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Even though I am on the doorstep of my eightieth 
year of life, and on the basis of my physical condition 
and number of years, I can sincerely and rightly say 
to myself the words of Sacred Scripture, namely, “...
let the dead bury their dead.” Nonetheless, I endeavor 
to release to the public a volume of my recollections 
which were—not all that long ago—written with 
blood and sweat, and in those footsteps of life, I, too, 
trod along with my people, although mostly imper-
ceptibly. 
...it is necessary that we point out how Communism, 
by destroying its “adversaries,” ultimately destroyed 
itself and missed its goals forever. 

From Fr. Janko Bubalo’s Introduction

 

These are the type of books that stay with you even 
when you put the book aside. This is a worthy witness 
of an ugly time. 
The crown of this work, a real Monument to Death, 
is to be found on the tragic first page of this book in 
its full dramatic reality, namely, the dedication: “TO 
MY MASSACRED BROTHERS,” wherein Fr. Jan-
ko lists 65 names of saints and martyrs for the Faith 
and for our People who have laid down their lives (all 
too often, young lives) for Church and Homeland. 

From the Foreword by Prof. Vinko Nikolić
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TO mY brOTherS,
 mASSACreD
  WhILe The POmegrAnATe TreeS Were In bLOOm
   IT WAS The SPrIng Of
    nIneTeen fOrTY-fIve

They are listed hereunder according to the day of their birth:

Fr. Marko (Sr.), OFM  Fr. Arkanđel, OFM Fr. Metod, OFM 
Fr. Jozo, OFM Fr. Fabijan (Jr.), OFM Fr. Branko, OFM 
Fr. Križan, OFM Fr. Bono (Sr.), OFM Fr. Mariofil, OFM 
Fr. Stanko, OFM Fr. Kažimir, OFM Fr. Maks, OFM 
Fr. Ivo, OFM Fr. Marko (Jr.), OFM Fr. Jenko, OFM 
Fr. Ćiril, OFM Br. Bono (Jr.), OFM Fr. Slobodan, OFM 
Fr. Paško, OFM Fr. Andrija, OFM Fr. Zvonko, OFM 
Fr. Leon, OFM Fr. Julijan (Sr.), OFM Fr. Dane, OFM 
Fr. Bonifacije, OFM Fr. Dobroslav, OFM Fr. Tihomir, OFM 
Fr. Rafo, OFM Fr. Leonard, OFM Fr. Žarko, OFM 
Fr. Bernardin, OFM Fr. Stjepan (Sr.), OFM Fr. Andrija (Jr.), OFM
Fr. Grgo, OFM Fr. Nevinko, OFM Fr. Lujo, OFM 
Fr. Vale, OFM  Fr. Anđelko, OFM Fr. Darinko, OFM
Br. Fabijan (Sr.), OFM Fr. Bruno, OFM Fr. Svetislav, OFM
Fr. Augustin, OFM Fr. Tadija, OFM Br. Ante, OFM
Fr. Martin, OFM Fr. Radoslav, OFM Br. Julijan (Jr.), OFM
Fr. Krešimir, OFM Fr. Borislav, OFM Br. Miljenko, OFM
Fr. Jakov, OFM Fr. Nenad, OFM Br. Viktor, OFM
Fr. Filip, OFM Fr. Zdenko, OFM Br. Stjepan (Jr.), OFM
Fr. Rade, OFM Br. Melhior, OFM Br. Rudo, OFM
Fr. Krsto, OFM Fr. Roland, OFM Br. Kornelije, OFM
Fr. Petar, OFM  Fr. Emil, OFM

and, in conjunction with the seven hundredth anniversary of the 
arrival of the franciscans in herceg-bosna and the hundredth anni-
versary of the proclamation of the herzegovinian franciscan Custo-
dy as a Province, I, then a survivor, dedicate to them these memories.
        

brother Janko
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ALOng WITh  
fr. JAnKO bUbALO’S bOOK  

APOCALYPTIC DAYS

Prior to some twenty years ago, I met Fr. Janko Bubalo 
for the first time. Namely, I held his poetic verses in my 
hand. And, while I was reading them, I unconsciously 
whispered: this is a real poet. I sensed that something 
mystic and magic flowed from the verses of Fr. Janko 
as the fruit of a sincere and unsought inspiration. I felt 
that we are dealing with a poet who strings his vers-
es—in themselves quite simple and modest as is every 
true beauty—in an unforced and unobtrusive man-
ner such as flowing water, flowers which yield their 
fragrance, or birds that sing. It seemed to me that Fr. 
Janko thereby intimately mirrored his spiritual father, 
Brother Francis, that small, but great Brother, and, as 
a result, I concluded that in the rich and luxuriant gar-
den of Francis one of his brothers is walking, one who 
will, by his human goodness and inspired poetry, 
touchingly bring closer Heaven and Earth—and this 
is, perhaps, the most glorious role of a poet.

At the same time, I also felt that Fr. Janko will en-
rich Croatian poetry with new expressions, new and 
spontaneous images, and will gift it with select and 
non-everyday words. In all of this there is some sort 
of mystery, and, while I am reading the poems of Fr. 
Janko, I look him straight in the face and enter into his 
meek eyes; I sense that I am receiving a gift of wealth, 
that I am gaining a new friend. This is why I speak of 
my meeting with Fr. Janko, even though I never met 
him personally. I experienced him through his poetry 
which is near to me by virtue of its simplicity; hence I 
experience him as a man, as a friend, and as a brother. 
This, then, is that unfathomable mystery, that is, when 
a person draws one to him without our knowing the 
true reason. In his poetry I feel an affinity of our souls; 
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hence I feel the need to call Janko my friend and my 
brother. 

When my deceased friend Franjo Nevistić and I 
were editing the work dealing with the great Croatian 
tragedy called Bleiburg, we made use of the verse of 
Fr. Janko Bubalo in our joint Foreword, because he, 
through some warm simplicity—I would say, through 
a heartfelt Franciscan spirit—and in only a few vers-
es expressed the secret which we have as of yet not 
uncovered, and perhaps, never will: “…who will ever 
determine how many of you were killed, or swung 
above foreign bridges…how many of you stay forev-
er between the water and the stars…” A few simple, 
but beautiful, words (every word from a worthy pen 
achieves its beauty), yet powerful in their simplicity, 
brings back to my mind the tremendous drama of 
the spring of 1945. This, therefore, is the strength of a 
poet. I did not say a good poet, because either one is a 
poet or is not… Brother Janko certainly is.

Besides this encounter with the poetry of Fr. Jan-
ko Bubalo, I was also surprised to find out that he 
emerged as a poet at the mature age of sixty, which 
certainly is a rarity. All of us sang our songs early in 
life—in high school, and early on, we assailed the ed-
itors until we convinced them that we had something 
to say. What about Fr. Janko? In his sixtieth year! One 
cannot even begin to imagine that all of a sudden such 
mature poetry breaks forth from an old beginner. 
What was at work here? Perhaps Franciscan humble-
ness which made him hide his writing as some sort of 
bashful young man and, as a result he did not pub-
lished anything while hiding from the public. It has 
to be certain that he must have written and registered 
on paper what emerged from his excited soul. A poet 
such as this has to express himself because he experi-
enced greatly and, we know that when emotion wells 
up within us, it must come out. If this were not the 
case, we would not then have any peace of soul unless 
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we find release. I still see Fr. Janko as a very simple 
and modest man—as a dear person and as a humble 
Franciscan; hence, I am convinced that because of this 
Franciscan virtue he delayed in publishing his literary 
works. Bubalo’s first book of poems, Koraci od jučer/
Steps from Yesterday (1973), was followed with an un-
usual haste of five or six new books, all of which were 
poetry inspired by maturity, and insured for Fr. Janko 
a well deserved place in Croatian poetry.

One can hardly imagine how much beauty, how 
many highly selected words were layered in the soul 
of this humble and, I sense, gentle and good Broth-
er until, ultimately, an entire tide of feelings and 
thoughts spilled over the margins of his humble river, 
in order to enrich all the friends of both poetry and re-
ligion, which he so skillfully fused together. I am not 
inclined, as seems to be our custom, to rank poets by 
category or value based on the content of his poems 
inasmuch as all poetic content can be the source of po-
etic inspiration. For that reason, I do not wish to com-
pare Fr. Janko with any known poets who were all too 
often dismissed simply because they were “Catholic,” 
and, as a result, were not included in anthologies. I 
sense Fr. Janko as a poet who, rightly so, falls among 
the chosen ones. On this occasion, I am recalling now 
an outstanding Croatian critic, Petar Grgec. I pub-
lished an anthology of Croatian patriotic poems enti-
tled Domovina Hrvatska/Croatian Homeland in 1942, as 
well as two anthologies of poems about motherhood 
entitled Majci/To Mother, in 1941 and 1944. At that 
same period of time, I also published an anthology of 
poems about the Adriatic Sea, as many Croatian po-
ets have been inspired by it. At that time, the above 
mentioned critic, Grgec, advised me to put together 
a general anthology of Croatian poetry covering all 
themes since all sorts of content can be a source of in-
spiration, and all can touch our feelings and thoughts. 
Actually, among poetic motifs it is precisely those that 
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are religi ous (alongside those that are erotic) that first 
stand out. Therefore, one must give them a worthy 
place. Many examples could be offered to support this 
line of thinking.

Fr. Janko dedicated twenty (public) years of his 
life to Croatian poetry. Now, he is presenting to us 
a prose work, which, nonetheless, is also poetic even 
though he often writes of quite prosaic topics. This, 
then, is my new and second meeting with Fr. Janko. I 
meet him anew through his remembrances of the past, 
namely, Apokaliptični Dani/Apocalyptic Days, which he 
published close to his eightieth year of life. I read these 
memoirs with great interest and during some days, 
I found myself immersed in them and felt a special 
spiritual peace. These are the type of books that stay 
with you even when you put the book aside. This is a 
worthy witness of an ugly time. As the editor of the 
émigré Journal, Hrvatska Revija/Croatian Review, (1951-
1990) I repeatedly urged my contributors to write their 
memoirs, because he who does not know his past nor 
the past of his own People, cannot focus himself, nor 
can he prepare for the future. The memoirs of Fr. Jan-
ko serve as a witness not only for his (and our) Brother 
Martyrs for their Faith and their Homeland, but also 
serve as witness to a cruel and brutal time. They can 
(and, must) serve as an important school as well, since 
they are an important reminder. At the same time, it 
is a warning that we must also forgive; however, we 
also must not forget. We must not forget the cost of 
the great sacrifices made by our People nor, naturally, 
the Church among the Croatians—a Church of Mar-
tyrs which will, as such, serve as a great Light forever.

Here, too, one encounters the same simple and 
humble Brother Janko who writes about great hap-
penings but again in a simple manner and without any 
sort of affectation. While reading Fr. Janko’s memoirs, 
I find myself reliving my own similar experiences in 
the Army in Sarajevo (1937-1938), when for the first 
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time I had to face that Balkan crudeness and ugliness, 
wherein I felt deeply humiliated for the nine months I 
served-out my military obligation. Fr. Janko has noted 
many particulars which are not to be forgotten. One 
must come to experience the Balkan up close, or at 
least, through this sort of suggestive witness, so as to 
be able to defend oneself from it. In any case, the core 
of this book is the witness of Fr. Janko—often harrow-
ing in its simplicity—concerning the war in Croatia in 
1941-1945, as well as a few subsequent years of suf-
fering and agony to which our people were subject-
ed, especially our populace in Herzegovina and their 
Franciscan Friars. Fr. Janko experiences and suffers 
these events with courageous calm, and records them 
for us, whereby he has enriched the literature of mem-
oirs not only with documents, but also, although that 
is not always the case, with a valuable literary work. 
One can take from this work selected fragments for 
an anthology of good literary prose. At times, crumbs 
from life itself, as in a mosaic, some big some small 
pieces, some grey, some bright red or even murky 
black, all o which when combined create a harmoni-
ous whole inasmuch as they are recorded by a man of 
letters—I do not say a true man of letters inasmuch as 
there are none that are false. Hence, we are grateful to 
this generous Brother for this new gift.

The crown of this work, a real Monument to Death, 
is to be found on the tragic first page of this book in its 
full dramatic reality, namely, the dedication: “TO MY 
MASSACRED BROTHERS,” wherein Fr. Janko lists 65 
names of saints and martyrs for the Faith and for our 
People who have laid down their lives (all too often, 
young lives) for Church and Homeland. We feel deep-
est respect before them. Through their martyr-deaths, 
we are alive—both as a Nation and as individuals, and 
thanks to them, our beloved Croatia firmly marches 
on to the glory of its Resurrection.
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We are grateful to our good Brother Fr. Janko for 
having enriched Croatian prose with this finely-tuned 
work and for offering historians a valuable (unobtru-
sive) witness from our recent history—a history which 
must be thoroughly examined on the basis of testimo-
ny and critical judgments (especially from those of us 
who were forced émigrés) so that we might view long 
gone events through a framework of historical truth. 
The witness and testimony of Fr. Janko Bubalo would 
be valuable even if there were nothing else other than 
the dramatic witness of the SIXTY-FIVE RIGHTEOUS 
ONES…for this work, through its wisdom, speaks so 
eloquently of life for life—even for what we are now 
experiencing.

This is the work of a man who, following a multi-
faceted set of experiences sees, in the main, all things 
for what they are. There is no doubt that those who 
finish reading this work to the very end will be able to 
see the same.

Vinko Nikolić
Zagreb, May 30, 1992
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IN PLACE OF AN INTRODUCTION

Even though I am on the doorstep of my eightieth year 
of life, and on the basis of my physical condition and 
number of years, I can sincerely and rightly say to my-
self the words of Sacred Scripture, namely, “…let the 
dead bury their dead.” Nonetheless, I endeavor to re-
lease to the public a volume of my recollections which 
were—not all that long ago—written with blood and 
sweat, and in those footsteps of life, I, too, trod along 
with my people, although mostly imperceptibly. And 
so that the reader might more easily and simply orient 
himself when reading this work, perhaps it might be 
advisable that he read the first and last pages of this 
work at the start, since by doing so, he will come to 
know in a timely fashion how and why these memoirs 
were set to paper some forty years after the passing of 
those foreboding and apocalyptic times. Thus, the out-
lines of events have become somewhat dull because 
of the layer of patina set by time; however, they have 
also been largely cleansed of the momentary pathos 
and frothiness of the time in which they occurred. 

It is good that the events and experiences speak 
independently from the person who records them. 
Along with that, I can easily allow that, after all is said 
and done, at least the wiser reader, in the end, will 
conclude that these memoirs are both inadequate and 
understated. However, even as such, the fact that they 
are perhaps no more than half of what we can imagine 
took place, nonetheless it is necessary that we point 
out how Communism, by destroying its “adversar-
ies,” ultimately destroyed itself and missed its goals 
forever. In the middle of 1981, the major part of my 
plan to record my experiences was mostly sketched 
out—at least in my own mind— when the path of my 
life (and I don’t think it was by accident) set off into 
another direction. Hence, two other books of mine 
came into existence—books that are far more dear to 
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me than this one—and, I suspect, to my readers as 
well. 

What appears herein can serve as a piece of a puz-
zle which will serve for the production of a Big Book 
which, one day, will be written by those that will come 
after us, and when that time comes and the typeset-
ting is done, there will be nothing more to be said.

And, for the record, I have to point out that I never 
considered all “Partisans” or all “Communists” to be 
evil men. The real source of their evil was their leader-
ship! Meanwhile, those wiser and stronger in the pop-
ulation, who did not join the Communist party, were 
encouraged and cleansed by the thought that they 
should, in sweat and blood, fence off their land with 
children and hearths. In order to do that, and by not 
allowing deceit to reoccur, they understood that they 
had to bring forth many children, while the nation 
was giving birth to dreams for which, from time to 
time, they faced death with joy, as I once wrote. And, 
after all, they had to believe, unshakably, that Hope, 
is the last to die….

Janko Bubalo
Humac, Herzegovina
Feast of the Annunciation, 1990.
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Even though, at first glance, my life seems to be 
overly simple to say anything interesting about it, 

nonetheless, without any specific intent from my part, 
I was and remained a witness to certain intriguing 
and unrepeatable events. And, whenever I spoke of 
those events to someone, they would quickly urge me 
to commit my experiences to paper, because they con-
sidered it would be a pity that with my passing, all of 
that would be completely forgotten. But, because this 
would have required both time and effort, I always 
wiggled out of doing so by simply saying that I prom-
ise to do that one day. Once, I even swore to do so to 
a colleague of mine, with the intention that he would 
do so as well—and he had much to record—which he 
truly did prior to his departing from us. 

Thus, days and years passed by, and the experi-
ences, that is, the events, began to slowly blur more 
and more and, as such, were less and less of a chal-
lenge to me. This was especially so, once my little 
books of poems began to be born. Now, at the end of 
the 1980’s, when I have really finished writing poems 
(many fail to believe me), I will, nonetheless, attempt 
to record something about events—even if not neces-
sarily my own—to which I was a witness. They could 
not but leave their mark on me, and, I, to some extent, 
in return, upon them. Actually, it is not so simple to 
decide the exact moment, that is, the event with which 
I should begin, or, for that matter, end. Nonetheless, 
it seems to me that perhaps I could, most favorably, 
begin with the 17th of November, 1940, that is, the day 
I left to serve my twelve month military service in the 
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Army Hospital in Niš (Serbia). And, perhaps it would 
be most logical to end with my arrival in Čerin in June 
of 1950. Hence, as we can see, this would encompass 
a stormy decade wherein all, all that is important, I 
think, took place, without the personal participation 
of us individuals, even if it left on us, and also on me, 
indelible marks, scars from which we can never be 
freed. Life was similar to a murky and forceful river 
which played with man just as falling leaves ripped 
from their trees. Clearly, in order for me to at least 
start with what I intended to accomplish, I had to take 
a bit of time contemplating those events, so as to gath-
er and prepare the order of their start and passing and 
then start the conversation with myself about all those 
events reached and overtook me without even taking 
notice of me. 

Now, to start! I will first attempt to remember my 
stint in the army and something about it. So, it went 
like this: that morning of the 17th of November, 1940, 
in as Franciscan a mode as possible, in my habit, cov-
ered with my Franciscan cloak, and a suitcase in my 
hand—if one can call it a suitcase based on its struc-
ture or shape— I departed, in any case, on my inter-
esting journey. 

