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Introduction: Wer ist Walter?

Elma Hasimbegovic, Nicolas Moll and Ivo Pejakovic¢

He is a legend in Sarajevo, but unknown in most other parts of Europe:
Vladimir Peri¢ “Valter”, the main organiser of the communist-led resist-
ance in Nazi-occupied Sarajevo during World War II, who was killed on
5 April 1945, during the liberation of the town. Proclaimed People’s Hero
in Socialist Yugoslavia in 1953, he gained iconic status through the movie
Valter brani Sarajevo (Walter defends Sarajevo) made in 1972. The movie
describes how the German occupiers try (in vain) to identify and arrest
the mysterious Partisan leader, desperately asking themselves: “Wer ist
Walter?”

As a starting point for the present book, the question “Who is Walter?”
stands symbolically for the observation that many of us in Europe know lit-
tle to nothing about the history and memories of resistance to Nazism, fas-
cism, occupation and collaboration during World War II in other European
countries. This is also due to the fact that historical research and museogra-
phy have predominantly dealt with resistance movements and activities “at
home”, within their own country or state. This focus on one’s own country
is understandable; it reflects the general self-centred gaze of our societies,
but also that resistance groups and movements in Europe during World
War II were mainly organised and fought within certain geographical and
political borders.

Looking beyond the borders of one’s own country
However, over many decades there have also been various efforts to look
beyond the borders of one’s own country and at resistance in Europe during

World War II in a more general perspective. One early example is the con-
ference organised in April 1962 in Warsaw by the International Federation
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of Resistance Fighters (Fédération Internationale des Résistants - FIR), on
“the national and international character of the resistance movement” in
Europe, gathering mainly communist researchers from eastern and west-
ern Europe.! There were other early initiatives looking at resistance in an
European perspective. In 1967, the historian and former resistant Henri
Michel founded the International Committee for the History of the Second
World War (Comité international d’Histoire de la Seconde Guerre Mondiale)
which brought together historians from over 30 countries, and published
several books about resistance in Europe.” In the following decades, more
researchers sought to present and analyse resistance by looking at the entire
European continent, be it through monographies, for example by Jorgen
Heestrup and by Halik Kochanski, or edited volumes, as by Philip Cooke
and Ben Shepherd.’ Other publications have dealt with particular regions
within Europe,* or look at specific dimensions in a European context, for
example: Jewish or Roma resistance, unarmed forms of resistance, or vi-
sions of Europe in different resistance movements.® In this perspective, the
transnational character of resistance activities and groups has also attracted
some attention, as exemplified in the book Fighters across frontiers, edited
by Robert Gildea and Ismee Thames.°

1 Internationale Konferenz iiber die Geschichte der Widerstandsbewegung. Der nationale und interna-
tionale Charakter der Widerstandsbewegung wihrend des Zweiten Weltkrieges. Warschau, 15. bis 19.
April 1962 Palais der Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2 volumes (Wien: Internationale Foderation
der Widerstandskampfer, 1962).

2 See, for example: Henri Michel, The Shadow War: Resistance in Europe 1939-45, trans. Richard
Barry (London: André Deutsch, 1972).

3 Jorgen Hestrup, Europe Ablaze: An Analysis of the History of the European Resistance Movements,
1939-45 (Odense: Odense University Press, 1978); Halik Kochanski, Resistance: The Underground
War in Europe, 1939-1945 (London: Penguin Books, 2023); Philip Cooke and Ben H. Shepherd,
eds., European Resistance in the Second World War (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2013).

4 See for example Jean-Marie Guillon and Robert Mencherini, eds., La résistance et les Européens du
Sud (Paris: Harmattan, 1999); Bob Moore, ed., Resistance in Western Europe (Oxford: Berg, 2000);
Olivier Wieviorka, Une Histoire de la résistance en Europe occidentale (Paris: Editions Perrin, 2017);
John Paul Newman, Ljubinka Skodri¢ and Rade Ristanovi¢, eds., Anti — Axis Resistance in South-
eastern Europe 1939 - 1945. Forms and Varieties (Leiden: Brill, 2023).

5  See for example Julius H. Schoeps, Dieter Bingen and Gideon Botsch, eds., Jiidischer Widerstand
in Europa (1933-1945): Formen und Facetten (Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2016); Anna Mir-
ga-Kruszelnicka and Jekatyerina Dunajeva, eds., Re-thinking Roma Resistance throughout History:
Recounting Stories of Strength and Bravery (Budapest: European Roma Institute for Arts and Cul-
ture, 2020); Jacques Semelin, Unarmed Against Hitler: Civilian Resistance in Europe, 1939-1943
(Westport: Praeger Press, 1993); Daniela Preda and Robert Belot, eds., Visions of Europe in the
Resistance. Figures, Projects, Networks, Ideals (Bruxelles: Peter Lang Edition, 2022).

6 Robert Gildea and Ismee Tames, eds. Fighters across frontiers. Transnational Resistance in Eu-
rope 1936-48 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020). On this question, see also:
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The named publications address the topic of resistance in Europe in dif-
ferent ways: Some deal with the history of resistance country by country,
others choose transversal topics and look how they apply throughout Eu-
rope, and some connect both approaches. All together, these publications
address fundamental questions that need to be discussed again and again:
What were differences and common points between resistance movements
and activities in Europe? Does it make more sense to speak about “Euro-
pean resistance” or about “resistance in Europe”? What have been national,
international and transnational dimensions of resistance?

Paying a specific attention to the Yugoslav space

The present book wants to contribute to these efforts of looking at resistance
in Europe in a more international, transnational and comparative perspec-
tive. Geographically, our aim is not to cover entire Europe, but we chose
as a starting point countries that represent different regions and historical
and political contexts: France as an occupied and collaborating country in
western Europe, Germany as the country that attacked and occupied most
of Europe, within which resistance activities also developed, and Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Croatia in southeastern Europe, as parts of the Yugo-
slav space and more specifically of the collaborating Independent State of
Croatia between 1941 and 1945. The focus on the Yugoslav space is espe-
cially important to us. Although resistance in Yugoslavia was addressed in
different forms in the works mentioned above, we estimate that more needs
to be done to make this history known within Europe, also because in gen-
eral the (post-)Yugoslav space is often forgotten or neglected in discussions
about European history and memories.”

Although the texts in this book mainly deal with Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, Croatia, France and Germany, they partially also include other countries
and societies. This reflects the reality that the history and the memories of

Jens-Christian Wagner, “Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus in Europa - eine transna-
tionale Erfahrung?”, Stiftung Gedenkstditten, 2022: https://www.stiftung-gedenkstaetten.de/reflex-
ionen/reflexionen-2022/widerstand-gegen-den-nationalsozialismus. All quoted websites were last
accessed on 20 May 2024.

7 A striking recent example was the comment often heard after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022,
that this was the first war in Europe since the end of World War I, totally omitting the wars during
the breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s.


https://www.stiftung-gedenkstaetten.de/reflexionen/reflexionen-2022/widerstand-gegen-den-nationalsozialismus
https://www.stiftung-gedenkstaetten.de/reflexionen/reflexionen-2022/widerstand-gegen-den-nationalsozialismus
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resistance often cannot be strictly limited to state borders, something that
is especially true for the (post-)Yugoslav space. Also, our aim was not to
gather general studies about each country, but rather to focus on specific
topics which we deem important to better understand the history and com-
plexity of resistance, not only in the mentioned countries, but also beyond,
like for example: What have been spaces of resistance? The texts gathered in
this volume address the chosen topics from different perspectives. By this,
we don't understand just country-perspectives (which are in any case also
plural and diverse) but also different methodological points of view.

Dealing with the history of resistance after 1945

Another important choice for this book was not to limit ourselves to the
history of resistance during (and partially before) World War II, but also
to address the question of the transmission of this history after 1945, up to
today. Here, also, the countries of this book represent different situations
and developments, as well as similarities. In France and in Yugoslavia, the
reference to own resistance became the dominating narrative after 1945,
until the situation changed radically in Yugoslavia in the 1990s, while in
France, the reference to own resistance remains an important part in the
country’s historical self-definition, even if it has considerably evolved in the
last decades. Germany represents an interesting mix of both evolutions and
also a particular case: On the one hand, in Eastern Germany, the reference
to (communist) resistance became a fundamental pillar after 1945, which
radically changed with the dissolution of the GDR and the German (re)uni-
fication in 1990. On the other hand, in Western Germany, resistance against
Nazism was for a long time a contested and disputed topic before becoming
more generally accepted and positively connoted.

The boom of memory studies in the last decades has led to an increased
attention to the memories of World War II, especially on the Holocaust and
other mass atrocities, and partially on the resistance in European coun-
tries and in Europe in general.® In our book, we look at different ways of

8  See for example Monika Flacke and Deutsches Historisches Museum, eds., Mythen der Nationen.
1945 - Arena der Erinnerungen, 2 vol. (Mainz: Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 2004). This book was
accompanying the exhibition with the same title at the German Historical Museum in Berlin in
2004/2005.
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transmitting the history of resistance in our societies between 1945 and to-
day. A specific focus is put on ways that museums and exhibitions were and
are addressing the topic of resistance. Among the editors and the authors
of this book are several curators, and we hope that this publication will also
inspire discussions about the role of museums today and possible ways to
address the question of resistance in current and future exhibitions.

All together, the present book gathers 32 texts in eight parts — one in-
troductory part, four parts on different aspects of the history of resistance
until 1945, and three on the transmission of this history since 1945. The
introductory part aims to provide an overview about the history of resis-
tance during World War I in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, France and
Germany as the geographical focus of this book. Besides this introduction,
it includes a contribution by Hrvoje Klasi¢, who deals with a question that
will always remain fundamental: Why did people decide to resist? He ad-
dresses this question by developing what were the main reasons that people
resisted and joined the communist-led Partisan movement in the territory
of the fascist puppet state Independent State of Croatia, which became the
epicentre of the Yugoslav Partisan resistance during the war. This text is fol-
lowed by a conversation with Robert Gildea and Christl Wickert, in which
the situation in the Independent State of Croatia (and Yugoslavia more gen-
erally) is compared with France and Germany in order to better understand
specificities and similarities regarding motivations, forms and evolutions of
resistance in the different countries.

Addressing the history of resistance from different perspectives

The first part then gathers contributions around the question “Where to
resist?”: What were different spaces of resistance, and how does space in-
fluence the possibilities of resistance? Yvan Gastaut emphasizes the impor-
tance of mountains as a space of resistance, through the example of the
French Alps, which became a military and symbolic battlefield between the
Resistance on the one hand, and Vichy France and German occupiers on
the other. Mountains played also a central role in Yugoslavia, a fact that ap-
pears in Dino Dupanovi¢’s contribution, which deals with another impor-
tant topic: the relations between urban and rural areas within the Partisans’
struggle in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the attempts and the difficulties

17



Elma Hagimbegovi¢, Nicolas Moll and Ivo Pejakovi¢

for the Partisan movement to connect these two areas. The two following
texts discuss the question of possibilities and limits of resistance in concen-
tration camps: Markus Roth focuses on the example of Michal Borwicz in
the Lemberg-Janowska camp, who developed literary activities as a space
of cultural resistance, and who tried to connect them with other activities,
including armed resistance. In her contribution about music and spaces of
resistance in concentration camps, Elise Petit emphasizes that music was
first of all an instrument of repression used by the Nazis, but also creat-
ed opportunities for limited and sometimes ambivalent ways of resistance,
which were articulated in different ways inside and outside the camp’s bar-
racks and in the camp’s official orchestras.

The second part is dedicated to the role of women in resistance during
World War II, a topic that has been overlooked or downplayed in many
postwar societies, but which has attracted increased attention in research
and in the public sphere in recent decades.’ Juliane Kucharzewski focuses
on one social group - wives of resistance fighters in Nazi Germany, and
analyzes the reasons why they and their activities remained often invisible
during and after the war. In contrast, Robert Belot deals with one of the most
known women of the French resistance, Berty Albrecht, who co-founded
the Combat movement, and highlights that her role in the French resistance
can at the same time be seen as exceptional and as representative for the
role of women in the French resistance, and that this applies also for her
memorialisation after 1945. Is it possible to quantify the place of women
in resistance? Dragan Cvetkovi¢ attempts this through a statistical analysis
on the basis of the losses Partisan women suffered within the Independent
State of Croatia, underlining the importance of women’s contribution to the
Partisan movement, and also of differences regarding the regional, nation-
al, urban, age and socio-professional structure of their participation. The
massive participation of women in the Partisan movement in Yugoslavia,
including the armed fight, led to significant emancipation processes in a
very short time span: This is analyzed by Aleksandar Horvat in his case
study about the province of Syrmia, which shows also the difficulties of this
process within a widely rural society with strong traditional and patriarchal
values.

