Communist Party members,'''^ officials of the NDH 

sent the Serbs, including Marie, and Jews arrested in the raid to the camps but released 
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Croatians arrested in the same raid.'^^ In the case of the Roma, both ethnicity and 

religion determined their fate. Muslim Roma were not sent to Jasenovac at all; Orthodox 

ones were arrested and sent to the camps; Catholic ones were sometimes used as laborers 

for the Ustasa in the area around the camps but were later killed when it was presumed 

that they "knew too much."'°® Thus, ethnic origin, with religious affiliation factored into 

the equation, determined the fate of people accused of crimes in the Independent State of 

Croatia. 

Within the Croatian concentration camps themselves, the Ustasa attempted to keep 

ethnic groups separate from one another. Ustasa authorities often sent people arrested in 

the first weeks after the proclamation of the NDH to the Danica camp, where Jews, Serbs, 

and Croats were held in separate areas.Soon afterwards, Jews and Serbs were shipped 

to different, presumably harsher, camps while Croatian prisoners remained at Danica.''' 

Within the Jasenovac system, the same divisions occurred, at least initially. Serbs, Jews, 

119 Croats, and Muslims were assigned to separate sections of the camp, sometimes with 

113 barbed wire between the sections, as was the case in the short-lived Jasenovac II. 

Camp officials even attempted to divide Ashkenazic from Sephardic Jews."'* Those 

whom the authorities classified as Croats, including people who identified themselves as 

Serbs but who were not of the Orthodox faith - those who had converted to the 

evangelical Protestant faith or who were Uniates - were held in the Croatian part of the 

Stara Gradiska camp."^ 

The division along ethnic lines, which sprang directly from the Ustasa ideology of 

racial purity, led to a hierarchy of prisoner groups within the camps. Since Croats and 
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Bosnian Muslims represented the leading nations in the NDH, these groups received 

preferential treatment within the camps. Ironically, this meant, in effect, that the Ustasa 

usually accorded political prisoners, who had been arrested because of their opposition to 

the new government, better food and living conditions than prisoners who had committed 

no crime at all. Jews and Serbs, who constituted the majority of camp inmates, occupied 

a more or less equal position within the prison system, despite Serbian claims that Jews 

were better treated than Serbs''^ and Jewish claims that Serbs were better treated than 

Jews.''' In reality, the only matter in which Serbs seemed to have had an advantage was 

in the exchange of prisoners between Ustasa and Partisan forces, for the Ustasa was more 

likely to trade Serbian prisoners than Jewish ones.''^ 

Prisoner testimonies usually agree, however, that the worst treatment in Jasenovac was 

accorded to the Roma, a group that was particularly vulnerable as it was less united than 

Croatia's Jewish community and less numerous than the area's Serbian community. In 

addition, many in the Ustasa apparently felt a particular enmity toward this group because 

of the presumed "lawless tendencies" of the Gypsies."^ The Roma in Croatia thus 

suffered grievously, with approximately 90 percent of their number dying during the four 

120 years of war, a higher proportion than either Serbian or Jewish losses in the region. 

When Roma arrived at Jasenovac, camp guards immediately killed most of the women 

and children and many of the men on the fields of Gradina outside of the camp. Ustasa 

guards assigned the Roma men who survived the initial selection to the 'Gypsy Camp' in 

191 
camp IIIC, which was the worst part in the worst camp of the Jasenovac system. 

Therefore, as in Dante's Inferno, Jasenovac had different levels of hell, and Roma 
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inhabited the lowest level. 

Within the camps, the prison guards meted out punishment according to a prisoner's 

ethnic group. For example, when some Jewish prisoners escaped in 1943, camp officials 

forced the Jews held in Stara Gradiska to return to Jasenovac-proper and to wear chains 

for three months.In another case, Ustasa reprisals against Jewish inmates after the 

discovery of the involvement of a few of their co-religionists in a scandal called the 'Gold 

Affair' led a fellow Jewish prisoner, Sado Koen-Davko, to state that he wanted to kill the 

offenders with his OAvn hands.Similarly, the Ustasa held Serbian prisoners 

accountable for offenses committed by Serbs,'^"* even executing some Serbian prisoners 

in retaliation for Partisan attacks on the area near Stara Gradiska'^^ under the assumption 

that Serbian villagers in the NDH were the organizers of the attack. Thus, prison 

authorities held each ethnic group collectively responsible for the actions of anyone else 

from the same ethnic group. 

The Ustasa's obsession with ethnicity also resulted in an unusual experiment within 

Stara Gradiska in which prison officials tried to determine whether Serbian children could 

be reeducated to switch their allegiance to the Croatian people. Looking back to an 

Ottoman Turkish tradition of abducting Balkan children, training them in the Ottoman 

way of life, and using them as a loyal work force to fill even high-level positions, the 

Ustasa experimented with creating their own cadre of 450 so-called Janissaries'^*^ from 

197 
among the children in the camp. Apparently, the experiment was unsuccessful, for the 

authorities soon gave up trying to transform concentration camp children into an Ustasa 

force. 
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The most controversial question involving the Jasenovac camp system is the number 

of victims. The exact number is difficult to determine due to the fact that, in the final 

I '^O 

days of the camp, the Ustasa burned all the registers and even the camp itself The lack 

of documentation has led to controversy in Yugoslav historiography between those 

129 termed as "minimizers," who claim that 40,000 - 50,000 victims died in Jasenovac, 

and the "maximizers," who insist on the much larger figure of 700,000 victims of 

Jasenovac'^'' and one million victims in the NDH as a whole. There are many reasons for 

such a huge discrepancy. The Yugoslav goverrmient released the larger figure 

immediately after the Second World War with a specific purpose: to show Yugoslavia's 

great suffering in the war so as to gain more in any reparations payments that might be 
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forthcoming from Italy and Germany. In more recent times, the debate over the 

number of dead in Jasenovac has become even more acrimonious. Some Serbs within 

Croatia and Bosnia have used the figure of 700,000 or even one million dead to justify to 

world public opinion and to their own people their desire to break with the newly 

established Croatian and Bosnian states, while Croatian nationalists have countered with 

claims that up to 300,000 fleeing Croats,civilians as well as soldiers,were killed by 

vengeful Partisan forces in the final days of the war. Thus, historical accuracy has been 

sacrificed in the interest of specific political purposes both in the immediate postwar 

period and in the 1990s. 

More recent studies by Bogoljub Kocovic and Vladimir Zerjavic - based on a 

statistical analysis of population, emigration, and birth figures - refuted the more 

exaggerated claims. Kocovic's calculations put total Serb losses in Croatia at 125,000 
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and in Bosnia-Hercegovina at 209,000.Although these figures mean "that in the NDH 

approximately one of every six Serbs lost his or her life during the war,"'^^ the numbers 

include all Serbian casualties, people who died in the fighting, in massacres, and in the 

wartime typhus epidemic as well as in the camps. In other words, the figure of 700,000 

dead in Jasenovac alone must be greatly inflated. Zerjavic concurred. His calculations 

put the number of victims killed at Jasenovac at approximately 85,000, including 50,000 

Serbs, 13,000 Jews, 10,000 Roma, and 12,000 Croatian and Bosnian Muslim political 

prisoners.Interestingly enough, a recently published book by Jozo Tomasevich 

disagreed with Zerjavic's assessment of the number of Roma victims. Putting the pre

war figure of the Roma population of the NDH at 25,000 in 1941 and noting that the 1948 

census figures for the same area identified only 847 Roma, he concluded that Jakob 
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Danon's estimate of 20,000 Roma killed at Jasenovac was probably more accurate. 

Regardless of the exact numbers, it is evident that, although they are considerably lower 

than the estimates of contemporary Serbian nationalists, the number of dead is still 

astounding, leading writers such as Avramov, a Serb, to suggest the existence of an 

"abysmal moral depravity of a large section of Croatian society."'^^ 

While Avramov's analysis seems to make sense within the context of contemporary 

political developments, a focus on the breakdown of Yugoslav unity ignores the powerful 

ties that bind together Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims, and Yugoslav Jews. These ties 

were damaged but not broken between 1941 and 1945, despite the terrible strain on ethnic 

relations during the years of Ustasa ascendancy in Croatia. In fact, it took only four years 

for the NDH to fail, and paradoxically, the failure was most evident within the NDH 
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itself, an area that had taken the lead in developing the 'Yugoslav' orientation of the 

Partisans into a national program. It was precisely the extremism of the Ustasa and the 

horrors of the persecution in Croatia that alienated much of the population from the 

fascist cause, so that the Ustasa movement, in trying to put forth a policy of ethnic 

separation, evoked the opposite response, an increase in cooperation among people of 

various ethnic groups. 
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Chapter 3 - Reaction against the Persecution of Minority Groups in the 
Independent State of Croatia 

Although the collapse of Yugoslavia and the establishment of an independent 

Croatia initially enjoyed widespread public support within Croatia, the Ustasa's brutal 

treatment of the Serbs, Jews, and Roma quickly alienated the majority of the population' 

and brought about a growing opposition to the violent policies of the state. Historian 

Philip J. Cohen claims that the erosion of popular support occurred very soon after the 

formation of the NDH, during the first five weeks of the new regime, as the Ustasa's 

"lawless behavior - murders, persecutions, and robberies committed in the name of the 

Pavelic regime - became general public knowledge." Cohen cites German sources as 

showing that after these initial weeks, the Ustasa received the full support of only two 

percent of the Croatian population. A personal account by Dragutin Kamber, a Croat 

who initially greeted the establishment of the new state with overwhelming enthusiasm,'^ 

provides an example of this process. Kamber explains that within ten days of the 

inauguration of the new regime, he already had misgivings about the internal policies of 

the Ustasa government, particularly about its racist ideology - which he regarded as a 

German imposition - and the Croatian leadership's failure to arrive at a moral and 

Christian solution to the Serbian problem.^ Kamber himself retained some degree of 

sympathy for the Ustasa,^ but many others did not. In fact, widespread disillusionment 

with the brutality of the new government soon led to a revival of Yugoslavism, an 

emphasis on the bonds joining the various peoples of Croatia and Bosnia, rather than a 

focus on the issues separating people from different ethnic backgrounds. 



To understand the process by which this reaction against the discriminatory policies 

of the Ustasa regime occurred throughout the NDH, it is necessary to examine some 

specific cases in which individuals belonging to one ethnic group assisted people from 

another group. Then, an analysis of contemporary documents from that time period will 

show whether these cases were perceived by contemporaries as isolated instances or 

whether they represent, as scholars such as Elinor Despolatovic and Cohen suggest, a 

general trend in Croatian public opinion away from the narrow national particularism 

represented by the fascist government. Finally, it is important to consider whether 

concern for people from other ethnic groups developed primarily among persecuted 

nationalities' or whether significant numbers of people from the ruling groups - Croats, 

native-Germans, and Bosnian Muslims - sympathized with the Serbs, Jews, and Roma 

targeted by the government. 

Many people in the NDH were first exposed to the genocidal nature of the regime 

when people that they knew became victims of persecution. Since intermarriage between 

Serbs and Croats, Croats and Jews, and Bosnian Muslims^ and Jews was quite common 

in interwar Yugoslavia, some Croats and Muslims had close family members who were 

targeted by the Ustasa. Quite a few individuals from favored ethnic groups took steps to 

assist their less fortunate in-laws. For example, the wife of Jewish Jasenovac inmate 

Josef Grossepais-Gil had a brother who was married to a Croatian woman. This woman 

and her family regularly sent food packages to Grossepais-Gil during his incarceration in 

the concentration camp.^ Eduard Sajer, a Bosnian Jew, also had non-Jewish relatives as 

his sister Moncika was married to a Muslim man, who tried to save Moncika from 



deportation to a camp.'® Thus, some citizens of the NDH, although not initially engaged 

in political opposition, intervened to help family members from persecuted minority 

groups. 

More frequently, Croats and Bosnian Muslims had friends, neighbors, or co-workers 

from other ethnic groups, whom they tried to shield from the effects of Ustasa 

persecution. For example, Josip Erlih, a Jewish teenager living in the Croatian region of 

Slavonia in the early 1940s, described his mother's struggle to support the family during 

the harsh winter of 1941-1942 after the Ustasa had arrested Josip's father. Instrumental 

in their survival was his father's former colleague, a member of the Volksdeutsch (native 

German) ethnic group, who considered himself a "great Yugoslav."'' This friend, a mill 

owner, provided the Erlihs with so much flour that they were able to survive the winter 

and even help feed Josip's aunt and her four children. Another Jew, Zdenka Novak, who 

lived in Croatia, described how some Serbian friends offered to help her family by 

providing her father with false papers indicating that he was a practicing Orthodox 

Christian, an offer that he refused as representing a denial of his Jewish identity.'^ Olga 

Njemirovski, also a Croatian Jew, wrote that the behavior of her family's Christian 

friends was "in every way exemplary. They helped in everything that was necessary and 

even didn't avoid dangerous situations for themselves in order to help us."'^ For 

example, friends of the family agreed to hide their valuables, including jewels, fur coats, 

and personal possessions, after the war returning to the Njemirovski family everything 

that had been entrusted to them.'"* Not only was this an act that showed honesty and 

integrity but also courage as the Ustasa had made the concealment of Jewish property a 



punishable offense.'^ Njemirovski also described a "very nationalist-minded" couple, 

Ustasa sympathizers who nonetheless helped Njemirovski and her family exchange 

money so that they could get a fair rate of exchange that would have been denied to them 

as Jews.'^ 

Others publicly protested to the authorities about the treatment of one of their friends 

or acquaintances. In the case of Suljo, a Muslim from Sarajevo, a spontaneous protest led 

to his arrest and internment in Jasenovac. According to Jasenovac survivor Esref 

Badnjevic to whom Suljo told his story not long before dying of starvation, Suljo was 

arrested after witnessing the Ustasa murder of a close Serbian friend named Vaso, who 

was killed just because he was a Serb. Suljo told Badnevic, "Could I have watched 

quietly how they executed my brother, my friend Vaso? No! Never! When they 

executed him, I yelled out 'That is an atrocity.'"'^ Enraged at this outburst, the Ustasa 

arrested Suljo himself and sent him to his death in Jasenovac. 

Other people in the NDH opened their homes to refugees from other ethnic groups. 

During the course of the war, massive population shifts occurred. The United States 

Office of Strategic Services estimated in June 1943 that over 400,000 people left Croatian 

territory, and nearly 100,000 entered Croatia from other areas.These figures do not 

include internal refugees who fled to other parts of the NDH to escape discriminatory 

policies or armed conflict, nor do they include people displaced in the final two years of 

the war. Under such circumstances, the inhabitants of Croatia often provided temporary 

housing even for people from different ethnic groups. For example, Marko Sopic notes 

in his recollections of life during the war that in one Bosnian town, Ustasa authorities 



forced all Serbs and Slovenes out of their homes, which were then occupied by Ustasa 

families. Well-known Muslim families in the area took in the refugees.'^ 

Another case is that of Mustafa and Zejneba Hardaga, a Muslim couple living in the 

Bosnian capital of Sarajevo. Mustafa Hardaga was acquainted with Josef Kavilio, a 

Jewish man who operated a small company in a building owned by Hardaga. When 

Kavilio's home was destroyed during the German bombing of Sarajevo in April 1941, 

Hardaga offered to take in the entire family of four. Sheltering a Jewish family at that 

time was not yet illegal, but it was certainly inconvenient and crowded as Mustafa's 

brother and sister-in-law were also living in the same apartment. In addition, the 

Hardagas were observant Muslims, and the women of the family always wore veils in the 

presence of non-related men. Thus, Josef Kavilio's presence in their home must have 

been difficult for Zejneba and her sister-in-law, who then had to wear a veil even within 

the confines of their own home. 

The destiny of the two families remained intertwined, and the Hardaga family took 

serious risks for their Jewish friends. Kavilio soon succeeded in smuggling his wife and 

children to Mostar, which was under Italian control and thus a relatively safe place for 

91 Jews, but he himself remained in Sarajevo to sell his business. He was then arrested in 

the Ustasa's general roundup of Sarajevo's Jews in the winter of 1941-1942. Upon 

learning of his arrest and conscription into a forced labor brigade, Zejneba Hardaga 

risked harassment by Croatian authorities by making repeated trips to his worksite, 

bringing enough food for Kavilio and his fellow prisoners.^^ When Kavilio finally 

escaped from the Ustasa, the Hardagas again took him in. This time his Muslim hosts 



knew that they risked arrest and deportation to Jasenovac if their action were discovered. 

In fact, Zejneba's father, Ahmed Sadik, was arrested for hiding another Jewish family 

and eventually died in Jasenovac. When Kavilio had recovered from his internment, he 

managed to escape from the NDH and rejoin his family in Mostar, where all of them 

survived the war.^^ 

Many others also made the transition from assisting Jewish acquaintances to acts of 

rescue. For example, Olga Bartulovic and her sister-in-law Dragica had become 

acquainted with a Jewish family with whom they shared a house on the Italian-occupied 

Yugoslav coast. When Nazi Germany took over the area after the fall of Italy in mid-

1943, Olga and Dragica provided their Jewish friends with false papers, found them a 

hiding place in a convent, and then smuggled them to safe territory.^'' Another rescuer 

was Ivan Vranetic, a Croatian teenager who spent the years between 1942 and 1944 

finding hiding places and food for many Jews of his area and even those who entered the 

region as refugees. Vranetic's efforts were all the more remarkable as he lived near the 

border of German-occupied territory and had to move his charges from place to place to 

avoid German patrols, often hiding with them in the forests until it was safe for them to 

• 9^ • • • 
return to his village. Similarly, Olga Kukovic and Risto Ristic, living in different parts 

of the NDH, helped hide their Jewish neighbors and smuggle them to Italian-controlled or 

Partisan-controlled territory.Yet another rescuer was a Bosnian Muslim trucker named 

Izet Amautovic. Upon hearing that the Jews of Travnik, Bosnia, were about to be 

arrested, Arnautovic made several illegal trips in which he smuggled people to safety.^^ 
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The Jews were not the only ones to require such assistance; Croatia's Serbian 

population was in a precarious position as well. Ljiljana Ivanisevic, a Serb, described the 

mass deportation to Jasenovac of the Serbs from Veliko Nabrde and surrounding villages 

in Slavonia, the northeastern part of Croatia. As Ivanisevic and the other villagers 

gradually became aware of the dangers of their situation, her aunt attempted to find 

someone to rescue her grandson who was just over a year old. Finally, the Serbian 

villagers encountered a man^^ who was a member of Yugoslavia's German-speaking 

minority. In desperation, Ivanisevic's aunt threw the baby to him, and he saved the 

child's life.^® 

Sometimes even people who were official members or supporters of the Ustasa 

intervened to help friends from different ethnic backgrounds. Novak wrote in her 

memoirs that when police arrested her and many other Jews of Zagreb, a Croatian 

official, whom she knew as Mr. Jedvaj, arrived to obtain her release. Luckily for Novak, 

Jedvaj was a close friend of the Ustasa official in charge of the prisoners and so was able 

O A  

to take her home to her family. In September 1942, Radojka Tatomirovic, a Serb, told a 

similar story in her testimony before the Commission for Refugees and People Who Have 

Resettled in Belgrade, a commission established by Milan Nedic, the head of the Serbian 

government during the years of Nazi occupation.^' Her fiance, Dusan Radosevic, was 

able to get the help of some Croatian friends, who procured the release of Radojka and 

her family from the Stara Gradiska camp. 

Even law enforcement officials charged with enforcing discriminatory legislation 

sometimes took pity on friends or acquaintances from persecuted minority groups. Josef 



Konforti, a Jewish physician, received assistance from an unUkely quarter: the wife of the 

police chief,a former employee of Konforti's family. With her husband's knowledge, 

she brought the Konfortis food while the family was in prison.^'* Bozo Svarc, another 

Jewish detainee, recalled that when his group was doing forced labor before being 

transferred to Jasenovac, a fellow prisoner recognized as a prewar acquaintance a highly 

placed Ustasa official, a commander who had served in the Ustasa in Italy even before 

the group took power in Croatia. Despite the very great risks involved,the prisoner 

appealed to the Ustasa commander, who recognized him and procured his release.^*^ 

Svarc himself was assisted by a Croatian schoolmate, Janko Mihajlovic, whom Svarc 

described as a man from an aristocratic background whose family had become very poor 

"xn 
and who thus saw membership in the Ustasa as a way to regain his social status. 

Although Mihajlovic lacked the authority to procure Svarc's release, he assisted his 

Jewish friend by listing him as an electrical fitter, which was really his father's 

occupation, and then by getting Svarc and nine other schoolmates assigned to good jobs 

T O 

at the transit camp of Gospic, where they were well-fed and "saved in that way." Such 

accounts show that many people, who were generally sympathetic toward the regime, 

opposed some of its harsher policies when those policies were applied to people whom 

they knew personally. 

Many others opposed the persecution in principle, coming to the assistance of people 

whom they had never met. Novak, for example, recalled how, exhausted from fleeing 

from the Germans, she knocked on the door of a stranger's house. The occupants, a large 
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peasant family, most likely Croatian, asked her in for dinner, and, upon hearing her story, 

invited her to stay with them. Novak recalled; 

They told me that these territories often exchanged 'rulers' - one time the 
Ustase, another time the Partisans. During the fighting, the children went 
to hide in the vineyards, and it was decided that I should go with them. 
They also told me that many Jewish refugees were actually hidden in the 
village.'^" 

In fact, Novak soon discovered other Jews that she knew, even her own in-laws, among 

those who had taken refuge in the vineyards."^' The Croatian villagers did not seem to be 

acting out of any particular political conviction. Quite the contrary, they were motivated 

by an awareness of the very impermanence of political solutions and a deeply rooted 

sense of hospitality and human decency. 