It was about ten minutes before noon. Following 
an emotional and warm goodbye with my fellow 
Brothers in the Mostar monastery, Brother Branko 
Palac accompanied me to the northern train station 
while helping me carry my suitcase. Having arrived 
at the train station, he managed to find me a suitable 
seat near a window in one of the cars and urged me to 
take my place so that it is not lost to someone else. It 
was time for everyone to go in his own direction. Ćiro1 
already began to cough and slowly set out towards 
Vojno, that is, towards Sarajevo. Branko and I, em-
braced goodbye, and with a thoughtful and so me wh at  

1 A narrow-gauge train in Bosnia-Herzegovina at the time.
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mournful glance at each other, departed—and as life 
willed it to be!—never to see each other again.

The entire night prior to my departure, a rain, 
almost hurricane like, fell. The accumulated water 
damaged the train’s right-of-way in many places. The 
train often had to slow down in spots on the open 
track. And, somewhere near Jablanica, it actually was 
stalled for several hours. It was here that found us a 
late autumn night.

In the meantime, at ten o’clock in the evening, 
rocking gently, we arrived in Sarajevo. There was so 
much water and dirt at the station that one had to do 
all he could not to slip and slide in the mud and to 
remain standing. The station manager informed me 
that the right-of-way across eastern Bosnia to Serbia 
was cut off in many places and that I must continue 
my journey from Bosanski Brod to Belgrade and then 
from there to Niš. However, no one seemed to know 
when that train for Brod was scheduled to leave. I had 
to wait and mope in the midst of the station’s filth 
for several hours. I didn’t dare to leave. About seven 
o’clock the next morning, they announced that a train 
would actually be leaving for Brod. Somehow, I man-
aged to get on board. Even though it was daylight, I 
was so tired and hungry that I didn’t bother to see or 
look at anything. The company around me changed 
often: people entered and left according to their stops. 
Almost at eventide, we came close to Bosanski Brod. 
I now had to be alert since I needed to change trains. 
Among those in my company were two women and 
a man, most likely, a business traveler, whom I con-
cluded were quite gallant in nature inasmuch as they 
showed great consideration towards me. The gentle-
man exited the train and quickly returned to inform us 
that the “express” train for Belgrade was set to leave 
immediately. Both the women and the man were 
headed for Belgrade as well. Meanwhile, a small bu-
reaucratic problem presented itself. I had a so-called 
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“travel permit,” that is, a ticket with which a soldier 
can travel free of charge to his destination, that is, to 
Niš. However, I was only entitled to make use of a 
regular train. Nonetheless, at the urging of my truly 
splendid travel companions, I, too, got on the “ex-
press” train in the hope that I would, if need should 
arise, pay anything additional for my travel ticket…
and while I thought about this, the train slowly began 
to rock and set off. 

When we had travelled a few kilometers, the con-
ductor entered our compartment to check our tick-
ets, which, of course, is quite normal. He cast an eye 
not unlike that of a suspicious dog upon me and an-
nounced that I could not travel on this train unless I 
paid the full fare from Brod to Belgrade. The amount 
would come to a little over 90 dinars which amounted 
to one-third of my pocket money given to me by the 
Provincial as my spending-money for the year of my 
military service. He would not accept my paying the 
difference. Now then, I did not wish to, nor could I 
accede to his demand that I pay the ticket in full. The 
conductor was insistent and threatened to have me re-
moved from the train by the Gendarmes at the very 
next stop. He was, most likely, either an angry “Chet-
nik,” or else a Communist! By all accounts at least, it 
seemed so. My generous co-travelers tried to help me 
by offering to pay for my ticket, but, with thanks and 
gratitude, recalcitrant, I refused to allow them to do 
so.

The next stop, Vrpolje, was approaching. Shortly 
before the train stopped, the conductor and two armed 
gendarmes entered our cabin. They demanded that I 
leave the train at this station. Once again, I attempted 
to convince them that their attitude and approach to-
wards me was not in order, but to no avail. They be-
came even more insistent that I must leave the train. I 
warmly said goodbye to my fellow travelers and, with 
my cloak and suitcase I got off the train in darkness 
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such as I had never before stepped into. And, not being 
able to see even myself, I stood motionless in the dark 
and began to wonder what next, where should I turn, 
when, suddenly, a station worker appeared carrying 
a lantern. Of course, the station had no electric lights. 
The man stood in amazement! I suppose I appeared to 
him as some sort of ghost—how could it have seemed 
otherwise? He then approached me somewhat more 
closely, greeted me, and asked what I was doing here. 
Briefly, I related my experience as well as my situa-
tion. Without saying a word, the man took my suit-
case and asked me to follow him. We quickly found 
ourselves in a small station building. He escorted me 
into a nicely appointed room, and asked if I wanted to 
wash up. Along with that, he brought a bit of Slavoni-
an sausage and a huge chunk of white bread for me to 
eat. This came as a godsend inasmuch as I hadn’t eat-
en anything since I left Mostar two day before, except 
for the pear offered to me by one of the kind ladies 
when on our way to Brod. 

A nicely made bed was in the room. The man sug-
gested that I go to sleep and said that the regular pas-
senger train for Belgrade, the one that agreed with my 
ticket, would arrive at six in the morning. He would 
see to it that I was awake in time and that he would 
take me to the train. Touched to the bottom of my 
heart at such humane goodness and by God’s Provi-
dence, I washed again and went off to sleep. I did not 
need long to fall into a deep sleep in a featherbed for 
the first, and most likely, last time in my life. My dear 
man (now, after all of that, I regret that I can’t recall 
his name!) woke me up in time—even though this was 
too soon for me. He brought me a cup of “white cof-
fee” with a large piece of white bread. He urged me 
to eat this and to get set for the arrival of the train. 
Some ten minutes later, he entered again, took my 
suitcase and asked that I follow him. I was touched 
to the point of tears! I would have gladly given him 
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the money deman ded of me by the conductor on the 
express train, but the man would not hear of it. He sin-
cerely shook my hand and as we departed, he waved 
and disappeared…

The train set off and slowly moved across the Sla-
vonian plain. The day was beautiful—almost mirac-
ulous for me in many aspects. Perhaps because this 
was the first time, and now I realize the last time, that 
I traversed our dear Slavonian plain. Sometime near 
one in the afternoon, we arrived in Belgrade. I had 
the address of the monastery of our Bosnian Friars 
in Belgrade. I can still recall that it was located on 14 
Bregalnička Street. Leaving the station, I took a trolley 
(what else could I have taken!) with the help of good-
willed trolley conductors who, I must say, were polite 
and accommodating. A bit after one in the afternoon, I 
arrived at the monastery. The Brothers truly received 
me as a fellow brother. I washed up, ate a bit, and 
while still in my Franciscan habit, I immediately set 
off with a student who was living in the monastery, to 
see a bit of Belgrade—for the first time, and certainly, 
last time in my life! 

At ten that evening, I was to be in some train de-
pot so as to catch a train for Niš. Naturally, I made 
sure to visit the already famous Franciscan church in 
Belgrade. It was the creation of the Slovenian archi-
tect Plečnik. The church held the super-praised, two 
meter image of St. Anthony by Ivan Meštrović. I have 
to admit that neither the church nor the statue of St. 
Anthony appealed to me all that much—perhaps be-
cause I was still quite tired. Despite all my exhaustion, 
I still wished to dash through the sights of Belgrade 
with that truly friendly young student: the times were 
so murky and unpredictable that I did not even think 
that I might see these sights once again even if I man-
age to live through those unpredictable and murky 
days. The main goals of my sightseeing were the ac-
claimed Kalemegdan and Terazije. Naturally, we spent 



11

more time viewing the Kalemegdan, which, by then, 
had ceased to be a fortress, and had become more of 
a museum wherein ancient and more recent artifacts 
were housed. Here with the most interest, I viewed 
the memorial museum dedicated to the assassinated 
King Aleksander Karađorđević. Having viewed his 
study along with the rooms dedicated to his “hunt-
ing trophies,” I then especially reflected in the section 
wherein the table upon which his diminutive body lay 
in his bloody Admiral’s uniform which he wore when 
he was killed. Also to be seen in the room were the 
various weapons used by the assassins. Truly: not too 
often an opportunity to dwell on man and his fate…

In the meantime, my young guide and I had to has-
ten since I had to be at some train station no later than 
ten that evening from which I was finally to depart for 
Niš. Without the aid of my dear guide, I would have 
never found the station until morning. We ate some-
thing in haste and then set out for our target. Having 
found the station, we embraced goodbye and I was 
directed to the “military coach” which was the very 
last car in line. The coach was really a cattle car since 
at the time, soldiers were considered to be little more 
than cattle—only with a bit more responsibility, but, 
nonetheless, with less (I realized this more clearly lat-
er on!) rights than ordinary cattle. There were no seats 
in the wagon, and inside it was as though we were 
in hell. Along with the smell of bodies and tobacco, 
there was a mixture of deafening noise, cursing and 
naughty remarks. Somehow, I managed to find my-
self in one of the corners of the wagon. I put down my 
suitcase, sat on it, and in that manner managed to rock 
back and forth with the movements of the train until 
seven in the morning when we arrived at the train sta-
tion in Niš.

And where now? It was a winter morning and the 
sun had not quite risen. Little Gypsies ran to and fro 
and as ‘carriers,’ they sought their prey. A teenager, 
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perhaps no more than fifteen, latched on to me—per-
haps because of my exotic appearance—and insisted 
on accompanying me to the military hospital where 
I told him I was headed. Of course, we had to take 
the tram since the hospital was some ten kilometers 
distant from the station. Somehow we agreed to a fee 
of ten dinars. And stepping lively behind him in fear 
that he would run away with my suitcase, we caught 
the tram. We managed to get on board and the jour-
ney began. At the entrance into the military hospital’s 
compound, we were stopped by the guard on duty: 
without gun or bayonet! He examined my “orders” 
and waved me into the compound. After I paid the 
Gypsy the agreed amount, the guard waved him off 
in the direction he came from, and the little one left 
quite happily. Gathering around me were fellow sol-
diers: friars, secular priests, imams…all soon to be my 
colleagues and fellow sufferers. Excitedly, I inquire 
about Ante—that is father Željko Zadro, a classmate 
of mine throughout twelve years—who arrived some 
twenty days earlier. And, having entered the hall of 
the army post, I bumped into him immediately. He 
was on duty to clean the long, long hall and was in the 
process of gathering the rubbish. I could see a bit of 
hair through his worn-out military hat, and his čakšire2 
were worn out as well. He looked more than pitiful! 
Suddenly, he spotted me, upon which he threw both 
the trash and the trash can. He grabbed hold of me 
and could not stop hugging me. Both of us were al-
most speechless. We just kept looking at each other, 
and stood in reciprocal wonderment…

And life, if it was a life at all, continued without 
any sort of sympathy…they assigned me to some sort 
of bed in a dormitory holding some one-hundred beds 
where I, too, was to settle in. Life, all in all, was more 
similar to that of a beast than to that of a man. How-
ever, man, as delicate as he might be, is also able to 

2 Pants specific to Serbians.
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endure, and thus, he becomes accustomed… Perhaps 
for those who are proud of that fact, this can be a proof 
that man truly is not too far removed from an animal.

There were some 180 of us in our troop from all 
parts of the then “Misery-slavia.” Within our com-
plex, there was a group who looked after some ten 
horses, a rather large sewing room, a laundry room 
for the clothes and bed linens of the sick, a sweeping 
and cleaning department and a multitude of those 
who did nor work at all. There were about forty-two 
of us recruits who had schooling. Thus, they gathered 
us together from all disciplines since, according to the 
lawlessness of the times, all medical, pharmaceuti-
cal, and clergy students were sent to military hospi-
tals. They placed us here so that we, in those already 
blood-murky times, might be as far from home as pos-
sible. The leader of our company was the half-liter-
ate Solunac3 an infantry captain, the celebrated Sokol/
Falcon known across all of Niš. Few, if any, knew 
his real name. I avoided him like the plague, but al-
ready, the very next day, we met such that I could not 
avoid him. He cursed my mother and pushed me into 
the barbershop so as to trim me properly, or, as he 
might say, “Trim it to zero!” All was clear. The barber 
sheered my head (I was still in my Franciscan habit!) 
in less than a minute and quickly dismissed me from 
the shop. Even I was ashamed of myself and the way 
I looked. I asked the dispatch sergeant for some sort 
of military uniform so that I might somehow blend in 
and hide. He pondered my request so as to humili-
ate me all the more, and gave me some excuse that he 
had no uniform to fit me until he gets a new shipment 
from the supply depot. Once again, I was insistent, 
and with the aid of some colleagues, some three or 
four days later, I received a complete set of very dirty 
army clothes almost rotten, especially the pants, and 

3 A man who fought at the Solun/Salonica Front during World 
War I.
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without any buttons. Even though I have a small foot, 
the boots were like skis and both were for the left foot. 
The army cap was so small that there was no way it 
could fit my not so small head. 

It was clear that the man in charge of dispensing 
army gear hated me—either because he was a Ser-
bo-Četnik or else a Communist! Somehow, with the 
aid of my suffering fellows, I was able to find some 
buttons and managed to wear my military “dress.” As 
soon as I was able to leave the base, without permis-
sion I might add, I bought myself a new army cap. It 
is commonly known that the šajkača, the Serbian na-
tional cap. Fr. Željko did the same. Even now, when I 
think of this, I have a very unpleasant feeling at how 
I suffered at the thought of spending in my poverty 
42 dinars—then quite a good value. But, at the time, 
there was no other alternative. Meanwhile, the prob-
lem was how was I to hide this from the lunatic Sokol? 
He won’t give us peace since our šajkače were nicer 
looking than the rest—that is, if it is possible for that 
cap to be considered nice. Once again, it was not long 
before Sokol caught me in a bind where I could not 
escape him. I stood at rest and greeted him official-
ly. He looked at me a bit, and then, screamed like a 
mad man: “Who planted that pri…k of a hat on your 
head?” “I did, Captain!” “And, where did you get it?” 
I responded: “I bought it, Captain since…” He did not 
permit me to finish my sentence; rather, after having 
“questioned” me, he once again swore cussing out my 
mother telling me not to wear it again. He turned, and 
left. 

In the meantime, the initial fear had passed, and 
I continued to wear the cap. Life, if one can actually 
call it that, nonetheless continued with all of its in-
certitude. Really, life truly seemed impossible. Then 
again, it probably will seem to be impossible to most 
people, but absolutely no book—literally, NO BOOK 
OR NEWSPAPER!—was to be seen in the hands of 
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any soldier. One was not to sing any song whatso-
ever—literally, ANY SONG WHATSOEVER! One 
among the forty-two of us “schooled” members of the 
company brought a guitar with him, namely, Rajko 
Popović. I still recall him with great fondness. He was 
from Petrinja, Croatia, and was an Orthodox seminar-
ian and the son of an Orthodox priest. Rajko simply 
could not believe the music ban. Once, he decided to 
have a sing along with him playing the guitar. Within 
a period of forty-eight hours, he was to dispatch the 
guitar back to his home. He was told to bring the gui-
tar to the company’s headquarters inasmuch as they 
did not believe that he would mail it off to his home 
in Petrinja. 

Meanwhile, one’s mind stalls at the thought—yet, 
life continued…The food was miserable. And, when it 
was time to eat, some 280 of us had to stand in a dou-
ble row in mud until we entered the company’s kitch-
en hall. When we arrived, we had to wait again until 
the cook slapped a ladle full of some kind of cabbage 
soup into the cup we were holding. The first group 
had to step aside so that the second group could be 
served. There were no tables, again, literally NO TA-
BLES or chairs anywhere where we might sit to eat the 
misery they served. We stood around in that mud and 
ate our meal. I and a few others simply stopped going 
to the soup kitchen after some ten days. I would buy 
a reasonably good one-kilogram round loaf of bread 
which would easily last one day. Later, with a piece of 
bread I would go to the army cantina, and for a dinar 
purchase some sausage or salami, and a bottle of Kra-
hel—some sort of non-alcoholic beverage and that was 
good enough for me. I would do the same at about 
four in the afternoon. From time to time, I would buy 
some fruit or a few ćevapčići4 and all that would seem 
well. 

4 Grilled meat rolls.



PLUnge InTO The UnKnOWn





41

Thus it was…and my exhausting journey began. We 
went on foot. We went, not even thinking how far 

Niš is from Kruševac. We went, so to speak, blindly. 
We didn’t ask each other, much less ourselves, wheth-
er or not we will ever arrive at our destination. As ear-
ly as Prokuplje, a heavy downfall of sleet and snow ac-
companied our path. The two soldiers traveling along 
with us, continued to carry our company money box. 
None of us thought to stop somewhere so as to eat 
something. Truly, we paced our way like sheep being 
led to the slaughter—without thought or feeling. Here 
and there, we managed to climb onto a wagon headed 
our way. Once, we even managed to climb onto the 
roof of a passing bus. Actually, we lucked out since at 
one point, the bus turned off the road onto a path and 
ended up in the shallows of the Morava River. Some-
how we managed to slide off the roof so as not to over-
turn the bus and set off, once again, on foot. However, 
that part of the journey wasn’t quite so simple or easy! 
An almost constant stream of German fighter planes 
flew over our heads. Meanwhile, the sleet and snow 
continued to fall to the point of drudgery. Hunger and 
exhaustion along with complete lack of goal penetrat-
ed our very being. All of this took place in silence and 
mistrust of each other. Two among the ten or so of us 
constantly bothered me because they had confidence 
in the fact that I was “schooled” and, as such, would 
somehow know what needed to be done. Serving as a 
constant reminder to them were the obligatory “stu-
dent” tags I had dangling around my neck, which I 
think I still have somewhere in my junk. One of my 
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new-found confidants, it turns out, was the owner of 
a small café in Niš, while the other, as a member of my 
doleful company, was a man called Papić, a dentist 
from Zagreb. I had more trust and confidence in him, 
I must say; however, what could I do for him when 
I did not know what to do or whence to go myself. 
Walking along, we came upon what would be the last 
weak wooden bridge across the Morava River. A sub-
stantial number of soldiers were gathered around that 
bridge. It was their task to mine the bridge so that it 
could be destroyed before the German tanks crossed 
it. The clap and thunder of these tanks accompanied 
our “heroic” column all the way. 