9  See below the bibliographical references in the contributions of this part, and also the text on the
new exhibition on women in resistance from the German Resistance Memorial in the part “How to
Represent Resistance in Museums?”
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The following part deals with “grey zones® of resistance: What were in-
teractions, overlaps and transitions between attitudes of resistance and of
collaboration? Regarding World War 1II, the term “grey zone” was coined
by Primo Levi to describe the space forcibly created within concentration
camps where victims would compromise and collaborate with their op-
pressors to varying degrees and for the sake of survival.'> We use it here
in a more general sense, and for a variety of contexts. Xavier Bougarel
deals with the case of a mutiny in September 1943 by a Waffen SS unit
composed of Bosnian and Croat soldiers stationed in the French town of
Villefranche-de-Rouergue; while some presented it as a revolt of “freedom
fighters against Nazism’, the text questions this interpretation and attempts
to reconstruct the circumstances, motivations and different readings of this
controversial event. Kolja Buchmeier’s contribution brings us back to the
situation in camps - in this case the Stalag III D in Berlin for Soviet Prison-
ers of War; his text shows the broad spectrum of behaviours between col-
laboration and resistance and the fluid transitions between these attitudes.
Milivoj Beslin then deals with one of the most controversial topics related
to the history of World War II in Yugoslavia: the role of the royalist and
Serb nationalist Chetnik movement, showing how it developed increasing-
ly and very early in the war from an initial anti-occupation force into a col-
laboration force. The inverse evolution is addressed by Marius Hutinet in
his case study about a section of the French Gendarmerie in eastern France:
He analyzes how and why some members of the forces who were part of the
collaborating Vichy regime turned towards resistance at the end of the war.
The four texts show different dimensions of this complex space between
resistance and collaboration and also allow for a critical reflection on the
concept of “grey zone” and the question of to what extent it is an appropri-
ate term for the described constellations.

Transnational trajectories and transmission

Part four is deepening a question that, as mentioned earlier, has been at-
tracting increased interest in the research about resistance and World
War II more generally: What were transnational spaces and trajectories of

10 Cf. Stef Craps, “The Grey Zone”, Témoigner. Entre histoire et mémoire, 118 (2024),
https://journals.openedition.org/temoigner/1266
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resistance within occupied Europe? Without ignoring national and state
borders, the contributions here illustrate how important it is not to confine
resistance activities within such boundaries. One example is the role of in-
ternational volunteers during the Spanish Civil War who participated later
in different resistance movements in occupied Europe: Vladan Vuklis deals
with the Yugoslav “Spaniards” and their place in the Partisan movement
in Yugoslavia and in the French resistance, analysing to what extent their
experiences from Spain gave them a particular place within the two move-
ments. Corine Defrance also deals with transnational resistance trajecto-
ries, by focusing on the entangled lives of Raymond Schmittlein and Iréne
Giron before, during and after the war; the paths of these two members
of the French resistance also highlight the importance of extra-European
spaces for some resistance movements, in this case North Africa for the
French resistance. Switching back to Yugoslavia, Alfredo Sasso analyses the
situation of Yugoslav prisoners of war who were held in a camp in the city
of Garessio in northwestern Italy and from which they escaped in 1943; this
case study shows different degrees of interactions and solidarity between
the Yugoslav (ex-)prisoners and the camp’s command, the local population
and Italian resistance groups. Susanne Urban’s text also addresses the topic
of transnational help and rescue, by looking at the Youth Aliyah movement
created in 1933 in Germany by Recha Freier which rescued many young
Jews by bringing them to Palestine; Youth Aliyah can be seen simultane-
ously as a national and transnational movement: It advocated the creation
of a Jewish state in Palestine, and was a rescue network which included
organisations in many countries and regions, including Yugoslavia. Finally,
Jelena Pureinovi¢ deals with transnational resistance in a post-war per-
spective: Her text shows the important role that memory of the Partisans
played for socialist Yugoslavia’s policy of non-alignment and anticolonial-
ism, through the example of the Yugoslav support for the Algerian war of
independence in the 1950s and 1960s.

This last contribution constitutes a good transition towards the next
part of the book, on the transmission of resistance history after 1945: What
were different ways to transmit the memories and legacies of the resistance
and who was involved in these processes? What has been transmitted, what
not, and for which purposes? Robert Parzer speaks about the collection of
reports written by former inmates from Buchenwald about their custody
and their resistance in the camp, and critically analyses how these reports
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were done in a context of “organised memory” in order to support the state
narrative about antifascist resistance in the GDR. What happened with
the material traces of resistance activities in the decades after 19452 Sanja
Horvatinci¢ focuses on the efforts and initiatives in Socialist Yugoslavia to
document and preserve original sites and artefacts related to the Partisan
struggle, a crucial but often overlooked dimension of Yugoslav memory
culture which is today often reduced to a decontextualized vision of its big
artistic and modernist monuments and memorial complexes. Another way
to transmit resistance narratives has been through the creation of resistance
heroes, a phenomenon we can observe in all post-war societies: Matthi-
as Waechter deals with three examples from France, which illustrate the
competing efforts of the Gaullist and communist resistance movements to
present themselves as the leading force of the French resistance, but also
the attempts to create more consensual resistance heroes. Education is also
a central tool for transmitting memories, and a space for disputing and
contesting them: In her analysis of history textbooks from today’s Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Mirna Janci¢ Doyle shows how the once dominating nar-
rative about the common fight against fascism led by the Partisans has been
replaced since the 1990s by the coexistence and competition of several an-
tagonistic narratives about World War II. Finally, Danijel Vojak deals with
another example that shows what the role of resistance narratives in the
political arena can be: His case study analyses how Roma associations tried
to highlight their largely forgotten participation in the Partisan resistance
and to use it as an argument in order to obtain a better political and social
status within socialist Yugoslavia.

Resistance in museums and memorials

The last two parts deal with the representations of resistance in museums
and memorials, and with the (changing) roles of museums and other insti-
tutions dealing with resistance in our contemporary societies. In socialist
Yugoslavia, numerous museums and memorials were opened to document
and promote the legacies of the Partisans’ struggle in World War II, and
they played a key role in transmitting and legitimising this narrative. In his
case study, Nedim Pustahija analyses the content of the permanent exhibi-
tion of the Museum of the Revolution of Bosnia and Herzegovina opened in
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1966, which was based on a clear-cut division between “the people” led by
the Communist Party, on the one hand, and the German occupiers and the
collaborating Ustasha and Chetniks as the fascist forces, on the other; his
text also shows how aspects that could have blurred that division between
“us” and “them” were discarded by the exhibition makers. With the violent
dissolution of Yugoslavia and the establishment of new states in the 1990s,
the interpretations of World War II and also the situation of the related
museums changed radically. Ana Pani¢ and Veselinka Kastratovi¢ Risti¢
from the Museum of Yugoslavia in Belgrade explain how the socio-political
changes affected their museum and how difficult it has become to deal with
the history of Yugoslav antifascist resistance today. Another illustration for
the radical changes is provided by Natasa Matausi¢: In a personal account,
she retraces the work of the Museum of the Revolution of the People of
Croatia until 1990, its dissolution in the 1990s and the current efforts to
establish a new museum about antifascist resistance in Zagreb. While many
World War II-related museums have closed or find themselves today in
a neglected state, some of them have become (again) spaces of antifascist
gatherings: Natasa Jagdhuhn analyses these performances, which reenact
commemorative repertoires from the socialist period and can be seen as
form of resistance to the currently dominating ethnonationalism.
Exhibitions and institutions dealing with World War II and resistance in
Germany have also been affected by socio-political changes in the last de-
cades. This is especially true for Eastern Germany: While in the GDR, the
antifascist resistance in the Buchenwald concentration camp played a cen-
tral role in the memorial’s exhibition set up in the the 1960s, with the dis-
solution of the GDR in 1990, a totally new exhibition was created in 1995
with a very different view on the camp resistance, as pointed out by Maélle
Lepitre in her comparison of the two exhibitions. Institutions in Western
Germany have been operating in a context of bigger political continuity,
but have also evolved, as Thomas Altmeyer shows when retracing the his-
tory of the organisation he is part of: the Studienkreis Deutscher Widerstand
1933-1945, a grassroot organisation founded in 1967 in Frankfurt/Main
in order to address aspects of the anti-Nazi resistance that were neglected
in Western Germany, especially the resistance in the workers’ movement.
Bigger institutions also try to fill gaps from the previous decades: Dagmar
Lieske writes about the creation of the first exhibition at the German Resis-
tance Memorial in Berlin which deals exclusively with the role of women
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and their resistance to National Socialism. Finally, coming from France,
Marie-Edith Agostini talks about exhibitions she worked on at the Mémori-
al de la Shoah in Paris; while this institution is not specifically dedicated to
resistance, the mentioned exhibitions have dealt with the question of resis-
tance through arts by those who have been persecuted by the Nazi regime.

Resistance or liberation struggle?

Wer ist Walter? Our leading question can also be translated as “What is
resistance?” When we began our discussions about the book, we decid-
ed to embrace a broad approach, gathering various attitudes of opposition
and rejection of the politics and ideas of Nazism, fascism, occupation and
collaboration during (and before) World War II. This approach reflects a
historiographical evolution in many European countries, where resistance
was first mainly seen as an armed and political combat and limited to cer-
tain groups, while gradually including other forms, attitudes, groups and
perspectives. Choosing a broad approach has also the advantage of con-
fronting you with a multitude of different definitions and understandings
of resistance. The contributions in this volume show not only the broadness
of resistance attitudes and activities, but also how diverse definitions, inter-
pretations and discussions about resistance have been and are, depending
on time periods and geographical and sociopolitical spaces. Acknowledg-
ing this diversity is an excellent if not necessary starting point for a discus-
sion that we need to have again and again and to which we hope to contrib-
ute with our book: What can be called resistance?

Also for this discussion, the inclusion of the Yugoslav context proves
to be stimulating. Indeed, we rarely question using “resistance” as a ge-
neric term. The English word “resistance” corresponds to the terms that
dominate historiographically and politically in France, Résistance, and in
Germany, Widerstand. However, as mentioned in some of our texts, within
the communist-led Partisan movement in Yugoslavia, the equivalent word
otpor was rarely used; this was also the case in socialist Yugoslavia. Oth-
er terms dominated, such as borba (struggle) and oslobodenje (liberation),
best synthesised in the term Narodnooslobodilacka borba (People’s Liber-
ation Struggle), shortened in the famous acronym NOB. Are “resistance”
and “liberation struggle” the same? They might be understood as identical,
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but can also be seen as very different. It is important to look at the history
of the terms in their sociopolitical context, including the evolutions of their
meaning(s), and also what they mean in different languages. As we know,
languages can reflect and convey different realities, and it is also by looking
at the terms we use that we can better understand what are common points
and specificities in our shared history and try to learn more about them.
Who is Walter? Wer ist Walter? Qui est Walter? Ko je Valter?

24



Why Did They Resist? Motivations for Entering into
Resistance in the Independent State of Croatia

Hrvoje Klasi¢

Introduction

The answer to the question of why many people who lived on the territory
of the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska - NDH)
decided to resist during World War II largely lies in understanding the sit-
uation that emerged after Germany, Italy, and their allies (Hungary and
Bulgaria) attacked the Kingdom of Yugoslavia on 6 April 1941. Just 11 days
later, the kingdom capitulated and the king and government fled the coun-
try. Yugoslavia was occupied and dismembered and in this entirely new
geopolitical situation, different occupation policies became a key factor in
the emergence, development, and character of the resistance by the popu-
lation." This text will focus on the situation in the NDH because between
1941 and 1945, this area became the epicentre of the resistance movement
and the site of the largest armed conflicts between resistors on one side and
occupiers and their domestic collaborators on the other.

The NDH was a creation in the central part of the former Kingdom
of Yugoslavia, covering much of the present-day territories of Croatia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as Srem province in Serbia. Parts of the
Croatian coast and a broad hinterland were annexed by Italy, and smaller
areas in the north were annexed by Hungary. The NDH was established
through an agreement between Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini and,
despite the term “independent’, effectively existed as an Italian-German
protectorate. The demarcation line that divided the German and Italian
occupation zones and areas of influence ran from west to east through the

1 Regarding the attack on Yugoslavia, the occupation and division of the territory of the Kingdom
of Yugoslavia and the nature of the occupation regimes, see: Jozo Tomasevich, Rat i revolucija u
Jugoslaviji, 1941-1945. Okupacija i kolaboracija (Zagreb: EPH Novi liber, 2010).

25



Hrvoje Klasi¢

middle of the NDH.? Approximately 6,5 million people lived in an area
slightly over 100.000 square kilometres: around 53 percent Croats, 31
percent Serbs, and 11 percent Muslims, while the remaining population
included members of other ethnic groups such as Germans, Hungarians,
Czechs, Slovaks, Jews, Roma, and others. Power in the NDH was handed
over to the Ustasha movement, a Croatian terrorist and nationalist organi-
sation. Many Ustasha members, including its leader Ante Paveli¢, had lived
in exile for more than a decade, mainly in Italy, under the protection and
control of the fascists. One of the most important features of the Ustasha
movement was its anti-Serb sentiment, which, given the number of Serbs
in the NDH, would prove to be one of the key factors in the emergence and
development of the resistance movement.

This text’s ambition is not to cover all the ways in which resistance to the
occupation and fascism on the territory of NDH was carried out. Despite
numerous examples of “urban guerrilla” actions such as armed clashes with
the enemy in city streets, destruction of infrastructure, writing anti-re-
gime slogans and individual and organised actions to rescue endangered
populations, especially Jews, the focus will be on the reasons why people
of different nationalities joined military formations known as the People’s
Liberation Army, or Partisans.’

A brief war, rapid capitulation, the ruling authorities’ escape from the
country, and the unhindered establishment of new geopolitical relation-
ships were seen by the occupiers as a sign that the territory of the Kingdom
of Yugoslavia had been successfully pacified. The resistance movement that
would jeopardise the new reality, let alone lead to the opening of a new
front on European soil, was not expected by anyone, as evidenced by the
fact that the the Germans quickly withdrew and redeployed the bulk of
their military force shortly after Yugoslavia’s surrender to where they be-
lieved it would be more needed. However, it would only take a few months
for circumstances on the ground to force them to change their strategy.

2 The demarcation line stretched across the entire territory of the former Kingdom of Yugoslavia,
from Slovenia in the northwest to the border of Serbia and Bulgaria in the southeast.