The plight of children especially inspired strangers to action. Melita Svob, who 

interviewed many Jewish Holocaust survivors in Croatia, wrote: 

Almost one third of the Holocaust survivors in Croatia belong to the generation 
that was saved due to being pre-school children (or bom between 1941 and 1945) 
so the Nazi had no evidence of them. They were hiding during the war in 
villages, refugee camps, under false name, in strange [Croatian] families. 

Svob also recounted cases in which children interned in concentration camps "were 

handed through barbed wire over to stranger who saved them."'*^ A similar tale was told 

by Ivanisevic, the Serbian girl mentioned previously who survived internment in the 

Stara Gradiska camp. She recalled that a Croat from the town of Zagorje ran a local 

humanitarian organization that rescued some of the older Serbian children, including 

some of her ovm relatives, by taking them away from the harsh conditions of Jasenovac 

and putting them to work with livestock.'''' Apparently, the children were well treated by 

the families that hosted them, so much so that one childless couple regarded Ivanisevic's 



cousin as their own child and later sought to adopt him. When Jasa Almuli, an 

interviewer from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, asked whether the 

children might actually have been taken from the camp, not for humanitarian purposes, 

but so that they could be forcibly converted to Catholicism, Ivanisevic firmly denied any 

pressure to change their religion."^^ A report from the Royal Yugoslav Legation to the 

Vatican in September 1942 indicated that these accounts of the rescue of children were 

not unusual, claiming that Croatian villagers saved 6,000 Serbian children and that the 

peasants who took them in did so willingly and lovingly in order to save their lives.''^ 

The rescue of Ivanisevic herself was an even more remarkable story. The little girl 

was not a resident of the children's section of Stara Gradiska because her aunt had 

smuggled her into the adult section in an effort to protect her. The child continued to live 

there for almost two years, even after her aunt's death. One day a Croatian man, Zlatar 

Grga, visited the camp to obtain the release of his daughter, who had been arrested 

because of her marriage to a Serbian Communist. The camp authorities informed him 

that his pregnant daughter had been killed immediately upon her arrival, the standard 

Ustasa policy for pregnant women. Devastated and angered by the news of his 

daughter's death, he was leaving the camp when he caught sight of Ivanisevic, a filthy 

and emaciated Serbian girl. He later told her that he could not look away from her eyes, 

so he returned to the authorities and asked that the release papers he had obtained for his 

daughter be used to free Ljiljana instead. Even though the Serbian girl was dirty, sick, 

and unaccustomed to a normal life, and although his wife was at first horrified by her 

husband's spontaneous decision to bring her home, the couple cared for her lovingly until 



survivors from her family claimed her at the end of the war/^ Thus, the plight of 

children spurred some people to oppose the discriminatory policies of the Croatian fascist 

regime. 

The sight of prisoners also evoked pity from those who encountered them. Erlih, a 

Jew^ish former camp inmate, recounted that, during his group's transport by train across 

Croatia to Jasenovac, the cattle cars full of prisoners had to be opened several times to let 

in air. When the guards opened the cars, peasants passing by would throw in fruit for the 

prisoners to eat. People living in the vicinity of concentration camps also offered 

assistance. According to an eyewitness account written just after the war by former 

prisoner Albert Maestro: 

I want to stress that civilian inhabitants of the villages Jasenovac and 
Krapje took every opportunity to help the camp inmates with food, 
although putting themselves in jeopardy. The road from Jasenovac 
to the village of Mlaka passed near the camp, and peasants took 
advantage when not being watched to leave some bread or bacon 
near the road or to offer some words of comfort.'^^ 

Edo Neufeld and Jakov Kabiljo^® told similar stories. Neufeld described that when 

Ustasa troops forced a column of prisoners to march through the town of Gospic in July 

1941 en route to the detention center there, the civilian population peering out through 

the windows of their homes made disapproving gestures, some of them wiping away tears 

at the fate of the prisoners.^' Kabiljo claimed that many of the peasants living in the 

vicinity of Jasenovac in early 1942 were also very sympathetic to the plight of the 

inmates, frequently slipping them food when the Ustasa guards were not watching.^^ 

Unfortunately, most of the nearly one thousand Orthodox Serb peasants from that area 

were arrested in May 1942 and themselves became prisoners in the camp.^^ The area of 



Gradina was completely depopulated^"^ and became part of the concentration camp 

complex, while another near-by village was taken over by Ustasa troops, who established 

a permanent garrison there.^^ 

Ironically, when Croatian peasants were brought in to replace the original Serbian 

inhabitants of the area, they too began to sneak food to the prisoners. Vladimir Cesal, a 

Croatian teenager whose family had been brought into the area around Stara Gradiska to 

tend  l ives tock ,  l a te r  recounted  tha t  h i s  fa ther  gave  food  to  some of  the  p r i soners .Even  

though other villagers were aware of his actions, when the Ustasa investigated, none of 

his neighbors reported his activities to the authorities.^^ Maestro corroborated this 

impression that many Catholic Croats living in the vicinity of the camps disapproved of 

the persecution. At times the camp guards forced Jewish and Serbian prisoners to attend 

Mass in a neighboring Catholic church, often with camp commander Miroslav Filipovic-

Majstorovic himself presiding over the services. Maestro got the strong impression "that 

people and local parishioners were on our side."^® Muslims in the area, just across the 

border in Bosnia, also seemed sympathetic toward the prisoners. In fact. Ado Kabiljo 

and a group of about twenty prisoners took into consideration when making plans to 

escape that the Bosnian Muslim peasants were unlikely to cooperate voluntarily with the 

Ustasa guards.^^ Thus, it appears that no matter what the ethnic affiliation of the villagers 

around the camps - Serbian, Croatian, or Bosnian Muslim - or even whether the Ustasa 

handpicked the villagers in the areas immediately adjacent to Jasenovac, the Croatian 

authorities encountered opposition to their genocidal policies. 
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Knowledge of the existence of the concentration camps spread beyond the vicinity of 

Jasenovac, and some people without any direct ties to the camps or their inmates became 

involved in assisting the prisoners. Testimony in the Jasenovac archives^" describes the 

existence of a committee, led by women with Partisan sympathies, that provided food to 

prisoners in the camps and maintained ties with some officials in the Stara Gradiska 

administration who were in a position to assist the prisoners.^' In addition, the Croatian 

government permitted some prominent Jewish families to maintain their freedom so that 

the previously existing Jewish community organizations could provide food to the 

prisoners in the concentration camps. In fact, the three largest Jewish communities -

those of Zagreb, Sarajevo, and Osijek - completely supported camps in Loborgrad, 

Gornja Rijeka, and Dakovo, supplied many of the transit camps and transports, and 

contributed some of the supplies for Jasenovac as well.^^ These supplies were distributed 

to all prisoners, not just Jewish ones. According to a 1942 report to the Yugoslav 

government-in-exile^"^ in London, the Jewish organization in Zagreb agreed to provide 

food packages to Serbian prisoners whose own relatives were unable to send packages, 

and even Croatian inmates often got parcels from Jewish communities to tide them over 

until food packages arrived from their own families.^^ 

Sometimes individuals with no ties to any organization assisted strangers in need. For 

example, Janella Ana-Madika, a former inmate of the Lepoglava camp, later testified that 

she and many others could not correspond with relatives because the Partisan liberation 

of the Bosnian and Croatian territories in which their relatives lived cut them off from the 

Ustasa controlled regions in which the camps were located. Near starvation, many 



women out of desperation wrote to the acquaintances of other iimiates who were from the 

area around Varazdin, which was still part of the NDH. The food packages the women 

inmates received from these total strangers saved their lives.^^ Thus, an ever-widening 

circle of people became aware of the desperate plight of the prisoners in the Ustasa camp 

system and became concerned with alleviating some of the harsh conditions there. 

These cases were far from isolated incidents, and in fact sympathy toward persecuted 

groups in the NDH was fairly widespread despite Ustasa attempts to divide people along 

ethnic lines, or maybe because of those very policies. Marija Kosic, a Serbian woman 

who had fled the NDH, testified before Nedic's refugee commission in Nazi-occupied 

Serbia that the Ustasa had arrested some Croats for opposing the persecution of the Serbs 

in Croatia.^^ Other reports, issued by members of the Croatian Peasant Party - the 

dominant pre-war party in Croatia - to the Yugoslav government-in-exile in London 

described widespread dissatisfaction with the Ustasa's persecution of minority groups. 

For example, A. Juretic, wrote that Croatian villagers totally opposed the persecution of 

their Serbian neighbors and even tried to help the children of these neighbors.^^ Thus, 

many individuals opposed the discriminatory policies of the Ustasa. 

In fact, there were several formal protests to the authorities by Croatian villagers 

dissatisfied with the indiscriminate persecution of the government. For example, in the 

village of Dolic in Croatia, seventy-two Croatian peasants signed a petition asking the 

authorities to free the family of Josip Klein, who the government had arrested in a general 

7n roundup of Jews. Another protest occurred when local authorities arrested eighty Roma 

from the Pisarovina district of Croatia in May 1942. A group of forty Croatian peasants 



protested the arrest of their Roma neighbors, requesting that the local prefect, Dragutin 

71 
Stare, release them because they had not done anything wrong. Similarly, peasants in 

Kutjevo (in the Pozega district) and Vrpolje (in the Brod district) also submitted written 

72 petitions to the authorities asking them to release from prison the Roma from their area. 

Only in the final case were the protests successful; in Vrpolje, authorities released ten 

Catholic Roma families.^^ Yet, even though most of the petitions were unsuccessful, it is 

significant that Croatian villagers had, on more than one occasion, publicly voiced their 

disapproval of the government's discriminatory policies. 

Some Ustasa officials noted the lack of popular support for their policies. An Ustasa 

official in Zemun worried that the principle of Yugoslavism was strong, especially 

among Croatian high school students.'"* Nonetheless, Croatian authorities seemed 

confident that they could rely on most Croats to support the nationalist regime, 

expressing more concern about signs of discontent among non-Croatian groups. During 

the early months of the NDH, a colonel of the Ustasa'^ reported that even though most of 

the Croatian population acquiesced in the measures being taken against the Jews, the 

Serbian population disapproved.'^ More ominous to Ustasa officials were reports from 

Bosnia that the many of the region's Muslims disliked the persecution of minorities. A 

police report from the Bosnian town of Banja Luka in September 1942 noted that 

Muslims had assisted some women who had escaped from Stara Gradiska,'' while a 

police informant from Derventa reported nearly two years later that stories of the bad 

situation in the Stara Gradiska and Jasenovac camps were circulating among the Bosnian 

Muslim population and alienating many people from the fascist government.'^ Thus, 



even government officials v^ere aware of the general population's growing revulsion 

against the oppressive policies of the regime, especially with regard to its mistreatment of 

minority groups. 

In Bosnia, particularly among the Muslims, who constituted one of the ruling groups 

in the NDH, the latent dissatisfaction with the harsh treatment of minorities came to be 

expressed publicly on several occasions. The Jewish physician Konforti later wrote that 

the mostly Muslim residents of Travnik, Bosnia, held widespread public protests when 

local Ustasa authorities ordered a large-scale deportation of the city's Jews in January 

1942. Because of the extremely cold weather at that time, many residents of the city 

feared for the health of the people scheduled for deportation. Although the Ustasa 

authorities refused to delay the transport until the weather improved, a compromise was 

reached; officials assigned Konforti to accompany the transport in order to reassure the 

concerned citizens that efforts were being made to safeguard the health of Travnik's Jews 
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during their journey. In addition, some prominent Muslims of Sarajevo as well as some 

members of the Muslim religious leadership, while not opposing the Ustasa government's 

right to rule, nonetheless criticized those Muslims who participated in atrocities against 

the Serbs.^' 

While there are fewer official reports describing the Muslim attitude toward the Roma 

than toward the Serbs, Muslim leaders at least attempted to protect from persecution 

those Roma who had converted to Islam.^^ In Sarajevo, Doboj, Brcko, Srebrenica, and 

other areas lived Roma who were highly assimilated into the Muslim community; they 

had Muslim names, dressed like Muslims, and had exchanged a nomadic lifestyle for 
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settled homes and professions. The Ustasa, desiring to maintain its support among 

Bosnian Muslims, deferred to public pressure and exempted some Bosnian Roma from 

persecution. 

A specific indictment of Ustasa discriminatory practices lodged by prominent 

Bosnian Muslims as well as the reasoning that underlay their complaints can be seen in 

one of several open letters sent to Bosnian officials. One truly remarkable document is a 

letter dated 12 November 1941 and sent to two Muslim government ministers, Dzafer 

Kulenovic and Hilmija Beslagic. The letter, signed by leading members of the Muslim 

community in Banja Luka, opened with an indictment of the regime's atrocities. It 

stressed that religious tolerance was a Bosnian tradition and decried the forced baptism of 

Orthodox Serbs by Catholic clergy.In addition, the letter requested that the 

government reassert control over the "wild" members of the Ustasa, some of whom had 

apparently disguised themselves as Muslims by donning fezzes when carrying out 
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massacres of Serbs. The authors warned that such actions jeopardized the state's 

interests by provoking a violent reaction and urged the state to guarantee the security of 

its citizens' life, property, and religious freedom.^^ Most remarkable of all was that, 

despite the enormous risks for the signatories, dozens of Muslims signed their names to 

the document. 

In their criticism of the Ustasa's treatment of minority ethnic groups during the war, 

Bosnian Muslims frequently cited the principle of religious tolerance, which they 

perceived as dating back to Ottoman Turkish rule in Bosnia or, even further back, to the 

earliest days of the expansion of Islam.^^ Muslim leaders in Bosnia used this perception 
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of local cultural traditions as grounds for condemning the Ustasa persecution of Orthodox 

Serbs and Jews, both groups identified by religious affiliation. The Bosnian Muslim 

community's public protests against the abusive treatment of minorities in its midst were 

unique in the history of the Second World War.^^ Although not all Bosnian Muslims 

agreed with this perspective or took steps to oppose the NDH's genocidal policies, it is 

apparent many people disapproved of the government's genocidal policies. In fact, 

Marko D. Sopic, an eyewitness observer, noted that Ustasa atrocities led to a decline of 

support for the NDH within Bosnia.^^ 

It is evident, then, that Ustasa policies with regard to minority populations were not as 

widely accepted in the Independent State of Croatia as the proponents of racial purity 

would have hoped. Opposition by a significant portion of the Croatian and Bosnian 

population to ethnic persecution took many forms, including offering assistance to friends 

or relatives targeted by the regime, hiding victims or helping them to escape from the 

country, aiding prisoners of the regime, and, occasionally, publicly protesting specific 

government measures. In other words, the discriminatory policies of the NDH often 

evoked the opposite response from the one the Ustasa had hoped to achieve. Instead of 

fostering a separation of the different ethnic groups and the elimination of so-called 

"impure" elements from the Croatian population, the government leadership unwittingly 

brought about a renewed recognition of the interconnection of Serbs, Croats, Muslims, 

Jews, and Roma within Croatian society, in effect, bringing about a resurgence of 

Yugoslavism. 
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Chapter 4: The Growth of Interethnic Cooperation in the Camps 

The growth in cooperation among the various ethnic groups extended into the 

concentration camps themselves. Partly as a reaction against the Ustasa's desire to keep 

groups separated from each other, prisoners began to work together for survival. 

The first barriers breached by the camp inmates were the physical boundaries 

separating the various ethnic groups. According to a Jewish prisoner Bozo Svarc, even in 

the earliest days of Jasenovac, when camp officials attempted to house the Jewish and 

Serbian prisoners in separate sections, the two groups still managed to communicate 

freely regardless of attempts to keep them apart.' Ethnic mixing also occurred when 

prisoners lied about their ethnic identities, as in the case of a Bosnian Muslim named 

Hasan, who told fellow prisoner Esref Badnjevic that he had pretended to be a Serb so as 

not to be separated from a group of Bosnian Serb friends.^ Therefore, even when camp 

authorities tried to maintain a strict separation of ethnic groups, they were unsuccessful. 

It is not surprising that the Ustasa soon abandoned attempts to keep the groups 

divided. Camp IIIC, for example, called the "Gypsy Camp" because the Ustasa had 

originally assigned only Roma to that section, was soon used to house new arrivals from 

-3 
the other ethnic groups. The physical separation of ethnic groups broke down even 

further with the influx of Serbian detainees into Jasenovac in summer 1942. During June 

and July 1942, the Germans and Ustasa had undertaken a combined campaign against the 

Partisan resistance movement in the Kozara district of northwest Bosnia, and Serbian 

villagers from the area were suspected of supporting the resistance forces. In retaliation, 

the Ustasa rounded up many of the Serbs from the area, some 60,000 men, women, and 



children, and drove them on foot to Jasenovac.'^ Although Ustasa guards killed most of 

the men at Gradina immediately upon their arrival at the camp,^ enough of the newly 

arrived Serbs were admitted to the camps to cause such overcrowding in the barracks that 

separate living quarters for Serbs, Jews, and others became impractical. Probably around 

the time of the Kozara offensive and the resulting expansion of the prisoner population, 

Serbs and Jews alike began to sleep at their worksites rather than in the camp itself.^ 

Since groups of prisoners assigned to each workshop were integrated, living quarters 

became so as well. Ultimately, the Jasenovac administration was unable to maintain 

physical barriers to keep prisoners of different ethnic groups apart. 

Social divisions among prisoners similarly broke down in the camps. Those who 

before the war had been a boss or an employee now perceived one another as equals, as 

fellow sufferers.' Ethnic labels also lost their meaning as, in the words of Jasenovac 

survivor Milos Despot, "It didn't make much difference who was a Serb, who was a Jew 

n 

because they were all in the same torment." A Serbian escapee reported to a skeptical 

commission of Serbs in wartime Belgrade that Croatian prisoners in the camp usually 

cooperated closely with their Serbian fellow sufferers, rather than with their co-nationals, 

the Ustasa.^ Croatian former-inmate Ivica Skromrak later reflected that Croats 

imprisoned in the camp also had close relations with Jewish inmates.In fact, the 

prisoners became so accustomed to the intermingling of ethnic groups that they were 

shocked when, upon the arrival in 1943 of a delegation from the Swiss Red Cross, the 

Jasenovac administration separated the prisoners by ethnic group'' and forced them to 

wear identifying patches.'^ 
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Before examining the specific ways in which ethnic groups in Jasenovac worked 

together to survive, it is important to investigate some controversial allegations about the 

mistreatment of prisoners by the grupnici, the group leaders appointed by camp officials 

from among the prisoners. The controversy began with the publication in 1989 of a 

book,^^ Bespucapovijesne zbilnosti, by Franjo Tudman, who would soon become the first 

president of Croatia following its secession from Yugoslavia. After civil war broke out 

in the former Yugoslavia in 1991, two Serbian women, Vida Jankovic and Svetlana 

Raicevic, published a short work entitled Franjo Tudjman/On the Jews. This 17-page 

publication is a translation into English of certain excerpts from the second edition of 

Tudman's work in which he asserted that Jewish group leaders appointed by the Ustasa, 

rather than the Ustasa guards themselves, carried out much of the persecution of the 

Serbs and Roma at Jasenovac. This allegation that Jews were partly responsible for the 

oppression of Serbs and Roma in the NDH caused an immediate outcry from both Jewish 

and Serbian scholars and ultimately led the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

to send an investigator to interview ten survivors of Jasenovac.'^ 

In the postscript to the fifth edition of Tudman's work,'^ Ante Knezevic, a Croat, 

responded to the controversy by alleging that the Serbian translators of Franjo 

Tudjman/On the Jews had erred in two ways: by their linguistic imprecision arising from 

difficulties with the Croatian language as well as English and by their selective choice of 

excerpts from the book, which aimed to portray the author, then president of Croatia, as a 

1 7 
fascist and anti-Semite. The first part of Knezevic's argument is questionable as it is 

based on the assumption that Serbian and Croatian constitute separate languages. Yet, 
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the recognition of Serbian, Croatian, and Bosnian as three separate languages, which has 

only occurred since the breakup of Yugoslavia, is purely political, based on the 

assumption that each independent nation needs its own national tongue. Linguists, on the 

other hand, classify all three as dialects of one language and reject Knefevic's idea that 

Serbs carmot properly understand Croatian. Knezevic's second criticism, however, has 

merit. The Serbian publication of Franjo Tudjman/On the Jews served a definite political 

agenda: the discrediting of the Croatian president. Ultimately, the debate about linguistic 

or political differences between Tudman and the Serbian translators of excerpts from his 

book does not change the fact that Tudman asserted in the second edition of Bespuca 

' • 18 povijesne zbilnosti that Jews constantly intrigued against the Serbs in the camps and 

that the Jewish group leaders were therefore as responsible as the Croatian camp guards 

for the persecution of Serbian prisoners in Jasenovac. 

Of more significance to this study than the reasons behind Tudman's statements is the 

question of whether or not his analysis of ethnic relations in Jasenovac is accurate. The 

main source Tudman cited in supporting his controversial statements is the 1942 

testimony of Serbian former-prisoner Vojislav Prnatovic. Pmatovic was, in fact, an 

inmate in Jasenovac for three months from the end of December 1941 to the end of 

March 1942. Upon his release, he reported to Nedic's commission in German-occupied 

Belgrade in April 1942 and made the statements cited by Tudman.'^ Yet, other former-

inmates of Jasenovac, both Jewish and Serbian, refuted his statements with regard to the 

group leaders in the camps. For example, former detainees Eduard Sajer, a Jew, and 

Cedomil Huber, a Croat, both admitted that Jews held a relatively large proportion of the 



positions of group leaders but felt that this situation arose, not out of Ustasa favoritism, 

but because the Jews were the first to arrive in the camps and were more likely to be 

skilled workers than the semi-literate, poorly skilled Serb peasants who arrived the 

following year?'' Furthermore, the timing of the complaints is significant. None of the 

01 
people who testified after 1942 made any allegations similar to those of Pmjatovic. 