Meanwhile, I must mention something else…
more miserable than this. Namely, having crossed the 
Morava River rather quickly, we could see, at least 
some of us took time to note, a miserable group of sol-
diers, some two or three hundred of them, were situ-
ated on a hill overlooking the Morava. They did what 
they could to dig a small shelter for their frozen bod-
ies and to lie in it awaiting the arrival of the German 
tanks when they have to stop at the foot of the de-
stroyed bridge. If at least those “trenches” were deep 
enough to at least hide the heads of those poor souls! 
We, in the meantime, continued our journey—still 
void of any plan. Traveling thus, mostly in silence, 
we continued our path along some sort of sad gravel 
lane—some five or six kilometers from that imaginary 
and already described battlefield—we encountered 
two or three hundred worn out bicyclists. All of them 
sweating, some of them on their bikes, others walking 
beside their bikes, still others literally carrying their 
bikes. No one said anything since all was strictly a mil-
itary secret. Meanwhile, a captain approached us and 
related “scientifically” how this “motorized” group is 
also headed towards the Morava River to battle with 
the German tanks. 
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From time to time, man actually is ashamed to be 
called “man!” Life played its game with us such that 
we easily forgot that fact at such a moment. Thus, I, 
too, did not think much about this situation until I met 
up with a man from Lika, a lieutenant whom I met 
two or three times in Sarajevo, who went on to tell 
me how this, which I am now relating, was witnessed 
by him, namely, how the German tanks easily crossed 
the broad shallows of the Morava and crushed more 
of the soldiers in their trenches and on their bicycles 
than shot them. The myth manic fable which told how 
“we will battle these steel giants with stones if need 
be,” is long since dead. Have mercy on us Holy Spirit 
of Wisdom so that this myth-mania never repeats it-
self in some other form!

By nightfall of the next day, we were within reach 
of Kruševac. When dark arrived, we stepped some 
50 meters from the road and found ourselves before 
a small peasant house—quite clean and warm given 
the times. There were no grown men—young or old—
in the house. All men fled to only God knows where. 
Once we told the women our mission, they received 
us quite well. They offered us some good peasant 
bread and warm milk. There was more than enough. 
I suspect that more than one family contributed to the 
meal since there were ten of us in the group. Starved 
as we were, it wasn’t easy to find enough to feed us. 
They generously offered us the wooden beds in the 
house and neighboring houses. What relief and what 
pleasure for us who had not slept for some three days. 
Sadly, our rest came quickly to an end. Once again, 
just before dawn, the cries and wails of women and 
children could be heard: “The Germans are coming.” 
Ordered to do so, we quickly got ready and almost 
at a gallop, we set out for the military hospital in 
Kruševac. We could again hear the rattle of the Ger-
man tanks nearby. Even though, deep down, I wanted 
to meet up with them, I, nonetheless, set off with the 
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rest of the group. A few German fighter planes flew 
over our heads several times. I truly stopped paying 
attention to this fact—but our poor commander! Each 
time the planes flew overhead, he would jump into 
the ditch by the side of the road. He must have done 
so no less than twenty times in our journey from Niš 
to Kruševac. He, in fact, even did so at the sound of the 
telephone. He was fully covered with mud and dust. 
True, all of us were instructed to do so as a standard 
military response. Yet, man quickly becomes indiffer-
ent. Meanwhile, this behavior was still quite active for 
our commander. 

We finally entered the city itself. General panic 
and confusion were to be seen all over. Many of the 
grocery stores were burned out shells. Their displays 
were totally destroyed. All of this was done so that 
“the goods they contained did not fall into the ene-
my’s hands.” It was only the Gypsies that found all of 
this to be beneficial. There are large numbers of Gyp-
sies in every Serbian town and city. For them, it was 
an unforgettable day since they enter freely in the bro-
ken stores and could grab anything that was available 
and no one was there to stop them. Thus, I saw two or 
three of them running off with an entire sack of new 
shoes. We pushed through all of that confusion and 
disorder as best as we could, and we finally arrived 
at our destination — the military hospital. All of us 
in the unit were still together, and, the company cash 
box was still intact hanging on a stick. As though con-
demned, we entered the hospital yard. We sought to 
find the administration building and its director. The 
hospital was completely abandoned. All we succeed-
ed in finding was its former director, a colonel. He 
appeared to be totally, completely lost. All of the pa-
tients as well as the staff ran off to God-knows-where. 
All that remained behind were two or three immobile 
patients. Everyone abandoned their posts because of 
the rumor that the Germans would kill them all once 
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they arrived. Actually, up to that point, the Germans 
held strictly to the International Law covering hospi-
tals and their patients regardless of rank and accepted 
the fact that they could not be taken as prisoners of 
war. Once having arrived in Niš, the Germans asked 
each of the workers if they wished to remain in their 
posts with good pay or else to return to civilian status 
and set off for their homes. I know this to be a fact. 
By that same Law, we, too, never carried bayonets or 
arms. To this very day, I never shot off one bullet from 
a gun. 

Our new commander did not know what he was to 
do with us. He issued no order to us. He asked us, one 
by one, what it was we wished to do. He approached 
me first, most likely since he saw the tags around my 
neck and medical symbols on my outfit. He asked me: 
“Do you wish to go (wherever I wanted to go!) or do 
you wish to stay?” Taken aback, I began to think about 
it. I was afraid that it might be dangerous to say that 
I would prefer to stay until the Germans arrived. In 
the end, I decided to stay. All of the remainder of our 
group decided as I did as well. He then sent all ten of 
us to the local barracks—I don’t know what infantry 
group it belonged to — so that we might improvise 
some sort of medical shelter! What could we do? We 
went…After all, we still were some sort of soldiers! 
After a half hour of aimless walk, we finally found the 
barracks, albeit, barracks that were totally destroyed. 
No doors, no windows. What were we supposed to 
do? We glanced at each other and did the only thing we 
could: we returned to our new commander. He stood 
puzzled at our sight…He turned to me and issued 
an order: “You, student, will go to the town’s center, 
by the monument to King Peter (he’s the one on the 
horse!) and you will direct traffic.” Naturally, I sought 
to offer every sort of excuse—I was unarmed and I had 
no idea how to direct traffic…which, in fact, was quite 
true. He simply added: “You are an intelligent man, 
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and, you are still a soldier, so…” End of discussion! I 
set off…still not knowing what I was expected to do. 
Meanwhile, inspiration slowly began to set in. First of 
all, I went into a café and asked for something to eat. 
They offered me some sausages and rolls. Absolutely 
ideal as far as I was concerned! I stuffed some of it in 
my pockets and the rest in my military hat. All of this, 
of course, was undoubtedly some sort of military vi-
olation; however… At that point, I didn’t listen to my 
own intellect, and much less to that of someone else. 
Often it turns out to be most fortuitous to abandon 
oneself to Divine Providence! Munching on the sau-
sage and rolls, I managed to arrive at my destination. 
The monument was placed on a pedestal set on top of 
a several step-platform. The area was fenced in with a 
good iron fence. I crossed over the fence, sat on one of 
the steps and continued to enjoy my meal. Everything 
around me seemed to boil with activity, and, in the 
distance, one could still hear the approaching sound 
of German tank tracks. I didn’t stop to think what I 
would say if someone asked me, a soldier, what I was 
doing there. I simply abandoned myself to events as 
they unfolded and to the Serbians so that they could 
make sport of me.

While sitting there, four or five young men ap-
proached me—clearly, high school age as could be 
seen by the caps they wore. They wished me a good 
day and could clearly see that I was one who was 
“schooled.” One of them asked me: “For God’s sake, 
what is happening with us, what is going on? Here 
it is the sixth day of the war and the Germans are al-
ready entering Kruševac.” Somehow, I managed to 
bravely answer them as though inspired: “Forgive 
me, but all of you are still much too young to under-
stand our strategy (which, of course, there was none!). 
Our men are enticing the Germans on towards Bosnia. 
Our main forces and arms are gathering there. The 
final battle will take place there and the enemy will 
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recei ve it final blow.” One of them responded: “Why 
of course, God damn it! See what an intelligent man 
we have here!” They departed quite enthused—per-
haps for the last time in their lives. 

While still sitting there, I could see a miserable 
looking soldier swaying towards me. He had his hel-
met on and was carrying his personal military tent on 
his shoulder. It seemed to me that I recognized him. 
When he got a bit closer, I could see that he was my 
friend and fellow-sufferer from Niš, actually he was 
from Sarajevo. It was Ramiz Mujagić. I called out to 
him by name. I had to yell else he would not have 
heard me in all the noise of the square. He turned in 
my direction, noticed me, jumped over the fence, and 
weeping, began to hug me. I offered him some of my 
bread and sausage. As a true-believing Muslim, he 
only partook of the bread. At the same time he tried to 
drag me to go to the railroad station since the last train 
for Bosnia was about to depart. And, as the old-tim-
ers used to say: “His heart is pulling him to Bosnia.” 
I tried to convince him to remain behind and wait for 
the Germans, but he could only keep repeating: “Let’s 
go to our Bosnia!” It was quite understandable inas-
much as he had a wife and children waiting for him. 
And we went…It was quite a jump into the unknown; 
however, every decision was equally dangerous as to 
the outcome. Hurrying, we arrived at the station just 
as the train began to sway, ready to start its journey. It 
was fully loaded with people and soldiers. By then, we 
learned not to include soldiers as part of any count of 
people. People hung onto whatever they could. They 
were perched on the roof of the train cars as well. Be-
cause we were in uniform, we managed somehow to 
perch ourselves between cars on the car-coupling de-
vice. 

And the journey commenced…The swaying mo-
tion seemed never to end, and our progress was slow. 
For two days and two nights we barely crossed a 
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hundr ed kilometers or so. It seemed as though no one 
was running the train. Here and there, the train would 
stop in open country for several hours. No one knew 
why. We heard stories that some eighteen “heroic” 
generals were on the train. Meanwhile, the two of us 
were very hungry and tired. So as not to fall beneath 
the wheels of the train, we tied ourselves securely 
with the ropes that came with the tent pole Ramiz was 
carrying. Meanwhile, a feeling of hopelessness per-
vaded the entire train. From time to time, one could 
hear some “Kraljević Marko” declaiming loudly in the 
style of Serbian myth mania about the strength of “our 
army.” Nonetheless, a universal feeling of hopeless-
ness would press in. 

We began to lose any sense of the passage of time. 
Then, the train came to a standstill. We were told we 
were in the vicinity of Višegrad. We were all asked to 
get off the train. Not knowing what might happen to 
us, Ramiz and I separated and tried to hide among the 
crowd while moving forward. We had neither mili-
tary papers nor any assigned post, so we worried that 
at any moment, someone could stop and question us 
as to where we were going and why. Meanwhile, all 
on the train were of the same mind and same heroic 
mentality: everyone was afraid of everyone—every-
one tried to hide by blending in the crowd. At one 
point, we made use of a truck. We told the driver that 
we were carrying a message to the place Rogatica. 
He, like everyone else, did not deign to ask anything 
more—after all, we were two brave soldiers carrying 
out their duty. Everyone else’s bravery seemed the 
same. 

In Rogatica, we once again climbed onto some sort 
of freight train. Undoubtedly, that was the last of the 
freight trains setting out for Sarajevo. This time also 
we were barely able to find a set of car-couplings to 
climb onto. Swaying to-and-fro with the movement of 
the train, along with all our other miseries—hunger, 
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cold (it began to slowly snow), and the like, we be-
gan to lose track of the days. About 9 PM or so, the 
train suddenly came to a stop in open terrain. They 
removed all of us who were on the train and lined us 
up alongside the train. A colonel, one more of the cra-
zy ones, ordered all males terrifying soldiers and ci-
vilians alike—in a threatening tone to report to some 
train station—I think it was the station in Bistrik—and 
line in a double row. We were then to report to a mil-
itary post—I think he named it as I recall. Each of us 
would then receive our orders. Both Ramiz and I took 
this command as being tragic for us: how can we de-
fend ourselves? We were without any military orders 
whatsoever on our person. Yet, here we are before 
some crazy colonel. 

We decided to jump from the train at Trebević, 
come what may. The train was barely at a crawl. The 
snow continued to fall and we could see Trebević cov-
ered with white. Ramiz was somewhat familiar with 
the terrain inasmuch as his poor house was in Trebev-
ić. I still recall its address: Cicin Han 18. We agreed 
that it was best to jump in the direction of the train. At 
the right moment, Ramiz whispered it was time, we 
jumped and I ended up swimming in a thick layer of 
snow. It was all quite simple, really. I lay in the snow-
drift quietly and shortly, I saw Ramiz jump as well. 
I couldn’t help think that we continued to be naïve 
even now—someone could be right behind us, or even 
begin to shoot at us. We waited to get out of the snow 
drift until the train’s clack was a goodly distance from 
us. We gathered our wits and rested a bit. We then set 
off on a path which Ramiz clearly knew well towards 
his home. Finally, we found ourselves before the gate 
of a high-walled Muslim home. Somehow, he jumped 
over the wall and softly, called out to his wife to open 
the door and to let us in. By then, it was about eleven 
in the evening of what proved to be a cold and snowy 
night. 
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No one responded from inside the house. Ram-
iz, already in his element, concluded that she, out of 
fright, took the baby and is most likely at a neighbor’s 
house. Exactly so! The connection was quickly made. 
Naturally, he informed her about me as a friend and 
fellow sufferer. Earlier, he suggested that he would in-
form his wife exactly who I was, but that it might be 
best if I played the role of a doctor in front of others. 
Of course, I agreed—and, why not? She came and un-
locked the gate, she greeted me with a welcome kiss 
and we entered their home. That, in itself, was a sign 
of her confidence in me. 

Once in the house, there was no particular conver-
sation. Our being tired, and her being happy to see 
her husband, accounted for that. One can easily imag-
ine the poor woman did not know if her Ramiz was 
still alive or what. And, now, here he is! Quickly, dirty 
as I was, and without even taking my shoes off, I fell 
onto an old-fashioned settee and fell asleep. Even the 
pangs of hunger no longer were on my mind. They 
woke me up about nine the next morning. There was 
snow outside, while inside, the house was as cold as 
a grave. With tears in her eyes, the wife of Ramiz told 
me she had nothing to offer me. She didn’t even have 
a stick or two of wood to lit a fire. I knew of their pov-
erty since I would give Ramiz a stamped envelope and 
some paper from time to time so that he could write 
home. It was already ten full months that he had been 
in the army. Meanwhile, his wife and child were left 
behind with little if anything—literally, with no pro-
tection or aid inasmuch as some sort of lawlessness 
set in across the land. Even though Ramiz was a high-
ly educated and qualified teacher at a Muslim school 
prior to his leaving for the army, he was, nonetheless 
poverty stricken. His wife supported herself and their 
child by washing other people’s clothing and stair-
ways. She sheltered herself in this house belonging to 
some relative which was situated in a poor section. 
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regardless of how we view it, life—and we in it—
never stands still. Much like the murky Modra Ri-

jeka [The Blue River] spoken of by the writer Dizdar, 
life inexorably flows on. This was especially noted 
during the times I write about. Thus, life caught me 
in its flowing current and carried me along without so 
much as allowing the dust on my clothes to settle in, 
much less, to give me a chance to view the scratches 
of my transgressions such that I might prepare myself 
for the new battlefield that awaited all of us. 

It was quite clear to me: one did not need to study 
the stars or unravel one’s debt. One needed to bend 
downward and look at the ground which was already 
caught up in the storm which, day to day, was ever-
more insane and unpredictable. Thus, even the birds 
endeavored to fly elsewhere so as not to witness the 
disturbance, while the insane hanged the wise. In the 
end, no one could be especially proud of his “wis-
dom.” There were ever fewer of those who were holy 
or wise! They simply ceased to be and ended up along 
the fields and in the trenches of war while those who 
were mightier hid in their lighted shelters and direct-
ed the “Dance of Death” which proved to be evermore 
insane from day to day. 

Yes, I know: I already spoke of all of this when I 
commented on my soldiering time from the middle 
of April through the middle of June, 1941. Those were 
truly “days of confusion,” yet, after them, even more 
uncomfortable and uncertain days followed which ac-
cumulated from the day of my return among humans 
on the 3rd of July, 1941, until my “incursion” among 
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the Partisans on the 30th of November, 1944, and un-
til my imprisonment the ghastly night of the 6th and 
the morning of the seventh of February of 1945—the 
actual start of the apocalyptic days for me and those 
around me. Here is a bit more of my jump into the 
unknown, now that I have begun to remember and 
relive those days after more than thirty years ago, and 
when many of my fellow travelers had already found 
rest in the Land of Our Father, a land without storms 
or black clouds. 

I suppose I could begin in this fashion: dawn 
broke on what was, perhaps, too warm a day. It was a 
beautiful sunny Thursday, on the 3rd. of July of 1941. 
An entirely new period in my life began that day—a 
period that was determined and given some degree 
of sense by my very calling. On the other hand, it was 
also a day opened to so much uncertainty and lack 
of experience on my part such that I had never tru-
ly experienced before. Namely, after a short rest, my 
superiors rather easily talked me into going to Ras-
no in the Široki Brijeg area. I was once there briefly. I 
was to be of temporary help to the older and sickly Fr. 
Tadija Beljan. Inasmuch as I, too, was rather weak (at 
the time I weighed 64 kilograms) they convinced me 
that the air in Rasno was clean and healthy, that the 
friar I was to help was good and kind, and that I my 
health would benefit from my stay. Although I had 
my doubts, I went without complaint since it was my 
duty and my conscience demanded it. 

Thus, that Thursday, I set off…I managed to arrive 
in Široki Brijeg the next morning. In the afternoon, I 
took a quick jaunt to my native village of Turčinovći 
so as to see my aging parents whom I had not seen for 
a while. By Saturday of that week, we began our eight-
day spiritual retreat. My co-sufferer, Fr. Tadija, was 
also attending the retreat. He made a nice and pleas-
ant impression on me. Meanwhile, those days of spiri-
tual retreat stood me well: I was able to cleanse myself 
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of all the misery and suffering I endured through sev-
en months of soldiering. The following Saturday, the 
12th of July, at noon, we chanted “Holy God, we praise 
Thy name,” and with that, we ended our eight-day 
spiritual retreat. Following a common meal with the 
friars, Fr. Tadija and I set out for Rasno by two o’clock 
in the afternoon. It was quite sunny and humid. And 
since Fr. Tadija was truly sickly and weak, he rode 
on some peasant’s horse part of the way. Despite all 
of this, we needed some three “thick” hours to reach 
what was to be our common home in Rasno. 