3 The armed formations that emerged in summer 1941 under the command of the Communist Party
of Yugoslavia (Komunisticka partija Jugoslavije — KPJ]) were called the People’s Liberation Partisan
Detachments of Yugoslavia (Narodnooslobodilackih partizanskih odreda Jugoslavije - NOPOJ), and
all members of these detachments were referred to as “Partisans”. In early 1945, this army would
change its name to the Yugoslav Army.
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Considering that Yugoslavia was occupied by Nazi Germany, fascist It-
aly, their allies, and their domestic collaborators, who began to use various
repressive methods when establishing their rule, it is logical to conclude
that the resistance of the population was motivated by patriotic, antifascist
and existential reasons. But not necessarily in that order. Contrary to ex-
pectations, patriotic reasons, such as the desire to liberate the country from
foreign rule, would prove to be the least influential motive at the outset of
the war. Just as the establishment of fascist regimes did not provide suffi-
cient reason for the majority of the population to take up arms or resist the
authorities in some other way. Therefore, most people decided to resist not
because of political or ideological reasons but out of fear for their own lives
and the lives of their families. This does not mean that other motives were
absent from the beginning. On the contrary, the unexpected synergy of all
these motives would result in the creation of the strongest and best-organ-
ised resistance movement in Europe.

In the historiography of socialist Yugoslavia, as well as in society in gen-
eral, the motives for people’s decisions to resist during World War II were
often approached in a very simplistic way, influenced by ideology. The of-
ficial narrative focused on the “People’s Liberation Struggle” in which the
“people” under the Communist Party’s leadership decided to rebel against
the new situation. As one of the most prominent Yugoslav historians of
that time wrote: “They [the communists] managed to unite the liberation
and social aspirations of the people in the form of large-scale insurgent ac-
tions that evolved into a nationwide war..” Since the Communist Party had
largely legitimised its central role in socialism by emphasising the Yugoslav
communists’ central role in the resistance movement, any questioning of
the Party’s role in the war was seen as a threat to the position the Party be-
lieved it held during peacetime. Therefore, much less attention was devoted
to examples of resistance in which the Party did not have a dominant role.
Thus, Fighter’s Day, a national holiday commemorating the official start of
the People’s Liberation Struggle, was celebrated on 4 July. This was done to
mark the Communist Party leadership’s session on 4 July 1941, in which the
decision to initiate a nationwide armed uprising was made. In doing so, it
deliberately overlooked the fact that many Yugoslavs, as will be discussed
further in the text, had already been resisting with arms before that date.

4 Branko Petranovi¢, Istorija Jugoslavije, 1918-1978 (Beograd: Nolit, 1981), 194.
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Existence/survival as a motive for resistance

The first individuals in the NDH who decided to actively resist were Serbs
who primarily lived in rural areas where they constituted the majority of the
population. The motives for their decision to take up arms were not of a pa-
triotic nature. After the Kingdom of Yugoslavia’s capitulation, most defeated
soldiers from the newly-established NDH, including Serbs, returned to their
homes and attempted to continue their lives as they did before the outbreak
of the war. The fact that their homeland was occupied was not a sufficient
motive for rebellion. The establishment of the new Croatian state was also
not a motivation for them. Instead of fighting Serbs chose to adapt to the
new circumstances as one participant in the Partisan movement, a Serb from
Banija,’ recalls in his memoirs: “..the older people reconciled themselves to
the occupation because they hadn’t seen any good in the Kingdom of Yugo-
slavia either. They were used to respecting every authority and quickly came
to terms with the situation”® The fact that Serbs were ready to accept the
Independent State of Croatia as their own country is also reflected in a letter
from a Serb Partisan in Lika’ sent to their Croatian neighbours at a time
when the uprising had already gained momentum: “Brothers and neigh-
bours, Croats! For years and years, our good neighbourly harmony and love
have been a tradition in all our villages. This tradition should have continued
in this Croatian state [NDH]. Unfortunately, it was not continued..”™

Some of the Serb population in the NDH did not see the occupation
as a reason to rebel but rather as a prerequisite for survival. In fact, they
sought and obtained protection under the Italian occupation forces, fearing
the Ustasha’s repressive policies. In order to protect as much of the Serb
population as possible, Serb politicians from the region even asked the Ital-
ians to expand their occupation zone.” In return, local Serbian paramilitary

5 A region in Croatia, about fifty kilometres south of Zagreb toward the border with Bosnia and
Herzegovina.

6  Nikola Mrakovi¢, “Grabovacka akcija i pocetak ustanka na Baniji’, in Sisak i Banija u revolucionar-
nom radnickom pokretu i ustanku 1941, ed. Katarina Babi¢ (Sisak: Muzej Sisak, 1974), 717.

7 A region in Croatia between Central Croatia to the north, Dalmatia to the south, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina to the east.

8  The letter is dated 31 August 1941, see: Max Bergholz, Nasilje kao generativna sila (Sarajevo: Buy-
book, 2018), 168-169.

9  As Tomasevich writes, with the Italian expansion of the occupational zone one-third of the Serbs
in the NDH came under the control of Italian armed forces and thus avoided the fate of their com-
patriots who remained under Ustasha control. Tomasevich, Rat i revolucija, 285.
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units became an integral part of the Italian paramilitary formation called
the Voluntary Anti-Communist Militia (Milizia Volontaria Anti Comunista
- MVAC) which, together with the Italians, fought against the Partisans."

The motive for the resistance among Serbs in the NDH was also not
antifascism, specifically the fact that the Ustasha regime in NDH estab-
lished fascist rule. From the very establishment of the state, repression was
legalised against anyone declared undesirable for national, racial or reli-
gious reasons. Serbs, alongside Jews and Roma, were the most numerous
among the undesirable. The repression against the Serb population includ-
ed dismissals from public service, confiscation of property, restrictions on
human and civil rights, expulsion from NDH and more."' However, none
of the above led to a mass uprising and a large number of Serbs chose to
continue submitting to the new authorities. Over 250.000 Serbs decided
to demonstrate their loyalty (of course, fearing for their lives) by, among
other things, converting from the Orthodox to the Catholic faith, or as one
participant in these events described it: “In some villages people fought for
a place on overcrowded trucks hoping that, as ‘converts, they would have a
place in the sun in this Ustasha state?

The main trigger for resistance against the new authorities was the mass
murders of Serbs that the Ustasha began to carry out just a few days af-
ter the NDH’s establishment. These escalated throughout summer 1941."
Faced with the real threat of physical annihilation, Serbs organised armed
village guards with the aim of preventing further people from being taken
to their deaths. These guards were among the first to resist."* However, the
resistance of the local population only resulted in increased pressure from

10 The MVAC would operate in all Yugoslav areas occupied by the Italians. In the NDH area, 20.000
Chetniks were a part of MVAC. Ibid, 153.

11 Regarding the repression of the Ustasha authorities towards the Serbian population, see: Tomasev-
ich, Rat i revolucija, 431-456.

12 Slobodan Bjelajac, “Samaricki partizanski logor”, in Sisak i Banija u revolucionarnom radnickom
pokretu i ustanku 1941 (Sisak: Muzej Sisak, 1974), 689.

13 About mass killings of Serbs, see: Tomasevich, Rat i revolucija, 447-456 and Bergholz, Nasilje,
114-155.

14 This happened on 3 June 1941 in the village of Drezanj in the Nevesinje district in eastern Her-
zegovina. During the battles, which lasted the entire day, three Ustasha soldiers were killed and
several were wounded. The uprising soon spread to neighbouring areas, and around 600 villagers
participated in it. In addition to defending their own villages, the insurgents also began launching
their first attacks on facilities and infrastructure. See: Slavko Stijaci¢-Slavo et. al. eds., Hercegovina u
NOB, knjiga 1 (Beograd: Vojno delo, 1961), 42-72. Similar conflicts with the Ustasha soon followed
in other parts of the Independent State of Croatia where Serbs comprised the majority of the pop-
ulation.
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the Ustasha authorities, who sent more numerous punitive expeditions
that poorly armed peasants could no longer oppose. As a result, people
sought safety in mass escapes. Entire villages moving to nearby forests and
mountains. Armed groups of local men ensured the security of the fugitive
population, often taking offensive actions against the enemy in addition to
defensive measures.

The appearance of an increasing number of people willing to resist the
terror and the new authorities prompted the Yugoslav communists to take
advantage of the situation. Life-endangered Serb peasants gave the com-
munists the one thing they lacked despite their uncompromising commit-
ment to fighting against the occupiers and collaborators: large numbers. By
introducing discipline and incorporating several hundred Yugoslav com-
munists who had gained military experience in the Spanish Civil War into
the ranks of the insurgents, the Party helped Serb peasants transform their
spontaneous resistance into a well-organised resistance movement. Never-
theless, the fact remains that, in its early stages, the resistance initiated by
the Serb population was not driven by any ideology but primarily by the
desire for survival. As one German officer wrote: “Without Ustasha crimes
no propaganda would be able to convince the Serbian peasants to fight to

the death for communist goals™"?

Antifascism and patriotism

Yugoslav communists, specifically members of the Communist Party of
Yugoslavia (Komunisticka Partija Jugoslavije - KPJ) and the League of
Communist Youth of Yugoslavia (Savez komunisticke omladine Jugoslavije
- SKOYJ), were the most significant group that, for patriotic and antifascist
reasons, chose armed resistance during World War II. Admittedly, some
officers and soldiers of the Yugoslav Royal Army who refused to capitulate
in April 1941 and would later become known as Chetniks also decided to
continue resisting the occupiers for patriotic reasons, mainly on the terri-
tory of the NDH, Serbia and Montenegro. However, except for several brief

15 See: Bergholz, Nasilje, 165. One of the highest-ranking members of the Ustasha regime and a key
figure in the repressive apparatus of the NDH wrote after the war that the Ustasha struggle against
the communists would have been more successful if they had pursued a policy of understanding
with the Serbs. Tomasevich, Rat i revolucija, 455.
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periods of open hostility towards the occupation forces and their interests
in certain parts of the country the Chetniks mostly collaborated openly
with Italians, Ustasha and Germans during World War II.'¢

At the time of the attack on Yugoslavia, the KPJ had been operating
strictly in secrecy for 20 years; its legal activities had been banned in 1920.
Due to the repression against communist supporters, Party membership
had been steadily decreasing over the years and had dropped to only 8.000
members by 1941."” Communists across Europe, including those in Yugo-
slavia, condemned fascism and Nazism from the moment these ideologies
emerged, especially when fascists took power in Italy and Nazis in Germa-
ny. They were willing to go from words to action as demonstrated during
the Spanish Civil War, when they voluntarily joined the International Bri-
gades seeking to prevent Francisco Franco and his fascists from coming to
power. About 2.000 Yugoslav communists participated in these brigades
and they soon had the opportunity to apply their wartime experience in
their own homeland."

Communists had been warning for years before the German and Italian
threat to Yugoslav independence that the country needed to prepare for re-
sistance. In May 1939, the Central Committee of the KPJ’s journal Proleter
published a text that stated: “According to the plans of fascist conquerors,
Yugoslavia should either be a vassal of the Rome-Berlin Axis or not exist at
all. For a freedom-loving people, such an alternative is called either capitu-
lation or resistance, defending its independence.” The alternative for which
the KPJ began preparing from that moment was summarised at the end of
this text: “Fascist imperialists should know that the peoples of Yugoslavia
will not give up an inch of their land and that the working class is ready
to make any sacrifice in that struggle”® When Yugoslavia was attacked in
April 1941, the KPJ was one of the few political parties that not only refused
to accept the occupation and the disintegration of the country but actively

16 About Chetniks, see: Milan Radanovi¢, Kazna i zlocin: snage kolaboracije u Srbiji (Beograd: Rosa
Luxemburg Stiftung, 2015) and Jozo Tomasevié, Cetnici u Drugom svjetskom ratu: 1941-1945 (Za-
greb: Liber, 1979).

17 To this number we need to add between 30.000 and 50.000 members of SKOJ. Petranovi¢, Istorija,
219-220.

18 About the participation of Yugoslavs in the Spanish Civil War, see: Vladan Vukli§, Sjecanje na
Spaniju: Spanski gradanski rat u jugoslovenskoj istoriografiji i memoaristici 1945-1991 (Banja Luka:
Arhiv Republike Srpske, 2013) and Vjeran Pavlakovi¢, The Battle for Spain is Ours (Zagreb: Srednja
Europa, 2014).

19 “Nezavisnost Jugoslavije u opasnosti’, Proleter, no. 1, 1939.
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resisted the new situation. On 10 April 1941, the day when the Independent
State of Croatia was proclaimed in Zagreb, a meeting of the communist
leadership was held in the same city, where the Military Committee was
established, with Josip Broz Tito at its helm, and an order was sent to the
party membership to start collecting weapons.*

Recognizing that they could not achieve significant success on their
own, communists invited the entire population to join the fight against the
enemy. In the spirit of a popular front, this included other civil political
parties. However, even as conditions in the country became increasingly
conducive to a general uprising, the KPJ could not make this decision in-
dependently. The green light was awaited from the Soviet Union which was
still in a non-aggression treaty with the Third Reich at that time. Given
the clear hierarchy within the communist world - the subordination of all
communist parties to the one in Moscow — any armed provocation against
the German army (and its allies) would have been considered a violation
of that agreement. Therefore, the German invasion of the Soviet Union on
22 June 1941, which terminated that treaty, also served as a call for all com-
munists, including the Yugoslav ones, to engage. On 27 June, the Military
Committee was renamed the Main Headquarters of the People’s Liberation
Partisan Detachments of Yugoslavia, and on 4 July, the Political Bureau of
the Central Committee of the KPJ decided to establish the first Partisan de-
tachments. It was decided to shift from sabotage and diversions, which the
communists had already carried out in cities, to a general uprising in the
form of a partisan war starting from mid-July 1941.*" Consequently, mili-
tary formations organised and led by the KP] began to emerge throughout
NDH and all of Yugoslavia.*?