When specifically questioned about the existence of Jewish discrimination against the 

Serbs in Jasenovac, Mihajlo Marie, a Serb, stated that, although a few bad characters 

could be found in every ethnic group, only a very small number of Jewish group leaders 

were corrupt?^ Another Serb, Mara Vejnovic, stated flatly, "I don't know of even one 

case in which Serbs were persecuted by Jews." 

What then could explain the discrepancy in testimony? Significantly enough, several 

negative accounts of Jewish group leaders given by Jasenovac survivors, including the 

testimony of Pmjatovic, were given in 1942 in German-occupied Belgrade before 

Nedic's Commission for Refugees and People Who Have Resettled in Belgrade. When 

appearing before a commission of a Serbian government under the domination of Nazi 

Germany, refugees testified in a climate that encouraged the expression of anti-Semitic 

views or complaints about how Croatian authorities mistreated Serbs while favoring 

Jews, views corresponding to German anti-Semitic thought. Indeed, Serbian officials 

would also have welcomed such accounts, seeking any opportunity to encourage German 

pressure on the Croats to end the Ustasa's mistreatment of the Serbian population of the 

NDH.^'* 



Another reason for the discrepancy is the time in which the testimonies against Jewish 

group leaders were recorded. The complaints centered around two particular Jewish 

group leaders, Bruno Dijamantstajn and Spiler, both of whom were group leaders in early 

1942. For example, in a July 1942 complaint to Nedic's commission, former prisoner 

Drago Syjetlicic specifically accused Dijamantstajn of mistreating the Serbs and keeping 

them separated from Jewish prisoners.^^ In fact, Dijamantstajn and his associates, who 

were later implicated in a scandal called the Gold Affair,were generally disliked, even 

by their Jewish co-religionists, whom the Ustasa punished on account of Dijamantstajn's 

^7 V 

corruption. Spiler, another Jewish group leader accused of abusing his authority, was 

similarly disliked as much by his fellow Jews as by the Serbs.^^ In fact, Hinko Singer, a 

Jew, called Spiler "one of the worst barracks commanders,"^® one who mistreated 

prisoners under his control, regardless of their ethnicity. Thus, both the pressures of 

testifying before a commission of a Serbian government that was collaborating with 

Germany and the misdeeds of a few individuals affected the testimony of Prnjatovic and 

several other Serbs, leading to allegations of abuses that are not generally found in other 

testimonies. 

In actuality, the position of the group leaders was limited, especially as they 

themselves were prisoners, whom Ustasa authorities appointed to lead a work group. 

Although the group leaders were responsible for their workers, they did not really have 

any special privileges, nor did they work closely with the Ustasa. The group leaders 

rarely had input even into the most basic decision of which workers would join their 

group. Ustasa officials themselves assigned jobs to prisoners, jealously maintaining what 



was, in effect, a life or death decision since those not assigned to a workplace were 

immediately killed in Gradina. Although a guard's personal preferences and the victim's 

ethnic origin sometimes factored into an official's decision, usually the Ustasa handed 

out work assignments on a more or less pragmatic basis, according to a prisoner's stated 

pre-war occupation.^® Thus, group leaders were not ones with any power during the 

selections;^' they lacked the power to send people to their deaths as some of the Belgrade 

refugees implied. 

Most eyewitness accounts indicated that the majority of group leaders treated their 

workers fairly, regardless of ethnic background. Indeed, many group leaders used their 

limited authority to protect their workers from other ethnic backgrounds. Jakov Atijas, a 

Bosnian Jewish survivor of Jasenovac, gave two instances in his memoirs. One was the 

case of Sado Koen, a group leader at Kozara who encouraged the Ustasa to assign many 

people, both Serbs and Jews, to the leather shop even though he knew that they had no 

32 training as shoemakers; according to Atijas, Koen saved many people by this method. 

In addition, Atijas credited a Croatian grupnik, Mato Sego, with saving his own life. 

After some prisoners escaped, the camp authorities decided to execute a large number of 

Jews in retaliation, and Atijas was one of those sentenced to death. Sego managed to 

obtain a written document from camp authorities removing Atijas from the list of those 

slated for execution, enabling him to "escape certain death." Another prisoner, a Croat 

named Ivica Skromrak, who had been arrested because of his communist activities, 

recounted that a Jewish group leader had assisted him. When he arrived at Jasenovac in 

mid-1942, other prisoners told him that the camp director, Ljubo Milos, harbored a 
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special hatred of Croatian communists, considering them traitors to the NDH. Thus, 

when he was assigned to work at Lancara, Skromrak was afraid to reveal his distinctively 

Croatian name to the authorities. To cover up his ethnic origin, he introduced himself to 

the Jewish group leader, giving the Serbian name of Cedomir Mirkovic. The group 

leader, knovm as Engineer Salomon, had already learned Skromrak's real name, but as he 

told Skromrak later, he agreed that it was safer to have a Serbian name than a Croatian 

one, and so he assisted the prisoner by writing down the pseudonym in place of his real 

34 name. 

There are many other examples of group leaders from one ethnic group assisting 

prisoners from another. Marie, a Serb, vouched for his group leaders, both of whom were 

Jewish. These leaders sought to protect their workers from the random nighttime 

selections for execution in the camps by convincing the Ustasa to let them sleep at their 

workplace, the chain-making plant.^^ A Jewish man named Mine, who led a group of 

workers responsible for shipping along the Sava River, was similarly characterized by a 

Serbian worker as a good man who treated all of his workers well and sought to save 

their lives.^^ Sava Petrovic, a Serb who was a teenager when sent to Jasenovac, also 

recalled that his Jewish group leader, whom he referred to as Engineer Polgar, saved his 

life. Polgar covered for him when he had tj^hoid fever, concealing from camp guards 

the fact that Petrovic was too ill to work since sick prisoners were often sent to the 

execution grounds.^^ Thus, it is evident that many group leaders came to view their 

workers of all nationalities as their charges and used their limited power to protect them. 
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The working groups within the Jasenovac system became extremely close-knit, almost 

like a family, as prisoners not only worked together but also shared the same living 

quarters at night. Petrovic, for example, described his mixed group of thirteen workers in 

the chemistry workshop: two Serbs, four Jews, one Bosnian Muslim, and six Croats. 

"We all got along well among ourselves," he reported, "how could we not?" Petrovic 

also related that the Jewish prisoners would sometimes receive food packages from 

Jewish committees outside the camps. Those receiving a food package would share the 

contents among their colleagues in the chemistry workshop, even those like Petrovic 

himself who lacked relatives on the outside who could send him food: "We divided it up. 

Nothing was hidden... .Whoever received something gave to you a little, to you a little, 

and it was divided up like that."^^ Several times Petrovic reflected: "We lived as one 

family....We helped each other out as one family."'^" Despot reported that Mine's work 

group also shared resources, dividing food, cigarettes, and anything else that one member 

of the group received in packages from home."^' The work groups, thus, became the 

central unit of organization in the camps, and prisoners soon realized that their very 

survival was bound up with that of the other members of their unit."^^ Ironically, the fact 

that these work groups were ethnically mixed led the prisoners to develop in the camps 

the very Yugoslav consciousness that the Ustasa had sought to undermine. 

Interestingly enough, this sense of Yugoslav solidarity did not represent a denial of 

ethnic differences; rather, camp inmates showed a tolerance for diversity in religious 

beliefs. Jasenovac survivor Josef Grossepais-Gil described Kozara as a large, one-story 

building with several small rooms. One of the rooms became a Jewish place of worship 
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in which many devout Jews chose to sleep so that they could rise early and pray, often the 

Kaddish, the prayer for the dead.'^^ The other prisoners accepted this arrangement and 

apparently were not alienated by such expressions of religious or ethnic diversity. 

In fact, prisoners of different ethnic backgrounds working together to ensure their 

common survival seemed to be the norm rather than the exception. A Jewish prisoner 

Hinko Singer stated that "relations among the prisoners were generally good."'*'' He 

added that when new groups of prisoners arrived in the camps, more experienced inmates 

would brief the newcomers, warning them which guards were dangerous and providing 

them with other useful information.'*^ New prisoners, regardless of their ethnicity, were 

immediately integrated into prison society. 

In addition, reports abound of prisoners voluntarily sharing scarce food with less 

fortunate prisoners. Salomon-Monika Musafija mentioned in his memoirs that even 

before arriving at the camp, prisoners began sharing food. He related that government 

authorities first transported his group of prisoners to Zagreb from other parts of Croatia 

without giving those arrested any food or water during the journey. In Zagreb a local 

Jewish committee sent food for the Jewish prisoners, who then shared these provisions 

with the Serbs, who had no organizations to provide food for them.'*^ Vladimir Novak, a 

Croat living in Zagreb, told a similar story. When he was arrested, he could get food 

from relatives living nearby, but the Serbian prisoners, from Srem and other remote areas, 

had no local relatives to bring them food. When Novak offered to share his supplies with 

the less fortunate prisoners, they were initially hesitant to accept his assistance, fearing 
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that, as a Croat, he would be punished for aiding Serbs. However, Novak was willing to 

take the risk, and the hungry Serbian prisoners gladly accepted his help.'*^ 

Once the prisoners arrived at the camps, the process of sharing resources continued. 

Duro Medic, a Serb, recounted that during his stay in the Jastrebarsko camp, the Ustasa 

authorities failed to provide prisoners with adequate food. Therefore, Jewish prisoners, 

48 who received packages from home, fed the Serbian and Croatian prisoners, who did not. 

Immediately after the war, a Croatian woman, Ksenija Zelic, was brought by a Jewish 

friend and fellow survivor of Stara Gradiska to testify before a Jewish committee in Split 

about how Croatian women, who had received more food rations than their Jewish fellow 

prisoners in the camp, had assisted the Jewish women by providing food to them.'^^ In the 

words of Marie, a Serb, "If I received even a small piece of bread.. .1 neither wanted nor 

could eat that piece of bread myself I divided it into three parts: I myself took one piece, 

I gave one to a Jew, and I gave one piece to a Gypsy."^® The prisoners thus tended to 

band together for survival rather than competing with each other for scarce resources. 

Prisoners came together in other ways too. Ado Kabiljo, a Jew, described that during 

the better times in the Stara Gradiska camp, the Ustasa assigned him to work "on the 

economy," meaning a job outside of the camp. For a short while, the guards even fed 

him well enough that he had the strength to play soccer in his spare time with some 

friends, one a Croat and another a Muslim.^' Another Jewish detainee, Erlih, received 

help for recurring problems with his feet when a Croatian political prisoner fixed his 

shoes for him.^^ Sometimes prisoners even risked their lives to help another. One 

example was Kabiljo, who encountered a Serbian prisoner who had recently escaped 
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from the punishment cell and was so starved that he started to eat the fodder of the pigs 

that Kabiljo had been assigned to tend. The Jewish prisoner felt so sorry for the starving 

man that he gave him his own lunch, an act for which Kabiljo himself was punished with 

a stint in solitary confinement.^^ Evidently, prisoners in the camps often felt a sense of 

solidarity and responsibility for each other that transcended ethnic lines. 

Many survivors of Jasenovac felt they owed their lives to people from other ethnic 

backgrounds. Any prisoner who suffered an injury or became sick with a serious illness 

would usually be sentenced to death during the daily selections unless other prisoners 

helped to conceal the infirmity. On many such occasions, prisoners worked together to 

save another. For example, Vejnovic, a Serbian teenager who became ill with typhus, 

survived because a Jewish doctor lied to an inquiring Ustasa official, telling him that she 

was Croatian, not Serbian, and that she was suffering from influenza, rather than 

typhus.^'' In another case, when Sajer was recovering fi-om minor surgery on his foot, his 

friends of various nationalities, including some Serbs and a Muslim, helped him by 

acquiring food and medicine and by concealing his infirmity from the authorities.^^ 

Similarly, a Jewish doctor assisted Stevo Mazic, a Croat arrested for his membership in 

the Communist Party, when he was injured by an Ustasa. The doctor, Eugen Satler, 

saved Mazic at risk of his own life, covering for Mazic so he would not be executed 

because of his inability to work.^^ 

The ill or infirm were not the only prisoners in need of protection; children too young 

to work were fi:equently taken to Gradina for execution. Ljiljana Ivanisevic, the little 

Serbian girl who had been smuggled into the women's section of Stara Gradiska by her 
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aunt, recounted a moving story about a way in which she was saved after her aunt's 

death. An Ustasa guard, noting that the girl was alone, asked the women nearby if she 

had a mother. Realizing that the child would be put to death if the truth were known, a 

Jewish woman named Bendl^^ claimed Ljiljana as her own daughter. Bendl cared for the 

girl and protected her from selections until she herself became the victim of a selection, at 

which point other strangers took on responsibility for the child.^^ Ivanisevic, like so 

many others who survived Jasenovac, remembered the assistance she had received from 

other prisoners and, even decades after the war ended, felt a sense of kinship with the 

other survivors, regardless of whether they were Serbian or Jewish.^^ 

As work groups crossed ethnic lines, so too did prisoners collaborate with their 

diverse groups of colleagues in escape attempts. Some of the escape plans involved an 

entire working group. The members of Mine's group, for example, planned their escape 

together, thirty or forty prisoners in all, a group that, according to Ado Kabiljo, included 

Jews, Serbs, Bosnian Muslims, and possibly even a Croat.^® Similarly, prisoners at 

Kozara as well as those at the main camp at Jasenovac organized mass uprisings and 

escape attempts in the last days of the camps. During the attempts to escape, prisoners 

sought to help each other in addition to saving themselves. Petrovic, for example, who 

did not know how to swim, nearly drowned in the Struga River during his escape from 

Jasenovac. Luckily, a Jewish man paused in his own flight to pull the nineteen-year-old 

Serbian youth from the water.^' During the escape from Kozara, two friends, Stojan 

Lapcevic, a Serb, and Egon Berger, a Jew, worked together to survive.*^^ Serbs and Jews 

also collaborated on individually planned escape attempts, such as the case of Jakov 
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^•5 
Atijas, who escaped with a Serbian friend by hiding in a boat. As escape attempts were 

essentially life or death situations, they required a great deal of mutual loyalty and trust, 

revealing the strong bond that had developed among prisoners of different backgrounds. 

Huber recalled the sense of solidarity that developed among the prisoners of the camp: 

"If you entered the camp once, then it was no longer important whether you were a Serb, 

Croat, Jew, Gypsy, Czech. Whatever you were did not matter to anyone. You were a 

prisoner."^'* In other words, despite the fact that most prisoners were sent to Jasenovac 

because of their ethnicity and despite Ustasa attempts, at least initially, to keep ethnic 

groups separated, most prisoners developed a sense of common identity with other 

prisoners that transcended ethnic distinctions. 
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Chapter 5; The Discrediting of Alternatives to Yugoslavism 

We have seen that a reaction against ethnic persecution led, outside the camps, to a 

feeling of sympathy for the prisoners and, inside the camps, to the growth of interethnic 

cooperation among the prisoners. In addition, the atrocities served to discredit moderate 

elements of the Croatian leadership that represented alternatives to Yugoslavism: Vladko 

Macek, head of the powerful Croatian Peasant Party, and Archbishop Alojzije Stepinac, 

the top Croatian dignitary in the Catholic Church. 

Macek had been the most powerful political leader of Croatia before 1941. 

Succeeding to the leadership of the Croatian Peasant Party after the assassination of 

Stjepan Radic in 1928, Macek had openly opposed the dictatorship of King Alexander 

Karadordevic and the Serbian domination of the Yugoslav state. Although he was 

imprisoned for several years during the 1930s because of his political views, Macek 

remained the most popular political leader in Croatia and continued to advocate change 

by peaceful means. Eventually, with the Second World War looming on the horizon, the 

Yugoslav government realized the need for an agreement with the Croats. Prime 

Minister Dragisa Cvetkovic entered into negotiations with the Croatian Peasant Party, 

culminating in the signing of the Cvetkovic-Macek Agreement on 26 August 1939, an 

agreement that gave Croatia a wide measure of autonomy in Yugoslav affairs. His 

cooperation with the Yugoslav state, however, earned Macek the hatred of the Ustasa, 

placing him in a precarious position when the Ustasa came to power in April 1941. 

After the Axis invasion, Macek refused to go into exile and leave Croatia along with 

other members of the Yugoslav government. He advised his followers not to resist the 
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new rulers,' but he himself refused to collaborate with the Ustasa government. The 

German authorities, realizing that the Ustasa had only a narrow base of support, soon 

offered Macek a position as leader of the Independent State of Croatia (NDH), but Macek 

again declined to participate in a government under fascist control. This refusal led to his 

arrest in October 1941. Vjekoslav Luburic, a notorious director of Jasenovac, personally 

took him into custody. At first there was some uncertainty about what to do with the 

prisoner, and Macek feared he was about to be executed. Finally, Ustasa guards took him 

to a building near the Jasenovac camp, where he was held for ten days. From there, his 

captors transferred him to a facility within Kozara, the Brickyard Camp of Jasenovac, a 

barracks housing important prisoners as well as the camp leadership. The building had 

covered windows so that he could not see out, and other prisoners could not see him. 

Macek's incarceration in Jasenovac, while difficult, was in no way typical. He shared a 

room with Lieutenant Ljubo Milos, who would one day become director of the camp, 

received adequate food, and was given medicine when he contracted influenza.^ 

Nonetheless, his internment gave him a taste of the persecution that was occurring in the 

NDH. 

On 16 March 1942, Macek was released from the concentration camp and held under 

house arrest at his home in the village of Kupinec, Croatia, for the rest of the war. 

Although he felt frustrated at being "reduced to the role of a helpless onlooker,"^ he still 

tried to influence events within Croatia and take action against the oppressive measures 

of the Ustasa regime. As he put it; 

I drew the attention of the Croatian peasants living in mixed regions to the 
himianitarian principles that had guided Stephen Radic, encouraging them to 
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extend whatever help they could to their Serbian fellow-peasants. I also 
dispatched a series of peasant messengers to various parts of Croatia with similar 
advice to the population. Among them were Peric from Hercegovina, Blazak 
from Moslavina and the National Deputy Andrija Pavlic. Peric was caught and 
shot in Hercegovina by the Germans. Blazak was killed by Communist partisans. 
Pavlic was taken to an Usatsa concentration camp, where he was mistreated so 
badly that he barely stayed alive.^ 

Thus, Macek himself remained personally committed to the ideals of Yugoslavism and 

tried to influence peasant supporters of his party to oppose state policies of ethnic 

discrimination.^ 

On the surface, it appears surprising that Macek and his party failed to organize active 

resistance to the Ustasa regime despite their obvious distaste for the government and 

especially the regime's treatment of minority groups. The Croatian Peasant Party's 

adoption of a 'wait and see' policy, not cooperating with the government but not 

opposing it either, was predicated on the expectation that the Allies would eventually win 

the war and drive the Ustasa out of power.® Although this policy was reasonable, in the 

crucible of war, it came to be seen as passive. Especially after 1942, Croatians 

increasingly turned away from the traditional leadership of the Croatian Peasant Party 

and joined the ranks of the Partisan resistance movement.^ Thus, Vladko Macek and 

others in the Croatian Peasant Party leadership were discredited, not because of their 

actions but because of their inaction.^ 

Another powerful social force in Croatia that lost support because of its wartime 

policies was the Catholic Church in the NDH, headed by Archbishop Ivan Saric in 

Bosnia and Archbishop Alojzije Stepinac in Croatia. According to an American 

historian, Jozo Tomasevich, there was a natural affinity between the Catholic Church and 



the Ustasa regime as both were authoritarian, anti-Yugoslav, anti-democratic, anti-

Freemason, and above all anti-Serbian, anti-Orthodox, and anti-Communist.^ Yet, the 

main reason that the Catholic Church supported the new goverrmient was because the 

NDH represented a fulfillment of Croatian nationalism, the long-desired establishment of 

an independent Croatian state. Therefore, many devout Catholics were enthusiastic 

supporters of the Ustasa, even when it became clear that the authorities were engaging in 

genocide against the non-Catholic, non-Croatian sections of the population. 

An interesting anecdote related by Macek sheds some light on the unquestioning 

commitment to Croatian nationalism among many practicing Catholics. During his 

months in Jasenovac, Macek roomed with Ljubo Milos, who later became commander of 

Jasenovac. During the time that they lived together, Macek noticed that Milos was a 

devout Catholic. One day the imprisoned leader of the Croatian Peasant Party questioned 

his roommate: 

Pointing out the monstrosity of his actions, I asked if he were not afraid of the 
punishment of God. He replied quickly and with a bluntness that staggered me. 
"Don't talk to me about that," he said, "for I am perfectly aware of what is in 
store for me. For my past, present and future deeds I shall bum in hell, but at 
least I shall bum for Croatia."'^ 

According to Milos's rationalization, the end justified the means; moral scruples were 

subordinate to the interests of Croatian nationalism. 

The Catholic clergy were divided on the issue of the ethnic persecution in the NDH. 

In his book about Catholic complicity in wartime Croatia, Yugoslav former-Partisan 

Vladimir Dedijer, who was himself an eyewitness to several atrocities during the war, 

wrote an entire section on massacres led by priests,'' a subject also raised by historian 
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Edmund Paris in his monograph on massacres and forced conversions in wartime 

Croatia'^ and the Serbian Orthodox Church's book published in Chicago in 1943.*^ 

Some Ustasa priests, such as the infamous commander of Jasenovac, Miroslav Filipovic-

Majstorovic, were active in the administration of concentration camps. On the other 

hand, many other clergymen opposed the atrocities in Croatia.Some priests risked 

censure by the authorities and tried to assist prisoners in the camps, such as the case cited 

earlier'^ of the Catholic organizations involved in rescuing children from Jasenovac. 