Yes, thirty-eight years have since passed; howev-
er, I will never forget the impression that place and 
all around it made on me. The only thing, to some 
extent, that warmed my heart was the image of the 
much humbler house where I was born and spent 
my youth, an image buried deep within my soul. My 
meeting with my new helper, the cook, actually the 
keeper of the house, brought joy to my heart. He was 
a noble sort of man some forty years of age. His name 
was Mirko Skoko, otherwise known as Krnjić. Mirko 
was quite an open person. Mirko was a noble sort; a 
beautiful person in body and soul! Even though we 
had never met before, somehow, instinctively, we 
both gave each other the traditional embrace—even 
though it would not be expected under the circum-
stances. Thus it was that for all of us began our trying 
and painful life. A person simply endured such a life 
inasmuch as he could not choose otherwise. Actual-
ly, the uncertainty of life gave it its own charm. Even 
though life could be difficult and boring, it could be 
equally interesting because of its changes and unpre-
dictability, thus making it somewhat easier to bear! 
Somehow you couldn’t even think much about it!

Two almost emaciated horses belonging to Ivan 
Skoko-Krnjić brought my suitcases filled mostly with 
books. The already mentioned and long since de-
ceased, Mirko and I brought my belongings into the 
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house. They were deposited in an abandoned room 
that left one with the impression of a long-neglected 
field. It measured some five and one-half by four and 
one-half meters. The room enjoyed only one small win-
dow in the center of the wall. The only furniture in the 
room was one small military-style cot with a mattress 
and pillow—both of which were filled with straw. The 
pillow case was clearly sewn from some old bag. In 
one corner of the room, a three-legged stool, obvious-
ly from antiquity, and a time-worn wash bowl could 
be found. At the time, there was no desk or chair. 
Mirko, in the meantime, set off to prepare something 
for supper. I, completely worn out—I might even 
say broken—dropped onto the bed. I don’t know if 
I had any particular thoughts or not; however, I only 
know that at the time, and even now, the entire scene 
was and remains anxiety-ridden and non-repeatable. 
True, prior to and after this incident, I had many ugly 
accommodations in my life, so to some extent, my 
past experience in this regard brought some degree 
of peace to me. The entire situation was drenched in 
Franciscan poverty about which I both heard and read 
a great deal up to that point. Thus, nothing in particu-
lar either broke or destroyed my spirit. 

An hour or so later, I was given two bed sheets 
that could easily match the pillow case, and one blan-
ket in case of need. I made the bed and set off for the 
kitchen which was situated in a small room not real-
ly part of the original so-called parish house. All of 
this came across as being pitiful and dank—except, of 
course, for the man who joyfully prepared our repast. 
He was precise as regards cleanliness and an excellent 
cook who prepared tasty meals. The three of us ate in 
what was the hallway of my now home. It was truly 
a house one needed to experience in order to under-
stand it—words simply prove to be inadequate! The 
ground floor with its Cyclopean stone vaults served 
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as some sort of sanctuary-church, and a portion of it 
as a storage space for everything and anything: wine, 
potatoes, garlic, onions, tobacco and….perhaps even 
snakes! Who can even begin to count all the things 
that were stored in that space through the previous 
seventy years? The floor above contained four spaces. 
They called them rooms. The largest of the rooms was 
actually mine! I suppose it was given to me so as to 
show deference towards me as a new guest! The un-
even floor was covered with hand-hewn boards. They 
were so poorly placed that I had to be aware of the 
fact that someone might possibly be beneath when I 
was dressing or washing. On occasion, when a large 
number of persons would gather beneath our rooms 
for Mass when it was too cold or rainy out—Mass was 
normally said in the neighboring cemetery—such va-
pors and dankness would ascend through those floor 
boards and it would take hours before the dampness 
and stench would dissipate. The exception was the 
room occupied by Fr. Tadija inasmuch as it was heat-
ed. At the time, his room also served as the parish of-
fice and our dining room. 

Thus! Still, you can see that we lived a life of lux-
ury (!) when compared to the days when our prede-
cessor friars lived there. Perhaps one might observe 
that at the time, we neither knew of anything better 
or even wished for anything better. If so, that would 
prove to be an irrational and miserable thought! Let 
us not forget: man easily desires that which is more 
comfortable. In this case, there was not much in that 
line—not even that which is most indispensable. For-
tunately, along with all of this there is the gift desur-
sum (from above), or call it as you wish, which gave 
us rewards and granted peace. Under the shadow of 
such circumstances, we were truly at peace. Forgive 
me this small digression. I mentioned all of this simply 
because I actually lived this same sort of experien ce  
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multiple times in my life. Let it all serve as a poor sort 
of enlightenment for all of the experiences yet to come. 

Allow me to continue! The first night came and 
passed for me in Rasno—one of the strangest nights 
in my entire life. I tossed and turned throughout the 
night fighting off bed-bugs and mosquitoes. Exhaust-
ed, I finally fell asleep. I arose somewhere about sev-
en in the morning. I had gone to bed after midnight. 
Washing up, gathering my wits, I set off to say Mass. 
The altar-server for my Mass was our cook Mirko. At 
the time, by letter of the law, one could not say Mass 
without an altar-server—a male, at that. It mattered 
little whether or not he understood anything of what 
was said or what he had to respond. 

At my first formal breakfast in my new station in 
Rasno I only had a glass of milk to return the gesture 
of good will shown to me by my fellow sufferers. Af-
ter breakfast, almost with hesitation, I was told that I 
needed to go on a sick-call to Buhovo. I was more than 
glad for the chance to go somewhere and to begin to 
do something constructive. I pulled on a pair of peas-
ant shoes—nicely braided called “opanke.” I prepared 
myself formally with a most beautiful stole and vessel 
to transport the Holy Eucharist. As was customary at 
that time, my attendant carried my case and, without 
a word, walked in front of me sounding a bell to an-
nounce the passing of the Holy Viaticum. I made the 
sign of the Cross and began to pray as we walked. 
We walked and prayed at least a kilometer and a half 
and then walked the remainder of the way in abso-
lute silence. A priest—either by custom or perhaps by 
some law—does not greet passersby with the usual 
“Praised be Jesus Christ,” as would be customary. My 
attendant’s ringing of the bell announced to all that 
the priest was carrying the Holy Eucharist. Naturally, 
all that heard the bell fell to their knees and joyously 
greeted the Lord in adoration to Him in whom they 
believed. With equal joy, the priest would bless them 
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with the Holy Eucharist in the form of the sign of the 
Cross. Such not-everyday moments were indeed quite 
moving. The ailing old lady joyfully received me into 
her home and blessed both God and me for allowing 
this good fortune to happen to her. This, in fact, was 
my first person-to-person formal preparation of one 
“from this world to a better one.” After having done 
what I came to do, we spoke a while and then I set off 
to return to my new place of abode. They offered to ac-
company me inasmuch as I was not yet familiar with 
the terrain. Politely, I declined since I really wished to 
enjoy the beauty of the encounter I just had. At that 
time in my life, I could still easily remember the path I 
took to get somewhere unfailingly, and so….

When I arrived home, the time for the regular 
Mass for the people was at hand. The sickly Fr. Tadi-
ja was already prepared to go. He literally forced me 
to go to the local cemetery with him—perhaps a hun-
dred meters or so from our house. I, of course, acqui-
esced—what else could I do. I was told that I sang the 
Epistle and Gospel quite nicely. Following the Gospel, 
Fr. Tadija gave a somewhat brief homily and then pro-
ceeded to introduce me as though I were their new 
pastor. Along with the introduction, he did not hold 
back in praising my “learnedness” and other sup-
posed virtues. Not even close did I merit such praise 
or piling on of virtues on the part of Fr. Tadija. In con-
clusion, which was indeed necessary and nice, Fr. Ta-
dija recommended that they keep me in their prayers 
and good wishes. At the conclusion of the Mass, I, too, 
addressed the gathered flock and thanked Fr. Tadija 
for his kind words and loving acceptance of me and I 
asked the gathered flock for their understanding and 
help in the coming days. That moment in my life was 
truly dear to me and clearly non-renewable. Many of 
the women present shed touching tears…and so, it all 
began…
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The entire nation was caught up in the whirlwind 
of war and lack of daily needs, still, my Rasno some-
how seemed quite normal and, in fact, joyous. True, 
there were more tears than normal inasmuch as the 
government began to call up young men to serve in 
the newly created Croatian Army. Partings, of course, 
were painful and sorrowful and accompanied with 
tears. Yet, somehow, the people still rejoiced! Even 
though a person might be illiterate, he, nonetheless, 
felt a sense of inexplicable joy knowing that he was 
now dealing with his own policemen and not with the 
yugo-gendarmes. Thus, the weeping of mothers and 
sisters began to decrease as the young men expressed 
joy in being able to serve in their own Croatian Army. 

Meanwhile, my summer was both lonely and mis-
erable. The house, as I previously said, was creepily 
desolate and isolated. The old friar and I, one could 
say, lived in two different worlds. His approach to me 
was clearly well-intended, yet….He thought, for in-
stance, that he was entertaining me when he would 
repeat the same story over and over again about his 
life and experiences. He would ordinarily begin his 
narrative with the usual introductory phrase: “When 
I and the late…” “My dear Janko,” I often said to my-
self, “when you begin the narrative of your life in the 
same manner, remember that you, too, have official-
ly grown old.” The summer days were long and fiery 
hot. It proved to be a “reward” for me when some-
one would come seeking a sick-call visit. I would at 
least spend two or three useful hours walking to and 
from my sick-call. With the approach of noon, and to 
ease the tedium, I would often go to ring the Angelus 
bell so as to make life a bit easier for our good cook 
even though he tried to dissuade me from doing so 
since the bell barely kept its place in the shaky beams 
it rested on. Lunch would ensue followed by at least 
an hour or so of Fr. Tadija’s story telling. Tadija would 
then set off for a nap while I…Those were dreary and 
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bleak times for me. I never so much as dropped on my 
bed in the daytime until I reached at least forty of so. 
Crazy, but that was the way it was. 

Not knowing what to do or where to go, I often set 
out towards a small valley-like gulley for a long walk. 
Because of the unbearable boredom, I once again be-
gan to smoke after having stopped for some seven 
years. A bit later, with the aid of some of my younger 
confreres, I acquired an accordion and a small camera. 
At least I now had something to hold my interest. I 
would take my accordion along with me to that small 
gulley and begin to practice. I would drown my lone-
liness in this manner. When exhausted by the heat of 
the rays of the Sun, the scandalous void of that gul-
ley, and with my attempt at mastery of the accordi-
on, I would glance at my watch. I would read out it 
was two-thirty in that terrible lonely afternoon. Not 
a soul to be seen anywhere!—not even on that small 
village green or even in the distant neighborhoods. As 
though this weren’t scandalous enough for me, not 
even an animal was to be seen anywhere. At least an 
animal would convince me that life did not truly stop 
unfolding. Even the birds hid somewhere so that the 
Sun would not scorch them. At this point in my life, 
I somehow feel that at those moments they were far 
wiser and adaptable than I was!

Since there was little else to do, I gave myself 
over to hiking—not in that little gulley. I had already 
walked it length and width at least fifty times. I would 
simply set out into the woods—into that pathless, 
stony, and half-void forest—seeking to spot a bird’s 
nest or the like. Of course, I had to be on guard against 
snakes—especially against the so-called zelenbać or, as 
some people referred to as “green snake.” I was espe-
cially fearful of them inasmuch as I could never clear 
my head of the folktale which said that it was the most 
dangerous of beasts that could fly without wings and 
latch onto a person and suck his blood or… Thus, I 
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continued to have fear of that “beast” even though 
I had read in the books already that such a “snake” 
was little more than a somewhat larger salamander. 
Most likely, the “green snake” is some sort of useful 
creature inasmuch as the peasants firmly protected 
them along with bees and swallows saying it would 
be a terrible sin to destroy or get rid of them. A man 
was directly forced by those tales to leave such beasts 
alone and not destroy them.

Once again, let me return to what is at hand. Some-
how, while hiking, four in the afternoon would final-
ly arrive. I would then take up something to read. I 
would recite my obligatory breviary prayers and pray 
some additional prayers. After, I would approach a 
group of peasants that emerged from their houses in 
preparation for work. There was no set time to work 
for them: they worked until the heavens were sprin-
kled with stars and the small valleys were overtaken 
by dusk when they would finally come to rest. The 
peasants truly enjoyed our encounters inasmuch as 
the time was truly much too gloomy, yet, they eagerly 
waited to hear something from me. Meanwhile, I, too, 
would come to learn what it was that they expected of 
me and needed. I was, within my limits, prepared to 
gift myself and to meet their needs in whatever way 
I could. Yet, I could not inform them in a more com-
plete manner inasmuch as we received our newspa-
per only on Saturday—if at all. That particular day, 
the village head was to set out for the County Seat in 
Široki Brijeg where he was to receive orders, if any. At 
the same time, he would gather any letters meant for 
the parish office or the villagers. 

Meanwhile, the world was evermore on fire. 
Hence, I had the custom—actually, had no choice but 
to go once a week—good weather or bad—to Široki 
Brijeg or to Kočerin—a good two hour hike. In this 
manner, I was at least able to get some news as well 
as some necessities for the parish or the house in  
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gener al—provided there was anything to be had. No 
one in the parish had a radio. Having pity on me, one 
of my good confreres offered me his radio, but Fr. Ta-
dija would not allow that it be brought into the house. 
His thinking was that one did not engage in politics 
in the parish house. There was still another reason, a 
personal one, for not allowing the radio to be brought 
into the house, but when Fr. Tadija and I meet once 
again in the next world, we’ll talk about that... 

Now then, my “pilgrimage” to Široki Brijeg or 
Kočerin was not quite that simple. Ordinarily, I would 
set out about one in the afternoon after having com-
pleted my main duties. And, inasmuch as I seldom 
slept over in either place, I would have to return that 
same day. I would gather what news I could, some 
necessities, and various old newspapers which, for us, 
were fresh and new. Thus it was one late January night 
in 1942. It was a deep winter night lighted by dim 
moonlight. Carrying on a conversation with myself, 
and holding on to my walking stick, I hurried home 
to Rasno. I did not dare to think of how long or lonely 
my path home would be. I would puff on a cigarette so 
as to kill the loneliness. Though I was overwrought, I 
arrived at an isolated cemetery. Even though the cem-
etery was some distance from the home of my parents, 
nonetheless, three of my brothers were buried there 
along with others, including my two grandfathers and 
two grandmothers. Though I don’t think I’m super-
stitious, nonetheless, as I walked right up against the 
cemetery wall, some sort of other-worldliness would 
overtake me—especially those brought on by stories 
about the deceased told to me in my youth. 

Something quite similar occurred that night. While 
I, having said some prayers for the dead, hurried along 
the cemetery wall, I noticed how some female creature 
crossed before the small altar and headed towards me 
dressed all in white, shouting with a piercing voice: 
“Friar Janko, Friar Janko!” Perturbed, I spoke out and 
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I remember well that aforementioned day, the four-
teenth of July, when my helper Mirko and I arrived 

at the Parish House in Vitina. It was about noon time—
the time when all tables are set for lunch. It all left the 
impression of something special and formal. There 
were several reasons for this: it was the feast day of 
perhaps the greatest mystic of the Catholic Church, 
namely, the Franciscan saint, St. Bonaventure. Along 
with that, it was also the feast day of my soon-to-be 
fellow sufferer, Fr. Bono, and, of course that same day 
also served as a welcoming reception of his new assis-
tant. There were some fifteen friars present, all, with-
out exception, Fr. Bono’s friends and admirers. 

Lunch began as we sat in the freshness of the 
grass-covered yard surrounded by carefully tended 
flowers and in the shade of one hundred year old cy-
presses. The atmosphere was not only nice—it was, in 
fact, quite poetic!

A toast was raised to Fr. Bono on the occasion of 
his name day, and then in welcome to me, his new 
assistant. It all fell into place nicely as I did not have 
to suffer any embarrassment or, for that matter, feel 
any need to express special thanks. Meanwhile, the 
meal ended. The friars quickly dispersed to go home 
as most of them arrived on foot: they had to quick-
ly get back to their “base of operations.” My helper, 
Mirko, also had to make haste. We spoke briefly and 
along with some tears and a good hug, we said our 
goodbyes. 

I suddenly found myself completely alone—natu-
rally, without any words or thoughts. So many words 
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and thoughts ran together in my mind that I literally 
could not sort them out or contemplate their import. 
My disposition at that moment was the sort that such 
moments can gift to us. And, since life never stands 
still, I also had to move with what it sent. They took 
me into a small room where my things had already 
been taken. I looked around. The first impression was 
pleasant. Once I had got hold of the situation, I began 
to look for my basic necessities. As there were not all 
that many, I quickly found what was most necessary 
and placed them on my desk and also put a small shelf 
on it. Meanwhile, the bed was already made for its 
new guest. I was then able to step outside my room, 
both inside the house and outside into a small par-
ish-house yard and a big church yard. Both, in their 
simplicity and cleanliness, resembled a nice little do-
mestic park. This first glance raised my spirits great-
ly. People said of me that I “adore” flowers. Though 
that was not quite so, the truth is that I really loved 
flowers. In one of the garden’s southern corners, a 
clump of various flowers and bushes was to be found. 
One could always hear or see birds chirping or pick-
ing-over leaves seeking something to nourish them. 
Birds always (as is the case even now)—especially the 
tiny ones—were my obsession as they reminded me 
(although with heavy legs) of care-free flight…

Thus, along with conversation, supper-time ar-
rived and the time to sleep. Life—once again, ordinary 
life—began. The next morning dawned as the 15th of 
July. It was hot and sticky as July days normally are. 
As agreed, both Fr. Bono and I said mass. He celebrat-
ed his mass at six and I sang mine at six-thirty. He 
accompanied my mass with his singing and playing 
the harmonium. There were more people present at 
the mass than might be normal. Clearly, they came to 
see and hear the “new” friar.

Following breakfast, around nine o’clock, and 
leaning on his cane, Fr. Bono walked with me to the 
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local post office. The postal station was located in 
the house of a good man, the brother of Fr. Nikola 
Zubac. I immediately detected in him a true man and 
a good friend. That conviction persisted and became 
ever stronger for the entire time I was in Vitina, that 
is, until I left on the 16th of June, 1950 or, to be more 
accurate, until Nikola’s death in February of 1954. 
Thinking of his death, my mind’s eye sees the image 
of a deep human irony in all its ugliness: when I was 
putting these memories together, I could not remem-
ber—even though I wished it—the exact day of Niko-
la’s death. It seemed the simplest thing I could do was 
to visit his grave and while “talking” with him a bit 
about times-past, to mark the day of his passing into 
the place where there will be no more such unrest…

I was quite sure (the graveyard and its occupants 
were all too well known to me) where he lay in rest 
and where I might find his gravestone. Yet, despite a 
long and thorough search across the entire cemetery, I 
could not find any trace of his grave or anything that 
would call to mind this colossus of a man—a man who 
had concern for all who needed him or asked some-
thing of him. The deceased had no children of his own 
so he adopted the poor orphaned daughter of his sis-
ter. Guarding her, he raised her almost until young 
womanhood. Upon his death, he left his entire estate 
to her—at the time, the nicest house in all of Vitina 
along with a fully equipped café and a beautiful apart-
ment. The “new owner, along with her newly gained 
“dowry,” found her life-partner and along with him, 
had a family. Sadly, none of them, even though they 
did not know Nikola, ever thought to mark his grave 
with a headstone bearing his name. What gratitude 
and what irony! Well enough of that for now.