20 The weapons were largely gathered from deserters from the Yugoslav Royal Army and from the ar-
my’s warehouses after its surrender. For example, through a raid on a military depot near the town
of Sisak, local communists acquired around 30 rifles and two machine guns, which were hidden
in nearby barns, and even in the attic of a rural church. This weaponry would be used by members
of the first Partisan unit formed in the NDH and in Yugoslavia more broadly on 22 June 1941, in a
forest near Sisak. See: Hrvoje Klasi¢, Mika Spiljak. Revolucionar i drzavnik (Zagreb: Ljevak, 2019),
53-54.

21 Vladimir Dedijer, Novi prilozi za biografiju Josipa Broza Tita (Rijeka: Liburnija, 1981), 389.

22 'The first military formation was established by Sisak Communists on the day of the German inva-
sion of the USSR but it was done independently, before the KPJ leadership’s official decision. As a
result, that day (22 June 1941) was not commemorated as one of the most important events related
to the war in socialist Yugoslavia.
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As mentioned earlier, many people had already taken up arms before
official communist involvement began. Realising the potential of this dis-
satisfied and combat-ready population, the KPJ sought to establish itself as
the organiser and political leader of the ongoing national uprising. For this
reason, prominent KPJ] members were first sent to Serb villages and then
to rural communities across the Independent State of Croatia to resist the
enemy alongside the local population. After the official decision to launch
a nationwide uprising, the dispatch of communists to the field intensified
and existing armed groups of Serb peasants became the core of the first
Partisan detachments. Although this relationship has been portrayed as
a natural symbiosis in post-war historiography, the local population, es-
pecially Serbs, initially showed considerable distrust toward the commu-
nists, especially when they were Croats.” The atmosphere improved with
the daily arrival of an increasing number of communists in the field and
their determination to sacrifice their lives to assist those in need. Armed
groups of Serbian peasants soon realised that their joint struggle with the
communists brought other advantages. Besides better resistance organi-
sation, the contributions of communists who had fought as volunteers in
the Spanish Civil War was particularly significant. The KPJ sent them to
already established insurgent units where they became military strategists
and commanders as well as instructors for inexperienced civilians in han-
dling weapons and various explosive devices.**

Although the KP] was the main catalyst for resistance against occupa-
tion and fascism, communists were not the only ones who joined the re-
sistance movement for patriotic and antifascist reasons. The practice of re-
cruiting individuals who were not KPJ] members into Partisan units became

23 One of the organisers of the uprising in Croatia, a communist and a Croat by nationality, Savo
Zlati¢, wrote the following in his wartime diary: “We find ourselves in an area where we still have
no influence. The residents of the nearest village are afraid of us, so it’s only on the second day that
we receive food. When thinking in rigid schemes, as often happens, things seem quite simple and
clear. This logic also underlies the belief that the Serbian people, under the pressure of Ustasha per-
secution, essentially joined the Partisans under their flags. However, the reality was quite different.
The political orientation of the majority of the Serbian population toward the People’s Liberation
Struggle was the result of the intense and difficult political struggle of the Party... Where this work
was not done there were no results despite persecutions and all other ‘favourable’ conditions.” Savo
Zlati¢, Poslali su me na Kordun (Zagreb: Razlog, 2005), 27.

24 Approximately 250 former Spanish volunteers participated in Partisan units. The majority of them
held important command positions, including about 15 members in the main headquarters of
the Yugoslav republics. The liberation of Yugoslavia in the spring of 1945 was carried out by four
Yugoslav armies, each of which was led by a former “Spaniard”. See: Vuklis, Sjecanje, 26-27.
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common in all regions of NDH, and in the rest of Yugoslavia. Over time,
more and more Croats joined the Partisan movement in the NDH, while
at the beginning of the war, this had only been the case for Croatian com-
munists and communist sympathisers. Growing repression against all dis-
senters, especially critics of the Ustasha regime, coupled with increasingly
difficult living conditions, were among the motives. A particularly impor-
tant role in reinforcing the Partisan movement was played by Croats from
Dalmatia and Istria, regions that remained outside the Independent State of
Croatia and were annexed by Italy. The fact that Rome became their capital,
through the agreement between the Independent State of Croatia and Italy,
provoked antifascist and patriotic feelings. Non-communist Croats were
also disturbed by the collaboration of fascist authorities with the Chetniks
and the Italian tolerance of Chetnik crimes against Croatian civilians.”

Bosnian-Herzegovinian Muslims also increasingly chose to take up
arms, even though many of them were not communists, for patriotic as well
as existential reasons. It should be noted that the Ustasha movement consid-
ered Muslims as members of the Croatian nation, so unlike the Serbs, they
were not as such the target of repression by the NDH. Some Muslim politi-
cal elites actively joined the Ustasha movement and numerous Muslims be-
came members of the NDH’s armed forces. Problems arose when Chetniks,
whose ideology was fundamentally anti-Muslim and who were seeking re-
venge for Ustasha crimes against Serbs, began to carry out massacres against
the Muslim civilian population. Since NDH as a state proved incapable of
protecting them, some Muslims joined the Partisans, while others formed
special paramilitary formations.?® The enlistment in Partisan units grew af-
ter the end of the initial cooperation between Partisans and Chetniks, and
when Ustasha authorities signed a series of cooperation agreements with
Chetnik units throughout the NDH during 1942. The trend of joining the
Partisans became especially important when it became clear, from 1943 on,
that the communist leadership was advocating equal rights for Muslims
with Serbs and Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina and recognition of the
latter as a republic in its own right within the future Yugoslav state.

25 Zdravko Dizdar and Mihael Sobolovski, Presucivani cetnicki zlo¢ini u Hrvatskoj i u Bosni i Hercego-
vini 1941-1945 (Zagreb, Hrvatski institut za povijest - Dom i svijet, 1999).

26 These Muslim militias were neither antifascist nor anti-occupation. In addition to protecting civil-
ians’ lives, some of them aimed to achieve autonomy for Bosnia and Herzegovina within or outside
the NDH. For more information, refer to: Marko Atilla Hoare, The Bosnian Muslims in the Second
World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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Other motives of resistance

In addition to liberating the country and resisting Nazi fascism, there was
another significant motive that led Yugoslav communists to take up arms in
1941. It was the belief that the newly emerged situation should be used to
seize power in Yugoslavia. Consequently, the People’s Liberation Struggle
was understood from the very beginning as a socialist revolution. As Tito
asserted during the war: “Our People’s Liberation Struggle would not have
been so determined and successful if the people of Yugoslavia did not see in
it, in addition to victory over fascism, a victory over those who oppressed
and aimed to further oppress the Yugoslav people”” However, this very
motive also caused the first disagreements in the relationship between the
KPJ, the Comintern and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

Namely, Tito was more inclined toward the doctrine of the Chinese
communists during the civil war in China, advocating the simultaneous
struggle for liberation and the establishment of socialism, in contrast to
the Bolshevik doctrine of two stages of revolution - first liberation of the
country, then a change in the political system. This divergent approach was
evident from the very beginning of the uprising.

The emblem of the Yugoslav Partisan movement became the red
five-pointed star, a symbol of communism. The term “partisan” was bor-
rowed from the USSR and it literally meant a member of the party, specifi-
cally the Communist Party.”® Each Partisan unit was required to have a po-
litical commissar alongside the military commander, someone who would
oversee morale and discipline and implement the KPJ’s political line. In ar-
eas liberated from occupiers or collaborators, Partisans established national
liberation committees as bodies of the new revolutionary people’s govern-
ment. Dedication to revolutionary change as well as loyalty to the leader of
all communists, Stalin, was most clearly demonstrated by the establishment
of elite Partisan formations called proletarian brigades. The First Proletari-
an Brigade was founded on 21 December 1941, Stalin’s birthday.”

27 “Nacionalno pitanje u Jugoslaviji u svetlosti narodno-oslobodilacke borbe”, Proleter, no. 16, 1942.

28 In the beginning terms like “guerrilla” and “guerrilla units” were also used.

29 In contrast to most of the existing Partisan units, whose members were from specific territories and
operated within those territories, the proletarian brigades were composed of the best fighters from
various regions of Yugoslavia and were deployed on missions wherever the need for their involve-
ment arose.
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Contrary to expectations, Moscow did not react enthusiastically to the
Yugoslav communist comrades’ decisions. The Comintern immediately
warned the KPJ leadership that they should adhere to the doctrine of two
stages of revolution, insisting that “the current stage was about liberation
from fascist subjugation, not a socialist revolution”* This is why all the
decisions of the Yugoslav Partisan leadership mentioned earlier were crit-
icised.

Why did the Soviet Union (and the Comintern) disagree with the KPJ’s
military-political strategy? The reason was actually quite selfish. The precar-
ious situation in which the USSR found itself after the Third Reich’s attack
suggested the need to maintain good relations with Western allies. In this
regard, any support for a communist revolution in the Balkans would likely
mean a rupture of the alliance with Great Britain and the USA, further
worsening the already difficult situation for the Soviets. For this reason, not
only did Moscow criticise the Yugoslav Partisans” political “deviation”, but
the USSR also re-established diplomatic relations with the Yugoslav royal
government in London during the war and invited the KPJ to cooperate
with Draza Mihailovi¢, the leader of the royalist resistance movement in
Yugoslavia.”!

Such news from Moscow triggered bitterness and even anger but it did
not lead to a shift in Titos and the Partisan leadership’s military-political
strategy.”” Although there were many disagreements and misunderstand-
ings in the relationship between the KPJ and Moscow during the entire-
ty of World War II, it should be mentioned that pro-Russian sentiments
were important motivating factors for joining the resistance movement.
Yugoslav communists entered the war, among other reasons, to assist their

30 Dedijer, Novi prilozi, 387.

31 Marie-Janine Calic, Tito - Vjecni partizan (Zagreb: Fraktura, 2022), 127. The USSR signed a Treaty
of Friendship and Non-Aggression with the Kingdom of Yugoslavia on the night of 5-6 April 1941,
only to, under pressure from Berlin, sever diplomatic relations with Yugoslavia in May of the same
year. However, Moscow re-established relations with the royal government, which had already re-
located to London, in July 1941 following Germany’s invasion of the USSR.

32 On 25 November 1941, prompted by broadcasts on Radio Moscow praising the Chetniks and
Draza Mihailovi¢, Tito sent a telegram to the Executive Committee of the Comintern in which he
strongly condemned the broadcasts’ content, stating that it was “appalling nonsense”. Tito demand-
ed: “Tell them up there to stop spreading the nonsense that the London radio is promoting” and
continued “We have all the evidence that Draza is openly collaborating with the Germans in the
fight against us. Draza’s men do not fire a single shot against the Germans. The entire struggle is
carried out only by the Partisans” Josip Broz Tito, Sabrana djela, tom 7 (Beograd: NIRO Komunist,
1983), 198.
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Russian (communist) brethren in some parts of Yugoslavia, the tradition
of Russophilia transcended ideological boundaries. This was most evident
among the Orthodox Serb (and Montenegrin) population. Thus, after the
Third Reich’s attack on the USSR, the belief in the Russian army’s invinci-
bility encouraged many Serbs to take up arms. It was believed that once the
Russians defeated the Germans, they would come to liberate their South
Slavic brethren. Naivety and lack of information sometimes resulted in al-
most surreal situations. According to eyewitness accounts, upon hearing
the news of the fighting in the Soviet Union, Serb peasants in NDH began
to mow wheat and grass en masse in preparation for Russian paratroopers
to land on soft ground.*

The USSR’s entry into the war against Germany in June 1941 caused eu-
phoria among Yugoslav communists, further strengthening their determi-
nation to initiate armed resistance. At the time, there was no doubt about
whether the Red Army would win but rather how long it would take for
victory. The belief in the Soviet Union’s superiority had a positive impact on
the combat morale of Yugoslav communists. However, unrealistic assess-
ments of the situation on the Eastern Front had some negative consequenc-
es on the insurgents’ combat effectiveness. For example, the Comintern in
late June 1941 appealed to the communists to destroy bridges, factories and
other infrastructure that served the needs of the German army throughout
Yugoslavia. However, some, like the communist official Vlado Popovi¢ in
Zagreb, refused to do so, arguing that the Red Army would arrive quickly
and it was unnecessary to destroy something that would serve the people
in the future.’