The Catholic clergy's attitude toward the conversion of Orthodox Serbs or Jews to 

Catholicism also varied. Sometimes, priests affiliated with the regime forcibly converted 

Serbs .More  of ten ,  the  s i tua t ion  was  more  complex .  Members  of  the  c le rgy  f requent ly  

officiated at conversion ceremonies at the urging of Serbs and Jews, who embraced the 

Catholic faith in an attempt to avoid persecution. There were various motives for 

clergymen to agree to such conversions, some accepting converts merely to increase the 

size of their parishes, and others attempting by this means to assist people persecuted by 

the regime. In Macek's view, priests who took in converts were to be commended: 

Very striking is the case of a priest in the Sarajevo diocese who told a number of 
Orthodox people: "Children, you see that your mother (Orthodox Church) is in 
grave distress and she carmot take care of you. Come to your aunt (Catholic 
Church) and when your mother recovers, you will return to her."'^ 

On the other hand, Macek acknowledged that there were other priests who were stricter 

in accepting converts, requiring them to study for several weeks. These priests, Macek 

wrote, were "severely censured by Orthodox Serbs for refusing help to their neighbors in 

1 o 
need." Thus, the clergy in Croatia were far from unanimous in their response to ethnic 

persecution under the Ustasa government. 



The most controversial aspect of the Catholic Church's role in the Croatian genocide 

was the position of the higher Church leadership. The highest official in the Catholic 

Church in Bosnia-Hercegovina, Ivan Saric, was an outspoken champion of the Ustasa 

cause, who even supported genocide as a means of creating national unity.'® The German 

Commanding General in the NDH, Edmund Glaise von Horstenau, wrote disapprovingly 

of Saric in his journal, describing the Bosnian archbishop as a Croatian extremist who 

• • • 'y(\ 
wanted a radical solution to the Serbian problem. When General Glaise von Horstenau 

suggested to Croatian authorities that the NDH needed to focus on the establishment of 

law and order in the state rather than undertaking disruptive operations against the Serbs, 

Saric made little attempt to hide his disdain for the general's advice.^' Evidently, the 

highest leader of the Catholic Church in Bosnia-Hercegovina stood completely behind 

the government and its policies. 

A more powerful and much more controversial figure is the Catholic Archbishop 

Alojzije Stepinac of Zagreb, the highest-ranking and most influential Catholic official in 

the NDH. There is no doubt that Stepinac welcomed the formation of an independent 

Croatian state in April 1941. In a circular letter to the clergy of Zagreb, published in the 

Zagreb newspaper Katolicki List [Catholic Newspaper] on 29 April, he described the 

establishment of the NDH as "the culmination of an ideal long cherished and desired by 

our people."^^ He fully endorsed the leadership of Ante Pavelic and the Ustasa: 

"Knowing the men who are today at the helm of the Croat nation, we are deeply 

convinced that our efforts v^ll find understanding and assistance,"^^ and urged the clergy 

to "Prove yourselves, venerable brethren, now, and fulfill your duty toward the young 



Croat State."^'^ On 26 June 1941, the archbishop met with Pavelic, warmly greeting the 

Ustasa chief and promising "sincere and loyal collaboration for the better future of our 

homeland."^^ Thus, it is apparent that, at least initially, Stepinac fully backed the Ustasa 

regime. 

The Archbishop's attitude toward the regime's persecution of ethnic minorities is less 

clear. Stjepan Gazi, a Croatian official in the Yugoslav Government-in-Exile, reported in 

spring 1942 that Stepinac "energetically protested in the name of the Church against the 

persecution of Serbs and Jews."^^ Macek also portrayed Stepinac as an outspoken critic 

of the Ustasa's genocidal policies, writing of the archbishop's "courageous opposition to 

terrorism," his admonition to Pavelic to observe the fifth commandment: Thou shalt not 

kill, and his sermons against racial discrimination, which "were famous with the 

Croats."^^ Others claimed that the Catholic leader was criminally negligent in failing to 

curb Ustasa terrorism and, indeed, he was brought to trial on this charge after the war. 

Yet, it seems that reality lies somewhere in between these two opposing positions. 

On the one hand, Stepinac communicated his disapproval of Ustasa excesses on 

several occasions, appealing directly to government leaders. As early as 14 May 1941, 

98 the Archbishop sent a letter of protest to Pavelic about the killings of Serbs in Glina, 

and eight days later, appealed to another government leader, the minister of the interior 

Andrija Artukovic: 

I ask you, Mr. Minister, to give appropriate orders so that the Jewish laws and 
others similar to them (the measures against the Serbs, etc.) be executed in such a 
way that the human dignity and personality of each man is respected. The 
provision that the Jewish insignia must be worn ought to be suppressed.^^ 
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Later, in March 1943, he wrote to Pavelic, "There are many in the concentration camps 

who are irmocent or who have not deserved so severe a punishment," and then hastened 

to add, "I am sure that such unjust measures do not come from you, but rather from 

irresponsible persons who have been guided by passion and personal greed." Later that 

spring, he intervened on behalf of the surviving remnant of the Jewish community, 

informing Artukovic, "I am enclosing the petition of the Jewish religious community of 

Zagreb asking authorization to work for the welfare of those (Jews) who still remain free. 

• 1 • • 

Every consideration recommends the petition as just." Therefore, Stepmac did attempt 

to intercede with the government to moderate its policies toward ethnic minorities. 

Nonetheless, little evidence supports claims by Stepinac's supporters that the 

archbishop was "the greatest defender of the Jews not only in the Independent State of 

• 33 Croatia but in Europe" and that he personally assisted thousands of Serbian children. 

Critics of Stepinac point to numerous shortcomings in his policies. For one thing, critics 

argue, most of his communications with government officials showed more concern for 

persecution of Catholics than those of other faiths. For example, in a letter to Artukovic, 

Stepinac asked that the government "respect the baptized members of the Jewish race," 

specifically those that converted before the war.^"^ While he asked that Catholics of 

Jewish extraction be exempted from restrictions, he approved of measures to keep 

"Catholic non-Aryans" and "other non-Aryans" apart since mixing of the two groups 

would undermine the authority of the Catholic Church.^^ In another letter to Pavelic in 

late fall 1941, Stepinac asked to send Christmas aid to Catholics in Jasenovac and 

Loborgrad because "many of them are in a situation worse than that of the Jews who have 



not been baptized."^® The CathoUc leader in Croatia must also be counted among those 

clerics that Macek criticized for restricting the number of people converting to the 

Catholic faith in order to avoid persecution. In March 1942, he urged priests accepting 

converts to "pay strict attention to the reasons for which these people wish to embrace the 

Catholic faith... .These people must embrace the Catholic religion with a pure intention, 

without dishonest motives, with faith in the truth of Catholicism." Obviously, 

Stepinac's main concern in his relationship with the Ustasa government was the 

protection of the Catholic population of the NDH. 

The archbishop's most specific criticisms of the regime's ethnic policies were 

expressed quietly through private correspondence with government officials. In public, 

he limited his remarks to generalizations, criticizing the concept of racism, rather than 

condemning any specific government policy.^^ For example, although he directed priests 

to convert only those people who showed a genuine interest in the Catholic faith, he did 

not chastise those clergymen who had participated in forced conversions or specifically 

mention the occurrence of such practices.^^ Nor did he make specific reference to the 

killing of Jews and Serbs specifically, instead referring vaguely to inhumane treatment of 

prisoners and to the detention of innocent people in concentration camps.^*^ Thus, 

Stepinac's response to the persecution of minority groups was hesitant, rather than 

decisive. 

Stepinac's behavior during World War II is hotly debated even today. Biographer 

Stella Alexander described the controversy as a conflict between two myths: the 

Orthodox Serbian myth that Stepinac collaborated with the regime and was therefore an 



accomplice in the persecution of the Serbs, and the Catholic Croatian counter-myth that 

Stepinac was a saintly man/' who stood in opposition to the persecution within the 

NDH.'^^ The reality is that the archbishop was neither a staunch supporter of the Ustasa 

leadership, nor an outspoken opponent of government policies, nor even one who 

vacillated between the two extremes. Stepinac's fault was the narrowness of his 

worldview, his single-minded and exclusive focus on Catholicism in Croatia and limited 

ability to perceive the broader issues of his time. Thus, he fretted about swearing and 

immodesty in women's dress'*^ at a time when people were dying in concentration camps 

and asserted that "no people during this war has been so cruelly stricken as the unhappy 

Croatian people"'''^ even as evidence mounted of the horrendous atrocities against Jews 

and others throughout Europe. By the end of the war, he became preoccupied with the 

rise of Communism in Croatia and the impact this could have on the Catholic Church. 

Stepinac's fault, then, lay in his narrow range of concern in a time that required vision of 

its leaders, and the Croatian Catholic Church's fault lay in its inaction in the face of 

ethnic persecution in a situation that required humanitarian intervention. 

To put the position of the Croatian Catholic Church in a broader context. Archbishop 

Stepinac's relative inaction in limiting the Croatian genocide reflected the attitude of his 

superiors at the Vatican. Historian Jure Kristo pointed out in his two-volume work on the 

relations between the Catholic Church and the NDH that the Vatican was rather 

ambivalent in its support for the Croatian regime. On the one hand, the Vatican approved 

of a Catholic Croatian state; on the other hand, the standard policy of the Holy See was 

not to recognize territorial changes during a war. Therefore, even though the Vatican 
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received delegations from the NDH, the Vatican distanced itself from the Croatian 

government by assigning lower level Vatican officials to meet with Croatian leaders.''^ 

In her study of Vatican complicity in the Holocaust, researcher Susan Zuccotti was far 

more critical of the relationship between the Catholic leadership and the NDH. "The 

Holy See did virtually nothing to diminish the violence and suffering" against Jews and 

Serbs even though the Vatican was fully informed about the persecution occurring 

throughout Europe."*^ Zuccotti feels that the Church's silence in the wake of the 

Holocaust is inexcusable: 

It is hard to argue that a Vatican intervention in Croatia would have made no 
difference, or that it would only have made things worse. That argument was 
made after the war to justify the papal silence with regard to the Germans, but it 
did not apply to the Croatians. The Ustasha fanatics who were tormenting Jews 
and Serbs were practicing Catholics. Some of them might have been beyond the 
reach of moderating influences at the time, but not all. The Church leadership in 
Rome should at least have tried."^^ 

Thus, Stepinac's ambivalence toward Ustasa policies in Croatia reflected the 

ambivalence of his superiors in Rome. 

Regardless of one's interpretation of actions by the Croatian Peasant Party and the 

Catholic Church in wartime Croatia, the fact is that both of these organizations, which 

had been quite influential in 1941, were discredited during the war owing to their failure 

to offer decisive resistance to the discriminatory policies of the NDH. Croatians and 

Bosnians began to look elsewhere for a solution to the violence and disorder of the war 

years. 
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Chapter 6: The Impact of Italian and German Policies on Ethnic Relations within 
the Independent State of Croatia 

While World War II precipitated a shift in internal power relations within Croatia, the 

war also brought two foreign powers, Germany and Italy, into the equation. The 

occupying powers jockeyed for position within their separate spheres of control in the 

Independent State of Croatia (NDH), and in their rivalry, patronized one or another of the 

competing ethnic groups. In fact, Italy and Germany often pursued radically different 

policies toward ethnic persecution within the NDH and even toward the different 

collaborationist and resistance movements as well. In this way, the policies of Italy and 

Germany played an important role in the interethnic struggle occurring within Croatia, 

ultimately contributing to the development of Yugoslavism in the area. 

Immediately upon the destruction of the Yugoslav state, the Axis powers had to 

grapple with practical issues concerning the military occupation of the region. At a 

meeting in Vieima on 21 and 22 April 1941, Germany and Italy agreed to a demarcation 

line, dividing the Independent State of Croatia between them. (Refer to the map on page 

31.) The Germans took the northeastern half, ensuring their control of the major north-

south railroad lines, strategic raw materials, and the Danube River. Italy annexed 

outright some Croatian territories along the Adriatic seacoast and occupied militarily 

some adjoining regions in the southwestern part of the country. Thus, although the 

Ustasa was nominally in charge of the country, the leaders of the supposedly independent 

state had to contend with various occupying armies. 



Italy's annexation of traditionally Croatian territories along the Adriatic coast created 

an immediate and permanent strain in relations between Italy and the Croatian 

government. Italy's territorial acquisitions also brought discredit on the Ustasa regime. 

According to the American historian Jozo Tomasevich, the Croatian people could not 

help but notice the irony that a group that "built its career on the supposed struggle of the 

Croatian people for freedom and independence was installed in power by the traditional 

enemies of the Croatian nation and paid for it by losing a choice part of Croatian 

territory."' Ustasa authorities, recognizing the precariousness of their position, turned 

away from Italy and began to rely on Germany to support the government, especially as 

Germany proved to be the more powerful of the two occupying countries. 

The support of Nazi Germany was essential to the survival of the Ustasa goverimient. 

In fact, the German Supreme Command was the architect of the Independent State of 

Croatia, deciding to create a Croatian state on 3 April 1941,^ several days before the Axis 

invasion of Yugoslavia and a full week before the first Ustasa officials returned to 

Croatia from their residence abroad. Walther Hewl, an official on Adolf Hitler's personal 

staff, reported to the German Foreign Ministry that Hitler told Croatian foreign minister 

Mladen Lorkovic that "as an Austrian by birth, who in his youth had so often associated 

with the people from the close-by southeast, he was particularly interested in the Croatian 

state."^ However, on the subject of Croatian border disputes with Italy, Germany was 

less supportive of the NDH. German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop urged the 

Croats to make an agreement directly with Italy and not to expect Germany to plead 

Croatia's case. As he explained in a telegram to the German Legation in Croatia, 
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Germany's relations with Italy were more important than its relations with Croatia.'' As 

another official of the foreign ministry affirmed: 

Croatia always had to remember that the Fuhrer and the Duce were friends and 
that Italy and Germany were allies. Therefore the tendency among certain people 
in Croatia to wish at times to put a little sand in the mechanism of the Axis was 
entirely misdirected.^ 

In other words, although Germany had created the NDH and maintained it in power, 

German support for Croatia was not without limits. 

Top German officials in Croatia disagreed about the efficacy of Ustasa rule and 

whether Germany should continue to keep the Ustasa in power. General Edmund Glaise 

von Horstenau, commander of the German Army in Croatia from April 1941 until 

September 1944, was a staunch critic of the Ustasa. He noted in his journal in April 1941 

that the Ustasa represented a revolution of old men and old imperial officers and was not 

able to attract young people to its cause.^ He felt that the unpopularity of Pavelic's 

government "proves without a doubt to be more and more a mistake"^ and recommended 

that Croatian Peasant Party leader Vladko Macek replace Pavelic as head of the 

government. The powerful German ambassador to the NDH, Siegfried von Kasche, 

opposed this suggestion, arguing that the Ustasa was the only reliable element as far as 

o 

Germany was concerned. Eventually, the issue of whether or not to overhaul the 

Croatian government proved a moot point as Macek refiised to participate in any 

proposed reorganization, leaving Germany without a viable alternative. 

The primary source of friction between German officials and its Ustasa allies was the 

treatment of ethnic groups within the Croatia. Both parties agreed that three ethnic 

groups - the Croats, Volksdeutsche, and Bosnian Muslims - should share power within 
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the NDH. Hitler himself had advised Croatian foreign minister Lorkovic to implement a 

policy of close collaboration among the three groups.^ Controversy arose about the 

treatment of the so-called 'non-Aryans.' Although both governments, agreed in principle 

that Jews and Serbs were non-Aryans''' who should be brought under control, the 

Germans felt that the Jews should be the primary target, while the Croats considered the 

Serbs to be a much more important threat to Croatian nationalism. As a result, German 

officials complained that the Ustasa regime was rather easy on the Jews, possibly because 

some members of the Croatian government had Jewish relatives,'' yet criticized the 

Croats for being excessive in their persecution of the Serbs.By summer 1941, the 

difference in emphasis had devolved into a heated controversy over the treatment of the 

Serbs in Croatia. 

Ustasa officials were surprised by the criticism leveled at their Serbian policy by some 

German officials, especially as others in the German leadership encouraged Croatia's 

anti-Serbian measures. For example, when Pavelic met with German foreign minister 

Ribbentrop on 6 June 1941, Ribbentrop expressed displeasure with Croatian plans for the 

Serbs, yet when Pavelic met with Hitler later that same day, the German leader actually 

encouraged the Croatians to persecute the Serbs. In fact, Hitler advised Pavelic to pursue 

a "nationally intolerant policy" for fifty years "because too much tolerance on such issues 

13 can only do harm." The Ustasa government had already started slaughtering Serbs 

before this date, but Hitler's attitude gave further impetus to Croatian persecution of the 

Serbs. In the words of Yugoslav historian Srdja Trifkovic, "His [Hitler's] encouragement 

to Pavelic had a major long-term impact not because it induced the Poglavnik''^ to do 
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something he had not intended to do in any event, but because it gave him carte blance 

[sic.] to go all the way in his intentions."'^ 

As the persecution of the Serbs intensified during the summer of 1941, some German 

officials grew increasingly concerned about the Ustasa regime's harshness toward its 

large Serbian minority. The most outspoken critic of Croatian policy was General Glaise 

von Horstenau, who had several reasons for his vehement opposition to the persecution of 

the Serbs. First, he was a man of principle, who frequently referred in his journal to 

concepts of ethics and morality. He seemed to be "an essentially decent officer of the old 

school"'® who was genuinely shocked by reports of the atrocities occurring within the 

NDH. Second, the general felt Croatian authorities' persecution of the Serbs was 

responsible for inciting a wave of rebellions and reprisals, leading to disorder that he felt 

was detrimental to German interests in the region. Glaise's assistant. Captain Arthur 

Haeffner, had extensive connections throughout the NDH and provided his superior 

officer with detailed, accurate information. Both Haeffner and Glaise were concerned 

that Croatian atrocities were responsible for the growth of the Cetnik resistance 

movement, a Serbian nationalist force. Even worse, from the general's point of view, 

Croatian attacks were driving the Cetniks into a "panslavic-Communist path" causing 

many people in Croatia to look back with nostalgia to the quiet time under Yugoslav 

17 ^ 
rule. Haeffner felt that most rebels were neither Cetniks nor communists, but simply 

persecuted people who preferred to die fighting rather than to become passive victims.'^ 

General Glaise feared that political unrest in Croatia was quickly getting out of control 
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and advised Germany to take immediate action to curb the Ustasa's mistreatment of the 

Serbs. 

On 19 July 1941, Heribert von Troll-Obergell, the Charge d'Affaires in the German 

legation in Croatia, informed the Foreign Ministry in Berlin that: 

The Serbian question has become considerably more acute in the last few days. 
The ruthless carrying out of the resettlement with many unfortunate by-products, 
and numerous other acts of terror in the provinces.. .are giving even the sober-
minded Croatian circles reason for serious concern."'^ 

Troll-Obergell stated in his report that military sources in Serbia and Bosnia had been 

informing the Zagreb legation about "the dangerous character of these occurrences" and 

that German authorities in Croatia had been forced to express their concerns to the top 

leaders in the NDH.^° On 10 August, he sent another telegram informing the German 

goverrmient about rebellions in Bosnia: 

Contrary to Croatian accounts, which blame these uprisings wholly on Serbian 
influences, the German military headquarters and thoughtful Croat circles agree 
that the ruthless, bloody methods of the Ustase bear part of the responsibility for 
these outbreaks. The feeling against the Ustase among the Croat military is very 
tense."^' 

A further cause for concern was that knowledge of atrocities against the Serbs was 

spreading throughout the region. On 15 August, a directive from the German foreign 

ministry informed officials in Zagreb about the publication of two Red Cross reports on 

the executions of Serbs in Croatian and Hungarian territories and urging that authorities 

there take measures "to counteract a propagandistic exploitation of these incidents."^^ 

Despite these warnings about the negative impact of the unrest in Croatia, the German 

government did little more than make recommendations to Ustasa officials that the 



Croatian government curb the violence against the Serbs and try to prevent news of the 

unrest from spreading. 

By 1942 the German government was confronted with the rapid growth of the 

Partisans, a communist-led and pan-Yugoslav resistance movement, especially in Bosnia. 

An unsigned German military report from 1942 warned that dissatisfaction with the 

Ustasa was causing the growth of "anti-racists," who the author felt were supported 

politically and financially by the Jews and by the policies of Italy. The writer believed 

23 the disorder could become serious enough to lead to the overthrow of the Croatian state. 

Glaise also warned of the crisis in the NDH. In a journal entry dated November 1942, he 

wrote that he had received reports of atrocities in Bjelovar, Bosnia. He had personally 

insisted on a joint German-Croatian investigation, which found that 6,500 people had 

been killed. The general was furious, having personally seen trains loaded with hungry 

women and children that the Ustasa were deporting even after the Croatian government 

assured the Germans that the persecutions had stopped.^"* 

General Glaise was still fuming about what he had seen in Bosnia when he heard that 

three villages had been attacked by Ustasa troops operating out of Jasenovac. 

The commander confronted Pavelic and demanded the right to visit a concentration 

camp. With an Ustasa escort, the German military commander visited the concentration 

camp at Sisak, where he saw dying children and other sights which so horrified him that 

he said he would spit on the people who organized such a thing. In his view, the camp 

was the peak of horror in the world. He had heard reports that Jasenovac was even 

worse, but he could not believe that was possible. Glaise did not consider his reaction 
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unusual; he had apparently received complaints from other German army officers about 

the atrocities. The general regretted that he did not have the power to stop the killings 

though he believed that his protests had saved many lives?^ 

The Germans soon found that many members of the Bosnian Muslim population of 

the NDH shared Germany's concern over Ustasa policies that antagonized the Serbs. 