Meanwhile, life continued quite helter-skelter and 
relentlessly. Yet, for me, life somehow seemed a bit 
more pleasant than it was in Rasno. We had a radio 
in the house and we received our mail with more 
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regularit  y. The army command of the Sixth Mountain 
Brigade along with a telegraph station was located 
in the town. Somehow, it was much easier to keep in 
touch with what was happening in the war and the 
misery that accompanied it—even though there was 
little that brought comfort or joy concerning the war.

Moment by moment, Sunday soon arrived—a day, 
at least for me, that was always torturous and over-
taxing. Even though I was still on the thin side at the 
time, I perspired profusely. This, of course, induced 
an excessive need to drink water. The Eucharistic Fast, 
at that time, as I mentioned before, did not allow for 
so much as a drop of water to be consumed from mid-
night forward until reception of the Eucharist. Aside 
from all of this, one had to hear confessions prior to 
the mass as well as tend to the sick and similar duties. 

Meanwhile, that particular Sunday, Fr. Bono 
scheduled himself to say the mass intended for all the 
people later in the morning. I suppose it was so as to 
introduce me to the parishioners and to inform people 
of upcoming events. As was custom, I sang the Epistle 
for the day and lead the singing of “Praise O Body 
of Christ,” that followed the consecration as well as 
a few other hymns. I must say that thanks to the ef-
forts of Fr. Bono and especially to his predecessor, 
the parishioners in Vitina did a splendid job of sing-
ing in church. Truth be told, I was a bit embarrassed 
by the words of introduction spoken by Fr. Bono—I 
feared it might raise expectations that I, a poor soul, 
would not be able to fulfill. The very next morning, 
Fr. Bono sent me with one of the parishioners, to the 
various villages (already informed of this) for some-
thing that I found unpleasant. That is, I had to beg for 
a bit of wheat for our household needs as well as for 
the needs of our Seminary at Humac. They were tru-
ly longing for a good loaf of simple bread. Obtaining 
that loaf of bread was, for me, a bitter loaf! In the end, 
one needed to become a true beggar. Yes, I know, that 
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is considered to be one of the main Franciscan charis-
mas. I suppose all such charismas need to be acquired 
at a price. Oh well…

Thus it all began only to be shortly followed by 
the good-willed gathering of corn for use in the parish 
house. True, the region of Vitina had enough corn, so 
that was the main contribution of the parishioners to 
the parish house. Meanwhile, the school year began as 
well as did my duty to teach catechism. From day to 
day, the tasks became ever more compressed. In the 
meantime, Fr. Bono’s health became more and more of 
a problem as he suffered from kidney stones. When, at 
the start of 1944, he could no longer endure the pain, 
we took him to the hospital in a (what else?) military 
vehicle. The surgery took place immediately, but poor 
Fr. Bono never recovered from his new set of health 
problems. The wound was constantly infected and his 
temperature was always high. He went to his grave 
with this new set of problems. Thus, while part of the 
“Way of the Cross” endured by our people at the end 
of the war, namely, the end of May, 1945, somewhere 
near Sisak, he found final relief from his pain and suf-
fering when he was dumped into a ditch... 

In this mindless whirlwind of events, time passed 
by only too quickly such that one could not begin to 
make any sort of plans—much less, foresee events to 
come. The clouds were ever blacker and thicker. The 
ever-worsening and foreboding end to it all could be 
foreseen. 

Let me mention just one little fact from all these 
events. Fr. Bono had made plans to withdraw (he 
thought as a temporary measure) before the onslaught 
of the Partisans or in the event that the Croatian Army 
began to withdraw. He tried to talk me into—and, 
eventually, did talk me into going to the local county 
office to ask that they issue new identification cards 
for us that would identify us as ordinary civilians 
and not as priests. I know that I was reluctant to do 
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this. Eventually, I relented and did receive an ID card 
which listed me as a traveling merchant. Naturally, 
I really did not plan to make use of this ID card. To 
make the irony of the situation even more impactful, 
the personal ID cards were issued to us, with an ironic 
smile, by the County Secretary. Not a full week later, 
he left for the region of Zabiokovlje to join the Com-
munist forces and took along all of the County records 
that might compromise citizens. 

Time simply poked fun at our human “wisdom.” 
Occasionally, even something funny would take place. 
Thus it was that our lives were exposed to constant 
unrest, among other problems, by two small English 
“spitfires,” as they were commonly called, which flew 
low over our heads. Naturally, they were piloted by 
Partisan pilots. Their mission, apparently, was to fly 
low and to aim at any vehicles they might encounter 
moving along the road. Something like that occurred 
during the middle of September, 1944. I happened to 
be in the Post Office in Vitina at the time when these 
spitfires attacked a truck about a kilometer distant 
from the postal station, that is, somewhere between 
Vitina and Veljaci. This took place with such a noise 
that it seemed that they were actually attacking the 
business area of Vitina. I hurried home in case I might 
be needed if someone was injured or dying. While 
on the way home, I was informed along the way as 
to where the attack was actually occurring. I quick-
ly gathered the little satchel that held all the “tools” 
necessary to anoint the wounded or dying. I hurried 
to the place of attack. The truck was at a standstill 
inasmuch as the spitfires had shot-out its tires. They 
heavily damaged the trucks cabin as well as its cargo 
hold. By sheer luck, they did not wound or kill any of 
the five or six men riding in the truck. While under 
attack, they had the presence of mind to jump into the 
ditch alongside the road—naturally, on the opposite 
side of the attack approach. Once the “road sweepers” 



109

accomplished their mission, they flew off to engage 
some other target…

When I spoke with the men who were attacked, I 
could see that they were pleased that I had sufficient 
courage to come to their spiritual aid in case of need. 
There were several bags of dried corn on the truck 
along with a donkey. While we conversed, the don-
key merrily chomped at the corn which spilled from a 
ripped bag. One of the men laughing at the sight of the 
chomping donkey jokingly said to the donkey: “God 
damn it! You’re the only one that is really lucky among 
us!” After offering them a second cigarette, I set out 
for home. Along the way, I informed those who were 
curious as to what had happened. Meanwhile, this is 
not the only misery those spitfires inflicted upon us—
especially on the road between Imotski and Čapljina. 
Their constant attacks forced us to gather the chil-
dren preparing for their First Communion in a wood 
nearby Majića Doci as well as near Gavran’s houses. I 
had to do the same throughout the summer for those 
preparing for Confirmation. There were more than 
three hundred (!) candidates for Confirmation among 
them: during the war, no Confirmations were likely 
to be scheduled. In the end, the problem remained: 
where should the Confirmation ceremonies be held? 
Nonetheless, thanks to all the fervent prayers, despite 
all the turmoil, we managed to hold the ceremonies 
in the Church—if I recall accurately, the beginning of 
October, 1944. 

All-in-all, we lived a relatively quiet life in our 
home. Fr. Bono was in his bed full time while I, fee-
ble as I was, became even feebler, and I had to almost 
constantly run around the parish inasmuch as typhus 
reappeared—thankfully, only here and there. People 
were dying nonetheless—either from anxiety or ex-
haustion. Meanwhile, one of the rooms in our house 
was, by agreement, given over to two German Weh-
rmacht officers, one of whom was a medical doctor 
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while the second was an engineer. In the main, they 
only slept in our house. If there was need of their ser-
vices, they were more than willing to do what they 
could. The doctor did all he could to ease the suffering 
of Fr. Bono who had an excellent knowledge of Ger-
man; however, there was not much the doctor could 
do. Otherwise, we had no problems with the military; 
it did no cause us any discomfort even though, as I 
said, the headquarters of the Sixth Mountain Brigade 
was stationed in Vitina. Some smaller German compa-
ny was always in Vitina for rest and recreation. Vitina 
was well-situated for that purpose: in our midst, we 
had a source of cold, pure water that was sourced in 
the karsts of the region and supplied the flowing wa-
ters of the Vrioštica River. Thus, it was not uncommon 
for some hundred or so German tanks to be found in 
Vitina for as much as twenty days—at one time, the 
famous Rommel’s corpus from North Africa, once 
they had withdrawn, was stationed here. 

In reality, the Partisan forces did not feel comfort-
able in making incursions in western Herzegovina; 
hence, they inflicted little serious force upon us. At 
times, they would descend up to the very boundaries 
of Veljaci, Šipovača, Klobuk, Tihaljina, and Drinovci. 
Occassionally, a small group of them would descend 
at night into a village so as to “gather” what they 
could or else, to “liquidate” someone who was be-
trayed by their sympathizers. Such a case occurred in 
Veljaci when they “liquidated” someone called Jova-
nović. Meanwhile, Veljaci, even though they bordered 
Dalmatia on the western side of Mount Biokovo, was 
considered a “safe” area—so much so, that during the 
bombing of Mostar from the middle of 1943 through 
the middle of 1944, some twenty-two of our semi-
narians had to withdraw to Veljaci for safety’s sake. 
Meanwhile, in September of that same year, shortly 
after summer break, the students had to be moved to 
our house in Čitluk. This was done in anticipation of 
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the withdrawal of the Croatian and German forces. 
From Čitluk, they had to flee from the onslaught of 
the Partisans to wherever the winds took them. 

Meanwhile, the Partisan forces rarely (and, at a 
run when they did), engaged in any serious effort to 
“cleanse” the area because of their fear of the German 
Sixth Brigade and the Ustaši forces stationed in Grabo-
vo Vrela which bordered the western edge of Vitina. 
In one such encounter, the County Secretary, Ismael 
Mehmedbašić, of whom I spoke of previously, was 
killed. Although his schooling was at a minimum, he 
nonetheless became the “komesar/commissioner” and 
archivist of the Partisan company stationed on the 
western side of Biokovo. Thus, when he was killed, 
they found a full satchel of reports and papers on his 
dead body. I know for a fact that they discovered a 
lengthy report about the “behavior” of the friars in 
the region and that, when the appropriate moment 
arrives, they should all be “liquidated.” The friars 
(at least a few of them) knew who the author of that 
report was, yet, they would not allow that anything 
should happen to him—they left that to life’s events 
and to the workings of Providence….

Actually, in that “archive” of Mehmedbašić were 
many items which seriously compromised certain of 
our people from the Vitina area. Even though it did 
not always succeed, much effort and “explanation” 
was needed to protect those who were subjected to 
threats and intimidation and who, sometimes out of 
sincere conviction, gave in to such threats by cooper-
ating or giving aid to the “renegades” as they were de-
scribed in the report found with Mehmedbašić. I, per-
sonally, did what I could to act in behalf of one of our 
Muslims from Vitina. The ground beneath his feet was 
quite shaky. I held the man in high esteem and saw 
him to be worthy of such trust. As though all of this 
were not bad enough, some days following the death 
of the above mentioned “secretary,” his “liquidator  s” 
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slung his dead body across the pack-saddle of a mule 
and brought it to the čaršija, that is, the center of the 
town, and tossed it in front of the mosque in Vitina, 
and, departed…

Somewhat prior to all of this, Ivo Gojić, the teach-
er stationed in Vitina, set off into the woods to save 
himself. Even though he was clearly a provocateur, 
and camouflaged as ‘a renegade’ from the Partisans, 
he imposed himself as the teacher in Vitina. Even pri-
or to my arrival in Vitina, this fellow forced himself 
upon the good graces of Fr. Bono. Fr. Bono, as a decent 
and honest man, could not bring himself to think ill of 
anybody or that such people could even exist. Despite 
all the efforts of this man, he simply could not gain 
my confidence: I merely did not wish to push “pol-
itics” with him in any manner. Once he sensed that 
he might be discovered, he just “vanished” into the 
night. Brazenly, quite shortly, he contacted Fr. Bono 
by way of a letter through the “goodness” of some-
one. Despite at least a hundred or so common meals 
shared with Fr. Bono, he wrote to say that when they 
get a hold of Fr. Bono they will not only kill him but 
that they would roast him alive on a spit as recom-
mended by this “grateful” teacher. 

Thus, in all this turmoil, the end of the fateful 
month of October came to an end. The Germans were 
withdrawing and dying on all fronts—and the same 
could be said for the Croatian forces. By the 27th of 
October, Vitina was left without so much as a single 
soldier. Meanwhile, the Partisan forces “bravely” de-
scended as low as Veljaci. That same day, both Fr. 
Bono and I departed from our parish house. By his 
judgment, we would be wise to withdraw prior to the 
first onslaught of the Partisans and then, to return to 
Vitina with our Croatian army. I did not subscribe to 
either plan, and, most certainly (even if only for a tem-
porary stint), I did not agree that we should abandon 
the people. Even though I wished it mightily, I did 
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That night, which happened only once in my life, 
I went to my little room. I was thinking: What to 

do? Should I just make the sign of the cross and peace-
fully go to sleep, or stay awake and follow what was 
to come? I kept thinking… And, standing by the win-
dow, I saw the sparkle of two or three small rackets 
going from Veljaci towards Vitina. That was the sign 
that the partisans were coming…

In spite of that, peacefully I went to bed. And tre-
mendously tired from the stress of that whole day, I 
soon fell asleep. Meanwhile, around midnight there 
was such shouting in the house and around it that 
I would wake up even from the other world. The 
women from the neighborhood and those that were 
already inside our house were crying and moaning. 
They all begged me to leave the house and find shelter 
somewhere, since the partisans were crossing the riv-
er Mlade Bridge and were coming closer. Partisans be-
haved like partisans! Their main weapon was always 
ranting, screaming, and creating confusion wherever 
they came to.

I had to go, without much thinking, with the peo-
ple who came to the parish house, without any lights, 
into the dark October night. And where else could I 
go but to the house of my friend, and the friend of 
all friars, now already deceased Ivan Majić-Drinić. 
His little house was close and high under the cliffs of 
Zelengora. While I was climbing, I could hear clos-
er the ranting and shooting of the ‘heroic’ partisans. 
Even though they knew that there was nobody on 
their way, they would loudly, as they were used to,  
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comman d the various troops, while shooting and rant-
ing: “Ustaše, surrender!” Actually, there were only a 
total of forty of them.

I arrived at the Drinić house—of course, wearing 
my Franciscan habit—where I experienced a bit of 
unpleasantness—one that was easily understandable. 
Namely, having greeted everyone, some of the wom-
en present shouted in dismay: “For God’s sake! That’s 
all we need — a friar in the house! When the Partisans 
descend upon us, they will surely kill all of us!” I im-
mediately withdrew from the house with the head of 
the house. We walked some 80 meters or so towards 
a small cave. It was there that I awoke the following 
morning. Yet, that same night, from that vantage 
point, I could easily observe the Partisan takeover 
(they, of course, would say “liberation”) of Vitina. 

I clearly saw those “heroes” approach the local 
school. No one, of course, was in the building. The 
school was exactly on the corner as one turned from 
the main road towards the parish church. They tossed 
a grenade toward the church and some ten of them 
approached the church itself. (I could clearly see them 
as it was a nice moonlight night.) A dim light could be 
seen in the church. Since Fr. Vince did not wish (nor, 
in fact, could he) depart with us, he apparently went 
into the church, lit a dim light, and awaited his fate. 
Meanwhile, the Partisans continued to shoot random-
ly and kept shouting, “Ustaši! Give yourselves up!” 
Once they were convinced that there were no Ustaši 
around—if there were, they would have already 
been engaged with them—they began to bang on the 
church door. They yelled: “Open the door…we will 
shoot!” Fr. Vince, light in hand and wearing a surplus 
and stole, got up to open the church door. Not know-
ing what else to do, the Partisans took him into the 
rectory and began to ask him about my whereabouts 
and who else was in the house. They checked him and 
the house in great detail and then set off to “charge” 
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the commercial strip. There too, as described above, 
they did much shouting and some shooting of guns. 

Dawn, as it will, soon arrived. It was then that 
the real agony and incertitude began. One needed to 
man-up and be brave so as to do one’s duty to those 
who needed me. Really, I did not fear the Partisans in 
the least. Quite another feeling filled my soul —yet, 
I had to suppress that feeling for more than one rea-
son. I had to preserve my dignity and not allow those 
marauders to get to like me—I had to live with them, 
for sake of the people. My people, I can honestly say, 
liked me and needed me. I had to preserve the faith in 
them, as well as in God, and in myself. 

At that crucial time, one could not separate one 
from the other. Given the fact that time does not stand 
still, it did not stop even then. It was already nine in 
the morning. My friends brought me a cup of warm 
milk to my nesting place in the cave. Having smoked 
the night away, the warm milk someone seemed to 
wash my dry throat and cleaned my overloaded brain. 
They offered me some ham and cornmeal mush. I did 
not even attempt to force myself to eat any of it. 

Our house, a part of the village and a greater part 
of the Vitina center, were as an empty hand: not a liv-
ing soul was to be found! About nine-thirty, I and my 
fellow “lodgers,” in that grotto spotted some five or 
six men at the edge of the town’s center. It was clear 
that they were heading towards the church. I can al-
ready identify Nikola Zubac, Mustafa Mujkić, and.... 
Their approach was ever closer to us. At the bend to-
wards the church, they and a young girl with them 
stopped. I noted that the young girl hurried towards 
my new abode. It was clear: she was seeking me in 
particular! What was I to do?! I already knew that I 
had to meet up with them, like it or not. There could 
be no prolonging our encounter. 