The building of a socialist society after the war was a significant motive
for Yugoslav communists to join the resistance and persevere in opposing
a much stronger enemy. However, the way in which they attempted to or-
ganise life in the liberated territories motivated many non-communists to
become participants or sympathisers of the Partisan movement. This was
a significant success because resistance and the liberation of the country,
despite the unquestionable dedication and courage of the communists,
would have been almost impossible without the involvement of the “broad
masses of the people”. Therefore, those who had no prior connection to
communism needed to be convinced that life organised according to

33 Dedijer, Novi prilozi, 388.
34 Ibid.
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communist principles would be better and fairer than what they had before
and during the war. Great attention was given to the so-called “moral econ-
omy” or the “economy of survival” based on the redistribution of economic
resources in favour of the most vulnerable population groups. Assistance
was provided for refugees and the families of fallen fighters, food, cloth-
ing and shoes were collected for the poor. Solidarity and mutual aid were
encouraged, while looting was punished. Literacy programs and cultural
centres were established. Efforts were made to improve health and living
conditions. For the first time in the history of the Yugoslav region, women
and young people were included in social and political life. Contrary to
fascist propaganda that portrayed Partisans as enemies of religion, freedom
of religion was emphasised and assistance was provided in the restoration
of damaged places of worship. Some priests and imams became members
of national liberation committees and even Partisan units.*

Finally, one of the motives for supporting the Partisan movement was
the attitude towards the national question. In the atmosphere of a civil war
in which nationalists from one ethnic group committed mass crimes against
members of another ethnic group, insisting on national equality and a joint
struggle against the occupiers sounded utopian if the Partisans did not
implement it in practice. For example, on NDH territory, Croat Partisans
saved Serbs from the Ustasha, while Serb Partisans protected Muslims from
the Chetniks. The national equality established in the struggle was meant
to lay the foundation for the equality of all citizens and all ethnic and reli-
gious groups in the new state after the war. Thanks to the leadership of the
Partisan movement, the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina would, for the
first time in their history, have their own statehood in the form of an equal
republic within the Yugoslav socialist federation.*

All the aforementioned factors — the building of a better and more just
world, the emancipation of socially marginalised groups, and the pro-
motion of national and religious equality — motivated many on the NDH
territory, regardless of their previous ideological preferences, to join the
KPJ-led resistance movement. Of course, the communists’ revolutionary
methods such as the confiscation of property from those arbitrarily labelled

35 For more on the successes and challenges of building life in liberated territories and the relation-
ship between communists and non-communists, see: Xavier Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana. Ko-
munisti i seljaci u Bosanskoj krajini 1941-1945 (Sarajevo: UdruZzenje za modernu historiju, 2023).

36 See ibid., 35-67 for the Partisans’ attitudes towards the national question.
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as “enemies of the people” and brutal confrontations with dissenters, de-
terred many from any form of cooperation with the Partisans and turned
some of them into active opponents.”

It has already been mentioned that Ustasha crimes against the Serb pop-
ulation were a key motive for joining insurgent and later Partisan units.
Often, the insurgents’ reaction to these crimes was revenge, carrying hor-
rific consequences with it. However, revenge was not only a consequence
but often an important motive for joining the insurgent ranks.*® Bergholz
supports this thesis with numerous examples of insurgent violence not only
against members of the NDH army and police but also against innocent
(non-Serb) civilians. In his opinion, this was a process of “antagonistic
collective categorization” primarily based on ethnic principles. For Serb
insurgents, Croatian (and Muslim) villages became Ustasha and therefore
deserved punishment. Ethnic-motivated antagonism that escalated into re-
venge and violence often was not triggered by recent crimes but by settling
old pre-war scores.”

Along with revenge, one of the motives for joining the resistance move-
ment, associated with violence, was looting. This motive should be ob-
served on two levels. On the first, it involved individuals whose modus op-
erandi was best described by an old saying from Yugoslav territories that
every conflict is “someone’s war and someone’s brother” (“nekome rat a ne-
kome brat”). On the second, one must consider the context of widespread
poverty, especially in rural areas. Both the “looters in the dark” (“lovci u
mutnom”) and some impoverished peasants joined the insurgents, seek-
ing to exploit the situation for their own benefit. Both groups were aided
by the fact that looting “enemy” property in a wartime atmosphere and
lawlessness was accepted as justifiable and necessary. However, contrary to
the previously mentioned revenge killings, the victims of the looters were
not exclusively members of antagonised ethnic groups. By citing numerous
examples in which Serbian insurgents looted property and stole livestock
from Serbian families, Bergholz attempts to prove that looting was often

37 One of the most well-known examples of Partisan violence came in so-called left-wing shifts in
Montenegro and southeastern parts of NDH at the end of 1941 and the beginning of 1942. Mass
liquidations were carried out on all those who did not want to support the Partisan movement.
Violence subsided during 1942, and then intensified at the very end of the war and immediately
after its conclusion.

38 Bergholz, Nasilje, 191.

39 Ibid., 191-221.
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not just a consequence but also an important motive for action, specifically,
joining the insurgent ranks.*

It should also be noted that another reason for joining the Partisan re-
sistance movement was the attraction generated by its growing strength
and success. This applies in particular to the period from 1943 to 1945. Ita-
ly’s capitulation in September 1943 gave the Partisans a considerable boost;
moreover, toward the end of the war, it became increasingly clear that who-
ever would emerge victorious would likely take power over the country.
Some members of the Croatian Home Guard and the Chetniks became part
of the Partisan movement for this reason, especially after Tito offered, in
the summer and autumn of 1944, a general amnesty to those who joined
the Partisans (except for those who had committed serious crimes). Also,
unlike those who voluntarily joined the Partisans for various reasons, to-
wards the end of the war when the Partisans transformed from guerrilla
forces into a well-organised and massive army, a certain number became
members of the resistance movement due to the (forced) mobilisation car-
ried out by the leadership of the movement in liberated territories.*

Conclusion

Just a few months after Nazi Germany, fascist Italy, and their allies attacked
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, a resistance movement emerged in the occu-
pied territory. Day by day, and for various reasons, it attracted an increas-
ing number of participants. The epicentre of resistance was the territory
of the Independent State of Croatia. Except for the very beginning, when
there was spontaneity driven by Serb peasants’ ad hoc decision to rebel
in order to save their lives, the resistance quickly began to take on a clear
organisational and hierarchical structure. The results of this process would
be incredible in every aspect. The resistance grew from a few thousand in-
surgents in summer 1941, mainly on the territory of the Independent State
of Croatia and Serbia, to 150.000 fighters in the Partisan units all around
Yugoslavia by the end of 1942. There were 320.000 at the beginning of 1944,
and around 800.000 fighters in May 1945. These numbers forced the Ger-
mans, Italians and their allies to keep between 30 and 35 divisions — over

40 Tbid,, 160-161.
41 Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana, 125-128.
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600.000 soldiers — on Yugoslav territory during World War II instead of
sending them to another European front.** After the initial activities, main-
ly focused on the defence of the threatened population, Partisan units went
on to liberate more than one-third of Yugoslav territory by the end of 1941
— around 100.000 square kilometres - thus justifying the name “People’s
Liberation Army”* With the exception of Serbia, which was liberated in
1944 by the joint forces of the Red Army, Bulgarians and Yugoslav Par-
tisans, the liberation of the rest of the country, including the territory of
NDH, was an independent achievement of the domestic fighters.

The main credit for the transformation of unconnected, small guerrilla
units into a massive and powerful army should go to the Communist Party
of Yugoslavia and its leadership, with Josip Broz Tito at the helm. This does
not mean that all Partisans were communists. On the contrary, members
of the KPJ and the League of Communist Youth of Yugoslavia were a mi-
nority among the fighters, although it should be noted that membership
in these organisations increased significantly by the end of the war. Often,
especially in the historiographies of the states formed after the dissolution
of Yugoslavia, there is an insistence that Yugoslav antifascist and liberation
resistance movement resulted from the Third Reich’s attack on the USSR.
However, the facts indicate that Yugoslav communists started preparations
for the struggle against occupation and fascism well before 22 June 1941,
and they were ready when German troops entered the Soviet Union. What
is perhaps most important is that subordination within the global commu-
nist movement certainly influenced the start date of the organised armed
resistance movement in Yugoslavia. However, it is worth noting that the
appeal to initiate armed resistance against the Nazis and fascists from Mos-
cow was addressed to all European communist parties. Unlike the others,
the Yugoslav Communist Party responded to it by creating the most organ-
ised and efficient antifascist and liberation resistance movement in Europe.

42 Svetozar Oro, “Titov antifasisticki ustanak - novi front u okupiranoj Evropi’, in O ustanku 1941
- danas (Beograd: Drustvo za istinu o antifasisti¢koj narodnooslobodila¢koj borbi u Jugoslaviji
1941-1945, 2002), 77.

43 Dusan Bilandzi¢, Historija Socijalisticke Federativne Republike Jugoslavije (Zagreb: Skolska knjiga,
1978), 53. The liberated territory fluctuated in size during the following war years.
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Comparing Resistance in Yugoslavia
with France and Germany

A Conversation with Robert Gildea and Christl Wickert

The general context

Let us first compare the general situation. The Kingdom of Yugoslavia was at-
tacked, occupied and dismembered in April 1941. Some parts were annexed by
Germany and its allies, Serbia came under German military administration,
while large parts of Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina became the so-called
Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska - NDH). The NDH
was a vassal state of Germany and Italy, headed by Ante Paveli¢, who had led
a small terrorist organisation, the Ustasha, in the 1930s and whose forces very
quickly began a massive campaign of terror against parts of the population. Ger-
many militarily occupied one half of the territory and Italy the other until Italy’s
capitulation in 1943, whereupon German troops occupied the entire territory.

Robert Gildea:

France was attacked one year before Yugoslavia, in May 1940 and also
suffered a crushing defeat within a few weeks and then signed an armistice
dictated by Germany in June. Similar to Yugoslavia, the French territory
was also treated in different ways: In the east of France, Alsace and parts of
Lorraine were annexed, and the northern half of France and the Atlantic
coast down to the Spanish border was occupied by the German military.
This was initially not the case for the southern half, the so-called Free Zone,
until November 1942 when German troops also occupied this part, in re-
sponse to the Allied landings in North Africa. Incidentally, there was also
an Italian occupation zone in southeastern France, which Germany took
over after the Italian capitulation in autumn 1943.

Similar to the NDH, a new regime was also established in France, in
summer 1940: the so-called Etat frangais, which abolished the Republic,
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with its seat in Vichy in central France. Vichy France was, like the NDH, a
vassal state of Germany, which increasingly engaged in open collaboration,
but there were also two important differences. Firstly, unlike Ante Paveli¢
in the NDH, Philippe Pétain as head of the new state was incredibly popu-
lar. As victor of Verdun he was a legend of World War I, and many French
people thought initially that he would defend their interests against Ger-
many. And secondly, although there were increasingly influential fascist
groups in the Vichy regime, for example the Milice, which was founded in
1943 to crush the resistance, Vichy was more of a national-conservative,
authoritarian state. The regime also did not immediately use open terror
against parts of its own population and built up its antisemitic measures
gradually.

Christl Wickert:

The context in Germany was very different compared to Yugoslavia and
France. Germany was not a country attacked and occupied by a foreign
state, but it was the country in which the Nazi Party had taken power in
1933 and then invaded and occupied large parts of Europe during World
War II. The occupation policy was carried out everywhere by force, gen-
erally with even more violence in Eastern Europe than in the West. In the
invaded and occupied countries, Nazi Germany often set up collaborator
regimes, such as the Independent State of Croatia or the Vichy regime, in
order to preserve its own forces.

As far as the situation within Germany was concerned, Hitler was legal-
ly appointed Reich Chancellor on 31 January 1933, and many thought that
he would not remain in power for long. However, the Nazi leaders used the
Reichstag fire in February 1933 to drastically restrict civil rights and arrest
political opponents en masse, and in this climate of terror, the majority of
parliament voted on 23 March to give full powers to the government in
what was known as the Ermdchtigungsgesetz, or enabling law. All commu-
nist members of the parliament had already been arrested at that time; only
the social-democrat MPs who were present voted against the law.

Germany was transformed into a dictatorship that increasingly encom-
passed all levels of society and everyday life. Through propaganda and terror,
economic policy measures, foreign policy successes and the first victories in
the war, the Nazi regime also secured the support of the German popula-
tion. The development of totalitarian power structures and the population’s
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Map 1: Axis occupation and partition of Yugoslavia in World War II (as of 1941).
The grey line within the Independent State of Croatia represents the demarcation line

between the German occupation zone (on the northern side) and the Italian zone.
(Source: wikimedia commons, public domain)

attitude, which ranged between conformism, consent and active participa-
tion, also minimised the scope for resistance within the society.

The beginnings of resistance

Let us now turn to the beginnings of resistance. In the NDH and also in other
parts of Yugoslavia, armed uprisings broke out within a few months of the oc-
cupation and spread rapidly. Very soon, a powerful and well-organised resist-
ance force emerged with the communist-led Partisan movement. This develop-
ment was accompanied by a brutal civil war, among others, with the royalist
Serbian nationalist Chetnik movement, which had also started as a resistance
force but then turned increasingly towards collaboration. What can we say
about the beginnings and developments of resistance in France and Germany?
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Map 2: Occupation zones in France during World War II
(Source: wikimedia commons © Eric Gabe, CC BY-SA 4.0)

Robert Gildea:

There was also early resistance in France, but it was isolated and spo-
radic, and not armed. The shock of defeat was profound and, as in many
other occupied countries, the vast majority of people came to terms with
the occupation and the new regime. Only very few took immediate action:
these included the then still unknown general Charles de Gaulle, who went
to London and urged the French to continue the fight from there, as he
announced in a radio address on 18 June 1940, which almost nobody heard
at the time. Others said to themselves that they should do something and
didn’t really know what to begin with. First groups and networks developed,
for example what was later called the Musée de 'Homme network, which in-
cluded persons working at the mentioned ethnographic museum in Paris;
they helped escaped prisoners of war and Allied soldiers, wrote and distrib-
uted leaflets and an underground newspaper, and gathered intelligence for
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the British. With time, more structured and organised groups emerged, and
they increasingly worked together: a crucial step was the formation of the
National Council of Resistance (Conseil national de la Résistance - CNR)
in May 1943, which included nearly all the internal resistance movements,
including the communists, and also trade unions and political parties, and
which acknowledged the leadership of de Gaulle. The Resistance in France
remained very plural and marked by many internal rivalries, but neverthe-
less they came together in a united front.