Although the Muslim community in Bosnia and Hercegovina had originally supported 

the creation of the NDH, believing that the Ustasa regime would provide Muslims a 

wider  measure  of  au tonomy than  they  had  exper ienced  in  the  Yugos lav  k ingdom, they  

soon became disillusioned. For one thing, the Croatian government granted Muslims 

very few political positions, only 19 out of 478 government posts within Bosnia.^^ 

However, the main difficulty that the Bosnian Muslims experienced within the NDH was 

the violent unrest caused by the regime's persecution of the Serbs. Serbian Cetnik forces 

sprang up and carried out bloody reprisals against the Muslim civilian population; the 

Partisan movement also grew rapidly within Bosnia, and their battles with Croatian, 

Serbian, and Axis forces were fought throughout Bosnia. Croatian atrocities, Serbian 

retaliation, and political opposition took a terrible toll on the region; German sources 

estimated that by 1943 over 100,000 Muslims were dead and 250,000 were refugees. 

In the midst of a destructive civil war, Bosnian Muslims tried a variety of solutions. 

Some Muslims remained avid supporters of the Ustasa,^'' freely participating in the 

massacre of the Serbs. Others, blaming the Croats for starting the conflict within Bosnia, 

sought an accomodation with the Serbian Cetniks, reasoning that Muslims and Serbs 

were neighbors who had to find a way to live together in peace.^' Ever greater numbers 
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enlisted in the Partisan forces, hoping for a pan-Yugoslav solution to the violence. Still 

other Bosnian Muslims looked to Germany for support, hoping Germany would annex 

the area, bring an end to the existing chaos, and grant the Muslims autonomy within 

Bosnia.^^ 

Some young men who hoped Germany would support the aspirations of the Bosnian 

Muslims enlisted in the Handzar (Sword) Division, a Bosnian Muslim SS division^^ 

formed by the German SS chief Heinrich Himmler in March 1943. A former soldier in 

the division, Imam Dzemal Ibrahimovic, later reflected on the way in which ethnic 

conflicts within Bosnia motivated many of the volunteers who joined the Handzars: 

We had witnessed what the Cetniks had done and were determined to aid our 
countrymen. This stirred us to join the division. Who else was in a position 
to help us? The Germans were willing to provide us with weapons and military 
leadership....We (sought to) end the Serbian attacks and to save what remained of 
the Muslim settlements (in Bosnia) after the massacres at Gorazde, Foca, Zenica, 
and near the Drina.^"^ 

Nevertheless, although many Muslims originally turned to Germany in the hope that the 

German presence would end the destructive cycle of ethnic conflict in Bosnia, Germany 

eventually came to support those very factions most responsible for the conflict. Within 

two years of the creation of the NDH, Germany was providing support both to the 

Croatian Ustasa, whose policies had provoked ethnic violence in the first place and 

eventually to the Serbian Cetniks, whose focus had shifted from fighting the Axis to 

countering the growth of the Partisan movement. 

Ultimately, Germany's failure in Croatia stemmed from its inability or unwillingness 

to control ethnic conflict in the area. Some German officials, most notably General 

Glaise, continued to urge the Nazi government to put pressure upon the Ustasa to stop the 
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persecution of Serbian civilians. However, the German goverrmient eventually came to 

perceive the communist-led pan-Yugoslav movement to be a greater threat than ethnic 

separatism to German interests in the Balkans. In the later years of the war, German 

troops tried to counter the Partisans by carrying out reprisals against civilians, such as 

massacres in Dalmatian villages in 1944.^^ By the war's end in spring 1945, the Germans 

had aligned with the three contending ethnic forces in the NDH - Croatian Ustasa, 

Serbian Cetniks, and Muslim Handzars - all of whom found themselves retreating 

together as multi-ethnic Partisan forces advanced throughout Bosnia and Croatia. 

Meanwhile, Italian authorities in Croatia watched German maneuverings in the area 

with distrust. Italian foreign minister Galeazzo Ciano wrote in his diary on 19 June 1941 

that Italy's leader Benito Mussolini was frustrated with Germany's role in Croatia and 

quoted Mussolini as saying: "It is of no importance... that the Germans recognize our 

rights in Croatia on paper, when in practice they take everything and leave us only a little 

37 heap of bones. They are dirty dogs, and I tell you that this cannot go on for long." On 

3 November 1941, Ciano recorded that Mussolini was concerned about the Ustasa's 

preference for Germany over Italy: "The Duce is indignant with Pavelic, because he 

claims that the Croats are descendants of the Goths. This will have the effect of bringing 

them into the orbit of the German world. Even at the present time we have clear signs of 

this maneuver."^^ A month later, Ciano voiced a similar complaint: "The Croatians are 

very sympathetic toward us. Pavelic also likes us, but all of them are terrorized by the 

Germans, and it does not even occur to them to offer resistance to any pressure from 

Berlin."^^ In many ways, Italians and Croats, traditional rivals in the Adriatic region, had 
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always distrusted each other; the rivalry between Germany and Italy in the region merely 

exacerbated the tensions. 

The complexities of Italian competition with both the Croats and the Germans had an 

important impact on the ethnic violence in the area. In order to understand Italian 

intervention in Croatia, it is necessary to understand that the Italian army in Croatia, 

much more than the German army there, was a political factor, and "on the issue of 

Croatia it acted as an autonomous pressure group with considerable decision-making 

power.In 1941, the Axis powers divided the Independent State of Croatia into three 

zones: a region annexed to Italy (Sector A), a region occupied by the Italian army, but 

under Croatian administration (Sector B), and another region controlled by the German 

army. Eventually, Italy further divided Sector B as Italian occupying forces moved to 

take over administrative duties in some of Sector B to halt Croatian atrocities against 

Serbs. That area became known as Sector C."" Adding to the confusion, Germany and 

Italy never formally delineated the borders separating the different sectors. In each area, 

the occupation forces pursued different policies toward the Croatian government and 

toward the various ethnic groups inhabiting the NDH. 

At first, Italian forces did little to discourage ethnic violence in the areas under their 

control and, in fact, sought to use that violence to their advantage. Even though Italians 

and Croats shared a common Catholic religious background, the Italian army command, 

Supersloda (Superior Command for Slovenia-Dalmatia), favored the Serbian Orthodox 

population over the Croatian majority.Italian collaboration with the Serbs came about 

partly because the Serbs had no irredentist claims against Italy while Croats were Italy's 
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traditional rivals for control of the Adriatic coast and partly because Italy sought to use 

the Serbian Cetniks against the Ustasa and later against the Communists.In addition, 

the civil strife in Croatia worked to the advantage of Italy as some Serbs and Bosnian 

Muslims entreated Italian forces in the area to restore order, giving the Italian army a 

good reason to extend their occupation in Croatian territory."^"^ Although the Italians tried 

to curb Ustasa excesses against Serbs in their zones of occupation, the Supersloda did 

little to curb Cetnik atrocities against Croats. In fact, Italian support for the Cetniks led in 

October 1942 to two of the worst massacres of Croatian and Bosnian Muslim civilians in 

Sector B.'*^ Thus, Italian authorities in Croatia favored the Serbs but exacerbated the 

ethnic violence between Serbs and Croats. 

Italian policy toward the persecution of Croatia's Jewish population was even more 

complex. In the summer of 1941, when the first concentration camps in Croatia were 

formed, Italian authorities did nothing to hinder their formation. Jewish prisoner Edo 

Neufeld testified that when he was in the Gospic camp in July 1941, thousands of Serbs 

and some Jews were taken to their death. Although Italian forces in the area numbered at 

least 7,000 while the Ustasa had barely 500 men, Italians troops did not prevent the 

Ustasa from slaughtering civilians, an apathy that Neufeld found incomprehensible."^^ 

Local Italian officials knew of the killings; Neufeld related that high-ranking Italian 

officers strolled by, watching indifferently as people were being marched to their death.'^^ 

Similarly, an Italian military unit stationed six kilometers from one of the Pag Island 

camps failed to oppose the genocide there. Some local people asked an Italian 

commander in the area to intervene, but he told them that he did not have the authority to 
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take action against the Ustasa."^^ In one area near Rijeka (Fiume), a representative of the 

Italian authorities actively assisted in rounding up Jews.'^^ Thus, in the first months after 

the foundation of the Independent State of Croatia, Italian forces did little to stop the 

persecution of Jews in the area. 

However, Italian officials, who were less anti-Semitic than many of their German 

counterparts, soon reacted to the killing of civilians by taking direct action to aid the 

Jewish population of Croatia. At first the efforts were unofficial, the work of individual 

Italians, rather than a matter of state policy. For example, a Croatian Jew, Dan Millin, 

recounted that an Italian colonel in Karlovac saved Millin's family and got them to safety 

in Italy.^*^ Jossepe Papo, another Jew living in Italian-occupied Karlovac, told a similar 

story. During the war, he was living in an apartment next door to an Italian officer. 

When the Ustasa came to arrest Papo's family, their Italian neighbor intervened and 

eventually got a military transport to take them all out of the NDH and into the zone 

directly controlled by Italy.^' Papo's family was not the only one to flee Ustasa 

persecution in Italian military vehicles. In one case, Italian officers smuggled some 

prominent Jews out of Croatia in Italian tanks, which Italy had supposedly sent to 

suppress the Partisans. When the Germans found out, they complained to Italian 

authorities, who then court-martialed the officers involved in the incident for using 

government transport to help Jews to escape. The leniency of the sentence - several days 

of house arrest - showed that the Italian authorities were more concerned with placating 

the Germans than with punishing the offenders. Individual Italian officials also became 

involved in the rescue of some Jewish children. Itzak Itai, a Jew, had been in the midst of 
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an operation to smuggle Jewish children out of Austria when the Axis invasion of 

Yugoslavia trapped him in Zagreb under German control. With the aid of Italian officials 

along different points of his route, he managed to transport forty Austrian and Yugoslav 

children by train to the Italian zone in Croatia and then into Italy, where they would be 

safe.^^ 

In 1942 the rescue of the remaining Jews of the NDH became more or less an official 

policy for Italian authorities stationed in Croatia. By spring 1942, the German 

government had begun organizing the deportation of the surviving Jews of Croatia to 

Auschwitz and other concentration camps in Poland. German officials expected Italian 

authorities to cooperate by handing over the Jews in their zones of occupation to the 

Germans. However, the Italians refused to allow the deportation of Jews from their 

zones. 

Some of the reasons for the Italian position were undoubtedly political. In a secret 

communication to the Italian foreign ministry, written in mid-September 1942, some 

unnamed officers in the army explained their opposition to the request to hand over the 

Jews: 

a. It would represent a grave blow to the prestige of the Italian Army in all of 
Croatia and the Balkans. 
b. It would be interpreted by everyone as a violation of the guarantees that we 
have given to the population of the occupied zones, guarantees that specifically 
excluded every discrimination based on religion or race. 
c. It would also have dangerous repercussions among the Orthodox population 
who may think that they too, after the Jews, would be placed under the control of 
the savage Ustasa and would therefore have grave consequences on the morale of 
the masses and the pacification of the country.^"^ 



In addition, Italian officers had received orders in 1941 to end the Ustasa's slaughter of 

Serbian civilians within the Italian-controlled zones, and these officials saw the 

protection of the Jews as part of their orders to safeguard the rights of civilians.Thus, 

many Italian officials within Croatia viewed the protection of Croatian Jews to be in the 

best interest of Italian policy in the region. 

Most historians, however, feel that the Italians' main motivation was humanitarian.^*^ 

Although, as we have seen, Italian officials had failed in 1941 to undertake consistent 

action to save the Jewish population of Croatia, by 1942 the Italians were prepared to act 

decisively. An important reason for the change was that they were much better informed 

in 1942 than they had been previously about the persecution of Jews throughout occupied 

Europe. Information from news broadcasts, reports of Italian soldiers returning from the 

Russian firont, and accounts of the killing of Jews within the NDH had reached Italian 

officials in Croatia. For example, Roberto Ducci, the head of the Italian foreign 

ministry's Croatian office, affirmed that he had received reports about atrocities against 

the Jews.^^ General Giuseppe Pieche, a high-ranked Italian military official in northern 

Croatia, similarly reported in a memorandum dated 4 November 1942 that Croatian Jews 

from the German occupied zone deported to the east had been "eliminated" through the 

use of "poison gas."^^ Ducci also claimed that Italians disliked the immorality of the 

Ustasa. Having witnessed massacres of Serbian civilians in Bosnia, Italians in Croatia 

were unwilling to hand over the region's Jews for the same treatment.^® Thus, a 

significant number of Italian officials wanted to block the deportation of Jews from lands 

under their control. 
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The rescue of the remaining Jews of Croatia involved even the top levels of the Italian 

command in Croatia, including generals Mario Roatta, Giuseppe Pieche, and Vittorio 

Castellani, and also included some highly placed officials in Rome, such as Luca Pietro 

Marchi, Roberto Ducci, and the Marquis D'Ajeta.^° The position of the central 

govenmient in Rome was less clear. In August 1942, when Mussolini got a 

memorandum about the German request to transfer Croatian Jews to Germany, he wrote 

the words "nulla osta" (nothing against this) across it. Since no specific instructions 

followed on how to implement the decision, some Italian officials considered their 

leader's response to be intentionally vague, neither an order to comply with the German 

request nor a directive not to do so.^' In fact, Ducci would later claim that he had the 

backing of both Mussolini and Ciano in his measures to save the Jews of Croatia.''^ 

Historian Daniel Carpi disagreed, writing of Mussolini's "nulla osta": "the meaning of 

these words was that the Jewish refugees should be handed over to the Germans, even 

though it was clear beyond a shadow of a doubt that this meant their death."^^ The 

highest levels of the Catholic Church at the Vatican, including the Pope, were similarly 

evasive, despite urgent appeals from Italian authorities in Croatia asking the Catholic 

Church to assist Jews threatened with deportation.^"^ Therefore, it was mostly the lower 

and mid-level Italian officials, rather than the top leadership of Italy or of the Catholic 

Church that took on the responsibility to aid Croatia's Jews. 

The number of Jews in the Italian zone is difficult to determine. Originally, less than 

1,000 Jews lived in the territories of Croatia that came under Italian occupation,^^ while 

the majority of Croatia's prewar Jewish population lived in cities such as Zagreb and 
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Sarajevo, located in areas annexed by Germany. However, by 1943, an influx of Jewish 

refiigees fleeing Ustasa persecution in the NDH increased the Jewish population of the 

Italian zones to between 2,000 and 5,000.®® Most likely, the higher figure is more 

accurate, as the Italians gave lower numbers to downplay to the Germans the Jewish 

population in Italian lands and as Jews continued to be rounded up and added to the 

holding camps until September 1943, rendering the earlier figures inaccurate.®^ In order 

to assist such vast numbers of people, the Italians would have to mount a large-scale 

rescue operation. 

The main tactic employed by Italian authorities was procrastination, finding "by 

agreement with the command in Croatia, every possible argument and every possible 

delay to avoid this [the deportation of Jews to Poland] ever happening."®^ The Italians 

stalled, claiming that they needed time to verify the nationality of the Jews in their zones. 

Since only Croatian Jews were to be deported to the camps, not Italian Jews over whom 

the Germans had no jurisdiction, Italian officials needed to determine which Jews were 

originally from the areas directly annexed by Italy and thus classified as Italian citizens 

ineligible for deportation.®^ During the first week of November 1942, Italian troops 

rounded up Jews in Italian-controlled parts of Croatia and interned them, ostensibly while 

officials investigated which Jews were Italian citizens and which were refugees from 

other areas. Many were held on the island of Rab (called Arbe by the Italians), in a camp 

that Ducci claimed was established on an Adriatic island in order "to shelter them from a 

surprise attack. It was easy enough for anyone, let's suppose the Germans, to get to a 

camp that was on the coast. It was harder to cross over even a strait to go to the island." 
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Italians did their best to reassure the Jews, who were naturally terrified by these 

developments, that the move to the camp on Rab was for their protection. Soon the 

internees found that they were free to practice their religion in the camps and even to 

continue their education, which included lessons in the Italian language. Thus, Jews 

continued to live in the western regions of Croatia despite the precariousness of their 

situation. 

In the meantime, negotiations continued about the fate of the Jews in the Rab camp of 

Italian-occupied Croatia. The Germans were becoming increasingly suspicious of Italian 

motives. As early as 20 October 1942, Kasche reported from Zagreb to his superiors in 

Germany: "I keep getting the impression that the Italian attitude is intended to drag the 

matter."^' Developments over the next several months merely confirmed his suspicions. 

Within Italian ruling circles in Rome, the topic of the Jews in Croatia was important as 

well. In late November or early December, General Roatta met with Mussolini, and the 

latter agreed that Croatian Jews not be deported from the camps and that the refugees be 

allowed to renounce their Croatian citizenship, paving the way them to move to Italy in 

the future.'^ Throughout the first half of 1943, the standoff continued with the Germans 

insisting that the Jews be turned over to them and the Italians refusing to comply with the 

demands. 

By summer, the fate of the Croatian Jews became even more uncertain. With the 

American occupation of much of Italy and the fall of the Italian fascist regime in late July 

1943, it was obvious that the Italian army was no longer part of the Axis and would have 

to turn over its holdings in Croatia to the Germans. Even in the midst of a national crisis, 



some Italian leaders worried about what would happen to Croatian Jews when the Italian 

army withdrew from its eastern Adriatic territories. On 19 August 1943, Augusto Rosso 

of the Italian foreign ministry telegraphed the Commander of the Second Army: "We 

must avoid leaving behind the Croatian Jews or handing them over to the mercy of 

• 9973 strangers, deprived of all protection, or exposed to the danger of repressions...." In the 

final days of the occupation, Italian officials continued to delay turning the camp at Rab 

over to the Germans in order to allow Partisan forces the opportimity to move into the 

area. When in September 1943 the Italian troops could no longer postpone their retreat, 

they encouraged the Jews to flee to Partisan-controlled territory. Approximately two 

hundred Jews, mostly the old and infirm, chose to remain at Rab; all were captured by the 

Germans and sent to Auschwitz.'^ Several thousand others made it to the Partisan lines 

where most joined the Partisan army, some serving in a special Jewish unit, the Fifth 

Battalion, others in ethnically mixed units. Jews too young to fight were protected by the 

civilian population in the liberated areas.^^ The majority survived the war. 

Even though German and Italian policies toward the various ethnic groups in the 

Independent State of Croatia varied greatly, in the long run, both countries contributed to 

the growth of Yugoslavism in the NDH. The Germans' harsh measures toward the Jews 

and the Nazis' inability to curb Ustasa atrocities against the Serbs facilitated the growth 

of the Partisan movement, while Italian efforts to protect Serbs and Jews achieved the 

same end. Furthermore, the defeat of both Italy and Germany in World War II eventually 

discredited all groups that collaborated with them ~ the Croatian Ustasa, the Serbian 
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Cetniks, and the Bosnian Muslim Handzars ~ leaving the multi-ethnic Partisan forces as 

the true victors in the conflict. 
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Chapter 7 - The Expansion of Yugoslavism and the Partisan Movement in the 
Camps 

As we have seen, ethnic persecution in Croatia provoked a popular reaction against all 

variants of national particularism, from that expressed by the Ustasa and sponsored by 

Germany and Italy to the more moderate views championed by the Croatian Peasant 

Party and the Catholic Church. The discrediting of narrow versions of nationalism led to 

the groAVth of multi-ethnic cooperation, Yugoslavism. This process took place 

throughout Croatia and Bosnia, particularly among the prisoners in the camps. A similar 

development is evident within the Partisan movement, which was communist-led but 

expanded under the exigencies of war into a broad-based, popular movement with an all-

Yugoslav orientation. It is not surprising then that the Partisan movement spread 

throughout Jasenovac, the Partisans' Yugoslavism reflecting the prisoners' experience 

with multi-ethnic cooperation. 

The growth in popularity of the Partisan movement within the concentration camps 

paralleled the movement's increasing strength within Croatian society as a whole. Led 

by Tito, bom Josip Broz, who had been a member of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia 

(CPY) since the Russian Revolution and Secretary General of the CPY since 1937, the 

Partisan movement opposed both the Axis conquest and the restoration of the royalist, 

Serbian-dominated government. This latter policy as well as the Partisans' pan-Yugoslav 

orientation put them into conflict with the Serbian Cetnik resistance. Although the term 

'Cetniks' had originally been used in the Independent State of Croatia (NHD) to describe 

disorganized paramilitary bands of Serbs seeing revenge for the Ustasa atrocities, the 

Cetnik organization headed by Draza Mihailovic had grown into an organized resistance 
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movement that sought to reinstate the prewar Yugoslav Kingdom under the leadership of 

the Karadordevic dynasty. In 1941 and 1942, the Allies and the Yugoslav government-

in-exile considered the Cetniks to be the major force opposing Axis rule in Yugoslavia. 

However, during the course of the war, particularly in the NDH, the narrow version of 

nationalism represented by the Cetniks as well as the Ustasa was increasingly discredited, 

paving the way for the Partisans' rise to power. 

As the Partisan movement spread in the NDH, it became a powerful force within the 

camp system as well, especially as many leftist political dissidents were imprisoned in 

Jasenovac. One example is Cedomil Huber. Although Huber had not been a member of 

the Communist Party when the war broke out, when Ustasa authorities arrested him 

merely for making a joke about government leader Ante Pavelic, Huber became so 

alienated from the regime that he joined the communists soon after his release from 

prison. His party affiliation led to his second arrest, and this time Croatian authorities 

sentenced him to imprisonment in Stara Gradiska,' along with other Croatian and 

Bosnian Muslim communists. 

Not only Croatian and Muslim prisoners were arrested as political dissidents; many 

Serbs were imprisoned because of their political activities as well as because of their 

•  * 2  ethnic affiliation. For example, Mara Vejnovic, a Serbian teenager from a Partisan 

family in Croatia, despite her youth, was an active participant in anti-Ustasa activities and 

acted as a liaison between the Partisans in the hills nearby and her town's Jewish 

community that the Partisans were trying to save and recruit. After her arrest, she too 

was incarcerated in Stara Gradiska. Often, especially after the Battle of Kozara in mid-
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1942, Ustasa forces depopulated entire villages in the region, deporting the Serbian 

inhabitants to the camps because of their pro-Partisan orientation. For example, the 

villagers of Veliko Nabrde, in which both Sava Petrovic and Ljiljana Ivanisevic were 

living, were sent to Jasenovac because of their alleged support for the Partisans. The 

revolutionary movement apparently had a strong impact even on the younger ones 

arriving in the camp since, according to Vejnovic, many of the children in Stara Gradiska 

would sing Partisan songs ostensibly in their sleep."* As prisoners arrested for political 

reasons were usually assigned to Stara Gradiska, this camp in particular soon became a 

hotbed of leftist political activity. 

