
1 

 

 

 

The Persisting History. 

Chronicle of a Journey 

through (the History of) Croatia 
 

  

Leonor Rosas 
(English translation by Joana Sales) 

 

I had just landed in Croatia. It was the darkest night. I felt the vibration and enthusiasm 

of treading on an unknown ground that contained such a recent and striking history. 

I kept thinking about the stories my parents told me about the news of the Balkan 

War that filled the Portuguese media during their college years. That night I went to 

sleep, wishing to wake up and to know this part of the world that was still strange to 

me. 

On the first day, I visited the museum of the city of Zagreb. Initially, I found it a frank 

delusion. But over the course of my days I realized that the poor quality of the 

museum and the boring insistence on the theme of the strong presence of 

Catholicism in Zagreb was an official way of looking at history. This museum proudly 

affirmed the secular past of Zagreb as bishopric and as an important city of the 

Catholic world and ended, with even more rejoicing, with the visit of Pope John Paul 

II to the city in 1995.  

Perhaps this can be interpreted as an affirmation of Croatian identity as inherently 

Catholic, as opposed to Serbs who are Orthodox. The museum had numerous rooms 

with sacred art, archaeological artifacts from the Middle Ages and descriptions of all 

the details of the city's political life throughout the Middle Ages.  

Suddenly, at the turn of the twentieth century, the number of rooms begins to decline 

and they start to display pictures of everyday life and to refer less and less to political 

issues. The rooms dedicated to the Ustashe, to Yugoslavia, and to the war that 

followed the fall of the latter were few and covered with shameless historical 

whitening. The Croats were portrayed as victims of fate, a people who simply wanted 

their independence but who suffered at the hands of external aggressors.  

When I left the museum, I was disappointed and disillusioned. I felt that I was in a 

country with no historical memory, I was afraid I would not be able to learn everything 
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I wanted with this trip. Little did I know that the Balkan War, such a major event in 

recent European history, is alive in anyone born before 1991.  

The next day I tried to find out more about the history of the Ustashe. With the arrival 

of the Nazi forces in 1941, the Ustashe came to power. It should be noted that these 

were a fascist, anti-Semitic, and racist party that was very much like the Nazi party.  

It will therefore not be surprising to find that Croatia - then "Independent Croatian 

Republic" - has become a Nazi puppet state. The Ustashe murdered, mostly, Serbs, 

but also committed violent atrocities against Jews. One of the earliest signs of the 

Ustashe's latent anti-Semitism was the destruction of the Zagreb synagogue.  

All that's left of it now is a small plaque on a hidden back wall of a hotel that works 

as a parking lot. 

 

On that day, we sought to ascertain whether the inhabitants of Zagreb understood 

the significance of that plaque, if they knew what it had been there before 1941. We 

found, with surprise, that most Croatian passers-by, especially the younger ones, did 

not do the pale idea of what that plate was about.  

I point out the case of a lady who, after explaining what had happened there, was 

perplexed as to why the Ustashe would want to destroy a synagogue. Even a tourist 

guide confessed to us, though a bit embarrassed, not knowing what that plate was 

about.  
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Some of the older people - probably educated people during the former Yugoslavia 

- knew what had happened in Croatia between 1941 and 1945 and knew what it 

was about the plaque.  

However, the young people were uninterested. Some have claimed they have never 

studied such a thing in school. One lady was even uncomfortable with some 

questions about this period of the Independent Republic of Croatia. She said 

between the lines that trying to hold Croatians accountable for the crimes that 

occurred at this time was treason. The confrontation with the past and with any fact 

that undermines the myth of a defenseless Croatia fighting for its independence 

causes great discomfort among most Croats. 

After this day, I realized that I was treading new territory for myself. The animosities 

caused by nationalism that led to brutal killings, the resentment among peoples that 

were once one country, all this was pulsating in this country. 

The next day I set out for Jasenovac, known as the "Auschwitz of the Balkans." About 

80,000 people died, particularly Serbs and Jews. It should be noted that the death 

toll is much discussed and there are those who argue that it can reach 500,000 

victims.  

This was a field of extermination, but unlike the Germans, there were no gas 

chambers: the prisoners were killed with knives, axes and other objects The area was 

totally destroyed, part of it during World War II and the rest during the Yugoslav War. 

