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Talet

We continued to work - tidying the central circle and keeping quiet, with bowed heads. Suddenly, the noise of a lorry's engine was heard. It was at the very entrance of the camp. Two Ustasha soldiers, guarding the door, opened the double gate and the lorry entered. It stopped in front of the camp's Command. I looked at the right-hand side and saw a lorry full of men in city clothes standing pressed together. The lorry was open, without a tarpaulin cover and it could be seen that the men were half frozen. An inmate working with me told me that the new prisoners were not from far away, but from a nearby small Slavonian town. I asked him how he knew that, so he told me that the Ustashas used a lorry for short distances only, for longer transport they used trains. Several officers came out from the Ustasha Command. One person stood out from the grey mass of new prisoners: right behind the driver's cabin standing was a tall man, with his head covered by a white cloth with dark stripes on the side. He had a long black beard, accented by the whiteness of his scarf. Immediately, I understood that he was a rabbi and that the arriving group of captives were Jews. I remembered the teachings from the religious classes that a man covered by the 'talet' was protected by God from all dangers and evils. This rabbi in his deep faith believed that it would save him and his people. One of the officers noticed the rabbi. He ordered him to get off the lorry, which the rabbi did. When he descended and approached the Ustasha he heard the order to take of his scarf from his head. The rabbi was standing still, holding the scarf with both hands and uttering the Jewish prayer loudly. The Ustasha, obviously infuriated by his disobedience, took hold of the long rabbi's beard and cut it by a sudden movement of the dagger. With disgust he threw the severed beard on the ground and by another sudden movement he cut the rabbi's neck. When the rabbi fell to the ground, the voice of the camp's commander, Ljubo Milos, was heard:
- Turn round the lorry and take these Jews to Gradina.
The lorry turned quickly, went through the gate and stopped at the Sava bank, where the notorious raft was starting transporting people to the other world.
The gate was rapidly closed. Soon the ominous noise of the gear was heard driving the thick steel cable of the raft in the direction of Gradina.
A Death To Save Life

I was sound asleep on the top third level bunk of our cold and foul-smelling Jewish barracks No. 3, when the banging of a door in the adjacent Serbian barracks No. 2, suddenly roused me. Slobodan, the group chief of that barracks could be heard shouting: "He fled that way. Catch him!" Then came the sound of running footsteps splashing in the mud and then the cry: "Here he is, he's here!" --- The next few minutes of silence were broken by the sound of heavy, blunt blows and moaning. This went on for some time and then finally all was silent. Quickly, I again fell asleep. At dawn, I was awakened by the loathsome order: "Get up! On your feet!" I got up and went outside. In front of the Serbian barracks, I saw my friend Mirko whom I knew from our summer holidays in the Kiseljak spa. As I went up to him, I noticed that he was white as a sheet and deeply dejected. Upon inquiring what was it that had happened the night before, he softly murmured: "We killed a man and I took part in it." My questioning look prompted him to go on. "One of the inmates tried to escape but was caught and tied to a wooden pillar in the barracks. Slobodan ordered us to hit him with blows to the head. I stayed behind to be the last one in the line so as to soften the blows. But to this the poor fellow feebly responded "Hit me hard, real hard! Save me from this torment!" .But, I couldn't." The others went on hitting him until he breathed his last."

Slobodan, the group chief, appeared in front of the barracks, visibly perturbed. My father walked up to him. They had become friends earlier on as they were both natives of the town of Bjeljina and my father had known his father.

The naked body of a totally emaciated man whose skin was dotted with red flea bites, was lying by the door of the barracks. His head was a huge swollen bruise so that one couldn't even guess what he had looked like before. “Slobodan, tell me what happened?” my father whispered. Slobodan's reply was dearly unwilling, but he said "I had to! What else could I have done?" In each of these barracks there are Ustashi spies who will inform the guards whenever a prisoner tries to escape. The reprisal would be ten to twenty inmates executed."

It astonished me that this gaunt, exhausted prisoner had the strength and will to attempt to liberate himself. The wish for freedom was more powerful. Later, when we informed Bararon about the incident, he replied unhesitatingly: "Slobodan had to do what he did or else many more inmates would have been massacred. In that situation, I'd have acted the same way."

Instead of gaining freedom, the hapless prisoner was loaded onto a truck with other corpses and taken to the common pit.

For a long while I reflected upon this incident and realized that the Ustashi authonties of the Independent State of Croatia, had supremely perfected their criminal system of annihilation to the paint where even we ourselves had to kill each other. They had this achieved the embodiment of evil while vile informers, as always and everywhere, cany on their work.