The German occupiers and the Vichy regime took increasingly violent
action against the Resistance, and this confrontation between Vichy forces
and the Resistance had civil war-like characteristics. However, there was no
equivalent in France to the Chetniks, who initially resisted and then slipped
into collaboration and fought a violent war with the Partisans.

Christl Wickert:

In Germany, there were active opponents of the National Socialist Party
(NSDAP) before 1933, especially among the Social Democratic Party of
Germany (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschland - SPD) and the Com-
munist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands - KPD),
even though the KPD had sometimes organised strikes together with the
NSDAP against the Weimar Republic at the end of the 1920s. However,
most were not prepared for resistance in illegality, especially not in the SPD.
One exception was the International Socialist Militant League (Internation-
aler Sozialistischer Kampfbund - ISK), in which women and men from the
SPD and KPD were already preparing for illegality in 1932.

When the NSDAP took power in January 1933, many opponents of the
Nazis faced a bitter choice: arrest or exile. Politicians from the left who
came from Jewish families without necessarily identifying themselves as
Jewish were particularly at risk. After casting her vote in the last parliamen-
tary elections on 5 March 1933, Reichstag deputy Tony Sender, for exam-
ple, fled to Czechoslovakia following death threats. Those who consciously
stayed often paid for this with their lives. The SPD leader in the Prussian
state parliament, Ernst Heilmann, for example, wanted to continue fighting
the NSDAP legally from Berlin. But a few days after the SPD was banned
in June 1933, he was arrested and then spent several years in concentration
camps until his murder in Buchenwald in 1940.

Despite ever-increasing persecution, underground resistance groups
and activities developed in Germany in the early years, particularly from
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the communist side, which produced and distributed numerous leaflets
and anti-Nazi writings. Resistance groups were mainly formed in cities,
and there were also networks like the White Rose (Weiffe Rose) student
organisation, which was founded in Munich in 1942 and had contacts with
groups in Berlin and Hamburg. But throughout the 12 years of the Nazi
era, resistance in Germany remained extremely isolated and fragmented,
unlike in Yugoslavia and France. Martin Niemoller, a pastor of the Na-
zi-critical Confessing Church (Bekennende Kirche) and a prisoner in the
Sachsenhausen and Dachau concentration camps from 1937 to 1945, wrote
the following text there, presumably in 1938: “First they came for the com-
munists, and I did not speak out — because I was not a communist. Then
they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out — because I was
not a trade unionist. Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out -
because I was not a Jew. Then they came for me - and there was no one left
to speak for me.” These lines not only contain self-criticism, but also show
the lack of cooperation between the various opponents of the regime.

Main motivations for resistance

As Hrvoje Klasi¢s text emphasises, the triggers for the first uprisings in the
NDH were the existential threat posed by the terror of the Ustasha, while
for other persons it was patriotic and anti-fascist reasons. These motivations
could also overlap. How was the situation in France and Germany: who re-
sisted and for which reasons?

Robert Gildea:

The resisters in France emerged from a wide range of different milieux,
with very different views and aims, and were drawn from all parts of the
political spectrum, from the extreme left to the extreme right, including
socialists and Christian democrats. Many acted out of patriotism: they
did not want to resign themselves to defeat and occupation by Germany.
This applies, for example, to Charles de Gaulle, who came from a tradi-
tional-conservative milieu. For others, resistance was a continuation of the
antifascist movement that had led to the Popular Front in France in 1936.
Many of those who became active in the resistance were those who were
particularly targeted by the German occupation and the Vichy regime:
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foreigners, Jews and communists. This does not necessarily mean that they
were only or mainly active in the Resistance because they saw themselves as
personally endangered. Many of the French Jews who joined the resistance
did so not because they felt Jewish but as French patriots. For many, how-
ever, antifascist and patriotic motivations overlapped with the experience
of personal danger.

Interestingly, especially in the beginning, opposition to Germany was
not necessarily linked to opposition to Vichy. However, the increasingly
open collaboration of the Vichy regime with the German occupiers also
drove many who had initially still trusted Petain into a more active resist-
ance, not only against the German occupation but also against the collab-
orating Vichy regime. With the increasing antisemitic persecution, helping
Jews became more urgent — and those who helped did not necessarily do
so because they were antifascists, patriots or persecuted themselves, but
for humanist reasons. The step into resistance could derive from family
backgrounds or be an effect of contingency: In early 1941, for example,
17-year-old Madeleine Riffaud was walking in the train station of Amiens
when she was stopped by German soldiers and one kicked her in the back-
side. She later wrote: “I was so furious, it was humiliation, anger and in my
anger I vowed to myself that I would find the Resistance. [...] It all started
from there.”

Christl Wickert:

I would distinguish between three main forms and motivations for re-
sistance in Germany: political resistance, ideological dissent and every-
day dissent. Political resistance, which grew out of a traditionally bound
identity, was directed against the Nazi system as such and could be found
above all in the labour movement. Ideological dissent could be found main-
ly among representatives of religious groups - Catholics, members of the
“Confessing Church” and Jehovah’s Witnesses. These groups resisted above
all the attacks on their respective religious communities and their way of
life, but not against the National Socialist state as such. And finally, every-
day dissent, which could be seen in telling political jokes, listening to for-
eign radio stations or refusing to make the Hitler salute — which could be
life-threatening due to the Nazi regime’s claim to total obedience.

Of course, there were also overlaps and fluid transitions, from noncon-
formism to refusal to active resistance. And there were also other forms of
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non-conformist behaviour that do not fall into the aforementioned cate-
gories. These include helping those persecuted by the regime, in particular
hiding Jews, which is now referred to in Germany as Rettungswiderstand
- rescue resistance. This could be connected to the aforementioned motiva-
tions and forms of resistance, but it did not have to be. It is also important
to note that, as in other countries, Jews themselves actively contributed to
their own rescue. It is estimated that around 1.700 Jews survived the war
underground in Berlin - they did not do this because they were passively
waiting for help, but because they themselves were looking for ways to sur-
vive.

To what extent did those Germans who became active in the resistance
also act for patriotic reasons? Yes, many of those who fought against the
Nazis wanted a “different Germany”, saying that the Nazi state was not the
real Germany. But as a resistance fighter in Germany, it was more diffi-
cult to be a “patriot” than in an occupied country because in Germany,
resistance fighters were immediately labelled traitors to the fatherland (Va-
terlandsverriter) by the regime, especially during the war. They were also
perceived as such by the vast majority of the population.

The Communist Party’s role

In the NDH and in the rest of Yugoslavia, the Communist Party managed to
become the leading resistance force and, in doing so, also brought along many
people who were not communists, in a policy of the National Front that was
supported by Moscow. How can the role of communist resistance in France
and Germany be summarised?

Robert Gildea:

The German attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941 played a decisive
role in the resistance of French communists, as it did for the Communist
Party in Yugoslavia. Prior to this, the Hitler-Stalin Pact had had a paralys-
ing effect. In Yugoslavia, this hesitant attitude lasted only a short time, as
there were only two months between the invasion of Yugoslavia and that of
the Soviet Union. But in France, a whole year passed between the armistice
of June 1940 and the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, which
is one of the reasons why the resistance in France began so cautiously.
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Although there were Communists in the resistance during this period and
there were some actions, for example, a strike among the miners in the
north of France in May 1941, the French Communist Party (Parti Commu-
niste Frangais — PCF) as a whole behaved very cautiously, and when it did
engage in propaganda, it was more against Vichy than against Germany.
This changed radically after the German attack on the Soviet Union.
From this point, the communist resistance developed into one of the most
active forces in France, with the movement Francs-Tireurs et Partisans as
its military arm. Similar to Yugoslavia, the PCF in France pursued a poli-
cy of the National Front, and the Front National was also the name of the
political arm of the communist resistance - it was a way of encouraging
people to get involved in communist-sponsored resistance without neces-
sarily knowing that it was led by communists. So, for example, the National
Front in France included a large number of Catholic resisters who wouldn’t
otherwise have joined the resistance. Continuing Popular Front policy, the
PCEF then also joined in 1943 the National Council of Resistance (Conseil
National de la Résistance) as the united French resistance front. But while
the Communist Party was clearly the dominant force in the Partisan move-
ment in Yugoslavia, even if it included representatives of other political ten-
dencies, the united resistance movement in France was much more diverse

politically and the PCF played an important but not the dominant role in it.

Christl Wickert:

As mentioned, communists in Germany were among the early oppo-
nents of the Nazis, and when Adolf Hitler was appointed Reich Chancellor
on 30 January 1933, the KPD called for a general strike, which was hardly
heeded. They were also those who were most persecuted by the Nazi regime
from the outset, for example with the arrest of their Reichstag deputies as
early as February 1933, even before the KPD was banned. In contrast to
Yugoslavia, where the party leadership continued to operate within its own
territory, the leadership of the KPD was largely active abroad. It tried to stay
in contact with the underground groups in Germany via bases along the
borders of the Reich, but this became increasingly difficult. Many groups
were largely on their own. One of them was the Herbert Baum Group, a
communist and Jewish resistance group formed in 1936, which distribut-
ed leaflets and underground newspapers in Berlin and carried out an ar-
son attack on the anti-Soviet propaganda exhibition “The Soviet Paradise”
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on 18 May 1942. Some communists were also able to organise themselves
in concentration camps: The best-known example is Buchenwald, where
members of the KPD dominated the camp’s resistance organisation.

As there was no united German resistance, the question of the KPD’s
influence on such a movement did not arise. One important initiative
was the National Committee for a Free Germany (Nationalkomitee Freies
Deutschland — NKFD), which was formed in the Soviet Union in 1943.
Based on the idea of the Popular Front, it brought together German prison-
ers of war, most of whom were not communists, and German communist
émigrés. The NKFD’s main task was persuading Wehrmacht soldiers at the
front to defect. As far as the Hitler-Stalin Pact of 1939 was concerned, it was
like in many other European countries; it confused and disturbed many
communists in Germany, but the KPD leadership in exile stood firmly by
Moscow’s decision.

Resistance inside and outside the occupied territory

This brings us to the question of the role that areas and actors outside of their
own territory played in resistance. In the case of the NDH and for Yugosla-
via as a whole, it is striking how much the Partisan resistance organised it-
self from within. There was a royalist government in exile in London, but it
supported the Chetnik movement in occupied Yugoslavia. Also, the British
government initially supported the Chetniks and not the Partisans, before
changing its position in 1943. But despite increasing international support
from 1943, the actors of the Partisan resistance stayed and fought on occupied
Yugoslav territory.

Robert Gildea:

It was different for France. Parallel to the various internal resistance
movements, there was also outside the metropolitan territory the so-called
Free France (France Libre), led by de Gaulle, and the two most important
areas for this were London and Africa. From London, he built up the France
Libre, politically and militarily, before making Algiers its centre following
the liberation of North Africa by the Allies. After the armistice agreement
of June 1940, Algeria and other French territories and colonies in Afri-
ca had been placed under the control of the Vichy regime, including the
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French Army of Africa that existed there. In order to strengthen de Gaulle’s
position, it was crucial for him to gain control over these territories and
their resources, which he ultimately succeeded in doing, despite ongoing
tensions with Vichy and the Allies. From London, and then from Algiers
after 1943, de Gaulle also tried to increase his influence on the resistance
movements in France, which was very limited at the beginning. He eventu-
ally succeeded here also, even if the relationship between the external and
the internal resistance always remained tense.

For the development of the French internal and external resistance, the
support of the Allies was very important. As it did in Yugoslavia, the Spe-
cial Operations Executive (SOE), the secret British organisation formed in
1940, dropped agents and weapons on the French territory to support the
local resistance. With one interesting difference: While Churchill didn’t
hesitate to support the communist-led Partisan movement in Yugoslavia
from 1943, he was reluctant to support the communist resistance in France,
so that well into 1944 supplies of weapons from the air were restricted to
non-communist groups.

Christl Wickert:

In Germany, after 1933, resistance to the Nazis was strongly articulat-
ed outside of the country, in exile. The aforementioned Tony Sender, for
example, immediately became involved in anti-Nazi border work towards
Saxony after fleeing to Czechoslovakia in 1933, then in an exile political or-
ganisation in Amsterdam, and finally in the U.S. from 1935. In the U.S., she
gave lectures on the situation in the Third Reich and during the war, wrote
reports on countries occupied by the Wehrmacht for the Office of Strategic
Services (OSS), the American secret service.

Two important places of exile in the 1930s were Czechoslovakia and
France, where antifascist emigrants attempted to raise awareness of the
Nazi regime and help resistance groups in Germany. When these countries
were occupied by Germany, some attempted to flee, while others stayed and
joined the local resistance. This was particularly the case in France. One
example is the German-Jewish communist Dora Schaul, who fled Germany
in 1933 and moved first to Holland and then to France; she escaped from
a French internment camp in 1942 and was hired under a false identity by
a Wehrmacht office in Lyon, where she gathered valuable information for
the Resistance.
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There were also contacts between German resistants in exile and with-
in Germany during the war, but they were very difficult. The communist
Kithe Niederkirchner, for example, who had been living in exile in the So-
viet Union since 1933, parachuted over Poland in October 1943 to join the
inner-German resistance, but was then arrested on the journey to Berlin
and murdered in Ravensbriick concentration camp. In contrast to France,
there was never a synthesis between resistance from within and resistance
from outside. And unlike France and Yugoslavia, the resistance within
Germany did not receive any support from the Allies. There were attempts
by resistance groups in Germany to make contact with the Allies, but the
British government in particular reacted negatively as it did not trust the
German resistance forces.