All there is today, beyond an interesting museum, is a magnificent flower sculpture 

that reminds all there they lost their lives. 

 

The tour guide who made us the guided tour mentioned that less and less groups visit 

this field. This simple comment left me immediately alert, reminding myself of the 

ignorance that young people revealed in what touched the Ustashe period.  

During the field visit, I learned that the man who ran it between April and November 

1944 - Dinko Sakic - had a life which expresses in an expressive way what is meant by 
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the gross ignorance of the past and the historical whiteness. After the end of the war, 

this man lived long and quiet years in Argentina.  

Only in 1998 he would be convicted of war crimes and sentenced to 20 years in 

prison. This was only possible after several interviews with him in which he admitted 

having committed, without any remorse, various crimes. These interviews created a 

discomfort in public opinion that eventually forced the Croatian State to start a 

lawsuit against it. During several years of Sakic public appearances, the Croatian 

State ignored its existence and preferred to disregard its insistent history of dealing 

with it in a way that would undermine the myth it intended to hover around newly 

independent Croatia. 

I think it is necessary to underline the uncomfortable similarities between the 

"Independent State of Croatia" and the present Croatian Republic. After the 

independence of Croatia, a new flag (the current one) was instituted that it shows 

the checkered Croatian shield that so much remembers the flag Ustashe. President 

Tudjman himself stated that the Ustashe had the right motives - the struggle for an 

independent Croatian state - but that they used the wrong means. Curious way to 

sum up a brutal genocide and an ethnic cleansing that would leave deep marks in 

the region.  

I think it is important to underline that, after the election of the conservative Tudjman 

and the adoption of the new flag, many Serbs who lived in Croatia, aware of what 

had happened the last time Croatia had had a nationalist government, will refuse 

Croatian authority in who lived. This will be a complex situation that will inevitably 

lead to the War. 

Even today, Croatia has a deep nationalist feeling and there is, among some, a 

sentimental connection to the Ustashe movement. Many see the same as a group 

that only wanted sovereignty and independence for their country. Something that 

shocked me a lot on this trip to the Jasenovac Field was the fact that, in the village 

next to the countryside, there are Ustashe symbols on the walls of houses. 
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That same day, after the visit to Jasenovac, I went to Vukovar, a city that would 

quickly become one of the most fascinating places I have ever visited. Vukovar, a 

city on the border with Serbia (on the other side of the river), was the scene of a 

violent siege in 1991 and there were horrific war crimes.  

The city was, incidentally, one of the most prominent points of war between the two 

countries. From a hospital constantly bombarding with Serbian forces to summary 

executions of Croatian civilians, much has happened in this city.  

Vukovar is now rebuilt and has regained his life. However, the city faces problems 

such as increasing unemployment and decreasing the number of inhabitants. 

 

On the first day in Vukovar, I had the pleasure of visiting the city hospital, where the 

inhabitants of Vukovar took refuge to try to avoid the constant Serbian 

bombardments. This hospital received numerous patients who could not care and 

feed due to the scarcity of food and water in the city.  

There lived a great number of people during the time of the siege of the city, 

crammed into overcrowded rooms and perishing of diseases and infections that 

could not be cured for lack of equipment. 

One of the first things we did as soon as we entered the hospital part of the exhibition 

was to go to a small room to visualize a film that contextualized Vukovar’s hospital. 

The film affirmed that Croatia was a nation that had always fought for its 

independence and that, when it obtained, it underwent a brutal Serbian aggression.  

In addition, he made an interesting contextualization. However, the most curious 

scene occurred following the film. In the room where we were sitting, a picture of a 

Croatian general hung. A girl raises her arm and asks the tour guide who that man is. 

He responds, quickly and notoriously ashamed, that he is a general. The girl persists 

and asks him the general's name. 
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"Mladen Markac," the lord responds in a displeased tone, "But he has now been 

cleared of war crimes convictions."  

Markac was leader of a special force within the Croatian army and, after the end of 

the war, was condemned by the International Criminal Tribunal of the Former 

Yugoslavia for war crimes and crimes against humanity. In 2012, after an appeal, will 

be cleared. Many describe this man as a hero of Croatian independence. 