An Ultimate Vileness

All the barracks in the camp had a bucket used for our physical needs during.the night because going out was prohibited. The bucket was made of a halved metal petrol barrel with two handles attached for carrying it. Around this primitive contrivance there radiated a sickening odor that choked us and made us vomit. Barracks No. 3, reserved for us Jews, had a group chief named Bararon. He was a friend of my father's dating from their youthful days. As such he was kind to my father and was occasionally able to do us some small favours such as detailing me to stay on duty inside the barracks. Those inmates on duty had the job of sweeping the barracks and emptying the bucket into a large pit used as a toilet during the day.

One day, the pit was filled nearly to the top because the spring rains had started.

A young high school youth of my age, named Jakitsa was a native of Sarajevo. He slept alongside me on the top third row of our bunks. The same horrible torments and the misery surrounding us brought us close together.
The prevailing hunger was so desperate that the inmates grasped every scrap of food they could find on the well-trodden bare earth of the camp complex. When my friend Jakitsa happened to find a small onion, he simply wiped it free from the mud and greedily ate it. Soon he felt nauseous and began vomiting that was soon followed by cramps and diarrhoea. He spent the whole night next to the bucket not daring to move away from it. The following day I was on duty in the barracks and had to help him in his exhausted condition to the pit and back. That "toilet" in the open was next to the path that led to the center of the camp. There was no fence around it or any other enclosure to hide it from view. Across the pit, planks had been placed cross-wise to enable men to stand on them while defecating.

Leaning on my shoulder, Jakitsa walked haltingly towards the pit. He placed one foot on one plank and the other on the adjacent one. He began emptyhg his bowels and as faeces burst from him in a bloody jet, he rapidly grew weaken and paler. This horrible scene provoked laughter among the Ustashi guards as they passed along' the path near the pit. One of them stopped and inquisitively watched the inmate. At that moment, Jakitsa lost his balance and barely managed to remain in a half-crouched position. Suddenly, he veered to one side where the planks were further apart slipping headlong into the pit. Frantically, I called out "Jakitsa, Jakitsa" as he began sinking into the pit full of slush. He tried to grasp an edge of the plank but his hand kept slipping on the wet board. As I tried to stretch out my hand to lift him out of this pitiful situation, I heard the commanding voice of an Ustashi guard shouting: "Halt!" "Get back!" "Let him choke in his own shit!" The guard watched this scene with malicious glee, obviously enjoying the agony of the dying youth. Jakitsa's head was rapidly disappearing into the stinking, muddy slush with only a few bubbles floating on the surface indicating that the unhappy lad had expired. I was horror-stricken by this scene while the Ustashi guard was roaring with laughter and muttering:

"How nicely you are choking in your own shit." I was still standing benumbed as though frozen until I heard the command: “Hurry up! Separate these planks, they’re too close together. Make it so you can freely fall between them!” Although still in a doze, and immured by constant fear, I quickly approached the planks to set them further apart as the Ustashi ordered gesticulating with his arms. When I had finished, I saw that between every pair of planks, there was plenty of open space to fall between. The guard walked away and I, utterly miserable, returned to the barracks. There I told Bararon what had happened.

Bararon was a veteran camp prisoner, hardened by all the horrors he had experienced. He listened calmly to my story. When I asked him what we could do, he only murmured: ”Absolutely nothing.” What had shaken me to my roots, was for hun only one of countless episodes in the endless crimes he had been witnessing for a long time.

Soon afterwards, the same Ustashi guard accompanied by others, told them what he had seen and what in future could be a source of amusement for them.

At about the same time, there was a dysentery epidemic in the camp. This meant that there was a great need for the pit. Numerous sick inmates had to remain in the barracks nor could they go out to work, so they made frequent trips to the pit. One morning, with one more inmate, I was carrying out the bucket. As we reached the pit, two prisoners were crouched on the boards. The Ustashi who had ordered me to spread out the planks, was there with another guard. I heard him say: “Which one of these two will tumble into the pit? One guard suggested that they bet 100 krunas (Croatian money) as to which of the two men would be the first to fall. This offer was at once taken up. They continued exchanging derisive jokes while waiting to see who would win the wager. One of the prisoners then began ejecting a thick flow of blood causing him to lose consciousness. He leaned forward and fell into the pit. A cheerful cry was heard from the Ustashi who had won the bet and who immediately claimed his 100 kunas.

In this manner, our torment became an entertainment for the guards who kept coming to the pit and making their bets. This satanic urge gained popularity among the guards and their officers. Even the camp commandant, Ljubo Milos, acquired the habit of coming to the pit, to enjoy this inhuman source of pleasure.

