Author: Cadik I. Danon "Braco"
The original book title: “Sasečeno stablo Danonovih, Sećanje na Jasenovac”

Our translation:

“The Severed Trunk of the Danons, 

Memories of Jasenovac”

Book title (the English version): 

"The smell of Human Flesh

A Witness of the Holocaust

Memories of Jasenovac"

The first English edition: 

Nova, Belgrade, December 2002

Translated by: Nadežda Obradović

Presented on this web site with strict and explicit permission of the author Mr. Sadik Danon. Today, September 26, 2007, Mr. Danon is still alive and well. He lives in Belgrade.

Father and the Potatoes
I am still wondering is it a reality or maybe a dream, that I managed to survive all those horrors which took place in the notorious camps through which I passed. It was my fate to be at the edge of an abyss which was swallowing thousands, hundreds of thousands of innocent victims. But I had the great luck to come out from hopeless situations by a chain of circumstances, resourcefulness and boldness.
My father, who at that time was fifty years old was a successful and honest merchant renowned, respected, honoured. He was a resourceful and communicative man. In the camp he found a lot of friends and acquaintances, some of them being able to help him.
The Ustasha main goal was the annihilation of the prisoners, because of one sole reason - it was sufficient that you were a Serb, a Jew or a Gypsy to deserve the death verdict. They achieved this by long starvation, hard labour and cruel killings by a mace or a dagger.
Some camp inmates who were experienced and able to organize the economy of the camp were selected to organize life in the camp. One of them, my father's friend, appointed him as a cook of the camp's kitchen. He probably reckoned that he would get some more food than the regular ration.
I heard that my father's appointment as cook was supported by the claim that he was a cook in the army, though he never served in it. He did not have any difficulties in being a cook since no experience was necessary for preparing the camp food. The bad soup of cattle turnip, with some potatoes added was the only dish.
I noticed that my father was very anxious because of our situation, not so much for himself, but for me, his only son. While preparing the food for the inmates he would pick out some potatoes and secretly put them into the ashes of the fire burning below a huge cauldron. Once the potatoes were roasted, skilfully and quickly he would put them into his pocket. In the evening, when we went to sleep, one next to the other, he would take out the potatoes and under the blanket, he would push them into my hand. Covered over the head by the blanket I would swallow the potato together with its peel and ashes. He would give me some more potatoes to have them to eat till the following evening.
I owe the fact that I survived primarily to my father who gave me the potatoes secretly. Without them I would have finished as thousands and thousands of unlucky people did who had died of hunger.