As soon as the girl-messenger stood before my 
abode, she began to call that I should come out and 
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meet with the men she was with. At that point, I said 
my goodbyes to my sister-in-law and her daughter 
Šima. I sent them off to their home along with my 
greetings to my brother—perhaps, my final greeting 
to him and our parents. Along with my housekeeper 
Drinić, quite disturbed, slowly I made my way down 
the hill to meet with those that sought me. All of them, 
with the exception of one, were well known to me: 
Nikola Zubac, Mustafa Mujkić, Nikola Tica, Marko 
Šunjić (either from Bijelo Polje or else, Mostar), and 
Franjo Budimir, the one unknown to me, from the 
area around Imotski. Already from a distance, I greet-
ed them with the customary “Praised be Jesus Christ!” 
Then, I proceeded to shake hands with them. I would 
say that all was warm and friendly, although, every-
one kept their own thoughts tightly tethered… Along 
with a bit of explanation as to why they did not find 
me at home even though I was expected to be there, 
all, nonetheless, seemed somehow normal. Naturally, 
I was vested in my Franciscan habit. They invited me 
to accompany them and we set out for the shopping 
area. On the western edge of ‘downtown’ which we 
approached we could see a table with a machine gun 
set up on it. Alongside the gun a soldier stood guard 
and greeted me as we approached. The soldier was 
Franjo Gadže from Grabovnik.

The conversation developed and grew ever more 
flowing. As time went on, those I walked with began to 
go their separate ways. In the end, only Budimir, Šun-
jić, and I remained. The three of us, almost for the rest 
of the day, walked about the town without so much as 
a thought about food or drink. It was only important 
to them that I be seen with them so that they might 
convince me and the people that they were not what 
people thought them to be. Meanwhile, both the peo-
ple and I knew them to be what Holy Scriptures des-
ignates as “wolves in sheep’s clothing.” It did not take 
long for this to become obvious and evident. Passersb    y  
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came to see me as being their “prisoner”—which, in 
point of fact, I was!

The two of them were communist “intellectuals” 
who quite intentionally attempted to intellectual-
ly “disarm” me. They actually prepared themselves 
to do so! They told the soldiers in advance to greet 
me with the customary “Praised be Jesus.” It hap-
pened that two of the soldiers greeted me out loud 
twice with that act of praise. My companions quickly 
warned me: “See how those two “respect” you—even 
though they are Muslims.” Meanwhile, I quickly dis-
cerned their thinking as I contemplated the misery of 
their propaganda. I came to the conclusion that they 
fit the picture of being the “sons of the Father of Lies,” 
as the prophet Jeremiah said. Those among us already 
were saying as much about them.

And with that careful game of trying to outwit one 
another, the day passed almost unnoticed. Dusk was 
setting in. I told them that I had to return home since 
those awaiting me would already be very concerned. 
We said our goodbyes and departed. Fr. Vince, along 
with the young girls Jagoda and her sister (daughters 
of our neighbor Ivan Majić-Drinić) who took care of 
our household chores, were anxiously awaiting me. 

Naturally, I related all that occurred that day—of 
course, in whispers. This all took place while we were 
having an early supper. Actually, I hadn’t eaten any-
thing for some twenty four hours. Upon finishing our 
supper, we prayed in common and went off to sleep. 

That night proved to be a strange and unrepeat-
able night! It was a night without any particular fear, 
yet, it was a night filled with some sort of hair-raising 
incertitude such as I have perhaps never known be-
fore. Everything began to assume a different tone—
even the very air which we breathed. This atmosphere 
was one that could not easily be described, yet, it 
was an atmosphere which would not soon be forgot-
ten… Nonetheless, one needed to begin again in the 
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mornin  g, that is, continue one’s work and live one’s 
life as though nothing in particular happened, or was 
happening to us!

After having performed my duties in church and 
around the house, I set off for the headquarters of 
the new command. I wanted them to see that I was 
here and to ask for official written “permission” to 
travel about in the Vitina parish (consisting of Vitina, 
Proboj, Otok and Grabovnik). The headquarters of 
the new command were located in the Water Depart-
ment building. This building was built during Aus-
trian times and was well built and had a rather nice 
high fence around its courtyard. At the entrance to the 
complex, a soldier was stationed, of course, with gun 
in hand. I greeted him with the customary “praised be 
Jesus” inasmuch as I knew him. He was Ivan Granić 
from Šipovača. He wore the blue uniform of the Cro-
atian Air Force. Just a few days prior, he deserted his 
unit in Bišće, and here he was, now a part of the Parti-
sans. In place of the Croatian military insignia on his 
hat, he had a crudely cut out red star cut from some 
old Muslim red cap (fez). I could see that he was em-
barrassed in my presence (actually, he was a student 
in our Franciscan Gymnasium in Široki Brijeg, who 
dropped out because of bad grades.)

I mention all of this to stress the fact that it is al-
most beyond belief that a peasant boy can develop 
into such a criminal type as he clearly became. I will 
say a bit more about him and this situation later on. 
He, of course, admitted me immediately. Once inside, 
I found the old clerk, Safet Dizdarević (he was al-
most the only one who was literate among them.) He 
quickly and gladly issued me an official “permission 
to move about.” He wanted to talk with me, but… I 
endeavored only to engage in the business for which 
I came and my own work—which was more than 
enough for me. 



127

The next day was already the Feast of All Saints. 
I had to gather my thoughts especially because... Ac-
tually, as I began my sermon for the day, a Partisan 
unit of some thirty armed soldiers marched into the 
church. During the mass, I acted as though I did not 
notice them. Following the mass, I went off to the par-
ish house as I had things I had to attend to. Two or 
three Partisans came into the house and complained 
to me for not having met them outside the church so 
as to greet them. Their tactic was more than transpar-
ent to me—truly, a classic Partisan tactic! 

One among those in the parish office (a young 
woman) sought to have a mass said for her intention. 
I was not happy at the thought, but what could I do 
under the circumstances? I asked what name I should 
write down. The soldier responded that the mass was 
being paid by Mila Pehar. Inasmuch as there was no 
sign that the soldier was a woman—her hair, dress, 
or behavior did not offer a clue—I asked is it ‘Mile’ 
(masculine) or ‘Mila’ (feminine)? The soldier respond-
ed that it was ‘Mila.’ The woman Mila Pehar was one 
of the more active members of the local society of St. 
Anthony in Čapljina. I imagine that her young boy-
friend went off into the “woods” and she, apparent-
ly, followed him. I came to learn all of this somewhat 
later when she lay dead after the first attack on Široki 
Brijeg. May the Lord have mercy on her soul!

After much thought and gathering of “their” new 
forces—mainly from the men who remained in their 
own homesteads following the withdrawal of the 
Croatian forces along the seacoast and hinterlands be-
tween Zelenika and Makarska, the Partisans formed 
their own line of defense within a half-circle some-
where between Izbično and on to Prvalj and Čerigaj, 
and then on towards the peak of Trtala and Sretnice 
and down almost to the Neretva River. Of course, 
their main line of attack was aimed at Široki Brijeg. 
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The Partisan  s attacked Široki Brijeg at least ten times 
between December of 1944 and January of 1945, but 
without success. The fruit of their labor resulted in 
some ten or so dead and wounded. Our worn-out and 
hungry women from Turčinovići and Buhovo were 
forced to transport the wounded to Čerin or some 
other gathering place. From there, the Partisans trans-
ferred them by way of vehicles somewhere in eastern 
Herzegovina. All of this, the attacks, the transfer of 
the wounded and dead, took place at dusk or at night. 
Meanwhile, hollering and yelling were always the 
hallmarks of the “bravery” of the Partisans. 

From the time of the arrival of the Partisan forc-
es in the Nahija-Bekija area, as well as in the area of 
Kočerin and Izbično, almost all of the Franciscans 
friars remained with their flock and at their stations. 
Only Fr. Lucijan Kordić who was a temporary assis-
tant in Posuški Gradac, and the now deceased Fr. Ma-
rio Karamatić who was an assistant in Gorica, man-
aged to escape before the tragedy that took place in 
Široki Brijeg. Both Fr. Lucijan and Fr. Mario received 
reliable information that the Partisans were out for 
their heads. 

The fact that the friars remained at their stations 
served the Partisans well as propaganda. By that fact 
they were able to convince many people that they 
were not against the faith or against the priests. Once 
this area was under their command, especially after 
the “freeing” of Mostar, they set out to “cleanse” all 
that stood in their way as will be clearly seen later in 
these pages. 

The Partisans awaited their moment as they did 
prior to their arrival in this area. At the very start of 
December, they announced via placards the names of 
some fifty prominent persons from Dubrovnik who 
were executed. Among those killed was perhaps the 
best known biologist in the land, namely, Fr. Marijan 
Blažić. Ph. D. Even though apolitical, Fr. Marijan was 
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killed because he demonstrated that God had creat-
ed man—even if it wasn’t from mud and clay as was 
preached to the common folk. 

Three or four days after the arrival of the Partisans 
in Vitina, Fr. Stanko Vasilj, not yet ordained, arrived in 
Vitina. He and his group of young seminarians were 
transferred from Veljaci to Čitluk somewhere around 
September because of the proximity of the Partisans. 
Because the Partisans began to occupy that area by 
October as well, the seminarians scattered from there 
to wherever they could. Fr. Stanko set off for Lipno 
until he could decide what to do. His mother was 
from Dragićina, but his mother’s sister lived in Lipno 
as she was married to a fellow whose last name was 
Paponja. Somehow, his heart must have urged him 
to go there!) From Lipno, Fr. Stanko set out—rather 
blindly—for Grljeviće so as to see his sick friend, Fr. 
Bosiljko Kordić. Meanwhile, prior to his approach to 
Grljevići, he encountered the Partisans close by. Not 
daring to cross their path to go to Široki Brijeg, he 
turned toward Vitina and to me, a friend from child-
hood. I suppose he thought he could learn something 
about the situation from me—that is, how I thought 
the situation would unfold. He was accustomed to 
having faith in my judgment perhaps more than he 
should have! 

Meanwhile, the days passed and our life together 
continued to unfold. A month or so later, Fr. Stanko’s 
school friend, Fr. Svetislav Markotić arrived. He was a 
gallant sort who was born and raised in Grabovnik in 
the area of Vitina. 

The Partisans, still to a large extent, left us in peace. 
At the start of December, we experienced two or three 
harder un-pleasantries, but, somehow, we managed 
to swallow them nonetheless. The pastor in Veljaci, Fr. 
Julijan Kožul, was denounced by Milan Petrović from 
Klobuk. He stated that Fr. Julijan, on the occasion of 
a Confirmation Ceremony at the start of October that 
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year, had defended the Ustaši forces and their behav-
ior in Grabovo Vrelo. With pistol in hand, the “em-
peror” of the Ljubuški area, Ante Barbir, forced me to 
go to Kapel Mahala the first Sunday of December so 
as to say mass. This was the ancient seat of our par-
ish. They boycotted the building of the present parish 
house which, at the time, was already under roof and 
occupied. All who were present defended Fr. Julijan 
from the accusation by Milan Petrović, but that did 
not help, maybe it even served to set the path for his 
death.

I, personally, was in favor of disobedience to the 
wishes of Barbir; however, Fr. Stanko and Fr. Vince 
managed to convince me to do as Barbir wished and 
thus, rather than so “cheaply” lose my own head. I 
set out via Koćuša. At nine in the morning, I began 
to say mass in the presence of some fifty people. I did 
not give a formal sermon, although, I did announce to 
all present that I was forced to come at gun-point and 
that I would never again submit to do so—which, I, in 
fact, never again did. 

A bit after this mass that was forced upon me, Ante 
Barbir—the son of the Father of Lies—announced to 
the residents of Veljaci that he was not against the 
faith since he personally took care that they had a 
mass said at Kapel Mahala. Shortly after this, on the 
12th of December, I set off for Rasno, in my habit, of 
course, hoping that I might somehow manage to get 
to Turčinovći to see my ailing father, and then return 
to Vitina. I first made a stop in the parish house in Ras-
no—in fact, first in the kitchen since it was first in line 
of entry. My friend, Mirko, the cook, was quite sad 
when he saw me and immediately offered his sympa-
thy at the death of my father. I was taken by surprise 
and was deeply touched…but what could one do?

It was only later that I learned that my family was 
not allowed to bury my father for seven days. My sis-
ter-in-law (there were no males to be found in the area) 
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set off across the hills to the Partisan command post 
so as to beg them for permission to bury my father. 
Their response was that she should bury him some-
where behind the house. Finally, seven days later, the 
women managed to risk the task and carried my fa-
ther off at night to the local cemetery. My brother Ivan 
managed to be present along with a young priest, Fr. 
Žarko Leventić, who soon was killed by the Partisans 
at the Široki Brijeg shelter on the 7th of February 1945. 
May he rest in peace! As is natural, I attempted (I must 
say without any fear of the danger to do so) to visit 
my poor bereaved mother so as to hug and kiss her 
and give her courage to endure after the death of my 
good father. Unfortunately, the Partisan grip was all 
too tight and I simply could not make it. It was only 
possible for some (all of whom were women) to do 
what I could not do. Thus, Mila Grizelj-Marulić man-
aged to do so a few times. She, in turn, would inform 
us of the state of affairs, about the courage, and the 
possibility of defending Široki Brijeg. Sadly, following 
the slaughter that took place in proud Široki Brijeg, 
she joined forces with the society of Red Communist 
killers, while the Brijeg, although it continued to be 
washed in blood, remained the Brijeg...!

Despite all, in a general atmosphere of confusion, 
time quickly passed. Somewhere about the 20th of De-
cember, the criminal from the secret police, OZNA, 
Ante Barbir, met up with Fr. Svetislav Markotić. Un-
der pain of death, Barbir insisted that Svetislav say 
Christmas-Eve mass in the renegade parish in Kapel 
Mahala. However, inasmuch as Svetislav was truly a 
holy “noncompliant,” he told Barbir to his face that he 
simply would not consent to do so. With that mood 
of recalcitrance still alive, Fr. Svetislav on Christmas 
eve, in full Franciscan habit and cape, after embracing 
us goodbye, he set out for Široki Brijeg. We looked on 
in sadness until he disappeared behind the sharp hill 
(he did not take the regular road!) above our parish 
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house. That was our final sight of his noble visage un-
til we meet once again in Paradise. 

Up to this point, the Partisans did not “requisi-
tion” a lot from our supplies, yet, they did so out of 
“need” or by way of “punishment” from many of the 
peasants in the parish villages. In this regard, I had a 
truly unpleasant experience with the Partisans, that is, 
prior to the arrival of the Partisans to Vitina, Fr. Bono 
planned to store his better clothes and other valuable 
things with Ante Bebek, brother to two of our friars. 
He strongly urged me, and ultimately convinced me to 
do so as well. At the time, I really did not have much, 
but I did put a thing of value. Ante loaded our sacks 
on his horse and somehow managed to hide them in 
his home. However, the Partisans quickly got news of 
this (they clearly had a special gift for doing so!). Poor 
Ante, in fear, and at the command of the Partisans, 
loaded the sacks on his horse and delivered them to 
what was then the county office. Naturally, Ante told 
them that there were some of my things in the sacks 
as well. Of course, they could easily determine that 
based on the labels on my clothes. The Partisans sent a 
soldier to fetch me. I was uneasy at the prospect since 
I did not know what was up. It felt the same uneasi-
ness once I saw what was at play. All our things were 
divided into two piles. My pile was really quite small. 
They asked if I recognized what was in my pile. What 
could I do but sheepishly smile at their question. They 
told me I could take everything except for one pair 
of shoes that they determined were “military” shoes, 
and also, one civilian set of clothes that Fr. R. Glavaš 
bought for me in 1942 when I was in Zagreb. I nev-
er even wore the suit—yet, it was worn until it was 
threadbare by one Nikola Tica from Proboj. He ex-
hibited no shame every time he would encounter me 
while wearing my suit!

Among the things that belonged to Fr. Bono were 
two Franciscan habits. I sought to have them returned 
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about eight o’clock in the evening of the 6th of 
February, 1945, we noticed a military unit fil-

ing around the parish house. Our suspicions were 
hair-raising; however, we in no manner anticipated 
what was to take place shortly.

Indeed! Shortly, someone began to bang on our 
door like a mad man. Stanko Vasilj and I were sit-
ting in the kitchen along with the housekeeper, then a 
young girl, Jagoda Majić: it was winter, and the kitch-
en was the only place in the house that had some heat 
and warmth. Also, because of the tension of the times, 
we tried to alleviate the girl’s fear. Our fellow travel-
er, old Fr. Vince Skoko, was already in bed. Actually, 
there was no time to even reflect who it might be at the 
door inasmuch as the banging became ever louder and 
more intense. We glanced at each other momentari-
ly while I set out towards the door. I asked who was 
there even though I already knew who it might be. 
The response was terse but clear: “The army!” “Open 
the door!” Again, one did not need to contemplate the 
matter or to strategize. I drew the latch and opened 
the door fully. At the same moment, two pistols were 
thrust into my chest and the order “Hands up!” was 
given. My hands immediately (not for the first time) 
went up into the air above my head and my fists, I 
knew, had to be fully opened. All of this took place 
before we had any time to give it much thought. Thus, 
with hands in the air, I had to respond to the question-
ing, namely, who was in the house, etc. I responded 
with a clear voice giving the necessary details. Mean-
while, the pistols continued to press against my chest. 
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Strangely, I did not sense any fear: neither over that 
which was happening, or that which might yet come. 
Having asked once again as to who was present, they 
led me into the kitchen still with the guns aimed at 
me. They then had me escort them to Fr. Vince’s room 
to awaken him. In the main, Fr. Vince was barefoot 
and in some old habit. They then pushed the four of 
us into a corner of the kitchen and ordered us not to 
speak. They set two soldiers to guard us—rifles point-
ed at us. Following this, and, without a word, they set 
about the house to carry out their “mission.”

They turned over everything and gathered all they 
intended to take with them. In the main, what they 
took were our clothes—both, clean and dirty. What 
were most dear to them were gloves, watches, foun-
tain pens, and the like. This lasted some three hours. 
Throughout this time, they called me out from the 
kitchen into the hallway and began to ask me about 
the house-money and, of course, the church’s money. 
They also asked about the camera I had—the cam-
era which was already confiscated “in the name of 
the People,” by their comrade, Franjo Gadže, from 
Grabovnik. 

Meanwhile, by plan, I had already secreted small 
amounts of money—partly in the parish house, and 
partly in the desk in my room. This search was fore-
seen by me, hence the money in the main (small as it 
was), was secured in the village in good hands. 

