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The Serbian Peasants

It was March 1942. The day was cold, dark, and a drizzle was falling. With a group of inmates I was cleaning the entrance to the camp. A high two-part gate, woven with thick barbed wire opened slowly. On the left and right side there were two high wooden towers; at their top were strong floodlights and a sentinel with machine-guns. I looked, curious, at the entrance. Some meters from the gate I saw a column of men, women and children. The Ustashas were pushing them and hitting them with the butts of their rifles. When they came near I saw that they were peasants from some Serbian village in Bosnia. They were frightened, confused, and the Ustashas were beating them mercilessly with curses and threats.

I noticed a group of women with children and among them a handsome young woman with a kerchief on her head. She was not older than twenty three, or four. She was carrying on her chest her baby in diapers; a sweet, fearful boy of about four years was holding on to a comer of her skirt.

The Ustashas were rough in separating the children from their parents. The screams of mothers and cries of children were heard. An Ustasha approached the young woman with her baby in her hands, tore away the boy and pushed him to the side where the separated children were standing. The cries and screams were growing; on the sadists’ faces pleasure was visible. The Ustasha who had torn off the boy from his mother, approached her again intending to take away her suckling baby. The fury, fear and the decidedness not to give up her child, whom she pressed even tighter to her breast were seen on the mother’s face. The Ustasha grabbed the child with both hands and was trying to take him away, but the woman, strongly holding the baby on her left arm, suddeny grabbed the Ustasha by the throat with her right hand and tightened her grip so hard that he started choking, rolling his eyes and sticking out his tongue. Seeing what was happening another Ustasha approached the woman from the back and with a strong stroke of the butt he sent her into the mud. She fell in a prone position, over the baby, to the ground. The Ustasha who was almost strangled, collected himself. He turned the woman over on the back and started again tearing away the baby from her. His fury was even more intensive, not only because of the woman’s resistance, but because she had shamed him in front of his Ustashas. So he furiously wanted to grab the child again; she was holding him tight on her chest and would not let him go. Mad, he hit the woman with his hilt into the stomach and with a sudden jerk he grabbed her child. Helpless and stunned, the woman was lying on the ground. The Ustasha began cursing:

- Cursed be your Serbian mother, we shall kill all of you! How dare you trying to strangle me!

The baby in his hands was crying, and cursing he took off its diapers, grabbed it by his small legs and started revolving it in a circle. He turned it faster and faster and suddenly threw it on the ground at the head of his mother. The baby’s head cracked like a ripe melon, its blood and brain spilling over the mother’s maddened face. The desparate cry of the poor woman resounded and she then lost conscioussness. I saw that she was taken by the legs and pulled to the side.
The children seized and separated were led further to the depth of the camp. So I lost them out of sight. Children’s cries and shrieks were weaker and weaker.

Mothers called them by their names:

- Milan! Marko! Marija!

The adult villagers were taken to the Sava river which flowed just next to the camp. They were taken to Donja [Lower] Gradina, where they were killed en masse. The sinister rattle of the windlass was heard, by means of which the raft was moving Over the river drawn by a steel cable.

The cries and wailings were slowly subduing in the distance, and with them the sinister noise of the departing raft.

The camp gate was shut again.

Digging the Children's Graves

It was the morning of a sunny March day.

Soon after the terrible deed of the separation of children from their parents, who had been brought from some Bosnian village, we were standing lined up and waiting to be led to our jobs.

An Ustasha came and started selecting the younger and stronger camp inmates. We got spades and shovels and went to the gate. All at once it occured to me that the work outside the camp wires might give me a chance to escape.
I had never lost hope, and at every leaving the camp, I would get an opportunity to escape.

We went out of the campin double rows, twenty of us, and directed ourselves eastward, towards the Lonjsko field. We walked a kilometer. Ustashas stopped us and one of them, a corporal, took four pegs and pushed them into the ground, marking a rectangular of big dimensions. He told us briefly:

- Dig here to the depth of two meters.

It was clear to me that we were digging a big mass grave.

The day was serene and sunny. The first spring sun was pleasantly warming us. We started digging, and the Ustashas were driving us and cursing us to work faster. The pit's dimensions were huge, and digging in a rapid rhythm, by about two or three o'clock in the afternoon we completed our job. We were very tired and set on the ground to rest a bit. I saw Ustashas coming from a distance, and beside them a strange mass was moving. When they approached we clearly discerned children of different ages, from two to five or six years. By their clothes we could see that they were mostly Serbian and Jewish children; all of them were suffering, exhausted and starved. By my estimate, there were about two hundred of them. I believed that among them there were also the children from the transport of Bosnian Serb children.

I overheard an Ustasha telling the children:

- Come with me, I am taking you to your mothers...
Some twenty of them started, naively believing his words. When they neared the pit, many Ustashas approached the children, surrounded them, and picking up one after another, handed them on nearer the pit. The last Ustasha in the series, standing at the very edge of the pit, had an ordinary carpenter's hammer in his hands. He took the child handed to him, hit him hard with the hammer on the back of his head and threw him into the pit. After every stroke, a thin childish cry was heard and the dull sound of the body falling into the pit. Then a short silence would follow.

We were observing all this from a thirty meter distance.

When the first group was killed, an Ustasha returned to a big group of children, at some hundred meters distance, and in the same manner, lying to them as though to take them to their parents, he took another group to the pit.

Children from the big group could not see what was happening, since the Ustashas screened the pit and the terrible sight over it, with their bodies.

I turned away not to watch this horror any longer. Next to me an older Jew was standing, sobbing out of grief and helplessness. He raised his eyes towards the sky and said loudly:

- God, if you exist, send a thunder from the heavens and kill these criminals!

But the sky over us was silent, nothing stood in the path of what the Ustashas were doing.

They completed their horrible job quickly, as they were very skilful. We were ordered to till in the pit. We were working till the dark, expecting also to be killed, because the Ustashas always endeavoured to destroy the witnesses of their crimes and bestialities.

When we finished our job, we returned, again in double rows, to our camp. I was a witness of the unspoken bestiality, desperate and stunned. I was walking as if in a trance. I heard the voice of a camp inmate walking next to me:

-We were lucky that we, too, were not killed.

Despite everything I felt a secret happiness to have remained alive.