Thus, although the Ustasa government had arrested the majority of Serbian, Jewish, 

and Roma prisoners because of their ethnicity, many who were classified as "ethnic 

prisoners" had also been arrested for political reasons. This was true of the Jews as well 

as the Serbs. Jasa Romano, in his study of the participation of Yugoslav Jews in World 

War II, emphasized that Jews were active in the pre-war Communist Party (CPY) as well 

as in the formative stages of the Partisan movement,^ citing as evidence the many Jews 

fighting in the Partisan forces in 1941 Many other Jewish communists, however, never 

made it to Partisan-held areas; as city dwellers, they were often unable to join the 

revolutionary forces before being caught in the Ustasa mass arrests of Bosnian and 

Croatian Jews.^ Thus, some Jewish communists were arrested as ethnic prisoners before 

they had a chance to be arrested as political prisoners. 

In fact, a pro-communist orientation was common among the Jews even before their 

deportation to concentration camps. In his monograph Voices of Yugoslav Jewry, Paul 
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Benjamin Gordiejew indicated that the pre-war Communist Party infiltrated Jewish youth 

groups, including Zionist organizations, and thus attracted many young people to the 

communist cause.^ Bozo Svarc described this situation in his memoirs, recalling that he 

went from membership in the Hasomer organization in high school to the communist 

SKOJ^ youth movement at the university. He claimed this development was common 

among Jewish young people reeling from the impact of international events, particularly 

the Spanish Civil War and Adolf Hitler's aggressive policies in Germany.'® Similarly, 

other Jewish survivors, whose stories we have discussed, were affiliated with the 

Partisans even before their incarceration in Jasenovac. For example, Croatian police 

arrested Eduard Sajer, Moric Montiljo and Josef Konforti while they were attempting to 

escape to the Partisans. Thus, a large number of the prisoners in Jasenovac, not only 

those arrested as political prisoners, were communists or communist sympathizers even 

before their arrival at the camps. 

Prisoners with a leftist background had also been exposed to the concept of 

Yugoslavism, an ideological framework the Communist Party of Yugoslavia had 

espoused for nearly a decade preceding the war.'' According to Gordiejew, this 

Yugoslav orientation is precisely what drew many Jewish youth to the movement. It was 

"a potential solution to any identity crisis,"'^ as, unlike other ethnic designations in the 

region, the term 'Yugoslav' was based on geographical residence rather than religious 

background. Before the Second World War, the CPY had fostered the growth of a 

Yugoslav outlook within its ranks by forming multi-ethnic committees and youth groups. 

For example, Hasan Dolamic, a Bosnian Muslim communist, found himself associating 
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with Serbs, at least one Croat, other Muslims, and so forth. The Communist Party of 

Croatia in the town or Karlovac was similarly mixed, a list of members and candidates 

for membership showing 150 Croats, 29 Serbs, and others.''' In addition, the CPY rotated 

its workers among different regions, where party members came into contact with like-

minded individuals from other parts of Yugoslavia. The increasing numbers of 

communists and communist-sympathizers arriving in Jasenovac thus brought not only 

their political activism but also a Yugoslav orientation, a sense of a common identity that 

was further reinforced by the prisoners' experiences within the camps. 

Within the Jasenovac system, at the very heart of Ustasa repression, the Communist 

Party spread, bringing prisoners of all ethnic groups together under its aegis. Dolamic 

estimated that, during his stay in Stara Gradiska, there were 370 members of the CPY in 

that camp alone, and, in fact, Stara Gradiska became the center of organized party 

activity in the Jasenovac system.'^ The communist-inspired Partisan movement in Stara 

Gradiska was more organized than that in any other part of Jasenovac for two reasons. 

First, as previously mentioned, a large percentage of those interned in Stara Gradiska 

were leftist political prisoners as the Ustasa assigned most Croatians and Bosnian 

Muslims there, where they could supposedly be given better treatment than that accorded 

to Serbs, Jews, and Roma, who had been arrested because of their ethnic affiliation.'^ In 

addition, in Stara Gradiska, the prisoners lived in close proximity to one another, living 

together in barracks, while in other parts of Jasenovac, the prisoners were dispersed 

1 n 
among various worksites, making it relatively more difficult for them to organize. In 

Stara Gradiska, the Partisan movement spread quickly. It became so powerful that. 
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according to Vejnovic, the logornica, or female prisoner in charge of the other women, 

was a communist, who used her limited authority to assign many of the young communist 

women to one room of the barracks so that they could continue their SKOJ activities 

without interference from Ustasa agents. Thus, the influence of the Partisans extended 

even into the Ustasa-run camps. 

Communist irmiates organized groups within the camps called 'party organizations,' 

which identified themselves with the Partisans. Party organizations spread rapidly 

throughout the camps, continuing in the camps the communist emphasis on multi-ethnic 

cooperation. Vejnovic, Sajer, and Mihajlo Marie, who themselves were of different 

ethnic/religious backgrounds, testified as to the diversity of the party organizations in the 

various sub-camps of Jasenovac. Vejnovic noted that in her section of Stara Gradiska, 

designated as a place exclusively for Croats, the party organizations managed to smuggle 

in many Serbian women and even some Jews by passing them off as Croats, an act 

20 which, in the words of party worker Sofija Jovic Sosa, "saved them from certain death." 

^  • 2 1  Sajer, a Jew, found himself collaborating on party activities with a Bosnian Muslim, 

while Marie was assigned to a mixed 'economic cooperative,' a food-sharing group that 

included two Serbs and a Jew. Even the twenty or twenty-one prisoners executed in 

autumn 1944 for organizing Communist activities and planning a mass escape comprised 

9"^ 
an ethnically diverse group, including Jews, Muslims, and Serbs. Hence, the Partisans 

encouraged the formation of different economic and political groups within the camps, all 

of them organized on multi-ethnic lines. 



The primary goal of the party groups in the camps was to ensure the survival of their 

members and of as many other prisoners as possible. The acquisition of food was, thus, 

of primary importance. The basic unit of the Partisan organization in the camps became 

food-sharing cooperatives, which joined together communists and non-party members^"^ -

Serbs and Jews, Croats and Muslims - in a common quest for siu-vival. Party work 

consisted of dividing food packages among the members of an economic cooperative and 

procuring^^ and then sharing any packages arriving for those who were dead or in another 

camp.^^ Sometimes the Partisans assigned their members additional tasks. For example, 

the Partisan organization in Stara Gradiska got Huber assigned to work in the kitchen so 

he could "assist in party tasks,"^^ presumably providing extra food to prisoners in special 

need. Party workers sometimes took great risks in smuggling food to those in 

punishment cells, as did Ivan Sostaric, who hid food in his pockets and brought it to 

prisoners in Stara Gradiska's notorious tower, a punishment cell in which prisoners 

frequently died from starvation. By working together in such tasks with prisoners from 

other ethnic groups, both party and non-party members alike developed, in the words of 

one woman Partisan, a sense of "communist unity and solidarity." 

In the struggle to obtain food, the prisoners sometimes received assistance from 

Partisans outside the camp. Branko Davila, an early member of the Communist, anti

fascist resistance in Croatia, noted that the Ustasa allowed the party organizations in the 

camps to maintain some contact with Partisans in the Jastrebarsko area so that the 

Partisans could supply food for their imprisoned colleagues.^" According to Davila's 

account, the prisoners included "Jews and other anti-fascists," while the Partisan women 



in charge of supplying food to their imprisoned colleagues had similarly varied ethnic 

backgrounds.^' This continuation of contact between free and imprisoned Partisans, 

while saving the Ustasa money on food supplies, served to reinforce the Partisan 

movement in the camp and to bring together people of various ethnic groups. 

In addition to the primary issue of food acquisition and distribution, party 

organizations took on other roles. Health care was an important concern. Marie, for 

example, smuggled food and medicine into the prisoners' hospital.^^ Communist leaders 

in the camp directed Sajer to steal medicine from the Ustasa hospital, a task that he was 

able to perform through the assistance of some leftist doctors there. He then transported 

this medicine to the women's camp and to other prisoners suffering from typhus. Later, 

the Partisans arranged for medical care for Sajer himself when he developed serious 

trouble with his foot.^"^ The organization also directed some young women in SKOJ to 

work with the children in the camp. Vejnovic later described her helplessness as she 

watched Ustasa guards and their civilian assistants kill many Serbian children taken in 

the Battle for Kozara, but she told herself that it was her Partisan duty to become an 

eyewitness to their murder. All these activities involved the collaboration of people 

from different backgrounds. 

The Communist Party in Jasenovac also had specifically political goals, such as 

expanding its organization and cleansing it of "various Cetnik and other anti-party 

types."^^ Ultimately, the party hoped to acquire weapons so that its members could fight 

when the opportunity presented itself^' Although the acquisition of arms was a largely 

unrealized goal, one Jewish communist, Zlatko Vajler, revealed that weapons were 
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occasionally found in the camp. He reported that in the summer of 1943, the Ustasa 

began transferring all the Jews in Stara Gradiska to Jasenovac-proper and, conversely, all 

the Croats in other parts of Jasenovac to Stara Gradiska. The prisoners quickly surmised 

that the Jews were scheduled for execution, so a Croatian Partisan friend gave Vajler 

-50 
some pistols with which to defend himself. By this point, the multi-ethnic Partisan 

movement had become an important force within many of the concentration camps in the 

NDH.^^ 

In order to increase morale and the chance for survival. Partisan organizations in the 

camps sought to maintain contact with Partisans on the outside, particularly with those in 

nearby regions of Croatia and Bosnia. One goal was to acquire information on political 

and military developments outside the narrow world of Jasenovac, information which 

former irmiate Antun Herman described as "true spiritual food""*® that increased 

prisoners' morale. Getting information was extremely difficult. Due to the camps' 

physical separation from the world outside Jasenovac and strict Ustasa controls, regular 

contact with the Partisan movement outside Jasenovac was impossible."" Nonetheless, 

prisoners found creative and sometimes quite risky ways to get news and to maintain 

some form of contact with the Partisan forces in Croatia and Bosnia. For example, when 

prisoners arrived at the camps, their new companions questioned them about 

developments in the outside world.'^^ Contact with families outside the camps, which 

camp officials encouraged so prisoners could receive food packages, was another way 

prisoners could gain news of the war. For example, when iimiates got postcards 

containing the words "Aunt Alitreja is very ill," that phrase was a coded message that 



Italy was about to withdraw from the Axis."^^ The Ustasa guards undoubtedly worried 

that news and messages could be transmitted in this way, so they sometimes sought to 

curtail prisoners' written communication with their families.'*'^ Ultimately, however, the 

camp directors' need for a supplemental food source soon led to the resumption of 

contacts and thus to the flow of information to the prisoners. 

Newspapers and radio broadcasts were purveyors of more detailed information. 

Sometimes prisoners came across Ustasa newspapers in camp offices and in restrooms 

used by camp guards."^^ Although news stories in those papers had a pronounced right-

wing slant, discerning prisoners could read between the lines and try to extrapolate the 

truth. More encouraging information came from copies of the newspaper of the 

Communist Party of Croatia'*^ and other Partisan publications'*^ that were smuggled into 

X o 

the camp as well as from occasional pamphlets dropped by Allied aircraft. A few 

prisoners were lucky enough to have access to radio broadcasts. For example, Svarc was 

sometimes assigned to work in an Ustasa home in which some Croatian women caring 

for the family's children were secret Partisans. They allowed him to listen to Radio 

London and gave him messages to take back to the women of Stara Gradiska."*^ In 

addition, some prisoners in Kozara repaired a broken Ustasa radio set, which they used at 

great risk to themselves.^® Thus, with effort, ingenuity, luck, and cooperation, prisoners 

kept informed of developments in the outside world. 

Prisoners also sought to maintain more or less direct contact with Partisans outside the 

camp. One doctor, a free man who worked in the camp hospital, served as a liaison 

between the prisoners and the Partisan movement, transmitting messages into and out of 



168 

Jasenovac until the Ustasa executed him for his activities.^' Prisoners also came into 

contact with non-prisoners, some of whom had connections to the Partisans, when the 

Ustasa sent work parties from Jasenovac outside the camp system to work 'on the 

economy.' For instance, camp inmates sent as agricultural laborers to other parts of 

Croatia established contact with the Partisans through a veterinarian with whom they 

worked. The veterinarian recounted recent news of Partisan advances in the NDH, 

information that the prisoners took back to Jasenovac with them at the end of their 

assignment.^^ In addition, electrical workers often returned from assigrmients outside the 

camps with news that they passed along to party committees, who then transmitted the 

information to the other prisoners within Jasenovac.^^ Although Partisan units in the area 

were rarely in a position to assist the prisoners with anything other than information, the 

news they provided spread rapidly, raising hopes for a Partisan victory among those who 

struggled for survival in Jasenovac. 

News spread throughout the camps primarily through the efforts of ethnically diverse 

party organizations. Marie, a Serbian Communist, and Sajer, a Jewish one, worked 

together to disseminate information within the camp.^"* The women's part of Stara 

Gradiska and the men's camps also shared news of military developments in the NDH 

with each other. A woman communist, Nikolina Delic-Sitin, injured her leg slightly. 

However, party leaders directed her to pretend that the injury was more serious so that 

she could go the Ustasa hospital and get news of the outside world from some of the male 

prisoners.Dolamic, a communist from Bosnia, also indicated that male and female 

prisoners remained in direct contact with each other through kitchens and points in which 



the two genders came into contact.^^ Thus, men and women, Communists and non-party 

members, people of all ethnic groups united in a quest for news, which they valued 

almost as much as food and medicine. 

The growth of the Partisan movement, then, contributed to the trend toward ethnic 

solidarity within the concentration camps. Many prisoners had been involved in leftist 

movements prior to their arrival in the camps and thus shared the pre-war experience of 

having worked together with people from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. This 

Yugoslav orientation was further reinforced by the common struggle for survival in the 

camps, organized through Party groups and committees. We will see in the next chapter 

that the Partisan movement would ultimately help serve as a bridge between the camps 

and the world outside of Jasenovac, cormecting prisoners to the population of Bosnia and 

Croatia while providing those inside and outside the camps with hope for a future based 

on the cooperation of all Yugoslav ethnic groups. 
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Chapter 8 - The Impact of Ethnic Persecution in the Independent State of Croatia 
on the Partisan Movement 

Ethnic conflict in the Independent State of Croatia (NDH) had a profound effect on 

the Partisan movement outside of the camps. The violent civil strife that pitted various 

ethnic groups against each other had an impact on the size and ethnic composition of the 

resistance forces, on the communist leadership's realization of the urgency of ethnic 

issues in the area, and ultimately on the ideology of the Partisan movement and its goals 

for the future. 

The ethnic violence unleashed by the Ustasa and its Axis supporters caused a rapid 

growth of Partisan forces within Bosnia and Croatia and also shaped the composition of 

those forces as persecuted groups flocked to the Partisans in large numbers. At first 

Serbs made up the largest percentage of the Partisan recruits in the NDH. ̂ According to 

the historian Srdja Trifkovic: 

The degree of insurgent activity in the NDH was almost invariably in direct 
proportion to the intensity of anti-Serb terror in a given area. In eastern 
Herzegovina there was a spontaneous Serb uprising already in June 1941, in 
response to a wave of savage slaughters the Ustasas carried out throughout the 
area. The regions of Bosanska Krajina, eastern Bosnia, Lika, Kordun, Banija and 
northern Dalmatia, which were also the scene of mass slaughters, were up in arms 
by early August. At the same time, even those areas with a Serb majority or 
plurality (Srem, Semberija, parts of Slavonija and Podravina) remained 
remarkably quiet for as long as they were little affected by terror. Srem, for 
instance, became a hotbed of insurgency only after a particularly bloody Ustasa 
'cleansing action' in 1942.^ 

It is evident that the Partisan movement initially developed in Croatia as a spontaneous 

reaction against Ustasa persecution, not, as post-war Yugoslav historians suggested, as 

part of an organized, communist-led movement. 
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Other nationalities targeted by the Ustasa were also represented in proportions much 

greater than their percentage of the population would warrant. Jews, for example, played 

an important role in the national liberation movement. One of the Partisan leaders, Mose 

Pijade, was Jewish as were fourteen of the generals and ten individuals to whom the 

Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) later granted the official title of 'national 

heroes.'^ Forty out of the seventy-three doctors in the entire Partisan medical corps in 

1942 were Jews, and Jewish doctors liberated in 1943 from the Italian camps on the 

Adriatic coast further increased the number of Partisan physicians.'* According to Slavko 

Goldstein's research on the participation of Croatian and Bosnian Jews in the resistance 

movement: 

At the end of the war there were 2,339 Jews from Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina in the Partisan forces; 804 were killed in action. Moreover, 
About 2,000 Jewish non-fighters, who had survived the war in the Partisan-
held areas, returned home with the Partisans when the war ended.... It should 
be reiterated, that, proportionally speaking, this was the most massive 
participation of Jews in the resistance movements in Europe under Nazi 
occupation, and the largest number of Jewish lives saved thanks to the 
resistance.^ 

Thus, Serbs, Jews, and other persecuted ethnic minorities within the NDH were well 

represented in the Partisan movement. 

The genocidal policies of the Ustasa alienated many people belonging to the 

dominant ethnic groups as well; Volksdeutsche, Bosnian Muslims, and Croats were 

increasingly represented in the ranks of the resistance movement. In August 1943, the 

Partisans formed the Ernst Thalman Company® of German-speaking recruits, and the next 

year, a second German Partisan unit, the Freies Deutschland (Free Germany) Company 

was created. Bosnian Muslims also increasingly switched their allegiance from the 



Ustasa to the Partisans.^ Historian Yeshayahu A. JeUnek, writing about the Bosnian 

Muslim community's official protests to Ustasa authorities against the persecution of 

Serbs and Jews, noted the Muslim leaders' "perception of religious tolerance as a token 

of lasting historical and moral value."® Many Muslims found that this ideal of ethnic and 

religious tolerance corresponded to the Partisans' pan-Yugoslav ideology. In addition, 

Bosnians from all religious backgrounds had suffered greatly from the ethnic strife, 

having been caught in a web of Ustasa terror and Cetnik reprisals. According to a 

document prepared in November 1943 by the United States Office of Strategic Services: 

"Alone among the many groups fighting in Yugoslavia, the Partisans have committed no 

atrocities, nor have they ever felt it necessary to order mass arrests and transfers of 

populations."'® Although it is not entirely true that the Partisans never carried out 

reprisals against civilians, contemporaries did indeed see the Partisans as striving to avoid 

ethnic violence. 

As the war continued, increasing numbers of Croats turned away from the form of 

nationalism represented by the Ustasa and joined the multi-ethnic Partisan movement. 

For example, Branko Davila, a communist from the area near Jastrebarsko, recalled that 

the predominantly Croatian population of his area, traditionally strong supporters of the 

Croatian Peasant Party, withdrew their support for the NDH when they observed Ustasa 

troops mistreating prisoners at a nearby train station.'' In addition, Croats in ethnically 

mixed marriages were likely to oppose the Croatian regime's discriminatory policies, 

leading Croatia's Archbishop Alojzije Stepinac to complain to Ustasa leader Ante 

Pavelic: 
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If even dumb animals protect their young and will not let themselves be 
separated by force, who among the judicious will believe that thousands of 
people in mixed marriages will be able to watch passively while their families are 
destroyed by force and their children abandoned to an uncertain fate? Is it not 
exactly in this way that the Partisans, so much decried, were created? Is it not by 
exactly such measures, full of injustices, that the people are driven by force into 
the ranks of the Partisans, as is the case with many Croatians who can no longer 

1 
tolerate the injustices of the occupation forces? 

1 
By 1945, Croats made up a majority of the Partisan forces m Croatia. 

The NDH soon became the center of Partisan activity. Although the Partisan 

command, under Josip Broz Tito, originally directed the uprising from within Serbia, 

German forces drove the Partisans out of Serbia by the end of 1941. From there, 

Communist leaders and most Partisan troops moved into Bosnian territory controlled by 

the NDH. Many areas of Bosnia and Hercegovina became battlegrounds, caught between 

Partisan and Axis forces, as evidenced by the varied scenes of fighting in 1942 and 1943, 

Fighting occurred in the area around Sarajevo, Visegrad, and regions to the north in late 

1941 and early 1942, in Valjevo in February 1942, in eastern Bosnia in April and early 

May of that year, in western Bosnia in June, in the area west and northwest of Sarajevo in 

late winter 1943, and in the mountain regions to the south and southeast, in Hercegovina, 

eastern Bosnia, and Montenegro throughout the rest of 1943.'"^ According to the 

American researcher Phillip J. Cohen, by late 1943, there were 230,000 Partisans in 

Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina combined as opposed to only 90,000 in the rest of 

Yugoslavia.'^ While the numbers included fighters who came to the NDH from other 

regions of Yugoslavia, it is evident that the Partisan movement had tapped into a strong 

current of support within the region. The evidence of ethnic persecution in Croatia and 



Bosnia had already had a strong impact on the local inhabitants and would eventually 

affect the thinking of the new arrivals as well. 

