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The First Plan for Escape

The Ustashas had their kitchen on the ground floor of the forester's house and luckily for us the cook they selected was Dragan Mautner from Zagreb, the brother of Mirko Mautner, who was also with us. He was skilful in that job and the Ustashas even praised some of his dishes. There was no dining room so they ate in front of the kitchen. Mirko and Dragan were in our group. They told us that the Ustashas at the entrance into the buildings where they were staying, had vertical shelves where they kept their weapons and ammunition. Their weapons were without any control at lunch time. One day Mirko proposed that he, with some of us knowing how to use the rifles, could take the weapons from the Ustashas. In that way with rifles and bombs we could kill the guards. It seemed feasible, even more so as the Ustashas always left their rifles on the shelves and the cartridge belts with the bombs, over the rifles. Among the five of us two men had served in the army and they knew how to handle a gun, one was even a reserve lieutenant in the former Yugoslav Army. He proposed to enter the kitchen and to call Dragan, to screw off some bombs and throw them among the Ustashas, then two other men would run in, take the rifles and start firing. On the street side of the building, there was only one guard point, which meant that only one gun could act against us at that moment. We were discussing that plan in great detail. Unfortunately, one never knew what the next day might bring. Returning with my cows to the forester's house, I saw cook Dragan Mautner with two soldiers in blue pilot's uniforms, standing in front of the gate. When I approached I saw that they were air force officers of Ante Pavelic and that they spoke very cordially with Dragan. I drove the cows into the pen and milked them. Returning, I asked Dragan who they were. He replied that they were his school friends from Zagreb. They told him that his father and mother were still in Zagreb and that nobody molested them. Dragan asked them to give his address to his parents, so that they could write to him. He was happy because of the information about his parents.
Our days were passing in doing our daily jobs. The Ustashas were guarding us, we guarded the cattle, and the corporal was showing off his new bicycle, which nobody knew where he had got it. He was very proud of his bicycle and he charged an inmate to clean it every morning with a flannel rag, especially its chromium wheels. The inmate did it eagerly, and every time he finished his job he would stand in front of the corporal and report:
- Mister corporal, the bicycle is clean!
The corporal would only nod.
Unfortunately, one afternoon two Ustashas rushed into the kitchen and grabbed Dragan. They tied his hands at his back, put him in an auto requisitioned in the village and together with him they started towards Fericanci. Nobody knew what it was about, but we predicted that something bad would happen. The next day our coachman Edo came with the commodities from Fericanci and he told us in a sad voice that Dragan Mautner had been slaughtered that night and that after that, as usual, the Ustashas were singing; he was punished because the two pilots had given his address to his parents who, in turn wrote to him in the camp on an ordinary post card, wishing to let him know that they were alive and in good health. The post card came into the hands of the camp's administration and for the Ustashas it was a violation deserving the most severe punishment, death by slaughtering. The mistake was that it was not a reply to his card. Namely, from time to time, as a reward for good work, we were entitled to write a card with ten words to our family.
We were stunned by Dragan's cruel death. The possibility to assault the Ustashas disappeared. A mature inmate from our group was taken as cook; we did not trust him as he was too servile towards the Ustashas. Dragan's brother Mirko, who was also in the group that had decided to flee, became silent as if he did not know how to speak.
After some time, we also were given the camp's cards to write to our families. Mirko wrote to his parents. He did not tell them what had happened to Dragan. He waited for days for their reply. At the end he heard that his parents had perished, too. I wrote to my mother and sister at Tuzla, expecting them to write back. Unfortunately, I got no reply either. The fear which I had felt at Stara Gradiska, looking at the women and children brought to the tower and taken from it, was not groundless. I understood that at the end I had remained alone in the world.
One evening we returned from the pasture, took our dinner and sat in a circle. While we were eating Feliks told us that we got a veterinarian, a camp inmate, too. We were wondering who he was, as it was twilight and it was quite dark. Then a man of short height, lean, with glasses got up. He told us that his name was Zorislav Golub, that he was from Zagreb, that by profession he was a veterinarian, and that from now on he would take care of the health of the cattle. The next day, immediately upon arriving at the meadow where I was grazing my cattle, veterinarian Golub appeared. We sat at the edge of the road and started speaking casually. He asked me who I was and where I was from and what my profession was. I replied very openly to all his questions. I was interested in what he was doing in Zagreb. He told me that he had been imprisoned as an antifascist, since at the faculty where he was a teaching assistant there were a lot of Frank's supporters who denounced him to the Ustashas. Golub was a Croat. Afterwards we returned together to the camp. I drove the cows into the pen and helped Jakica, working in the stable, to milk them.
I always returned to the camp somewhat earlier than the other inmates. They had to go to the watering place, and they took a long time to return to the camp. So I had the time to observe what was happening among the Ustashas in the camp itself, especially in the forester's house.
Once I noticed two policemen and our corporal at the entrance to the courtyard of the forester's house. The corporal was Herzegovian, a tall, stout man. He was standing with his back towards me. I took the broom, next to the house, and I started cleaning hoping to overhear what they were saying. An Ustasha was loudly telling that the Germans were advancing on the Eastern front, that Stalingrad was bound to fall, and that the Germans had already conquered the Caucasus. The other policeman spoke about the big planes made by the Germans and about some weapons which would help to finish the war fast. The captain was smiling satisfactorily, he nodded and agreed with them, adding that victory would come much faster than they themselves had hoped.
Suddenly he turned, saw me and shouted: - Beat it! What are you doing here! I quickly dropped the broom, and went to the pen. I told Jakica what I had heard. Both of us were desperate because of the news which the Ustashas were so proudly telling each other.