They simply would not believe that there was not 
more money in the house. They attempted to get me 
to reveal that there was more with strong curses and 
some light hits on the head with their guns; however, 
I stubbornly kept to my story. As though caught in the 
act, I revealed that there was a small amount of money 
in the church office and in my room. As regards the 
camera, I barely succeeded in convincing them of the 
real situation as to where it was. 
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Once these vermin finished searching from base-
ment to attic, they marched the four of us at pistol 
point into the dining room. They then set out to search 
the kitchen thoroughly. They dragged our Francis-
can cords across the floor with their feet. The chief in 
charge of the entire operation, one monstrous officer 
from OZNA, the secret police, a dullard, from Nevesin-
je who was some thirty years old and dressed in true 
mountain attire as one finds in Nevesinje, along with 
the customary colorful socks, took one of our hab-
it-cords and proceeded to bind Fr. Stanko, hands high 
behind his back. He did the same with our old friar, 
Fr. Vince. He did not bind me. While waiting in deep 
silence, I decided (quite without fear) to approach Fr. 
Vince and Fr. Stanko. I spoke clearly to them to gath-
er their thoughts and that I would give them absolu-
tion. Speaking clearly, and to each individually, I pro-
nounced the words of absolution in Latin upon them. 
I then asked Fr. Stanko to do the same for me. To my 
great surprise, none of the soldiers present reacted to 
what was happening —despite the fact that we were 
not to speak at all. 

In that disagreeable moment of my life, a new 
chasm between humanity and inhumanity opened 
anew and forever for me. The soldier from Nevesin-
je tied the hands of Fr. Vince and Fr. Stanko so high 
up and so tightly that one could see the blood settling 
in their face. When one of the soldiers took note of 
that fact, a good and noble sort, he immediately went 
off to speak to the man in charge of the “expedition,” 
one Danko Vrankić. I suppose he must have indicated 
the impossible situation to him and returned to loos-
en both sets of hands. He then proceeded to join and 
lightly tie together one hand of each of the friars. The 
soldier from Nevesinje began to mutter something, 
but quickly went silent. Prior to all of this, of course, 
they searched each of us thoroughly. At first, we each 



156

had to remove everything from our pockets including 
those in the sleeves of our habits. As though that were 
not enough, the soldier from Nevesinje stuck his hand 
into each of our pockets to make sure they were truly 
empty. 

Naturally, everything, including our dirty hand-
kerchiefs, was removed. Somehow, in one of my 
pockets, my rosary was not removed—a rosary which 
came in very handy while we were imprisoned in one 
of the pits. We could not pray out loud jointly inas-
much as strict silence was demanded. No comments 
were allowed to be exchanged from cell to cell. 

Finally, about one in the morning, we were set to 
be taken from the house. Of course, no one told us 
were we were going or even why. Commands were 
given without explanation: short and quietly!

The main door opened, and a command was is-
sued: “Join the column!” We were then tossed in with 
the soldiers—scattered so as to prevent us from saying 
something to each other. The girl Jagoda was taken 
along with us. At our departure, each of us was given 
a gift—the “privilege” of carrying our own confiscat-
ed things. The question is: whence, and for how long? 
They placed a rather heavy, if not so large, trunk on 
my shoulders. As soon as we began to depart from in 
front of the church, I began to complain that I cannot 
carry so heavy a burden. They uttered a curse or two 
and took the trunk from me and gave it to Fr. Stanko 
to carry. In exchange, they gave me his to carry: the 
same result, except for the fact that poor Fr. Stanko 
was still tied to the hand of Fr. Vince.

Our path to God-knows-where continued in si-
lence. No one and I mean no one, was to be seen or 
heard anywhere—not even the barking of a dog: it 
was as though even the dogs understood the hair-rais-
ing event that was taking place as we passed by.

All the while, I thought to myself that as soon as 
we pass some body of water, as happened to so many 
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up until now, that would be it for us. Meanwhile, we 
passed the small business district of Vitina and went 
on towards Ljubuški. As we walked, one by one and 
in silence, and, as we neared Proboj, poor Fr. Vince 
began to stagger out of sheer exhaustion. Inasmuch 
as he was still tied hand-to-hand with Fr. Stanko, he 
began to drag Stanko down with him. I spoke out at 
that point and said that we needed to rest, or else, they 
should just dump us into some canal and let us meet 
our end. Our captors, to our surprise, became some-
what confused. The command was suddenly given: 
“Column halt!” We were stopped in the middle of the 
road within the vicinity of Radišći. We were ordered to 
sit—on the road itself, of course. They took a huge jug, 
(some 7 or 8 liters) filled with eggs, from Fr. Vince and 
gave it to a soldier to carry. In their mind, it would not 
be of consequence if Fr. Vince were to fall, but to have 
the eggs shattered would be a loss. I sat at the edge of 
the trunk I was forced to carry. At the opposite edge, 
that really noble man who had loosened the rope that 
tied Fr. Vince and Fr. Stanko, (I still did not know his 
name), also sat. He sat smoking. In the softest whis-
per, he asked me if I smoked. “Yes!” I answered. He 
handed me his half-smoked cigarette and whispered, 
“Watch out!” I held the cigarette so close in my hand 
that I barely saw it myself. I quickly took a suck on the 
cigarette and just as quickly crushed it in my hand not 
even thinking that I might burn my hand. 

After a brief rest, the journey continued. I lat-
er learned that the one who showed kindness was 
named Momčilo Sudar from Mostar. Fr. Vince, now 
freed from the jug, somehow managed to gain a bit 
of strength as we arrived in Ljubuški. I think it may 
have been about three-thirty in the morning when we 
arrived. Suddenly, the sharp command: “Halt!” was 
given. We stopped walking. The command: “First in 
line, forward! The rest halt.” After some consultation, 
we proceeded to march, one after the other. 
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They kept us briefly in the courtyard of the for-
mer county seat. They then took us into some army 
barracks. The barracks smelled like something from 
Hell. Of course, we continued to be under close scruti-
ny and were not allowed to speak so much as a word. 

Suddenly, four soldiers entered to get us. Two of 
them walked before us, and the remaining two fol-
lowed after us. They, of course, had the usual “artil-
lery” with them. Some heavy iron gates clapped loud-
ly as they opened. We were shoved inside their con-
fines—some sort of dark hole. Once inside, the iron 
doors shut behind us. An endless darkness pervaded 
the area, as did the smell of urine and feces. 

Because of exhaustion and the awful tension we 
felt, we could no longer stand. One by one, we allowed 
ourselves to slink down against a wall—a wall we had 
to feel out in the dark. And we remained silent—and, 
again, silent. Ultimately, even though I never thought 
of myself as being particularly brave, I asked rather 
loudly: “Is there anyone here?” The walls did not re-
spond—and, it became clear, there was no one present 
other than us and those black walls! 

Sitting thus, hungry and stiff, we clustered ever-
more closely to each other as we spent that first day in 
prison. It was awfully cold. Snow covered the ground. 
Meanwhile, the window high above us had thick iron 
bars but no glass to protect us from the wind and 
snow —in fact, it served little more than a pathway for 
the bura, that is, a cold wind from the north. Here and 
there, the wind brought in some dried leaves along 
with the snow. 

I was never able to conjure up as to how we en-
dured that first night in jail: we shivered, we kept our 
silence: each of us was deep in our own thoughts. 
Somewhere about seven in the morning, at the dawn 
of that strange day, I began to open my eyes so as to 
somehow determine exactly where we were dumped. 
It was truly a prison cell measuring some fifteen 
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square meters or so. At one time, it had a pine covered 
floor. The door was made of steel and the window 
was enclosed in iron bars. Of course, the pine flooring 
was long since gone. The floor now seemed like that 
in some limestone cave dug out to gather material for 
liming house walls. In one corner of the cell, a pile of 
feces could be seen along with a small amount of gar-
bage. 

No one approached our cell that entire day. We 
received nothing to eat or drink—even if we had, I 
doubt anyone would have been inclined to eat of it. 
Occasionally, we could detect a guard peering in to 
check on us through the spy-window built into the 
door. From time-to-time, some young Muslim soldier 
—from Stolac— peered in and would sing a ditty out 
loud as he did so: “Here too, a Muslim Judge once felt 
the cold!” Meanwhile, we all knew that not a week be-
fore, a Muslim Judge was executed for having been, so 
they say, a German spy. That little ditty served, sup-
posedly, as a small comfort to us…

In that psychological state of tension, while whis-
pering to each other occasionally, our first day in pris-
on somehow passed rather quickly. Our first full night 
as prisoners soon arrived. The three of us were alone 
in the cell. Poor little Jagoda was kept somewhere else. 
We later learned that they tortured her a bit so as to 
gain information. After four days, they released her 
and sent her back to her home. 

In the meantime, no one in Vitina had any idea as 
to what was happening to us. The parish house was 
left unoccupied; however, all the doors to the house 
were well sealed. As we were being taken from our 
house, one of the soldiers locked all the doors from the 
inside and then jumped through an open window to 
meet up with us. 

Early dawn, as they did for years, three good 
women of the Jurič family, came to church. Two of 
the women would circle the inside of the church on 



160

their knees praying for the good fortune of their sons. 
They had absolutely no one in the world other than 
their sons. Presently, both their sons were caught up 
in the tide of the war. Both sons, by the grace of God, 
remained alive after the war and their good mothers, 
along with their grandchildren, as of today (1980) are 
also still alive. 

Meanwhile, the women completed their usual 
prayers and waited for one of us to emerge to say the 
morning mass. Now then, as we did not appear, the 
women began to call out to us. And since their call 
was not answered, they began to wail sensing that 
something is amiss. They were so loud that even the 
nearby neighbors were able to hear them. One of the 
neighbors, the father of little Jagoda, Ivan Majić-Drin-
ić, given the times and what was taking place, kept 
one eye and ear open towards the goings on at the 
parish house: he feared not only for his child, but for 
us as well. He came running to see what the matter 
was. By then, it was well past seven in the morning. 
He jumped through a window so as to enter into 
the house. Almost without losing a breath, he began 
to check out the house. He looked in each room as 
fear gripped him that he would find us dead. When 
he checked from basement to roof and did not find 
any trace of us, he mustered the strength to head off 
to the county building to inquire about our where-
abouts. Meanwhile, those in the county offices could 
not tell him anything—perhaps, they, as well, did not 
know anything. Actually, they stood in wonderment 
and surprise: they actually liked me and held me in 
esteem. They shrugged their shoulders and that was 
the end of that. Ivan asked two of the county officials 
to come with him to re-check the house and to lock 
it again. That proved to be smart and saving: no one 
could then rob the parish house as happened in Velja-
ci. 
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Nothing further was known about us or our 
whereabouts until Jagoda returned home after her re-
lease. In the meantime, our days, and especially our 
nights, became evermore hair-raising. The second 
day of our imprisonment, and without intending it, 
one of our guards, a rather naïve man, slipped and 
told us that that very night when we were brought 
here to Ljubuški from Vitina, Fr. Paško Martinac and 
Fr. Julijan Kožul with a larger group of people were 
gunned down. Many people known to me, among 
them Antuka Gavran, Mirko Rogić, Blaž Veber, and 
Marko Knezović, from Ljubuški itself, were also exe-
cuted, and Jure Matić and Pero Jelavić who were from 
Veljaci. Satirically, it would be said that they were 
“sent off to the bunker.” That same guard, one eigh-
teen year old boy named Rako (I can’t recall his last 
name), from Kifino Selo, also told us a valuable piece 
of information regarding the executions. It turned out 
that he was in the party that accompanied those who 
were executed. At that time, the executions would 
take place on the plain in Ljubuški —actually, both 
Fr. Paško and Fr. Julian were held directly behind the 
former county seat. Rako, without even knowing it, 
revealed many important facts—facts which must not 
be forgotten. He told how on the way to the place of 
execution, Fr. Julian (as one might expect of him) be-
came weak and had to be helped. The old friar kept 
encouraging him by telling him that he was going to 
the bosom of his God. Rako also revealed that the old 
man (Fr. Paško) kept mentioning some holy persons, 
(most likely, he was praying the Litany of the Saints.) 
and, that at the moment of execution, he called out: 
“Long live,”—some sort of king—“Christ the King!” 
The guards were constantly ordering him to be quiet, 
but Fr. Paško paid no heed to their orders. Seriously, 
the quite miraculous purity of the martyrdom of Fr. 
Paško! I will speak in more detail a bit later in this 
story. 
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All of this took place on the night of the 7th of Feb-
ruary, 1945. I believe this date is nowhere to be found 
in the Book of Records of the Herzegovina Friars is-
sued in the year 1977. Perhaps, an eventual poster will 
mark the date and the death of these good souls!

on the 11th of February, about eight in the morn-
ing, the formal opportunity to go to the toilet took 
place as usual. The toilet, if one can call it that, was 
directly in front of our building. I spotted the now 
deceased Fr. Slobodan Lončar through the spy-hole 
in my door. He, and some five or six others, waited 
their turn. I called out to him rather softly. He was 
taken by surprise and turned towards my voice. He 
looked sadly at me. Without any sort of chatter, I told 
him directly to gather his thoughts and that I would 
give him absolution. Once I had done so, he glanced 
towards me with kind thanks —for the final time in 
his life! I did the same for Fr. Zdenko Zubac as he was 
led from the other room. He appeared as one truly 
majestic: large and elegant in his Franciscan habit and 
mantle along with his black winter cap. His carefully 
trimmed mustache only served to add to his image. 
Our encounter could be counted only in seconds, such 
an encounter, as it was the last one, is impossible to 
forget. Both he and Fr. Slobodan along with a larger 
group of civilians was executed about midnight on the 
12th or 13th of February: one can take either date as the 
day of their death inasmuch as their deaths took place 
either prior to or after their final midnight on earth. 
Fr. Stanko and I watched through the spy-hole in the 
door as they were marched off to their deaths. We, 
too, thought that we would be taken as well inasmuch 
as the evildoers went from cell to cell. The two of us 
embraced as we prepared to be taken to our deaths… 
Meanwhile, for whatever reason, they passed by our 
door and went on to the next cell. Sometime later, we 
learned from one of the guards on duty that night, that 
we, too, were scheduled to die that night, but that an 
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order from the office of OZNA, the secret police, had 
been given that we were not to be executed that night. 
I will try to explain this a bit later in my narration.

Meanwhile, I maintain with almost certainty that 
this same night, with a group of others, my Gymnasi-
um professor, Fr. Martin Sopta, was executed as well, 
despite the fact that he naively spoke nicely about the 
Partisans, until he experienced otherwise.

But, again, let’s return to our experience in that 
dark hollow. I already mentioned the fact that no one 
looked in on us that first day or gave us anything to 
eat. The second day, they brought in a large pot with, 
about a kilogram of some sort of thick, unsalted mush 
along with some unsalted cornbread, about 300 grams 
per person. The pot also contained two stripped-clean 
ox or horse jawbones—I suppose to preserve our 
strength! Stuck in the center of this mush, an old, rust-
ed metal spoon. 

We did not eat for two days and hunger was tak-
ing its course. We said a prayer of thanks, took the 
spoon, and began to “dine.” The spoon went from one 
to another in turn. Within a flash, the mound of mush 
disappeared. In silence, we set the pot and spoon, 
along with the bare bones, to the side, prayed again, 
and remained in silence. We broke the cornbread in 
three parts along with the reminder that each could 
save or eat the bread as one wished. We were not cer-
tain, but we suspected that we would not receive any-
thing more for at least another day. 

The next day, about ten in the morning, we re-
ceived the same mush in the same amount. This time it 
was served in an empty tin-can able to hold about one 
kilogram of filling. We were given the same amount 
of bread as the day before. This was the daily pattern 
that we endured for forty days. Our neighbors from 
Vitina came every other day with a good bag of food 
meant for us. Meantime, those in the office received 
it and ate heartily at our expense and “in the name of 
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the people.” We, of course, were not aware of this gen-
erosity by those from Vitina. They never gave us any 
water—and I mean “never,”—to drink. Meanwhile, 
the cold and hunger entered into our very bones. 
There were times we simply could not fall asleep. Ac-
tually, when the entire reserve of strength in our body 
was exhausted, we also could not force ourselves to 
wake up. After some seven or eight days, Fr. Vince 
weakened to the point of death. He wrapped around 
his head the mantle which he was wearing when they 
grabbed us with the hope of stopping the merciless 
headache he endured: he no longer attempted to sit 
up for our so-called “meal.” We laid him in the best 
corner we could find in the hovel we were in and 
waited for his end to come.

Meanwhile, our door-keeper — perhaps the ninth 
day into our captivity — when he brought us our “for-
mal” meal, he noticed that Fr. Vince had succumbed 
to the ordeal and appeared near death. I suppose he 
must have said something to those in command. Two 
others along with the door-keeper came back shortly 
and somehow managed to lift Fr. Vince and take him 
from us. No one said a word to us nor did we dare to 
ask anything at that point. We thought to ourselves: 
“If he dies, death will be his true birth!”

We simply did not know what happened or what 
was happening to Fr. Vince. It was only a bit later 
that we learned that those in command did not know 
what to do with him so they decided to drag him off 
to our monastery in Humac near Ljubuški — already 
badly damaged by the war. Old mustachioed Fr. Vid 
Čuljak was the lone resident in the house at the time. 
Of course, Fr. Vid did what he could to clean up Fr. 
Vince as best he could and gave him some decent sus-
tenance. In the meantime, Fr. Stanko and I continued 
in our forced imprisonment. 

The nights were more difficult than the days: the 
bitter cold was especially difficult. Much of the time, 
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after a short time to catch our breath and to re-
group, it was once again time to walk into the 

turmoil of life with full strength—a life, at that, which 
was far more difficult and strange that the one we 
lived some three-four months previously. All paths in 
life, as well as all our hearts were far too bloodied! 
Death continued to threaten each and every house 
and lurked behind every stone. Despite all of this, we 
were somehow fearless! Both day and night, we went 
wherever we were called: wherever we were needed. 
The care and concern for two rather large parishes, 
Vitina and Veljaci, now fell upon the two of us, since 
I (such a hero!) was named administrator of both par-
ishes and, because of the illness of the Šipovača pastor, 
was expected to help out that parish, as well. It is only 
when one faces the reality of hunger, persecution, exe-
cution, jail, and burnt-out homesteads—along with an 
abundance of typhus—one can, to some small extent, 
realize the misery and pain that afflicted those spared 
by Sister Death on all sides. For two months past, from 
Klobuk to the River Neretva, there was no priest to 
be found—not even in Vitina—except the elderly Fr. 
Vid Čuljak who resided in our burnt-out monastery 
in Humac. Even funerals had to be expedited. In most 
cases, the dead were buried without the absolutions 
of a priest, or the formal rites of the Church. The few 
priests left to serve were thoroughly exhausted go-
ing from place to place to carry out their mission of 
administering the Viaticum—on foot of course—how 
else?
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Along with all else, I was often forced by circum-
stances and various duties to trek on foot to Ljubuški. 
Some fifteen days following my incarcerations, I had 
to make that trip with a particular task in mind: both 
to see and gift someone now residing in my heart—
Momčilo Sudar, a temporary guard at the prison 
wherein I was incarcerated. You can imagine! How am 
I to meet up with him without arousing some sort of 
suspicion towards the poor man? I thought to myself 
that I would attempt it and that, perhaps, hopefully, 
it might go well. Of course, the encounter would have 
to be brief inasmuch as everyone suspected everyone 
at that time. 