However, the shame and reticence our guide had in revealing the identity of the 

portrait that was hanging in the museum room is curious. As if he knew that in 

revealing the identity of man, all that hospital, all that suffering that the city passed 

and the narrative that he intended to convey was called into question. He felt in the 

discomfort of this man that he also perceived the contradiction between that portrait 

and the narrative that transmitted to us.  

After this curious episode, we were guided by the rest of an interesting exhibition that 

showed in detail how the hospital rooms were during the months of the terrible siege 

and how people lived.  

In the main corridor of the exhibition were the names of those who died in the hospital 

during the siege and of those who, after the Serbian forces arrived, were taken and 

shot in a mass grave. When the guide said that, I was shocked by the realization that 

here on European soil, only 27 years ago, common graves were opened where 

people were shot for the simple fact that they belonged to a certain ethnic group.  

 

   

After this visit, I walked the streets of the city and could not stop looking at people 

and thinking where they would be 27 years ago, to think if they were in that hospital 

and if they had lost some family member in these terrible massacres. I realized that 

the history of this city was very much alive, for a large part of its inhabitants, and I 

supposed that the resentments were still more alive.  
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They reinforce the need to create a narrative about the war that illegates Croatia 

from any responsibility and, also consolidates the idea that seeking to find criminals 

among the ranks of Croats who fought is a crime against Croatia itself. I also find it 

curious to share a story that happened to me, not to me, but to some colleagues 

who visited the Vukovar’s City Museum while I was visiting the hospital. I was told that, 

upon arriving at the part of the museum that dealt with the "War of Independence", 

the guide said: "In history there are good and bad. In this case, the bad guys are the 

Serbs". Needless to say, this comment reinforced the whole idea that I had been 

building on the Croatian historical memory.  

The next day I had an absolutely extraordinary opportunity: to hear firsthand the 

testimony of the Women in Black from Belgrade. The Women in Black is an 

organization that exists a little through all the belligerent zones of the world. They are 

an admittedly feminist and antimilitarist group that points to the plight of women in 

war zones and the struggle for women's rights in various parts of the world. The work 

of this organization is also linked to the combat and denunciation of sexual crimes, 

including rape, which so often occurs in places of war.  

These women I met also conceived the so-called "Women's Courts" that were 

created to denounce the violence and crimes that occurred during the Balkan Wars. 

Listening to her accounts firsthand, it was hard not to be thrilled as women told of 

traumatic stories of rape, discrimination, or the death of their loved ones. These are 

women of various nationalities from the former Yugoslavia. 

Unfortunately, they are ignored and silenced by the fact that there are both 

nationalist and revisionist myths in each country about their own participation in the 

war. I must underline that listening to them was an overwhelming experience. Their 

reports were of suffering, of loss and of trauma, but at the same time of struggle and 

solidarity. It persisted a message for the future and of a continuation of a struggle not 

only for the women of the Balkans but for all those who passed or experienced similar 

experiences.   
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On the same day, in the afternoon, we went to take a bath on the Danube, a 

legendary river running through much of central and eastern Europe.  

It was a beautiful river beach, on a small island in the middle of a river that was 

halfway between Serbia and Croatia, although it belongs to the second.  

After bathing in its waters, we decided that it might be interesting if we tried to figure 

out how to get to Serbia. After looking for a while, we realized that the river allowed 

us to cross on foot in a less deep part and that we arrived at a border post in Serbia.  

Having said that, we decided to cross 

the river, and in a matter of ten minutes 

we were in another country, in that 

country represented as the enemy and 

as the cause of all evils, a country that 

had so many conflicts with Croatia 

because of their cultural differences.  

It seemed laughable to us to cross, with 

our trousers rolled up, a border that was 

painted to us as heavy and 

inescapable, as a mark of radically 

different cultures that need the 

independence of each other.  

After crossing the river to Serbia and 

back, the very concept of the border 

seemed to us something, but this is a 

theme for another time.  

 

After a few days in Vukovar, we set out on a long bus ride towards the coastal town 

of Pula. This is diametrically opposed to Vukovar, not only literally, because it is at the 

other end of the country, but also because it is a site with a cultural heritage and with 

an historical and political memory abysmally different from Vukovar.  

Pula is a city with a strong Roman heritage (note the magnificent coliseum) and with 

a large Italian presence.  