Stara Gradiska
At the end of March or at the beginning of April, the situation in Jasenovac deteriorated so much that we thought that the end had come. Every day they drove us out to the embankment. The water penetrated and we could hardly stop it. Then the reinforcement of the embankment followed: they killed us and our bodies served as construction material. The number of inmates in my barrack dropped to less than half. One morning the news spread in the camp that the Command had decided that a certain number of Jasenovac camp inmates would be transferred to Stara Gradiska. Whoever wanted could apply. In the evening I met with my father and told him what was being said and he confirmed that news. I asked him what his opinion about it was, but he was undecided. He agreed with me that nowhere could be worse than in Jasenovac and that there was no possibility for escape from there. I was mostly attracted by the idea to go from this camp, since I had been thinking permanently about fleeing. I hoped that in Stara Gradiska it would be better, at least as far as conditions for escape existed. We applied and after a few days we were called to come to the camp's gate. We gathered in front of the gate, went out of the camp and went to the railway tracks which were in the vicinity. The cattle cars were waiting for us. They pushed us into the cars as many as could go in. We were pressed so tightly that we could hardly breathe, and when they saw that none further could be pushed in, they closed and locked the door. We travelled, I don't know how long, but I did remember that the journey was horrible. Men were falling unconscious out of fatigue and weakness. We were not allowed out to do our natural needs, so that people literally dropped their faeces in front of themselves. That nightmare finished only the next morning when the train stopped and the doors were suddenly opened.
At the Ustasha's command we started going out and lining up. I looked to see whether my father went out and when I found him we stood in the line next to each other. I noticed that a large number of inmates did not get out from the car. The gravediggers appeared immediately and they carried out one by one those half-alive or dead. We started out in a column forced and hurried by the Ustashas, until we arrived at a big medieval brick castle. I observed the fortress with excitement. When we approached it closer, I noticed that the castle was surrounded by a ditch full of water. It was just as I had read once in history about medieval fortresses. We entered and found ourselves in a vast, almost empty courtyard. Occasional inmates were carrying something on their backs. A glance at the high walls convinced me that I had commited a great stupidity, since it was absolutely impossible to escape from there. They pushed us to the left side from the entrance and we found ourselves in front of the tower with some kind of dungeon. We went through the gate and up the stairs to a long hall with many doors on both sides. As I was among the first, together with my father and several inmates, I was pushed into the first room. It was an enormous room, with wooden floors and a window at the end but with nothing else. The walls were dirty, the old plaster was crumbling, the arch was like those usually met in old buildings.
At once we spread our blankets and lay down to recover our strength. Around noon they drove us out into the yard and distributed the portion of cattle turnip with water without salt or grease; everything was the same as in Jasenovac. Immediately after the lunch, they thrust us into the dungeon and locked us. We felt that nothing good awaited us. The window of the room looked directly on the entrance into the tower. In the evening, under the light of the lamp above the entrance itself, I saw a large number of women, children, girls and old men, entering the tower. They were carrying bundles, suitcases, bags, not knowing where they were going and what was awaiting them. Soon, when all of them had entered, the women and children came out, without any luggage. Later on, I learned that those coming in with the luggage were the new camp inmates, and those going out without luggage were old inmates singled out for execution. Women taken out from the camp were asking the Ustashas whether they could take with them their bags and the latter ones replied calmly that they should not fear since the luggage would come after them. Unfortunately, none of these poor people ever remained alive. They would load them onto the lorries and drive them to a valley along the Sava river where enormous pits awaited them. They killed them with knives and clubs.
The days were passing in the camp. Hunger was severe. One evening my father lay next to me and he handed me a potato in the dark. He explained to me that through some friends he managed to be again a cook, that perhaps we would somehow survive. Every day we went out to the courtyard, looking at the sky which was more and more clear. Grass started growing in the yard. When some slight plant would grow, we would quickly pick it with two fingers and put it in our mouth. There was no hope at all.
Apart from hunger, typhus was dominant at Stara Gradiska. Hundreds of inmates were dying daily. That cursed illness did not find it difficult to develop since it attacked exhausted people who were, really, living corpses. A short coma would be so strong that these exhausted men died suddenly. Unfortunately, the young men whose bodies were not yet sufficiently strong were dying in the largest numbers. The columns of wagons full of corpses were continuously coming out of the camp and going in the direction of the valleys where the pits were already prepared.
In the camp I met Oto Cvehar from Sarajevo, a friend of my uncle Moric Danon. They had been inseparable since their childhood. We sat one next to the other on a stump in the yard and began talking. He told me that he had tried to leave Sarajevo and go to Mostar, but was discovered in the train and imprisoned by the Ustashas and then brought here. He was asking about my uncle, but I did not know anything about him. I asked him about his parents, brothers, sisters, and he kept quiet. He was silent for a long time, and in one moment he stooped as if he were bowing. His body dropped to the ground. I was at a loss. I raised his head - and I saw the eyes of a dead man.
The days were elapsing in utter hopelessness, but the news which one day was spread in the camp instilled a bit of hope in me. The rumour spread that men would be selected to go to work in the fields. This was an opportunity for escape; I knew that in agricultural fields there could not be such severe control over the inmates. I wanted very much to run away so I took a brush, cleaned my suit and shoes, brushed my cap, tidied myself as much as it was possible. I noticed a group head coming, an inmate who had the privilege to move freely on the camp premises and do the jobs which the Ustashas did not want to do themselves. He stood in front of us and ordered us to line up. He began singling out physically strong inmates. Fast, I rubbed my cheeks with my palms in order to look healthier. I knew that those looking fresher had better chances, having more strength for work. I observed that he was selecting younger and stronger men. When he reached me he smiled and said: -You, go to that line!
I saw my father remaining in the line. He had skipped him. Some twenty, mainly younger men were in the new line. The group leader approached us and told us to be at the gate tomorrow morning with our belongings.
The Separation
I returned to my father, he took me in his arms, pressed me against his chest and started sobbing in a low voice. I too; could not resist and I wept bitterly. For a long time stifled moans shook us, as if we knew that it was the last day in our lives which we spent together. In the evening we lay one next to the other. He took my hand and held it tight. By the jerks of his hand I felt that weeping still shook him. I, too, was weeping, saying goodbye to a fine, extraordinary father. In the morning, my dad had to get up earlier as he went to the kitchen to prepare the food for the inmates. Going out of the room he told me:
- Braca, before you go come to the kitchen I wish to tell you something.
I remained lying, but I could not go to sleep. 1 got up, dressed and went to the central part of the camp, into that vast yard at the end of which there was the inmates' kitchen. I went to my father. He was as white as a sheet and seeing me he quickly wiped his eyes with a rag. He met me with a smile but I knew that he wanted to encourage me to endure to the end. We were standing at the very door of the kitchen. He started telling me what we had of real estates and where they were. He mentioned the house in Sarajevo, the cottage at Kiseljak, near Sarajevo, then he spoke of a house in Bijeljina; I did not know it was ours.
· Son, who will survive and who will not cannot be known, but you are young, I hope that you'll survive all of this. I entrust you to take care of your mother and of your sisters - he told me, weeping and stressing every word. I promised to do so. I embraced him tight and kissed him on
both cheeks. He was calm. Feeling that the moment of our separation was very close, he said:

· Son, time is for you to go. Walk direct towards the gate and do not look back.

After making a few steps I stopped because of my ache and sadness for him, as I had a feeling that we would never see each other again. He shouted to me:
-
Do not turn, please!
I continued walking, using all my strength and will to reach the gate. He knew that if I turned I would return and that I would maybe miss the last chance for safety. I came to the gate, and there were about ten people selected for the departure. There were two Ustashas, and at the gate itself there was a big basket on the ground full of big pieces of corn bread. We were told that we could take one piece each. It was the first time I saw the bread since the time I entered Jasenovac.
Soon the others and the group leader who had selected us came. He repeated where we were going and said that we would be much better off there than here, that we would have better food and be freer in our movements, but that we were asked to work diligently and to be good workers. He approached every one of us, stretched out his hand and wished us all the best. I had the impression that he was feeling the same as me, that we would have the occasion to flee. Four Ustashas followed us till the railway station. There instead of the freight wagon we were entered into the third class carriage. We sat on the wooden benches. The Ustashas were standing at the door. The train started. Looking through the window I saw that we were rolling over a flat area, that nature was in green and that the train was going to the east. We arrived at the railway station Zdenci, where we were taken out of the carriage and again in rows of two, going towards our final destination.