That particular day I looked quite normal: clean 
and a bit recovered. I dallied around the one-time 
County Seat as one who was seemingly indifferent—
the very building wherein I was recently incarcer-
ated. As luck would have it, I quickly encountered 
our former doorkeeper, Branko Zurovac. He greeted 
me, but quickly wished to part company with me: it 
would have been seen as a “crime” to speak with me. 
I detained him, nonetheless, if briefly. As though ca-
sually disinterested, I asked about Momčilo. Branko 
whispered that Momčilo had jumped ship somewhere 
in the hills, and then, quickly parted from me. So! 
Momčilo deserted! Small wonder! I suppose he could 
no longer stand the beastly behavior he saw day in 
and day out. Zurovac gave me a friendly warning as 
he parted my company and urged that I not ask about 
or speak of Momčilo again. Why I should not do so 
was clear to me—even before the friendly word of ad-
vice on the part of Zurovac…

Thus, for three long decades, I carried the thought 
of Momčilo in my heart as one lost forever. Mean-
while, two years ago (1978), I was told by a friar who 
knew it with certainty, that Momčilo was, in fact, still 
among the living. That same friar went on to tell me 
that he had married a Catholic girl, and that he, the 
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friar, was now preparing their son for First Holy Com-
munion. Life is truly stranger than strange! 

Again, some fifteen days or so later, I once again 
set off to the County Seat Building where I had hoped, 
unsuccessfully, to meet up with Momčilo. In the mean-
time, my task this time was to meet up with the Chief 
in charge of OZNA, so as to, at least symbolically, ask 
for “permission” to move freely within my priestly 
territory. This, as can be imagined, was not quite so 
simple a task. At the time, the new Chief of OZNA 
was a young Serbian, Neđo Borozan, a resident of 
Mostar’s “red” Zalik. But now armed and prepared 
for anything, I did not hesitate to meet up with him. 
After some brief courtesies, I must say that Borozan 
was quite amiable—if that appellation applied at the 
time—towards me. He set out to convince me that I 
was free to move about as I wished even without such 
a formal statement of “permission.” Nonetheless, he 
went on to issue such permission to both me and to Fr. 
Stanko written in his own hand and stamped with the 
obligatory rubber stamp. 

At our parting, I greeted him a bit more amiably 
than I did at the start of our meeting. I never saw that 
man again; however, I heard that later (as it was log-
ical for a youthful idealist) in his big deception as a 
member of the Information Bureau, he was consumed 
in his very own fire…

Fr. Stanko and I, in the meantime, continued our 
chosen path in life. Simply said, we armed ourselves 
with the “arms” suitable to our priestly life, and went 
about from village to village seeking out the old, the 
sick, and the lost. We did so to bring them comfort 
and to prepare them for the journey across the River… 
Many, in fact, called upon Death, and really nobody 
feared Death…Actually, only Death seemed one’s 
true deliverance. 

Along with everything else, one needed to pay 
mind to our church’s property, which, at the time, was 



206

seen as considerable. And, besides, the Communist 
“wisdom” had already begun to plan. In the main, 
one needed to plant and sow as they directed. Thus, 
we were notified by letter that that Spring we were to 
plant 22 thousand tobacco plants. One was not only 
unable to object, one could not even comment on the 
wisdom of such a plan. And, of course, all mouths 
were filled with the maxim instructing us that one has 
to do the planting himself. Practically speaking, our 
church did not have a problem in that regard. Once a 
peasant’s fingers are burnt to the bone, he finds a hid-
den genius within himself to circumvent such stupid-
ity. Thus it was at that time. The peasants from lower 
Proboj and a portion of Vitina agreed among them-
selves that they would come and plow the church 
lands. They sent word to us by a particular man saying 
that when they arrive we should not be taken by sur-
prise. Other than that, they instructed us that we need 
not worry about looking after them—they would see 
to their own needs.

Thus, then, as soon as dawn broke, they were seen 
in the fields. There were more than twenty of them! 
They brought some fifteen kilograms of corn flour 
with them, a bit of butter, bread, and smoked meat. 
All we had to do was to cook the cornmeal mush for 
them. We tried to convince them that it was not nec-
essary—that we could easily and gladly feed them for 
their labor. They, in turn, were intractable in their re-
solve, that is, to take care of their own needs. And, so 
they did. 

They tilled the earth with masculine virility! We 
supplied them with sufficient wine and brandy. Thus, 
by noontime, they began to friskily and joyously sing 
as they tilled the soil. In the meantime, one of the 
county officials approached them, but, they in turn, 
dispatched him quickly; they told him that they could 
help till for whomever they wished and that he had 
nothing to do with it. 
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I intentionally described the episode above to 
inform the reader that in all my years in Vitina, the 
church fields were tilled in like manner. Naturally, the 
same men did not always appear to till the soil, but it 
became so regular an event, that we had no problems 
whatsoever from year to year. And, in similar fash-
ion, the planting took place as well. All we had to do 
was to supply the seed, and the potato-seedlings. As 
regards the tobacco seedlings, they looked after those 
themselves. In a night or two, all of them would be in 
the ground. The actual planting was left to the women 
and girls from the neighborhood. One has to admit 
that they had no equals when it came to planting the 
seedlings and sowing the seeds. Of course, we had 
more than enough natural fertilizer inasmuch as we 
had a cow and a goodly number of chickens. We our-
selves saw to the harvest and other farm chores. 

Meanwhile, the Communists endeavored to con-
vince all of us through their incessant meetings and 
yearly plans that their method was the best and most 
productive. In the end, all their plans and meetings 
were founded on a bunch of lies. Thus, for example, 
most of the Communist “managers”—most of them 
unmarried—married in the church for everyone to 
see, so as to “convince” the People that they were not 
against the Faith or God. The women they chose, of 
course, were invariably “comrades” they encountered 
in the woods. Within a year or two, the marriages 
would dissolve and the men would find themselves 
a new playmate.

The people’s meetings would most often be held 
on Sundays following the parish Mass. The soldiers 
would surround the flock as they exited the church 
and would lead them off to their meeting either some-
where in the business district or else, in a field under 
some suitable trees. Naturally, we, too, were “urged” 
to attend those meetings. They needed to do so for 
propaganda reasons, of course. Two soldiers were 
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regularly sent to escort us to the meeting. No excuse 
would suffice—one had to go. Thus, Stanko and I, on 
one occasion—I believe it was the middle of April, 
1945—were summoned in that manner. Once in the 
meeting hall in the business district, we were met 
by four or five so-called bigwigs. The biggest among 
them was one Milan Knežević, otherwise known as 
the “Tractor.” He went on to advance and become the 
“big bird” within the local Party. 

As soon as they extended formal greetings to me, 
they sought to convince me that I, too, had to say a 
few appropriate words to those present. I attempted 
to fend them off with whatever excuses I could think 
of saying that I already addressed the people in church 
and that I never speak or spoke publicly (and, in truth, 
I did not) outside of the church. Nothing I said would 
dissuade them. “Tractor” finally said: “You must ad-
dress the crowd—and, it is your business as to what 
you wish to say to the crowd.” I went quiet. Short-
ly, we arrived at the meeting place. They seated me 
among them on some small platform. I was still con-
vinced that I would not make any sort of statement. 

In the meanwhile, “Tractor” officially opened the 
meeting and proceeded to announce that I would be 
the first to speak to the crowd. I began to shake in 
anticipation of what was to take place! I slowly got 
up. I purposely shrugged my shoulders as a signal to 
all that I was being forced to speak. When I arose, I 
stood in silence for a moment or two. I then, softly, 
but clearly, and audibly, began to speak. I reminded 
everyone that they all knew me, and that they also 
know that I never spoke at a public forum outside of 
the church, and that, at this very moment, I had noth-
ing special to say to them except to once again that 
which I so often repeated in the past. I spoke to them 
of the Ten Commandments. I proceeded to list all ten 
of the Commandments of God. That is: I am the Lord 
your God; You shall worship the Lord your God and Him 
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only shall you serve; You shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain; remember to keep holy the Lord’s Day; 
honor your father and your mother; you shall not kill; you 
shall not commit adultery; you shall not steal; you shall not 
bear false witness against your neighbor; you shall not cov-
et your neighbor’s wife; you shall not covet your neighbor’s 
goods. I addressed each Commandment briefly with a 
sentence or two of admonition. I proceeded to add af-
ter each admonition that they were not to believe any-
one should they offer a contrary view to God’s view. 
I ended my dissertation by saying: “There! That is all 
I have to say to you.” I slowly sat down once again. 
The people began to clap in approval. The clapping 
lasted a long time. I could see that the “managers” of 
the meeting were highly dissatisfied with my perfor-
mance. They did not even attempt to say goodbye to 
me when the meeting came to an end. 

Following the meeting, I set out with Nikola Zubac 
and went off to his house. He said I spoke well—but, 
that I also spoke at risk to myself. I, nonetheless, was 
satisfied with what I had done. The words of Jesus—
to the letter—occurred to me: “I will give you all the 
words that you need to say.” 

I was never again called to such an event. I later 
learned that “Tractor” was so dissatisfied with my ap-
proach that he baptized the event as “pure propagan-
da” against the Party. He insistently demanded that 
something must be done about it—to ship me off to 
Mostar and liquidate me. At the time, they hadn’t be-
gun to “try” the friars inasmuch as the war had not 
officially ended. Nikola Tica and Mustafa Mujkić, the 
local Vitina Party members openly defended me—
successfully, I might add—as a man who never in-
volved himself with politics and as one who did not 
wish to begin to do so even now. Meanwhile, within a 
few days, “Tractor” was transferred from Vitina and 
the matter somehow died down. How nice it would 
have been to have died for such a “crime!”
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Otherwise, life in our house flowed quite normal-
ly. I already mentioned that our house, thanks to the 
courage and skill of our good and dear neighbor, the 
late Ivan Majić-Drinić, was not plundered—except for 
some of our clothes, and our bed linens, all of which, 
and I do mean all, was taken. Again, thanks to our 
friends, especially Nikola Zubac and Sabit Meshiović, 
we managed to replace some of what was taken and 
divide it among ourselves. 

Even our elderly Fr. Vince, was well on the mend 
by now. And, the end of the war was in sight. Con-
stant talk bandied around about some sort of miracu-
lous German weapon soon to be unveiled—a weapon 
which would turn the tide and assure that the war 
would come to an end. It did not take long for ev-
eryone to be convinced that it was no more than idle 
gossip. And, by the middle of May, the end of that 
cataclysmic five and one-half years war finally came! 
One expected that the war’s end would prove to be 
a providential easing; however, for us as individuals 
and as a people, it proved to be but the start of true 
tears and misery. News quickly spread that a massive 
number of our soldiers and civilians—especially male 
civilians—were heading towards the Austrian bor-
der where they anticipated surrendering to the An-
glo-American forces so as to at least save their lives. 
A river of armed as well as unarmed humanity, mean-
while, flowed across the border almost normally inas-
much as the Partisan forces did not yet engage them 
in any confrontations. Thus, the majority of those in 
flight crossed over the Austrian border. 

They came into direct contact with the Anglo forc-
es. However, the perfidious English, as they all-too-
often proved to be, deceived our people and asked 
them to disarm and that arrangements would be 
made to safely return them to their homes. Naïve as 
they proved to be (as though God created us as such!), 
they fully believed the English command. Meanwhile, 
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history has shown what was happening and what, 
ultimately, happened to those good souls. The Par-
tisans, once they had their hands on them, divided 
those unarmed men and women into smaller groups. 
Like sheep, they drove them in various directions, 
machine-gunned them to death, and shot off anti-tank 
grenades against them filling in the ditches along the 
way from Dravograd and Bleiburg. Bleiburg has now 
become the essence of the worst Croatian tragedy ever, 
where the very heart of the male population of Croatia 
was slaughtered. Naturally, they were dragged off to 
other locations as well—locations which are still be-
ing discovered. Those that perished in Požega, Banja 
Luka, and Pančevo were quickly known to all. Sad-
ly, only a very small number of these good souls who 
surrendered were fortunate enough to arrive to their 
homes alive.

Yes, I know that much has been written and re-
corded in great detail about this tragedy. Entire books 
have been devoted to the subject. Yet, I mention it at 
this point only to call to mind what sort of circumstanc-
es faced me at the time. All the Nation was wrapped 
in tears and sorrow: there was not even one at the 
time, that was not at least indirectly affected by trage-
dy. In the entire Nation, there can’t have been a wife, a 
mother, a sister who was not inconsolably touched by 
the sorrow of this tragedy: “In Rama is heard the sound 
of moaning, of bitter weeping! Rachel mourns her children: 
she refuses to be consoled because her children are no more.” 
(Jer. 31:15). Meanwhile, the Lord God comforted Ra-
chel and said to her not to weep since her sons will, 
nonetheless, return from the hands of the enemy. But, 
our Croatian Mothers’ sorrow could not be assuaged 
by anyone: their sons will not return either from a for-
eign land or from their own. They already and forever 
are left behind in gullies and ditches and covered by 
the dirt under which they already lie. Yes, it is true: 
they will never again be hungry or thirsty as is attested 
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to by John in the Book of Revelation; however, their 
mothers, their widows, their betrothed, or their sisters 
will never again be consoled as they continue to weep 
for their loved ones “since they are no more.” 

In order to shed a bit of light on this entire tragedy, 
I wish to add just this: just prior to the Christmas of 
1945, we counted some 328 (the actual number proved 
to be 326) of those who died or whose destiny was 
unknown during the war and who were from Vitina. 
Later, it was found that the number proved to be cor-
rect. It was also determined that less than one-third of 
those who were dead died in various battlegrounds 
during the war. It was also established that the remain-
ing two-thirds of that number were brutally liquidat-
ed at the end of the war at the very moment when the 
Partisans declared the “liberation” of the people. With 
their deaths, the very heart of a parish of some three 
thousand souls was literally ripped from its people. 
Yet, what proved to be even more sorrowful was the 
fact that those who were torched to death and covered 
with the soil of the Earth died unarmed and, at a time 
when the war was already declared officially over.

The same situation was rampant everywhere—at 
least in the western end of Herzegovina. Thus, in Čer-
in, a parish in which I shared the sorrow and suffer-
ings of the people until now (1980), already for twenty 
years of priestly service to my flock, it was officially 
established that this parish of some four and a half 
thousand souls had 476 souls killed during the mer-
ciless war, mostly males at their best age. Only four 
women were listed as dead among them. And, of 
those killed, three fourths (!) were killed after the war 
officially ended. Thus, there were just a few families 
who were not directly wounded and bloodied by the 
loss of a loved one during those apocalyptic days. 

No one today, not even those of us who some-
how lived through those days of sorrow and misery 
that hovered over this part of our country, can begin 
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About the Author

Nikola Bubalo was born in Turčinovići near Širo-
ki Brijeg on January 31, 1913, and, as was customary, 
took the new name of Fr. (Brother) Janko when he en-
tered the Franciscan order (1932). He studied in Široki 
Brijeg, Mostar, and Wrocław, Poland. Fr. Janko spent 
his entire priestly life serving various parishes in Her-
zegovina, namely Rasno, Vitina, Čerin, and Humac.

As a young man he did publish poetry in vari-
ous publications during the interwar years but then 
stopped writing for several years after the Second 
World War. His first book of poems was published 
in 1973, when he was sixty years old. After publish-
ing those poems, under the title of Koraci od jučer/
Steps from Yesterday, other books of poems followed 
through 1979, namely, U nedogled okrenut/Turned to-
wards the Vanishing Point, Između sna i zastava/Be-
tween Sleep and Flags, and Gorko drvo/Bitter Wood. A 
book of selected poems, Blagoslov darivanja/The Bless-
ing of Giving, came out in 1983, and his last book, Na 
kraju života/At the End of Life, was published in 1995. 
Bubalo’s poetry aroused no small amount of interest 
among readers and critics, and he is represented in 
several modern anthologies of Croatian poetry.

The prose works of Bubalo are of a documen-
tary nature and are closely tied to the apparition of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary in the village of Međugorje 
(1981). Those works have been translated into some 
ten languages. The present work in hand, Apocalyptic 
Days, is primarily saturated with documentary facts, 
yet, at the same time, the work reveals the author to 
be both a creative thinker and a poet. Relating hor-
rible events, especially those taking place during the 
Communist “liberation” of Herzegovina in 1944 and 
1945, Bubalo gives a first-hand testimony to the events 
and proves he is a superb prose author in the field of 
memoir writing. The book serves as a testament to the 
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tenacity of the Franciscans and the people they served 
during the war, and the Communist terror in the post-
World War II years.

Father Janko passed away from this world on Feb-
ruary 21, 1997 and joined in God’s eternal domain his 
Franciscan colleagues and martyrs to whom he dedi-
cated this book.
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Herzegovina 
where Fr. Janko was born, lived, served, and endured 

“Apocalyptic Days”
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Even though I am on the doorstep of my eightieth 
year of life, and on the basis of my physical condition 
and number of years, I can sincerely and rightly say 
to myself the words of Sacred Scripture, namely, “...
let the dead bury their dead.” Nonetheless, I endeavor 
to release to the public a volume of my recollections 
which were—not all that long ago—written with 
blood and sweat, and in those footsteps of life, I, too, 
trod along with my people, although mostly imper-
ceptibly. 
...it is necessary that we point out how Communism, 
by destroying its “adversaries,” ultimately destroyed 
itself and missed its goals forever. 

From Fr. Janko Bubalo’s Introduction

 

These are the type of books that stay with you even 
when you put the book aside. This is a worthy witness 
of an ugly time. 
The crown of this work, a real Monument to Death, 
is to be found on the tragic first page of this book in 
its full dramatic reality, namely, the dedication: “TO 
MY MASSACRED BROTHERS,” wherein Fr. Jan-
ko lists 65 names of saints and martyrs for the Faith 
and for our People who have laid down their lives (all 
too often, young lives) for Church and Homeland. 

From the Foreword by Prof. Vinko Nikolić
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