As we walked through the narrow, lively and colorful streets (streets with their names 

written in both Croatian and Italian), we came to realize that it looked like an Italian 

city left in Croatia by mere chance. 
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Unlike Vukovar, this was a tourist town, westernized, reborn and in which we did not 

feel the deep wounds we felt at first. In this sense, it is important to contextualize the 

region where Pula is: Istria.  

In this region, in northwestern Croatia, the historical memory of Yugoslavia and the 

partisans is a memory of nostalgia and pride. There are numerous monuments in 

honor of Tito, partisans and their work.  

In this region, contrary to other interiors of the country, the streets have not lost the 

names of the communist heroes, and in many cities and towns there are squares or 

streets named Tito. The region of Istria, still today, votes more to the left and has more 

liberal positions than the rest of the country. For example, in this region there were 

some pro-choice protests in response to pro-life protests in the rest of the country.  

In the context of the history of Istria, it makes sense to mention that the peninsula was, 

as the consequence of the Italian victory in World War I, part of it during the interwar 

period. With the advent of fascism in Italy, Mussolini's rule in Istria imposed 

Italianization laws, with the most important laws being the prohibition of teaching the 

Croatian or Slovenian language in schools and the Italianization of the surnames of 

many Croats and Slovenes. At the end of World War II, there were some episodes of 

anti-Italian violence, but nowadays, Italian communities live peacefully in Croatian 

Istria. However, I will return to this theme of the Italian presence later on.  

Already in Pula, after a day of visiting the wonderful Roman ruins of the city, we visited 

the SENSE Centre. This center, founded by a group of journalists, covered the trials of 

war criminals in Yugoslavia and now has a large and important archive of videos of 

these judgments and images and videos of the War that has been compiled in small 

documentaries and which help keep alive the memory of the atrocities committed.  

It’s website (https://www.sense-agency.com) provides vast and interesting materials 

about the war and also in honor of the survivors. The members of this centre who 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sense-agency.com%2F%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR1YitLYSappLWaFK3EDek2jvh48PzIdJnY2J1z6u9LfPfuksyFy1LhFpRQ&h=AT1gUjXEboPPK2dxlBk2bLLFsIVNRruJrb5uVRwiWGvJkj15NMEhXzQROeUcwQuTnrYjdMX_xeNPdCcNoyx-zelyZsimexjDjv0nusspJv6KpmDSo1UI51LfkLGwRvXolu6PIg


10 

 

made themselves available to speak with us, explained us a lot about their work and 

how the center works.  

There was a phrase from them that I have not forgotten: "Our work is difficult: Croats 

say we are pro-Serbs, Serbs say we are pro-Bosnians". This phrase represents how 

difficult it is to blame the war criminals who hide themselves under the heavy cloak 

of nationalism and the laundering of the history of the various belligerent countries. 

In both Croatia and Serbia, the work of prosecuting criminals is hampered by veteran 

associations that, working in a corporate manner, protect their own and seek at all 

costs to launder their crimes at an attempt to purify national history and justify the 

independence of their country.  

The next day was a rainy and freezing windy one. On that day, we set off towards 

the Brijuni Islands – to the former residence of Marshal Josip Broz Tito, President of 

Yugoslavia for almost the entirety of its existence. In this archipelago where this 

unforgettable historical figure lived, we find not only its residence, but also a natural 

park with a small zoo, several houses that have received and still receive 

distinguished guests of the State, golf courses and hotels (the last two more recently 

built). Due to the weather, we could not visit the whole island and enjoy it as it would 

have been on a sunny day.  

However, we traveled on a small train across most of the island, stopping to even visit 

Tito's zoo. Some of the animals exhibited there had been offered to the Marshal. For 

example, he was offered by Indira Gandhi a couple of elephants from which now, 

only the female remained.  

After this visit, we went to see the museum in Tito's former residence. This one, 

displayed only photographs of Tito in his residence in the Island in his day to day, in 

extraordinary situations or with him receiving famous people. As we entered the 

museum, we quickly became aware of the propagandistic character of the 

museum, sometimes to the point where it became laughable. The first room featured 

some photographs of Tito taking care of animals with the caption "Tito likes to take 

care of animals" and the like. We could not contain a laugh.  

As I walked through the museum, I distinctly distinguished it from the other museums 

I had visited, and which projected a nationalist and anti-Yugoslavian image. In the 

second room, photographs of Tito were displayed with several progressive world 

leaders. For example, Agostinho Neto, Fidel Castro, Ho Chi Mihn, among others. 



