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The Potato Peels

It was the end of the winter of 1942.

A cold north wind was blowing, decreasing even more the temperature in our barrack. It was not yet time to go to bed, so we gathered around our stove which heated fast but also cooled fast - once the fire in it was dying out. I was standing next to Nisim. Besides us there were several men extending their cold hands towards the stove. Every now and then inmates were passing by, hurrying towards the pail. The horrible stink of the pail, which was quickly filling, was spreading around us. Irrespective of that two inmates were talking about the unavoidable topic - food. They squabbled or else added to each other's list of dishes which they would enjoy for their dinner, if only there were such an occasion.

I remembered that, a few days prior to my imprisonment at Tuzla, I went with my sister, on the order of the Party organization at Kreka, to a secret flat, from where we were to go to the Partisans. This failed due to the Chetniks' betrayal, and after four days of hiding we had to return to Tuzla. My firm decision was to join the Partisans and to fight with weapons against the invader and the Ustashas, who were the most faithful and the most cruel German servants. The idea never left me, not for a minute. However, once we were thrust into the freight cars at Tuzla, I lost all orientation. We knew, however, according to the sentences we got, that we were going to Jasenovac, but I did not have any idea where it was.

Nisim, who at that moment was standing next to me, was a seasoned camp inmate. He was imprisoned in the summer of 1941 and had passed through many camps and he knew better where we were. What I knew was that we were alongside the Sava river. That is why I asked him in a low voice to explain the camp's position to me. He told me that we were on the left bank of the Sava river, opposite the mouth of the Una river. To the south, across the Sava, was Bosnia, and to the west, across the Una, Banija. To the north, there was the railway track of Belgrade - Zagreb. North​west, at the distance of about 80 km, there was Zagreb, and to the east, also at the very bank of the Sava, a big concentration camp - Stara Gradiska. To my question where the Partisans were he told me that to the south, across the Sava, there was Mt. Kozara, where the Partisans were. He told me that the previous year the Ustashas had killed all the inhabitants of the surrounding Serbian villages, and looted their estates. I understood whence had come those packs of dogs straying around the camp and passing through the wire fence, walking freely and looking for food. I watched them often, and as I like dogs, I tried to approach them, extending my hand as if I were giving them something. They were distrustful and almost wild and they remained always at quite a big distance from me. They did not trust men any more. But, looking at them moving freely, entering and getting out through the barbed wire, I was envying them -me, so caught between the wires and condemned to death only because I belonged to a certain nation.
The central camp plateau was surrounded by the administrative buildings, the camp command, and brickworks plants. This was the place where the most cruel crimes were committed. There was also the Ustasha officer's canteen with the kitchen from which a pleasant smell of food emerged. As the winter was becoming milder, we were regularly cleaning the space full of mud and covered with slag which we brought from the kiln. Some of us younger ones, were selected for this job. Next to me, a young man of my age, Rafael, whom we called Rafo was working, tall, handsome, but very emaciated from starving. An Ustasha came out from the kitchen carrying a pail full of debris and threw it on the spot meant for rubbish. Those were potato peels. Rafo excitedly looked at the heap of debris. When the Ustasha returned to the kitchen and closed the door, Rafo was looking left and right, to see whether any Ustasha was close by. As he became convinced that there were none, he dropped the spade with which he was shovelling the slag and with the little strength he still had, he ran to the heap. He kneeled and with both hands grasped the dirty potato peels and put them into his mouth, chewing them gluttonously. Then with both hands he filled in his pockets and at the end he started putting them under his shirt. At that moment the door of the Ustasha canteen opened and an Ustasha officer came out, wiping his mouth with his hand. Obviously, he had just had a good lunch. After a few steps, he turned to the right and saw Rafo who was kneeling and collecting the peels. With slow steps, on tip toe, he started towards him, approaching him from the back. I was petrified, knowing what would happen. Rafo did not see him at all, he was still filling his shirt. The Ustasha approached him, grabbed him by the forehead, and the his right hand took out his dagger from its holster and with a fast skilful movement, he cut Rafo's throat. The blood gushed from the severed throat, and Rafo fell down over the rubbish. Some dogs, who were aways straying across the camp, approached and started voraciously liking the warm human blood. I was contemplating this horrible sight - mute, dumb-founded. For the abandoned dogs who were roaming across the camp, the human blood, thanks to the Ustashas, was abundant.
With a quick movement the Ustasha wiped his dagger on poor Rafo's coat who was still twitching. After that he put back his dagger into its holster and went away with a slow step as if nothing had happened. He shouted only: -Gravediggers! Gravediggers!