Key moments for the development of resistance

Resistance did not develop in a linear way in any country in Europe. In gen-
eral, it can be said that it increased in the occupied countries over time, but
there were also setbacks and, in turn, important developmental steps. In Yu-
goslavia, 1942 was a particularly difficult year, as the German occupiers or-
ganised several offensives against the Partisans; 1943 was then a decisive year,
especially with the capitulation of Italy, which gave the Partisan movement a
very strong boost. What were key moments for the resistance in France and
Germany?

Robert Gildea:

External circumstances also played an important role for the French Re-
sistance, for example the Allied landing in North Africa in November 1942,
which strengthened the development of the France libre. Within France, a
decisive moment was the introduction of forced labour service, the Service
du travail obligatoire (STO), in February 1943. This was when the Vichy
regime agreed forcibly to send young men of military age to Germany to
work in the factories for the German war effort. Until then, the majori-
ty of French people had not faced a direct existential threat — but being
forced to go to Germany meant leaving a familiar environment to work
directly for the enemy and to be exposed to incalculable risks, for example
the Allied bombing of German factories. This decision affected hundreds
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of thousands of young men and their families, and a good part refused to
leave and went instead into hiding. Of these so-called réfractaires, several
tens of thousands went into the maquis, which was a kind of the equivalent
of what was seen in Yugoslavia, moving to the mountains and to the forests
where camps of resistance were established. So the STO brought new per-
sons to the resistance and also created new spaces of resistance, in which
the countryside became more important.

A crucial moment for the development of the resistance was then the
landing in Normandy in June 1944. A lot of the maquis broke cover after
D-Day, and started attacking Germans who they thought were retreating.
It was at that moment that German collective reprisals became the most
intense. So the most dangerous moment for the resistance in France during
the entire war was that time span between D-Day and the liberation of Paris
in August 1944.

The progressive liberation of France in summer 1944 and the attrac-
tion of being on the winning side motivated others who had stayed passive
so far or who had been part of the collaborating forces to join the resist-
ance. Here, obviously, opportunistic motivations were a decisive factor. The
phenomenon of last-minute resisters existed in all occupied countries - in
France there is one specific term to design them: résistants de la 25éme heu-
re, resisters of the 25th hour.

Christl Wickert:

For Germany;, it is important to distinguish between the pre-war period
and the war period. On the one hand, the war made resistance even more
difficult; on the other hand, the war also encouraged people to become
more active. One example is the Red Orchestra (Rote Kapelle) network,
which brought together women and men of various political and religious
orientations and whose most intensive period was in the years 1940-1942.
The Red Orchestra distributed leaflets and texts, documented Nazi crimes
of violence against the civilian population of the occupied territories, par-
ticularly in the Soviet Union, and organised a poster campaign in protest
against the propaganda exhibition titled “The Soviet Paradise” For some
who turned to the resistance during the war, experiences from the front
played a significant role, because it was there that they learnt of the mass
crimes committed by the Nazis. A central question is how much the chang-
ing war situation, especially after the lost battle of Stalingrad in February
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1943, affected motivations for resistance. This concerns, for example, the
conspiracy of 20 July 1944, which aimed to kill Hitler and end Nazi rule. In
the circles of 20 July, similar plans existed partially already before 1942, but
that military defeat that was foreseeable in 1944 was certainly an important
motivation to take action at that time, also in order to possibly avoid Ger-
many’s unconditional surrender.

The beginning of the war in 1939 also meant a turning point for women.
On the one hand, they had new opportunities on the labour market, but on
the other, additional everyday problems due to supply shortages and then
the bombing of the cities. Gestapo files from the end of 1938 already men-
tion that a growing number of women were making “defeatist statements”
against the impending war. The war then reinforced women’ attitudes of
refusal, for example against the compulsory labour in the armaments in-
dustry introduced in 1940 as a replacement for front-line soldiers. The Nazi
state punished this everyday dissent as “undermining the military force”
(Wehrkraftzersetzung).

Resistance as multi- and transnational phenomenon

What is also characteristic of the Partisan movement in Yugoslavia is that it
succeeded in appealing to different national groups, for example within Bos-
nia and Herzegovina to Serbs, Croats and Muslims, as well as to minorities.
France and Germany did not define themselves as multinational societies, but
here too the question arises: how “national” or how multinational/transna-
tional was the resistance?

Robert Gildea:

This is a crucial question. The role of foreigners in the Resistance in
France has for a long time been ignored. Many of those who became in-
volved in resistance activity in France had come there in the interwar peri-
od as economic migrants seeking work, as political exiles fleeing repressive
regimes, or as a combination of both. There were for example Poles, Ital-
ians, Spaniards and Germans, and many of them were of Jewish origins. A
main gathering place for them was the French Communist Party’s organ-
isation MOI (Main d’Oeuvre Immigrée / Immigrant Labour), which under
the German occupation formed its own armed underground group, under
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the umbrella of the mainly French Francs-Tireurs et Partisans: FTP-MOL
The FTP-MOI carried out numerous anti-German guerilla actions in Paris
and other towns between 1941 and 1944.

The transnational dimension of resistance during World War II in
France and Europe is also evident in that many members of the Interna-
tional Brigades, who fought in the Spanish Civil War between 1936 and
1939, later joined the resistance in their country of origin or in other
countries. There they brought with them the military experience they had
gained in Spain. This was the case in Yugoslavia, and also in France: The
Polish-Jewish Mendel Langer and the Yugoslav Ljubomir Ili¢, for exam-
ple, had commanding roles in the International Brigades and then also in
France in the southern zone in the FTP and the FTP-MOI. Thousands of
Spanish Republicans who had fled Spain in 1939 also joined the Resistance
in France.

Let us also not forget the role of people from the French colonies. With-
in metropolitan France, the resistance also included former soldiers from
Africa who had deserted or escaped from prison camps. Additionally, the
majority of the rank and file who fought with the Free French Forces in
Africa were soldiers from the French colonies. But after the Liberation, nei-
ther de Gaulle nor the French Communist Party were eager to highlight
the role of non-French citizens in the liberation of France. This changed
only slowly. An important step to recognize their contribution has been the
recent introduction in the French Pantheén of the Armenian immigrant
Missak Manouchian who had headed the FTP-MOI in Paris in 1942-1943,
and of his wife Mélinée.

Christl Wickert:

Regarding transnational resistance, we must on the one hand talk about
the Germans who were active in the resistance in other countries, including
France, as mentioned by Robert Gildea. One example of the integration
of German emigrants into the Resistance was German Work (Travail Al-
lemand), a grouping in the Front National initiated by the French Com-
munists. Its main task was to carry out propaganda work among members
of the German occupying forces and later also to procure intelligence and
weapons from the Wehrmacht service centres.

On the other hand, there was also resistance from non-Germans within
Germany. Among the forced labourers brought to Germany from all over
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Europe, there were for example organised revolts, sabotage, individual re-
bellion, escape and contacts with German resistance groups. Concentration
camps were also important places of transnational resistance in Germany.
Ravensbriick is a good example: many of the women interned there, from
the Soviet Union, France, Poland, Yugoslavia and other countries, had been
resistants in their own countries and had been deported precisely because
of this. They developed various forms of solidarity in the camp to help each
other and defy the concentration camp violence. The role of foreigners liv-
ing in Germany should also be mentioned, especially in the rescue resist-
ance. One example is the Brazilian Aracy de Carvalho, who worked at the
Brazilian consulate in Hamburg and, against the instructions of her superi-
ors, organised visas and passports for persecuted Jews.

Women in resistance

The Partisan movement in Yugoslavia is also characterised by the massive
participation of women, in various roles, and tens of thousands of them also
as fighters. At the same time, there were also patriarchal prejudices in their
own ranks against their participation.

Robert Gildea:

The role of women in the French resistance has also long been underes-
timated. After the defeat of 1940, when men of military age had either been
dispersed or were in prisoner of war camps, women were among the first to
form resistance groups. As in other countries, in France the war created a
situation where women continued to be confronted with traditional gender
stereotypes, and at the same time unexpected opportunities came up to
step out of the usual social conventions. When Marguerite Gonnet, head
of Libération-Sud in the Isere, was arrested and questioned in 1942 by a
German military court as to why she had taken up arms, she replied, “Quite
simply, colonel, because the men had dropped them” Women were active
in many segments of resistance, for example in intelligence work, propa-
ganda, as SOE agents and in sabotage. Their most important role was as
liaison agents or couriers, a crucial task because resistance networks were
widely and thinly drawn, and because telephones and letters were closely
monitored, and because women were less likely to be stopped than men
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at street controls set up by German or Vichy forces. Also, outside formal
resistance groups, women played a significant role, for example by helping
and sheltering persecuted persons, including Jews.

In contrast to the Partisan movement in Yugoslavia, women in France
rarely bore arms. An exception was Madeleine Riffaud, who as an FTP
fighter shot dead a German officer in Paris on 23 July 1944. This is one of
the reasons for the relatively low profile of female resisters after the war, as
the public image and recognition of resistance in France was connected
with military activity and armed fighters.

Christl Wickert:

In Germany as well, the role of women in the resistance was not rec-
ognised for a long time. Since the early 1990s, however, more research has
been carried out on this topic and their role is also being recognised more
in the public: This can be seen, for example, in the fact that the German
Resistance Memorial Centre in Berlin will open an exhibition this year on
the subject of “Women in the Resistance against National Socialism”

Women had to contend with stereotypical images of their role in Ger-
many too. Generally, women were underrepresented in leadership positions
in the organised resistance, and there were only a few resistance groups in
which women could be described as equal partners. This is particularly true
of the aforementioned Red Orchestra, the Herbert Baum Group and the
Internationaler Sozialistischer Kampfbund. In many other groups, women
played a more discreet but not negligible role in the physical and psycho-
logical support of men active in the underground.

As part of the rescue resistance, a spectacular action initiated by women
took place in Berlin in February 1943. It was a vociferous demonstration
by “Aryan” wives (some with their children) in favour of the release of their
husbands and fathers. They had been arrested at their workplaces as Jewish
forced labourers in the arms industry and were to be transported to an
extermination camp. This unique action of massive resistance against the
deportation of family members in front of the Gestapo prison on Rosen-
stra8e in Berlin-Mitte lasted several days. It made a great impression on the
National Socialists and saved the lives of the family members.
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Armed resistance

Another characteristic of the Partisan movement across Yugoslavia is its
armed dimension and its military strength. The Partisans quickly built up
armed forces, which led a constant campaign of sabotage, ambushes, raids,
attacks and battles. They were able to liberate and control bigger territories
within Yugoslavia. And what began as guerrilla squads was increasingly
transformed into a regular and massive army.

Robert Gildea:

The development and organisation of the French armed resistance was
rather different. Within France, armed resistance only really developed one
year after the occupation began, from summer 1941. It was mainly an ur-
ban guerrilla action, especially by the communists, with their armed wing,
the Francs-Tireurs et Partisans, carrying out direct attacks on German in-
stitutions and personnel. But de Gaulle was opposed to it, since these at-
tacks triggered harsh reprisals by the Germans and he thought that it was
necessary to wait for the Allies to land. The internal resistance movements
close to de Gaulle also had their paramilitary wings, which gathered in
1943 under the name Armée secrete and were more an armed force in con-
struction and in waiting. Various military formations, which often lacked
weapons and training, developed in the magquis. Most of the armed actions
then took place in 1944, in connection with the Normandy landings and
the progressive liberation of the territory, with numerous acts of sabotage
and attacks on the forces and installations of the German army and the
Vichy regime.

Outside metropolitan France, de Gaulle built up the military units of
the France Libre, who from 1941 were involved in combat activities in Af-
rica, against Italians and Germans, alongside with Allied troops, and par-
tially also against the Vichy-controlled French Army of Africa. The latter
then switched to the side of the Allies, and in August 1943 merged with
the units of the France Libre, to become the Armée frangaise de la Libéra-
tion, the French Army of Liberation. From 3.000 persons in July 1940 and
approximately 50.000 in summer 1943, the France Libre now controlled an
army of over 400.000 soldiers. Parts of this army then participated in the
Allied invasion of Italy in September 1943, of Normandy in June 1944 and
in Provence in August 1944. In the summer 1944 the external and internal
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military forces of the Resistance then worked together for the liberation of
metropolitan France, even if their relation was sometimes tense.

Christl Wickert:

We cannot speak of armed or military resistance within Germany in the
strict sense. Rather, one should speak of resistance in the military. There
were some small opposition circles in the Wehrmacht. The best-known ex-
amples are the various officers who belonged to the 20 July 1944 conspiracy,
including Claus von Stauffenberg, who carried out the failed bomb attack
on Hitler that day. This was not the only attempt to assassinate Hitler; there
were also corresponding plans in military circles in previous years, but also
beyond. On 8 November 1939, Hitler was almost killed by a bomb in Mu-
nich; this assassination attempt was planned and carried out solely by the
carpenter and Nazi opponent Georg Elser. There were also very few “rescu-
ers in uniform”, members of the Wehrmacht who tried to save Jews in the
occupied countries. These included Sergeant Anton Schmid, who rescued
hundreds of Jews from the ghetto in Vilnius in 1942 and also supported
members of the Jewish resistance movement there.

Post-war visions

Beyond rejecting fascism and/or occupation, one motivation for participating
in the resistance was also the vision of a new order. For the KPJ, it was the
vision of a socialist society and of an united Yugoslavia in which the different
nations would live together on an equal basis. Under no circumstances the
KP] wanted a return to the previous system, the monarchy and a centralised
Yugoslavia. What were dominant post-war plans in the resistance in France
and Germany?