11 

 

   

That same day, in the afternoon, we visited a similar museum but already in the city 

of Pula. It was a museum that was also loaded with nostalgia and longing for the 

times of the former Yugoslavia. It was a museum almost analogous to the DDR 

museum in Berlin (next to the Museum Island) that contains objects from the former 

East Germany and which recalls the day to day in it.  

This museum is called Museum of Good Memories and is a small museum with several 

rooms full of objects of everyday life in the former Yugoslavia. A fun, interactive 

museum that contained little critical thinking and lacked explanations and subtitles. 

After three days in the beautiful city of Pula, we set out for Rijeka, but first we made 

a one-day stop in Opatija, a wonderful coastal city.  
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This is a not too big city, characterized by the 

magnificent blue and green sea, almost 

transparent that gives it a spectacular 

landscape and difficult to catch by the lens of 

a simple mobile phone. 

The city of Opatija appears to be an 

aristocratic seaside resort, just out of the late 

nineteenth century, of the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire.  

With a coastline with ancient and refined 

yellow buildings and very light pinks, it gives us 

the impression of being catapulted into a past 

where tourism and the beach was only 

accessible to a small handful of aristocrats.  

In fact, much of the access to the sea was conditioned by bars or restaurants that 

we charged so we could lie down on a lounger. Sadly, it seems that old habits hardly 

die.  

Before an afternoon spent between baths and sun, we visited the Museum of Tourism. 

It proudly displayed the past of Opatija as a seaside resort of the highest classes and 

the most refined elites, claiming its former membership of the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire.  

However, this museum also clearly showed the democratization of tourism from the 

1940s and the explosion of tourism, represented by photographs of beaches filled 

after the Second World War, during the 1950s. With the triumph of the welfare state 

and the subsidies vacation that a large part of the workers began to receive, 

vacations became a reality and trips to the beach increased everywhere.  

At the end of a wonderful day in Opatija, this little paradise, we left for Rijeka, where 

we arrived at the end of the day. The next day, we set out to discover the city and 

quickly realized that this is a world apart from the rest of the country and contrasted 

in a stark way with Vukovar and the interior region.  

This is a reborn city, no one would say that it was part of a belligerent country less 

than thirty years ago. Proof of this is that it will be the European Capital of Culture 

2020. It seemed to us here for the first time that we were in fact in a Croatian and 

European city. Rijeka is a university city and also a multicultural one, which gives it an 

extremely interesting atmosphere.  
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During the visit to this city, we were able to meet two representatives of the Italian 

community in Rijeka who, over two hours, told us the whole history of the city of this 

Roman Empire to this day.  

Among many things they have told us about the city, I will highlight some that I find 

particularly interesting. For example, they told us that they did not consider 

themselves Italians or Croatians; they considered themselves to be from Rijeka 

because "it is a world apart from the rest of Croatia." We are told that it is more 

multicultural, more liberal and that it rejects the conservatism and nationalism that 

have come to triumph in the rest of the country.  

Another interesting point they pointed out was that, after the end of World War II and 

the beginning of the socialist regime, many Italians left Croatia not only because of 

the sporadic episodes of hatred against the Italians but also because many of them, 

being landowners or small businesses owners, had much to lose with the 

nationalizations. However, it should be noted that the two representatives sometimes 

had difficulty in agreeing on some historical details.  

Curiously, they told us that Rijeka was a city in which many minorities lived beyond 

their own and which, in their opinion, considered that it was for this reason that the 

city stood out for voting left more than the rest of the country. 

 

On one of the days of our visit to Rijeka, we leaved towards the Island of Otok that is 

still a little far away from the city. We had to go by bus for about half an hour and 

then to a boat that took us for about an hour and a half through the green islands 

that flowed perfectly into that wonderfully blue and green sea, almost totally 

transparent. The boat was advancing and we felt the wind as we stared, 

mesmerized, at the phenomenal beauty that surrounded us and that was impossible 

to capture through any photograph. 
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After this trip, we arrived at Otok Island. This was a forced labor camp for political 

prisoners during the time of the former Yugoslavia. As soon as we arrived, we noticed 

the various comical and somewhat disrespectful allusions to the fact that the island 

had been a labor camp and in the absence of any museum or interpretive centre 

to help the visitor process what happened at that site. 