First-hand knowledge of the ethnic persecution in the NDH varied by region, for 

people in some areas witnessed more ethnic persecution than others. In addition, 

information about local concentration camps circulated throughout the NDH, but specific 

knowledge about the camps was not uniformly disseminated. Joka Nikolic, a Roma 

whom the Ustasa deported to Jasenovac in April or May 1942, said that everyone in his 

native village had already heard stories about the camp's horrors.'^ Similarly, Duka 

Pazdrijan reported that rumors of atrocities at Jasenovac were widespread. He recalled 

that, in spring of 1942, when his train pulled into the Jasenovac station and prisoners 

were told the name of their destination, they said to each other that they would soon be 

dead.'^ Yet, others, such as Josip Susec, a politically active member of the communist 

youth movement, claimed that at the time of his arrest in spring 1944 he had never heard 

of Jasenovac despite the incredulity of the other inmates who reproved him: "Why did 

you let them deport you to Jasenovac?"'^ Thus, knowledge of ethnic persecution was 

unevenly disseminated throughout the NDH. 

The same was true of the Partisan forces in the region although they were probably 

better informed than the civilian population. Some of the more recent recruits to the 

Partisan armed forces, especially those just arrived in the NDH from other regions of 

Yugoslavia, knew very little about Jasenovac or other Ustasa camps. On the other 

hand, the Partisan leadership, both local and national, was considerably better informed. 

As early as August 1941, the head of the Partisans, Tito, mentioned specifically the 
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persecution of Serbs by the Ustasa,and during that same month, the Partisans organized 

91 
a committee in Zagreb to help the camp inmates and their families. Another leader, 

Milovan Djilas, had encountered evidence of Ustasa atrocities even earlier than that. In 

1943 the Partisans published a brochure in the liberated territory of Slavonia, Croatia, 

entitled "The Horrors of the Jasenovac Camp."^^ Furthermore, many fighters in the 

Partisans' 'National Liberation Army' (narodnooslobodilacka vojska or NOV) learned 

something of the situation in Jasenovac from evidence given by escapees from the camps 

and party members freed in prisoner exchanges with Ustasa troops. 

Already in 1941, the Partisans were fighting in the vicinity of Jasenovac, attempting to 

free the prisoners.^^ They continued to attack the camp periodically, apparently because 

its liberation was considered an important goal by the NOV leadership, but well-armed 

Ustasa guards operating from fortified positions always repulsed the attacks. Over time, 

attacks on Jasenovac accelerated as more information about the camp became available to 

members of the resistance movement and to the general population of Croatia and 

Bosnia, but the Partisans failed to liberate the camp until the last days of the war. 

Although Partisan forces were unable to free the prisoners of Jasenovac, they 

experienced much better success in gaining the release of children from the Stara 

Gradiska camp. In early summer 1942, during the battle of Kozara between the Ustasa 

and the Partisans, the Ustasa captured over 1,000 Serbian children whose relatives were 

fighting in Partisan units. Croatian authorities transported the children to the Stara 

Gradiska camp, where they suffered as greatly as adult prisoners in the Jasenovac system. 

Someone, possibly a Catholic nun by the name of Monika Stampalija,^^ provided a 



180 

contact in Zagreb with information as to where the young people had been taken, and that 

person informed others. Eventually, two people, Kamilo Drossier and Diana 

Budisavljevic, neither of whom were Serbs, brought pressure on the Ustasa goverrmient 

to release the captured Serbian children from the concentration camp. Kamilo Brossler, 

despite his Germanic last name, which he preferred to spell 'Bresler' in the Croatian way, 

had grown up in Sarajevo and studied at the university in Zagreb. Appointed by the 

Ustasa government to the board of the Croatian Red Cross, he was working in his office 

one summer day in 1942 when Budisavljevic walked in and asked whether he was aware 

that hundreds, maybe thousands, of Serbian children were being held at the Stara 

Gradiska concentration camp.^^ Brossler was horrified and, supported by representatives 

of the International Red Cross, he pressured the Ustasa government to release the 

children. Budisavljevic, an Austrian citizen, got members of the German army to 

intercede with authorities in the NDH as well. Because of international pressure, the 

Croatian government finally agreed to transport the children to a children's home at 

90 
Jastrebarsko (nicknamed ' Jaska'), where Brossler saw to their needs. 

When the children arrived in Jastrebarsko, Partisan forces in the area were notified of 

their whereabouts, probably by Dr. Branko Davila, a physician who helped out at the 

children's home. In late summer 1942, the Partisans attacked Ustasa forces in the area 

and freed several hundred children,^'' some of whom were the relatives of the fighters. 

One Partisan, Tomo Mikulic Gajdas, later recounted the feelings he and the others 

experienced: happiness at the children's liberation, anger at the deplorable conditions in 

the camp, sorrow at the suffering, and terrible psychological pain. Most of the soldiers 



cried and yet, according to Mikulic Gajdas, they felt a renewed determination to fight 

against the persecution that they saw in the camp.^' Local villagers, mostly Croats, 

assisted the Partisans in caring for the Serbian children. The freeing of the captured 

youngsters - first from Stara Gradiska and then from Jastrebarsko - thus provides a clear 

example of how outrage against the Ustasa's ethnic persecution, particularly when 

children were targeted, led people of various ethnic and political backgrounds to 

collaborate with the Partisan movement. 

The Partisans became involved in the rescue of other prisoners as well, occasionally 

playing an active role in organizing group escapes from concentration camps. For 

example, in the fall of 1943, the Partisans directed the escape of several prisoners who 

were prominent Communist party members from Bosnia, including Remzija Omanovic, 

Hasan Sojtaric, and a prisoner referred to simply as 'Comrade Kapetanovic,' among 

others.^^ Another Partisan-organized group escape involved the rescue of a group from 

Jasenovac whom the Ustasa had assigned to work on telephone lines outside the gates of 

the camp. Two camp survivors offered somewhat different accounts as to how Partisans 

freed the group. Albert Maestro claimed that a fellow prisoner Moric Montiljo passed a 

note to the Partisans via an unknown peasant, who risked his life smuggling it to them, 

asking them to launch a rescue operation.^^ Montiljo himself said that a free doctor in 

the camp. Dr. Marie,contacted the Partisans and made all the arrangements, signaling 

the prisoners on the day the rescue was to occur by throwing his hat to the ground. 

Regardless of how the plan was arranged, the Partisans knew where to find the prisoners 

and launched an attack on the Ustasa guard. Although Montiljo was wounded in the 
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fighting between the Ustasa guards and the Partisans, all twenty prisoners were liberated. 

Such operations, however, were relatively rare. The camp inmates were rarely able to 

notify the Partisans as to their whereabouts when they were outside the camp, and such 

rescue attempts also proved extremely risky for the unarmed prisoners, who faced 

retaliation from their well-armed Ustasa guards if the attack did not succeed quickly. 

Thus, the NOV rarely tried to organize direct rescue operations. 

Nonetheless, the Partisans were frequently involved in indirect rescues. Both Ustasa^*^ 

and Partisan^' sources described their participation in prisoner exchanges whenever the 

NOV captured Ustasa fighters. One of these exchanges freed Mara Vejnovic, the Serbian 

38 teenager whose testimony on conditions in Stara Gradiska we have encountered earlier. 

Such exchanges were rare; only those prisoners whose names were known to the NOV 

leadership had a chance of receiving their freedom in that way. Far more often. Partisan 

forces became involved in rescuing prisoners when they escaped on their own initiative 

and fled to Partisan lines.^® For example. Ado Kabiljo and the others with whom he 

worked developed their escape plan when they were working in Bosnia in a Muslim 

village that they knew to be pro-Partisan. Their plan was predicated on the expectation of 

receiving shelter and assistance from the villagers before reaching Partisan lines.'^'' 

Other prisoners made their escape spontaneously and then sought out Partisan forces. 

Sado Koen-Davko, for example, described in his memoirs such an escape from 

Jasenovac. However, he had some misgivings as to how he would recognize the 

Partisans because he had seen the Ustasa force prisoners to manufacture Partisan caps as 

a disguise for fascist soldiers, who then masqueraded as Partisans in order to trap people 



fleeing to NOV lines. He had heard that some Roma had been trapped while trying to 

join the resistance."" Naturally, during his own escape, Koen-Davko was suspicious 

when a man with a Communist star on his cap approached him, but when he realized that 

the man was indeed an authentic Partisan, he became so excited that he kissed his 

astonished rescuer."^^ Escapees did not worry that they might face ethnic discrimination 

at the hands of Partisan troops. It did not matter to prisoners fleeing the camps whether 

the Partisans they encountered were Jewish, Serbian, Croatian, Muslim, or Roma, for the 

NOV prided itself on the all-Yugoslav composition of its fighting force. To an escaped 

prisoner, in the words of a Jasenovac survivor, Leon Maestro: "The Partisans meant 

freedom.""^^ 

The National Liberation Army was only indirectly involved in the liberation of 

Jasenovac in late April 1945, leading one to ask why the Partisans did not put forth more 

effort to free the camp inmates. Indeed, the issue of launching an attack on the camps 

came up several times in discussions among the Partisan leaders. As early as March 

1942, Tito wrote to one of his military units about "the possibility of an eventual attack 

on the concentration camp at Jasenovac, where there were about 10,000 of our prisoners, 

but now only 1,500 living comrades remain... .This attack should be organized together 

with the staff commanders from Croatia, but in such a way that it surely succeeds."'*'^ 

Months later, in October 1942, a Partisan military official reported that it would be 

"politically useful" to attack Jasenovac."^^ Why then did such an attack not occur? 

There were many reasons why the Partisans never launched a frontal assault on 

Jasenovac. In 1942 when gunfire from the fierce battles raging in nearby Kozara could 
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be heard in the camps, the NOV was unable to attack Jasenovac because Partisan forces 

in the area consisted of only 3,500 poorly armed troops and 300 wounded, while 

Jasenovac was well fortified and defended.''^ In addition, the difficult terrain presented 

obstacles, the swampy ground'^^ making a land attack difficult and the river systems and 

railway connections making it easy for Ustasa forces and nearby German units to move in 

quickly to bolster the defending forces.'^^ Fabijan Rukavina, the secretary of the party 

committee in Stara Gradiska, later stated that his committee had tried to organize a 

general rebellion among the prisoners and coordinate the revolt with a Partisan attack on 

the camp. However, in 1944, when Rukavina and his associates were planning the 

action, larger numbers of Ustasa troops were moving into the camp to combat insurgency 

in the area, making a rebellion or outside attack more risky for the prisoners. Instead of 

organizing a general liberation of the camp, the Stara Gradiska party leaders were only 

able to arrange their own escape.'^® Thus, Partisans within and outside of the camps 

feared that a ground assault on Jasenovac was unlikely to be successful and that the camp 

guards would massacre the prisoners during the course of the attack. 

In 1945, however, with a Partisan victory over German and Ustasa forces in sight, 

Tito's forces made several attempts to liberate the prisoners of Jasenovac through aerial 

bombings of the camp gates. Twice in February and at least once thereafter, Partisan 

planes strafed the camps, first making a pass overhead in order to forewarn the prisoners 

so that they were able to take shelter.^® Unfortunately for the inmates, when Yugoslav 

pilots bombed the walls of the camp, they hit only the inner walls and missed the outer 

walls of barbed wire,^' so the prisoners were unable to escape. Even if all the barriers 



had been removed, there would have remained the problem of the Ustasa guard towers 

with machine guns trained on the captives. Therefore, although the Partisans made 

several bombing attacks on Jasenovac, the prisoners were unable to rise against their 

captors and break out of the camps. 

Meanwhile, the situation for the inmates became even more dangerous than before. 

The Ustasa command grew increasingly vengeful, punishing the prisoners more severely 

as the Partisans advanced in Yugoslavia, and their allies — the American, British, and 

Soviet forces ~ won victories throughout Europe. In early April 1945, the Bosnian 

capital of Sarajevo fell to the Partisans, and the NDH was obviously on the brink of 

collapse. The Ustasa planned to retreat northward into Austria but not before destroying 

the evidence of the government's brutality. The camp commanders made plans to 

liquidate Jasenovac and all the surviving prisoners. Executions increased, and, as no new 

prisoners were admitted to the camps,^^ the number of camp inmates dropped rapidly. 

On 21 April 1945, Ustasa guards began the final liquidation of Jasenovac. All day the 

guards marched large groups of prisoners to the killing grounds, and the buildings that 

had housed them were burned to the ground. Cedomil Huber recounted that the male 

prisoners became aware of the liquidation of the women's camp at Stara Gradiska 

because they passed a column of women who were heading to their death. He witnessed 

a crowd of Croatian, Serbian, and a few remaining Jewish women walking together, 

CO 
singing, to the execution site. When darkness fell on 21 April, the surviving male 

prisoners realized that it was the last night of the camp's existence. The guards told the 

prisoners outright that, come daylight, all the remaining irmiates would be killed so that 
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the Ustasa could evacuate Jasenovac. In preparation, during that night, the Ustasa took 

away the group leaders (grupnici) for execution. Guards destroyed the camp records^"^ 

and began to blow up buildings, simulating a Partisan attack so that they could deceive 

the population in the surrounding areas by pretending that the Partisans were the ones 

who had destroyed the buildings and killed the prisoners. With no other hope remaining, 

the camp inmates plarmed a desperate revolt. 

Just after midnight on the morning of 22 April, the Communist Party Secretary for 

Jasenovac III, Ante Bakotic, called together some politically active prisoners, both Serbs 

and Jews, from different work sites and made plans to revolt. Soon the organizers of the 

revolt informed all the remaining prisoners of many different ethnic groups, communists 

and non-communists alike. They harbored no illusions as to the likelihood of success as 

the Ustasa guards were well armed, and machine gun emplacements protected the front 

gates. Although the participants in the revolt realized that most of the thousand or so 

remaining prisoners would die in the attempt, they resolved that some iimiates should live 

in order to bear witness to what had happened in Jasenovac.^^ In the words of Koen-

Davko, "I hardly believed myself in everything that I experienced and saw with my own 

eyes. I wanted only that someone would live, who could testify to all the horrors in 

which many would surely not want to believe."^® He added that it would be less horrible 

to die by a bullet than by a mallet.^^ Meanwhile, in Kozara, which was physically 

CO 

separated from the rest of the camp, the same decision was made for the same reasons. 

Prisoners at this worksite knew there was no other way out; somehow they had acquired 

poison, and each prisoner carried a vial of it to ensure that he would not be captured 
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alive.^^ Thus, on 22 April 1945, in the two remaining parts of Jasenovac (Jasenovac III 

and IV), mass escape attempts were launched. During the escape, the camp guards 

opened fire with machine guns, killing most of the prisoners inside the camp's walls. 

However, several dozen inmates succeeded in making it out of the camp^'^ and headed in 

search of the security of Partisan-held territory. 

In the rescue of escaped prisoners, the latent Yugoslavism of the noncombatant 

population of the NDH, of the Partisan movement, and of the prisoners themselves all 

came together in a common reaction against Ustasa persecution. The surviving prisoners 

often banded together in multi-ethnic groups, sometimes based on friendships, sometimes 

on the exigencies of the moment. The members of these groups came to rely on each 

other, showing a depth of trust and cooperation that transcended their differences. Upon 

their escape, they often turned to strangers from a different ethnic background, asking for 

assistance in locating nearby Partisan forces. Sometimes those who assisted the escapees 

were themselves Partisans; other times the prisoners sought out friends to help in the 

rescue. Yet, time after time, survivors of Jasenovac stated that they owed their lives not 

only to the Partisan forces, but also to the noncombatant men and women who brought 

them to NOV lines. 

Occasionally, fleeing prisoners sought help from people they knew or from people 

whom they knew to be pro-Partisan. Mihajlo Marie and Eduard Sajer, for example, 

found themselves together with several other escapees, among them a Serb firom a nearby 

village, who told them they could receive assistance from people in his community. In 

fact, peasants there fed and housed the escapees until the Partisans came.^' During this 
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same escape attempt, Huber found himself swimming across the river with two other 

prisoners, none of whom he knew. As they had discarded their clothing except for their 

underwear in order to make the crossing and then used the underwear to bandage the 

injury of one of their party, all three ended up naked, shivering, and in dire need of 

assistance.®^ Fortunately, they encountered a Bosnian Muslim man who had heard the 

shots and, deducing what had happened, was looking for escapees in order to help them.®^ 

Huber soon was taken to relative safety of Partisan territory. 

On other occasions, escaped prisoners were rescued when, in desperation, they risked 

being recaptured by the Ustasa and asked for help from strangers of unknown political 

sjmipathies. For example, Adolf Fridrih and his group encountered three Serbian 

civilians, who took the escapees to their village and then put them in touch with the 

Partisan forces.®"* Essentially the same sequence of events led Josip Erlih,®^ Jakica 

Finci,®® and Jakov Atijas®^ to safety. One man that Atijas encountered ran away, but the 

man's companions took the risk of aiding the former prisoners. Other escapees, such as 

Erlih and Find, knocked on the doors of isolated houses, throwing themselves on the 

mercy of strangers. Zlatko Vajler and his fellow escapees, for example, sought refuge in 

the house of an old woman, who fed them and then figured out a way to put them in 

touch with the Partisans.®^ Jakov Kabiljo, by a strange coincidence, randomly chose to 

seek refuge in a house, only to find that the Croatian owner was himself a former inmate 

of Stara Gradiska.®^ Kabiljo got a warm welcome and the assistance he required. 

Therefore, strangers, often of a different ethnic background than most of the prisoners 
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they helped, became involved in rescue work, putting the former-inmates in contact with 

the Partisan National Liberation Army. 

When Jasenovac survivors reached Partisan lines, they had achieved relative safety. 

Although the Partisans did not compel them to join the military, and the escapees were 

usually not in very good physical condition after the ordeals of camp life and a harrowing 

escape, most nonetheless chose to enlist in the NOV. Some, like the young Sava 

Petrovic, had nowhere else to go.^° Similarly, Eduard Sajer felt that he had to join. 

Initially, the Partisans tried to send him home to recuperate from his incarceration, but he 

had no home or family left. Although the Partisans sent him to a military field hospital, 

he still insisted on fighting.^^ In the next weeks, while serving with the NOV in 

Slovenia,^^ he had the satisfaction of arresting some of the very same Ustasa who had 

7^ V 
served as guards in Jasenovac. Bozo Svarc, another escapee who served m the Partisan 

army, later reflected that many former prisoners joined the military forces in order to 

"fight for a better society"^"^ or to avenge those who had not survived. Svarc himself was 

the only survivor from among the large group with whom he had been arrested, so he felt 

that he had a responsibility to fight in the names of all those who had not lived to see the 

day of liberation. Others, such as a Roma prisoner Joka Nikolic, realized at Jasenovac 

that the only thing of value in his life was freedom,and after escaping from Jasenovac, 

he joined the Partisans to preserve that freedom. The Partisans certainly did not 

discourage the newly freed prisoners from joining the armed forces. Thus, many of the 

survivors of Jasenovac ended the war as military veterans. 
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When enlisting in the Partisan army, Jasenovac survivors often requested and received 

permission to be assigned to the same unit as their fellow survivors. Jewish escapee Ado 

Kabiljo, for example, was able to stay together with the others in his group, one of whom 

was a Serb and one a Bosnian Muslirn.^^ On one occasion, the Partisans were unwilling 

to accept one of the escapees, a Muslim, accusing him of collaborating with the Ustasa. 

However, fellow Jasenovac survivors from other ethnic groups vouched for him, thereby 

enabling him to enlist/^ The desire of the former prisoners to stay together coincided 

with a contemporary Partisan effort to establish ethnically mixed brigades. In fact, the 

Partisans actively encouraged ethnic diversity within their units.^® Therefore, the 

prisoners' experience within the Yugoslav armed forces served to reinforce the ideology 

of all-Yugoslav cooperation, which had been an important feature of camp life. 

Just as the Partisans had a great effect on the survivors of Jasenovac so too did 

Jasenovac have a profound impact on the Partisan movement and its ideology. Ethnic 

persecution in the NDH led the Communist Party to expand its pan-Yugoslav orientation, 

which then became the central focus of Partisan ideology. As noted previously, the 

Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) was, even before the war, ethnically diverse both 

in outlook and in the composition of its membership. After the Axis invasion of 

Yugoslavia in April 1941 and especially after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union two 

months later, the CPY took a nationalist stance, calling on the public to resist the foreign 

invaders. Paradoxically, both the Ustasa and the Partisans used national liberation 

ideologies in their efforts to mobilize the masses in support of their cause.^'' However, 

the two sides differed radically in their interpretation of what constituted a 'nation.' 
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As late as 1943 and 1944, the Ustasa was still making a case for an exclusively 

Croatian nationalism, the Ustasa newspaper Nova Hrvatska (New Croatia) proclaiming 

Croatia to be "unanimous and united as never before."^' The Ustasa also stressed that 

this ethnically homogeneous Croatia was free from the Serbian hegemony of the prewar 

Yugoslav kingdom, a truly 'independent' state of Croatia.Supporters of the NHD 

rejected the concept of Yugoslavia, claiming that it represented, in the words of a writer 

for the pro-Ustasa paper Spremnost (Preparedness), "an unnatural meaning and an anti-

Croat state formation."^^ Spremnost also condemned the Partisans' 'national front' as an 

• * 84 instrument of Soviet imperialism and greater-Serbian chauvinism. A German report on 

Croatia written in 1944, based on information from Ustasa contacts, reached the 

conclusion that the Partisan movement was foreign to the Croats, the "last convulsion of 

oc 
a sinking epoch." 

An alternative view of nationalism in Croatia was the Communist Party's appeal to a 

common Yugoslav nationalism. As Croatian Partisan Vjeko Afric later noted in his 

memoir of World War II, the concept of twentieth century nationalism seemed rather 

ambiguous to many Croats. The Germans were one people but lived in several different 

countries; the Swiss had one country but were several different peoples speaking different 

languages; while Afric himself was a Croat but felt he had little in common with the 

Ustasa.^^ Thus, a broader Yugoslav orientation seemed to be a solution, ending inter-

ethnic strife within the NDH while uniting the people of the area in opposition to foreign 

- Italian and German - occupation. 



192 

The Bosnian Partisan newspaper Oslobodenje (Liberation) repeatedly stressed the 

theme that Bosnian Serbs were turning away from the Cetniks and Bosnian Croats and 

Muslims from the Ustasa because of those movements' "fratricidal brutality," joining in a 

R7 
common struggle against the foreign invaders. Oslobodenje also emphasized that the 

participation of representatives from the different peoples of Bosnia in the Partisan 

QO 
struggle had created the conditions for the equality of ethnic groups. This was not 

empty rhetoric, but a concept the Partisans tried to put into practice in order to gain a 

mass following. According to a report prepared in late 1943 by the American Office of 

Strategic Services: 

Immediately upon the occupation of a town, the Partisan leaders call a town 
meeting, which all inhabitants are asked to attend. Partisan spokesmen then 
explain their intention of liberating Yugoslavia completely from the Germans, and 
from every form of political, social, and religious oppression. On the 'platform' 
at the meeting they have representatives of the many religious, national, and 
political groups who go to make up their government. One by one, these 
representatives, usually including a Roman Catholic priest, a Muslim, a Serb, a 
Croat Peasant Party member, a Slovene, a woman, and a Communist, address the 
audience, explaining that they are all joined together in a movement to establish a 
united and free Yugoslavia, where all national groups will have at least limited 
political autonomy, and all religious groups will be tolerated alike....The 
townspeople respond enthusiastically.^^ 

Thus, the Partisans consciously promoted Yugoslavism as an alternative to the narrow 

interpretation of nationalism sponsored by the Ustasa and the Cetniks. 

Ustasa violence against the civilian population of the NDH had a profound impact on 

the Partisan leadership's articulation of Yugoslav ideals. As early as summer 1941, Tito, 

himself a Croat, strongly criticized 

the unprecedented persecution and massacre of the Serbian population in 
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina by the Ustasa hordes and their leader Pavelic, 
the most bloodthirsty and loathsome criminal ever born of a Croat mother. 



This criminal recently turned to killing the best sons of the Croatian people, 
workers, intellectuals, peasants who bravely raised their voice against the 
brutal extermination of the Serbian population in Croatia.^® 

Other Partisan speeches and writings also criticized the persecution of ethnic groups and 

stressed a pan-Yugoslav orientation. A Partisan proclamation of September 1941, 

addressed "to the Serbs, Croats, and Bosnians of Kordun and Banija," mentioned the 

atrocities suffered by the inhabitants of that hard-pressed region of Bosnia and concluded 

that the suffering inflicted by the Ustasa had only served to strengthen national unity in 

the area.®' The theme of brotherhood and unity was reiterated frequently in underground 

Partisan newspapers,®^ which also lauded such developments as the organization of a 

multi-ethnic youth event.®^ Partisan papers also gave numerous accounts of Bosnian 

Muslims joining with Serbs to oppose Ustasa and Cetnik violence in Bosnia®'^ and of 

Croats joining together with Serbs to fight "for the honor and freedom of the Croatian 

people."®^ Thus, multi-ethnic cooperation became the most important precept of the 

Partisan movement, attracting a mass following to the resistance in a way that communist 

theories alone could not do. 

The Partisan leadership recognized that opposition to the Ustasa's narrow version of 

Croatian nationalism would have implications for the future organization of a Yugoslav 

state. The Central Committee of the Communist Party of Croatia proclaimed the Partisan 

goal to be "not only the national emancipation of the Croats but also [to] assure national 

equality of the Serbs in Croatia.The Supreme Command of the People's Liberation 

Partisan and Volunteer Army of Yugoslavia proclaimed that the "strongest weapon in the 

fight against Fascism [is] the unity of the entire people... Tito added in December 
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1942: "The national liberation struggle and the national question in Yugoslavia are 

inextricably bound up with each other."^^ Nowhere were these statements more obvious 

than in the NDH. When the Communist Party of Yugoslavia attempted in 1941 and 1942 

to use anti-German and anti-Italian nationalism to mobilize the population without 

addressing the question of inter-ethnic relations within Yugoslavia, the CPY met with 

only partial success, for within the NDH, Serbs joined the Partisan movement in large 

numbers, but Croats did not.®^ However, when Andrija Hebrang became the head of the 

Croatian branch of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia near the end of 1942, he "adopted 

a policy more responsive to Croat national aims"^"® and pushed for more decentralization 

within a federally organized system."" Croats then joined the Partisan movement in 

larger numbers. 

The principle of national equality within Yugoslavia was given legal sanction by the 

Partisan parliament, known as the Anti-Fascist Council of the National Liberation of 

Yugoslavia (Antifasisticko vece narodnog oslobodenja Jugoslavije or AVNOJ). The first 

session of AVNOJ, meeting in November 1942 in Bihac, Bosnia, made general 

references to the creation of a representative government. However, the second session 

of AVNOJ, convened on 29 November 1943 in the Bosnian town of Jajce,"^^ made 

specific plans for the recreation of Yugoslavia after the war and its transformation from a 

unitary monarchy into a federal republic. At this session of AVNOJ, Partisan officials 

announced that within a federal Yugoslavia, there would be "constitutionally guaranteed 

national equality. These provisions were supplemented by the "Declaration on the 

Rights of Citizens of Bosnia and Hercegovina," issued by the Bosnian delegation to 
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AVNOJ. This declaration proclaimed the "equal rights of Serbs, Moslems, and Croats," 

along with religious freedom, women's rights, and assurances of the "personal safety and 

security of citizens."'®'' 

In conjunction with AVNOJ, Croatia also established a regional branch, called 

ZAVNOH.'"^ In order to ensure the rights of the Serbian minority within the future 

Croatian republic of Yugoslavia, a Serbian Club within ZAVNOH was founded in 

November 1943"^^ that soon came under the leadership of Rade Pribicevic. Partisan 

newspapers enthusiastically proclaimed: "Healthy political relations between the Serbs 

and the Croats in Croatia are the cornerstone for the harmony of all the nations of 

Yugoslavia,"'®^ and the founding of the Serbian Club in ZAVNOH would deepen the 

solidarity of Serbs and Croats in Croatia.'®^ Thus, both Serbs and Croats were guaranteed 

political rights within the newly organized Croatian republic of Yugoslavia. 

Partisan newspapers in Bosnia expressed particular enthusiasm for AVNOJ's intention 

to create a federally organized Yugoslav state since Bosnia-Hercegovina would be 

accorded the status of a separate republic. Partisan writers in the area looked to the 

establishment of a Bosnian Yugoslav republic as a way out of ethnic strife that only 

benefited national enemies, such as the Germans.'®^ Many Partisans also appreciated the 

emphasis on ethnic diversity when choosing representatives to Bosnian political 

conferences."® Fair treatment of all ethnic groups was particularly valued because, in the 

words of a Bosnian Croat, "Croats, Serbs, and Muslims live intermixed in Bosnia and 

Hercegovina, village by village, house by house. Because of that, our peoples can create 

a happy and worthwhile life only through harmony and brotherly cooperation."''' 



Another writer for the newspaper Oslobodenje explained that the new political 

organization of Bosnia and Hercegovina, which would include representatives from all 

ethnic groups, would serve as a model for the rest of Yugoslavia; Bosnia would thereby 

no longer be a contested zone between Serbs and Croats, but a bridge between the two 

peoples.''^ 

Within Croatia-proper, many Croats welcomed national autonomy within a 

reorganized Yugoslavia but had serious concerns about the organization of the new 

republic. On the one hand, there had always been strong support within Croatia for that 

t 1 -3 
state's inclusion within a federally organized Yugoslavia, and many contemporaries 

hoped Tito could formulate a real solution to the problems of Serbian-Croatian relations 

that had led to genocide.On the other hand, Croats needed reassurance that their 

national interests would be upheld by the new state. For example, the Partisan leadership 

had to demonstrate good will toward the Catholic Church, which communist leaders tried 

to accomplish by allowing a Catholic priest to address the second session of ZAVNOH 

and referring to specific historical examples of Partisan support for religious 

institutions."^ 

Partisan newspapers in Croatia were very cautious in their approach to the 

controversial issue of ethnic persecution. The Zagreb Partisan newspaper, Naprijed 

(Forward), at first described war criminals as those who had committed atrocities against 

"Serbs, Croats, and Jews""^ or who had persecuted communists,"^ rather than as people 

who had targeted ethnic minorities. In early 1944, an article in Naprijed put forth two 

reasons for the failure of the Ustasa, disgust with foreign occupation and economic 
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problems,''^ but failed to mention the idea of popular dissatisfaction with ethnic 

persecution that was such an important theme in contemporary Partisan writings in 

Bosnia. Only in August and September 1944, did the Zagreb newspaper broach the topic 

of equality of Serbs and Croats within the federal republic of Croatia along with an 

explanation of the rights of the Serbian minority in Croatia.At the same time, as if to 

affirm its specifically Croatian nature, the newspaper switched from using the more 

widely used Serbo-Croatian names for months (for example, novembar for November) to 

using the specifically Croatian names {rujan for November). Nonetheless, despite some 

initial reservations concerning the protection of Croatian rights in the new Yugoslavia, by 

1945 Croatian Partisan publications had come to endorse the theme of "brotherhood and 

unity" that had become the mantra of Partisan publications elsewhere. 

Ultimately, then, the concept of Yugoslavism became the centerpiece of Partisan 

ideology, an idea that could unite the population under the communist banner in a way 

that communism alone could never do. Tito expressed this concept in a speech delivered 

in newly liberated Zagreb on 21 May 1945: 

One may well ask: what was it that enabled the Partisans to endure, what 
motivated them in their arduous struggle, how could they persevere hungry, 
barefoot, and lacking warm clothing - what kept them warm in this terrible 
combat? It was the idea that without brotherhood and unity there can be no 
happiness among the Yugoslav nations, no prosperity in the Balkans in general. 
The slogan of brotherhood and unity enabled us to obtain the wholehearted 
support of our long-suffering and impoverished people wherever we went. 
Our Army, which sprang forth from the people, was also maintained by the 
people. The people willingly gave their last loaf of bread to feed those who 
fought for what we have today. Apart from driving out the invaders, the 
achievement of brotherhood and unity is our second signal victory in this war.'^'' 
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In the same speech, Tito then warned that "The question of chauvinism and negative 

121 local patriotism should be superseded once and for all, it simply must not exist." In 

other words, the narrow concept of Croatian and Serbian separatism would be replaced 

by a common Yugoslav identity. 

Near the end of the war, the Partisans also made plans to deal with the aftermath of the 

Ustasa terror in Croatia and Bosnia. By February 1945, the Partisans had established the 

Regional Commission of Croatia for the Determination of the Evils of the Occupier and 

His Assistants and instructed the commission to prepare to prosecute those accused of 

genocide.ZAVNOH also issued directives on assisting the families of victims of 

Ustasa persecution'^^ and guaranteed the rights of Serbs and Croats alike within the 

n e w l y  f o r m i n g  C r o a t i a n  R e p u b l i c  o f  t h e  S o c i a l i s t  F e d e r a l  R e p u b l i c  o f  Y u g o s l a v i a . B y  

the time of the defeat of Germany and the end of the Independent State of Croatia in May 

1945, the Partisans had already created both the ideology and the political institutions of 

a new Yugoslavia organized on federal principles. 

Thus, the Partisan victory thus brought an end both to the Ustasa genocide and to the 

ethnic separatism that had led to that genocide. The Partisans owed much of their 

popularity within the territories of the NDH to a public reaction against Ustasa atrocities. 

In the words of Yugoslav political scientist Aleksa Djilas: 

One of the goals of Ustasha terrorism was to undermine the idea of a unified 
Yugoslavia by making cooperation between Croats and Serbs impossible.... 
But what the Ustashas actually destroyed was the interwar Yugoslavia of national 
political parties. The Partisan movement, on the other hand, was strengthened by 
the Ustasha policies. In the fratricidal civil war that followed the Ustasha 
massacres, Communist national policies increasingly attracted people from 
different nations of Yugoslavia.' ^ 



Therefore, the irony of the Ustasa persecution of ethnic minorities was that it created 

conditions that faciUtated a resurgence of Yugoslavism, first within the NDH and 

ultimately throughout all of Yugoslavia. 
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Chapter 9 - Conclusion 

Robert H. Abzug, an American researcher who described the American liberation of 

Nazi concentration camps in Germany and Austria, wrote: 

Naive Americans who thought that the camp experience might bring a certain 
unity and spirit of tolerance were puzzled to find that it seemed to have bred quite 
opposite traits. Though survivors all, Germans still looked down upon Russians 
and Poles; Poles still hated the Jews; and everyone seemed to despise Gypsies.... 
The onetime prisoners clustered in national and religious groups and complained, 
often justly, about unequal treatment.' 

In fact, in various parts of Europe, hostility between ethnic groups continued unabated 

even after the war. In Poland, for example, where the horrors of the Nazi concentration 

camps were most evident, sporadic attacks against the Jews continued, such as the 

pogrom in the tovwi of Kielce in which Catholic Poles killed 42 Jews in 1946. Evidently, 

the experience of a world war and the Holocaust had done little to lessen the ethnic 

divisions that were endemic in European society. However, during the course of the war, 

something very different happened in the Jasenovac camp and in Croatia and Bosnia in 

general; a sense of "unity and spirit of tolerance" developed that spanned ethnic and 

religious differences. Yugoslavism, the ideology of the unity of all South Slavic peoples 

in the region, prevailed over the narrow interpretation of Croatian nationalism 

represented by the Ustasa. Why should this have been the case in the NDH when it was 

not in other parts of Europe? Why should Yugoslav nationalism have triumphed in the 

Croatian camps and throughout Croatian society when the Ustasa took strong actions to 

prevent it and to encourage divisions among the various ethnic groups? 

One of the reasons is that Yugoslavism had deeper roots in the NDH than the Ustasa 

cared to admit. We have seen that intermarriage among ethnic groups was quite common 
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in interwar Yugoslavia. For example, Jewish prisoner Josef Grossepais-Gil had Croatian 

in-laws, while another Jew, Eduard Sajer, had a Bosnian Muslim brother-in-law. 

Cedomil Ruber's parents and grandparents came from many different ethnic 

backgrounds, and Ljiljana Ivanisevic's rescuer was a Croatian man with a Serbian son-in-

law. In fact, most people in the NDH had relatives, friends, or colleagues from another 

ethnic group. The interconnectedness of the various groups made it more difficult for the 

Ustasa's restrictive version of Croatian nationalism to gain a large following within the 

NDH. 

Public awareness of Ustasa atrocities further eroded popular support for national 

particularism as the war progressed. A significant number of Croatians and Bosnian 

Muslims came to oppose Ustasa brutality by offering assistance to friends or relatives 

targeted by the regime, illegally hiding victims of persecution or helping them escape 

from the country, providing food to prisoners in the concentration camps, or, on a few 

occasions, publicly protesting the government's discriminatory measures. As the war 

continued, increasing numbers of people turned against Ante Pavelic's government and 

joined Tito's Partisan resistance movement. 

Within the concentration camps as well, prisoners of different ethnic and religious 

backgrounds came together in food sharing and newsgathering cooperatives in a common 

effort to survive. This mutual interdependence was such a significant part of the 

prisoners' experience in the camps that many survivors noted that their affinity for people 

of other ethnic groups became a permanent part of their lives after the war ended. One 

Jewish survivor. Bozo Svarc, later commented that his close ties to the Serbs during his 
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years in Jasenovac contributed to the fact that both of his marriages were to Serbian 

women. A Serb, Ivanisevic, felt that the special bond shared by survivors of Jasenovac 

continued even after the war, for survivors from all ethnic groups always remained one 

-J 
family because of their common experiences in the camps. Mihajlo Marie, another 

Serbian who had been imprisoned in Jasenvoac, reflecting on the new wave of genocide 

and ethnic violence that engulfed the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, remarked that the 

world would be a better place if all the ethnic groups got along the way they had in 

4 
Jasenovac. Thus, for the concentration camp survivors, their experience in the camps 

altered their outlook, either bringing about or completing their transformation into 

Yugoslavs. 

The Ustasa terror, by alienating many Croats and Bosnians and by bringing the 

persecuted minorities together in a common effort to survive, also contributed to the 

spread of the Partisan movement throughout the NDH and to the movement's adoption of 

a specific program of national unity. During the years 1941-1945, ever increasing 

numbers of people joined the Partisans, perceiving their all-Yugoslav orientation as an 

alternative to the cycle of ethnic violence and reprisals perpetrated by the Croatian 

nationalist Ustasa and their Serbian nationalist rivals, the Cetniks. As their popularity 

grew, the Partisans expanded their political goals to incorporate new guarantees of 

national equality within the country, beginning with the endorsement of federalism 

proclaimed during the second session of AVNOJ. Thus, Yugoslavism triumphed over the 

Serbian domination of the prewar Yugoslav kingdom and the Croatian particularism of 

the NDH. 



Recently, the pendulum has swung in the other direction, leading many historians of 

World War II to discount the importance of Yugoslavism and to focus instead on wartime 

manifestations of national exclusivity as more relevant to the modern experience of 

Croatian secession from Yugoslavia and the ethnic violence that engulfed Bosnia and 

Croatia in the 1990s. However, such a narrow focus ignores an equally important, and 

somehow paradoxical truth: along with the great cultural divides separating the various 

South Slavic peoples from one another, there have always been strong bonds which have 

united them and which continue to unite them today. 
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EPILOGUE 

On 30 November 1943, nearly a year and a half before the end of the war, 

representatives at the second session of AVNOJ created the State Commission for the 

Determination of War Crimes of the Occupiers and Their Collaborators (Drzavna 

Komisija za Utvrdenje Zlocina Okupatora i Njegovih Pomagaca). This commission 

would determine which acts would be considered war crimes, decide what kind of proof 

to accept, work with the government to collect testimony, keep statistical records, publish 

the results of their work, and cooperate with the government in bringing the perpetrators 

to justice.' Over the next several years, the war crimes commission worked to bring 

Ustasa leaders and camp guards to justice. 

The fate of the leaders in the Independent State of Croatia (NDH) varied. Ante 

Pavelic, the top Ustasa leader, fled to Italy and then to Argentina. After an assassination 

attempt in 1957, he fled to fascist Spain, where he died in 1959. Another minister in the 

NDH, Milovan Zanic, also fled to Italy but died in a refugee camp there in 1946. 

Partisans killed Mladen Lorkovic, the Croatian minister of internal affairs for much of the 

war, in April 1945, while Eugen-Dido Kvatemik, the head of the secret police, escaped to 

Argentina, only to be killed there in 1962. Andrija Artukovic, minister of justice and 

religion, fled to the United States, and the Yugoslav government spent the next thirty-five 

years arguing for his extradition. He was returned to Zagreb in 1986 but died in a prison 

hospital two years later. One Jasenovac commander, Ljubo Milos, was hanged in 1948, 

while another, Vjekoslav-Maks Luburic, escaped to Spain and lived the rest of his life as 

a Catholic priest in that country. The controversial head of the Croatian Catholic Church, 
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Alojzije Stepinac, died of leukemia in I960? Thus, the war crimes commission was 

unable to bring many important NDH officials to justice, at least in the years immediately 

following the war. 

During more than four decades of Communist rule, Yugoslav historians avoided 

analyzing the subject of the wartime genocide in Croatia and Bosnia, either ignoring the 

subject completely or dismissing the killing as the work of invading countries and their 

fascist supporters in the NDH. As early as May 1944, a year before the end of World 

War II, an article from the Croatian newspaper Vjesnik (Gazette) put the blame for 

wartime atrocities on Italian and German troops, who had allegedly incited fratricidal 

violence in order to use the "divide and conquer" technique to control the area. Along 

with the theme of foreign instigation of genocide came a reluctance to discuss ethnic 

conflict as contributing to the persecution. Although non-Yugoslav scholars began to use 

the term 'Holocaust' soon after the war ended to describe the persecution of Jews and 

other noncombatants during the war, the term was not used in Yugoslav historical 

writings. In fact, Yugoslav historians rarely mentioned the persecution of the Jews in 

their country in any context. The tone was set by the war crimes commission, which in 

March 1945 cited the persecution of Serbs and "progressive Croats," not mentioning the 

concurrent persecution of Jews and Roma in Croatia.'^ Forty years later, Yugoslav 

prosecutors at the trial of Andrija Artukovic accused him of unspecified "war crimes," 

again avoiding reference to official policies in the NDH that targeted people because of 

their ethnicity.^ The reason for this avoidance is obvious: the post-war government of 

Yugoslavia, struggling to create a united country, feared any mention of wartime 
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genocide would precipitate renewed ethnic conflict. As the Serbian historian Milan 

Bulajic wrote after the beginning of a new round of conflict in the 1990s, leaders of 

communist Yugoslavia "covered with concrete" any mention of the atrocities in the 

NDH, using the slogan of "brotherhood and unity" to justify their silence.® 

For a government that wished to avoid free discussion of the genocide in the NDH, the 

existence of the remains of the Jasenovac camp was an embarrassment. Camp buildings 

were not preserved, and peasants from nearby villages used bricks from ruined camp 

buildings to rebuild their homes. Not until twenty years later, in 1965, was a monument 

established at the site of the camp, and it was another several years before Yugoslav 

authorities added a museum to the Jasenovac Memorial Park.' Following the 

establishment of a new Republic of Croatia in 1991, the Croatian government considered 

the Jasenovac Memorial to be an embarrassing reminder of the excesses of earlier 

Croatian nationalists.^ Therefore, in September 1991, Croatian paramilitary units took 

over Jasenovac, closing the memorial and attempting to destroy the books, documents, 

and exhibits housed in the museum.^ As mentioned earlier, the United States Holocaust 

Museum became involved in preserving the materials. Hopefully, a new memorial will 

be established at Jasenovac as a reminder of the suffering that ethnic hatred can bring. 
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