In Goli Otok about two thousand people died, although the number is uncertain, and 

there were imprisoned about 15 thousand. The old forced labor camp is now left to 

the elements and the buildings, although still standing, are in poor condition and do 

not contain any indication that allows us to perceive what happened in there. This is 

a site of memory and history that has been abandoned, discarded and ignored 

because it does not fit into the narrative that Croatia intends to convey.                                

In this place, Croats, Serbs, Bosnians died at the hands of Croats, Serbs, Bosnians. This 

site does not allow a Croatian victimization, therefore, nothing seems to serve to 

restore it. The only way we had to realize what happened here was thanks to the 

commander of our boat who was also a kind of a tour guide and who knew enough 

interesting details about Goli Otok due to the contact he had had with survivors. 

  

I think it is relevant to compare this former forced labor camp, abandoned and left 

to the elements, with the museum of the former residence of Tito. The two islands are 

important memory spaces to understand the various dimensions of Tito's Yugoslavia, 

but Goli Otok has been ignored and erased from the region's tourist maps while in 

Brijuni we have a well-traveled and touristic museum and several buildings, hotels 

and golf courses to attract tourists. 

 Two islands, two sides of the same regime which, despite having been an interesting 

socialist experience, still have shortcomings to be discussed and criticized. In 

addition, these two sites represent two distinct ways of dealing with the historical 

memory and the space of memory.  
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I think that this comparison allows us to enter into an interesting personal reflection 

on how different kinds of memory spaces can be celebrated, especially when they 

are spaces where people died and represent the most negative side of a regime. 

On the return of Goli Otok, I experienced some of the most extraordinary hours of my 

life. The boat where we were traveling stopped in the middle of that extraordinarily 

transparent sea and we jumped into it and swam freely. After the dive, we would lie 

on top of the boat, dry in the sun and listen to music. The view was wonderful, and it 

almost always left us in silence, unable to articulate more than a few onomatopoeias 

of dazzle.  

Just as it was difficult to take photographs that would do justice to that dreamy 

Adriatic sea, it is now also difficult to find the words it deserves, so I beg you to keep 

in mind that the beauty of this place far exceeds what I now, here in Lisbon, write 

about it. 

  

Finally, on the last day of this fantastic trip, we visited Lipa, a village relatively close to 

Rijeka, but further into the mountains. When we arrived, we still felt the fresh air of the 

mountain.  

In 1944, Lipa was totally destroyed by Nazi soldiers and the overwhelming majority of 

its inhabitants were assassinated by the same ones (269 people). The only people 

who survived were those who were fortunate enough to be out of the village when 

the massacre occurred or those that were successfully hidden. The other villagers 
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were gathered in a house and murdered: some were shot and others died in the 

flames set by the Nazis. 

Even today, in the village already rebuilt and alive, there are ruins of houses that were 

destroyed by the Nazis, as a symbol of this atrocity committed here. This act was 

committed as a retaliation for the act of destruction of a railway line by the partisans. 

This whole area of Croatia had a relevant role in anti-fascist resistance and was a 

very strong bastion of the communist movement, incorporated into the figure of the 

partisans. In addition to a small visit to the village, where there are two small 

monuments in honor of those who were killed and the partisans who have 

contributed so much to freeing Croatia from the Nazi yoke, there is also a museum.  

This museum, despite being small, is of great interest and, being extremely well 

succeeded, was one of the most interesting that we’ve visited. From this museum, 

two questions of great interest stand out in my opinion.  

The first one is related to the lower floor, in which are exposed several agricultural 

objects similar to those that the peasants of that village would use before being 

slaughtered by the Nazi forces.  

At first sight, it may seem like a banal display of instruments with little interest, but in 

fact, the purpose of those small rooms below is to emphasize that the inhabitants of 

Lipa not only have died, they also have lived. They had their own traditions, their own 

professions and, for a long time, they existed similarly as the people from neighboring 

villages who were not victims of such atrocity.  

The second aspect that I found extremely interesting in the museum was the fact 

that, on the stairs leading upstairs, our presence unleashed a sound of boots of an 

army approaching.  

Later on, our guide, who had also been responsible for the exhibition we saw there, 

explained to us that the sound, only heard when someone passes by, intends to tell 

the visitor that who brutally murdered the village of Lipa were men like us and that, 

without memory and education, each of us could be one of those soldiers.  

Now, I found this idea very relevant, and I also found that it completed perfectly, not 

only this museum, but also all the learning and reflections I had done so far. Historical 

memory and awareness of atrocities committed in the past cannot be made by 

attributing demonic or psychopathic characteristics to criminals, but by 

understanding the mechanisms that lead a normal person to become a criminal so 

that through education, new generations can be prevented from committing similar 

acts. 
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Short conclusion and thanks: 

 

I would like to start by mentioning that the whole trip I had the privilege to do was 

made in the context of the Summer Camp “Venues of Victims. Venus of 

Perpetrators” organized by the Europäische Jugendbildungs- und 

Jugendbegegnungsstätte Weimar - EJBW in partnership with the Croatian 

organization Documenta. I was representing the feminist organization UMAR, which 

I thank, from the bottom of my heart, for giving me this rare opportunity. 

This journey has allowed me to reflect a lot - these reflections that I have are not yet 

finished and that I take with me from now on - on issues related to nationalism, 

fascism, socialism and war and about how to deal with collective memory and how 

to represent it in museums and public spaces. I came back from this trip with more 

questions than answers, which is absolutely positive. 

Croatia has a short history as an independent country, and within itself, especially in 

some inland regions, we feel a boiling nationalism that obscures the historical 

memory in the public space and the museums and that creates a mythological 

narrative about the history of this country, painting or as a victim of the fate and the 

evil caused by foreign entities. 

The official memory affirms Croatia as a Catholic country, which differentiates itself 

from its neighbors with whom it has irreconcilable cultural differences. It is hardly 

acceptable to speak of the Croatian collaboration with the Nazis, let alone discuss 

the crimes committed by the Croatian army during the Yugoslav War or, as the 

Croats say, the "War of Independence". Veteran associations and society do not 
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tolerate members of their country pointing their fingers at other Croats, preferring to 

forget the war and to continue with life.  

However, this field has allowed me to consolidate the idea that "forgetting and 

carrying on with life" (as one young man, one of the days of the trip suggested) is not 

compatible with a democratic society. The laundering of history to serve nationalist 

propaganda purposes, in this case to launch the much-needed foundations for the 

affirmation of Croatian independence, served, and still serves, a conservative and 

undemocratic government.  

At the end of these two weeks, I am fully convinced that without recognition of their 

past and without an education that efficiently prevents their repetition, Croatia (and 

many other countries) will hardly have a future of peace and democracy. It is 

increasingly necessary to deconstruct the nationalist and fascist narratives and to 

teach the new generations to do so that no more atrocities are committed in this 

region in the name of an ethnic group or a nation. 

Finally, it is important to note that postwar justice has not been an equal justice for all 

belligerent parties, even though all have been blamed and committed great 

atrocities. Serbia, and more specifically, Milosevic, have remained in history as the 

sole culprits for all barbarism and their military have received more sentences. 

Croatia, backed by the West, received much milder punishments. For example, while 

Milosevic died in prison while awaiting trial, Tudjman died without ever knowing any 

reprisal for his crimes. In this sense, we can never stop looking at the Yugoslav War as 

a redefinition of spheres of influence in an area where there was a vacuum of power 

left by the former Yugoslavia. 

To understand what has happened here, an increasingly impartial and conscious 

analysis is needed. Contrary to what the lady of the Vukovar Museum said, in history 

there are no "good ones and bad ones", but a large grey area. 

Leonor Rosas 

 

Notes: 

 This chronicle was written in early September 2018 by the Portuguese 18-year-old student 

Leonor Rosas, selected by UMAR for the International Youth Summer Camp held in Croatia, 

from 18th until 31st of August 2018, on behalf of the Erasmus+ project "Venues of victims // 

Venues of perpetrators. Mapping, decoding & processing the role of historical - civic education 

in (European) Youth Work” coordinated by the German foundation EJBW - Europäische 

Jugendbildungs- und Jugendbegegnungsstätte Weimar and the Croatian organization 

DOCUMENTA - Centre for Dealing with the Past. 

 Translation (Portuguese to English) by Joana Sales, board member and representative of 

UMAR – União de Mulheres Alternativa e Resposta (the Portuguese partner) in this project. 
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