Robert Gildea:

In terms of post-war visions of the French resistance, the most impor-
tant document is the charter of the Conseil national de Résistance, which
was adopted on 15 March 1944 by all the strands of resistance, from the
right to the communists. This charter included a governmental program
for the future, among them nationalisations, the establishment of social
security and votes for women. In many ways it was a kind of a blueprint
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for what happened at the liberation in France. More generally, this charter
expressed a consensus that after the German occupation and the Vichy re-
gime, France should continue to be, or become again, a Republic, but not
the same stale Republic that had lost the war. The CNR therefore did not
advocate a complete break with the pre-war system, but more a renewal of
French state and society.

At the same time, there were huge struggles between the communist
and non-communist resistance for who would become the more influen-
tial force in liberated France. For some time, there was the fear that there
would be a communist coup d’Etat in France at the liberation. But in fact
nothing such happened, partly because Stalin held off, partly also because
the communists became part of the Provisional Government of the French
Republic, which was established in June 1944 and in which they held sev-
eral ministerial positions. So why would they have a revolution when they
were already in power? They remained a dominant force in French politics
until the outbreak of the Cold War in 1947.

Christl Wickert:

As the German resistance was so fragmented, there was also no com-
mon vision of what Germany should look like after the war. For many, a
return to the previous political system was not really an option. Germany
had only experienced a brief period of democracy, with the Weimar Re-
public, which many considered a catastrophic failure. In the very diverse
circles around 20 July 1944, there was a common understanding that the
rule of law should be restored, but there was no agreement on the future
form of government. Many of them rejected parliamentary democracy and
favoured a strong German state with a dominant executive. There were also
other voices. Interestingly, the KPD did not call for a socialist system in
1945, but for social reforms and a democratic renewal with a parliamentary
republic, although it is debatable to what extent this was merely tactical. For
some groups, the European reference was important: in one of its leaflets,
the White Rose demanded a federalist Germany in a united Europe and
that Germany must separate itself from imperialism and Prussian milita-

rism for all time.
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The contribution of resistance to the defeat of Nazi Germany

It is also characteristic of Yugoslavia that the Partisan movement largely lib-
erated the country itself. In the liberation of parts of Serbia in 1944, the Red
Army fought together with the Partisan army, but in the NDH and other
parts, it was the Partisan army that ended the occupation. What can be said
about the contribution of the resistance in France and in Germany to the de-
feat of Nazi Germany?

Robert Gildea:

On 25 August 1944, in liberated Paris, de Gaulle said these famous
words: “Paris liberated! Liberated by itself, liberated by its people with the
help of the armies of France, with the support and help of the whole of
France” He failed to mention the Allied troops. It is true that there had
been an insurrection by the resistance within Paris when the Allied troops
approached and that the first army division which entered Paris was a
French one, accompanied by an American one. But for the Americans the
priority was to pursue the German army as it retreated eastwards and not
to liberate Paris. Only after de Gaulle insisted that they liberate Paris as a
priority and to lead the attack, did they allow him to do so. Of course the
liberation of Paris and of the rest of the French territory would not have
been possible without the Allied landing in Normandy and the massive
deployment of American and British troops on the French territory. To put
it shortly: France was not liberated by the French with the support of the
Allies, but by the Allied with support of the French.

That said, the resistance played a significant role in the liberation of the
territory, through its external and internal forces, and in some places more
than others. It is little known that the liberation of southwest France was
largely achieved from within, in the slipstream of the landing of the Allied
troops including the French army, but without their direct involvement: the
towns of Toulouse, Perigueux, Agen, Foix, Castres, Ales and Nimes were
all liberated in August 1944 by diverse regional resistance forces, among
which the part of immigrants was particularly high.

All together, the fact that there had been a resistance against Nazi Ger-
many and Vichy allowed their forces to constitute a government in 1944
in liberated France and to reestablish the Republic, and also for France to
become one of the occupying powers in Germany in 1945.
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A Conversation with Robert Gildea and Christl Wickert

Christl Wickert:

If you think in terms of effectiveness, you can say that the German re-
sistance achieved nothing. There were only a few of them, they could not
overthrow the regime and could not prevent nor end the war. But what
was decisive was that there was resistance: it showed that not all Germans
blindly followed the Nazi state, and these women and men, many of whom
paid for their efforts with their lives, thus contributed to the moral rehabil-
itation of Germany after the war.

Narratives about resistance since 1945

Let us finally look at the dominant narratives about the resistance that devel-
oped after the war. In Socialist Yugoslavia, the narrative about the Partisan
struggle was omnipresent and served to legitimise the central role of the Com-
munist Party. With the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the situation
changed radically, and today in most successor states, the dominant narra-
tives about World War 11 ignore the Partisans, denigrate them or attempt to
reinterpret them in nationalist terms.

Robert Gildea:

In France, the Gaullist narrative of resistance dominated in the first
decades after liberation, focusing on the General’s leading role, on military
resistance, especially of the France Libre, and emphasising that the French
had liberated themselves. However, the Gaullist narrative never exercised
complete hegemony in France, and the communists insisted on their own
leading role in the resistance. There have been important developments
since the 1970s: On the one hand, the question of collaboration became
much more present, and on the other, dimensions that had long been ne-
glected received more attention: civilian forms of resistance, the role of
women and also of foreigners: Polish Jews, Spanish republicans, Italian an-
tifascists and even German anti-Nazis. With the increasing significance of
the Holocaust, the rescue of Jews also became an important topic, whereby
resistance is viewed from a humanitarian rather than a political perspec-
tive. There have therefore been significant developments in the narratives
about the resistance in France in recent decades, but not radical change as
in Yugoslavia in the 1990s.
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Comparing Resistance in Yugoslavia with France and Germany

Christl Wickert:

It is characteristic of Germany that until 1989 the discourse on the resist-
ance was very divided between the GDR and the Federal Republic. In East
Germany, the focus was on the communist resistance, which, as in Yugosla-
via, played a central role in legitimising the regime. In West Germany, from
the 1950s onwards, the focus was on the military resistance of the men of 20
July 1944, the White Rose, and in some cases also ecclesiastical resistance.
It was not until the 1980s that citizens’ initiatives emerged in the Federal
Republic of Germany, which focused more on everyday resistance and the
role of the labour movement and women in the resistance. With German
reunification in 1990, the communist resistance narrative disappeared as
a state doctrine and was critically scrutinised, but in today’s Germany, the
internal communist resistance is not ignored and has its place alongside
other resistance groups. Similar to France, the rescue of Jews today plays a
central role in the public perception of resistance in Germany.

The questions were asked by Nicolas Moll
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The Mountains as a Place of Resistance:
The Case of the French Alps (1943-44)

Yvan Gastaut

The mountain landscapes we enjoy and contemplate throughout Europe
are often laden with traces and memories of the confrontations of World
War II. Indeed, mountainous areas have played an important role in the
history of resistance in Europe, both in terms of acts and of the symbols
that still play out in people’s imaginations today. Such is the case of the
Balkans (a Turkish word for a “forest-covered mountain”), and in particular
the Yugoslav mountains, which between 1941 and 1945 were taken over
by the communist resistance, the Partisans. For example, Drvar (from the
Bosnian word drvo, meaning “wood”), located in the western mountains
of Bosnia-Herzegovina, was Josip Broz Tito’s headquarters in 1944, when
the Germans tried and failed to dismantle it through a military attack
called Operation Rosselsprung. Sanja Horvatinc¢i¢’s work on the mountains
of Croatia, particularly the Dreznica site, attests to the importance of the
Partisans’ victorious resistance in the mountains of Yugoslavia,' as Xavier
Bourgarel also shows in a recent book on Tito’s Partisans.?

The comparison with the French Resistance in mountain areas leads
us to important insights, despite the different framework, context, tempo-
ralities and results. As specialists of the Resistance such as Jean Vigreux,’

1 Project Description, “Heritage from Below, Dreznica: Traces and Memories 1941-1945”, 1 June
2019,  https://www.ipu.hr/article/en/761/heritage-from-below-dreznica-traces-and-memories-
1941-1945. All webpages were last accessed on 16 April 2024.

2 Xavier Bougarel, Chez les partisans de Tito: communistes et paysans dans la Yougoslavie en guerre
(1941-1945) (Paris: Editions Non-Lieu, 2023).

3 Jean Vigreux, “Uimage du maquisard, un clandestin en forét: histoire et mémoire’, in La forét dans
tous ses états de la Préhistoire a nos jours, Actes du colloque de 'Association inter-universitaire de
Est: Dijon (16-17 November 2001 sous la direction de Jean-Pierre Chabin, (Besangon: Presses
Universitaires de Franche Comté, 2005), 317-328.
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Francois Marcot,* and Philippe Hanus have pointed out when evoking the
“army of trees” in the Vercors,” mountains and forests were a major ven-
ue for resistance, particularly for young people in the 1940s. This was the
experience of the maquis, marked by an ascetic life in the forest: a long
period of waiting, learning the life of a man of the woods, experiencing the
robinsonades that they had read about as children.® Not all the maquisards
came from rural backgrounds: many knew nothing about the mountains.
Workers, intellectuals and artists were forced to learn how to use an axe and
chop wood for the necessities of daily life.

Specific features of the Resistance in the French Alps

The specific case of the Alps is relevant for studying both the real and
symbolic dimensions of the mountains in resistance, as René Jantzen has
argued.” The Resistance in the Alps has been well-studied by historians,
journalists and curators, by the protagonists themselves, and by novelists
and film directors, albeit from different angles and in different geograph-
ical areas. This is where a question of scale appears: The French Alps are a
mountainous area of resistance comparable to other mountainous areas in
France (Cévennes, Pyrenees or Jura) and in Europe (Swiss, Italian, German
and Austrian Alps, as well as the various Balkan territories), but there are
specific features that make it unique among other mountain ranges.®

In comparison to other parts of the country, the French Alps did not see
the emergence of significant resistance movements in the first period of the
war. This changed due to two new developments in 1943. On the one hand,
the Compulsory Work Service (Service du Travail Obligatoire - STO) was in-
troduced by a law passed by the Vichy government on 16 February 1943, af-
ter many unsuccessful attempts at voluntary service that had resulted in only

4 Frangois Marcot, “La forét sous loccupation”, in Les hommes et la forét en Franche Comté, eds. Pierre
Gresser et.al. (Paris: Bonneton, 1990).

5  Philippe Hanus, “L’ Armée des arbres’: la forét dans les réves et Iaction des résistants du Vercors”,
in Vercors, Résistance en résonance, eds. Philippe Hanus and Gilles Vergon (Paris: CHarmattan-La
mémoire des Alpes, 2008), 239.

6  In French, maquis means a place of dense vegetation. During World War II, it became synonymous
with groups of resistance fighters hiding in the forest or mountains, simultaneously designating the
location and the group.

7  René Jantzen, Montagne et Symboles (Lyon: Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 1988).

8  Alpes Magazine, hors-série 2014-2015, “Résistance et Libération dans les Alpes (1944-45)”.
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70.000 people volunteering to work in Germany (far below the occupying
forces’ expectations).” This new situation created a massive movement of
draft dodgers, called réfractaires, which affected different regions of France,
and particularly the Alps. Because occupation and collaboration forces were
less present there than in towns and villages, the mountains became a place
of desertion and refuge, from what many young men saw as deportation.
On the other hand, and more specific to the area, the end of the Italian
occupation, a few months later, also had an impact on the Alps. The Italian
occupation zone included the entire massif up to the Rhone between No-
vember 1942 and early September 1943, when Mussolini was defeated and
Italy capitulated. This short and unprecedented period gave this area, which
included several regions and departments from Chamonix to Nice, including
Isere, Vaucluse and the upper and lower Alps, its own timeframe and logic
ahead of the brutal German takeover of the entire region, which led to im-
mediate and large repression from September 1943."° Jews, communists and
Resistance fighters in general were hunted down, rounded up and sometimes
killed. It was in this context, as the war turned in favour of the Allies, that the
French Alps became a strategic area during the planned landing of the Allies
in France, playing a role in the Resistance that few had previously imagined.

The mountain, a Vichy issue

For the first resistants in 1941 and 1942, the Alps did not appear as the ideal
refuge. They were often too far away from objectives that remained primar-
ily urban and were familiar only to a minority of the population. Until the
1940s, much of France’s population had little experience with the mountain
environment. Although mountaineering and skiing had been developed
since the middle and end of the 19th century, evidenced by the foundation
of the Club Alpin Francais in 1874, they were still mostly an elite practice."
In the 1930s, the left-wing government of the Popular Front (Front Popu-
laire) established holiday camps and youth hostels in the Alps. However,

9  Raphaél Spina, “La France et les Frangais devant le service du travail obligatoire (1942-1945)”, (PhD
diss., ENS Cachan, 2012), 1341; Raphaél Spina, Histoire du STO (Paris: Perrin, 2017), 570.

10 Jean-Louis Panicacci, LOccupation italienne du Sud-Est de la France (juin 1940-septembre 1943)
(Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2010), 440.

11 Olivier Hoibian, Les Alpinistes en France (1870-1950). Une histoire culturelle (Paris: UHarmattan,
2000), 338.
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“outdoor” activities still tended to take place in the countryside or by the
sea. Activities in the mountains were promoted by the Vichy government,
which came into being in July-August 1940, and its General Commission-
er for Physical Education and Sports (Commissariat Général a 'Education
physique et sportive). The latter was led by former tennis player Jean Borotra
from 1940 to 1942) and then former rugby player Colonel Joseph Pascot
between 1942 and 1944)."? The Alps in particular stood out as an “exempla-
ry site” in Pétain’s ideology and a founding area for a state of mind based on
the compulsory youth camps with community service and physical activi-
ties for young men - chantiers de jeunesse — introduced by the new regime.
Jean-Louis Gay-Lescot and Olivier Hoibian have studied the development
of mountain leisure activities under Vichy, as has Alice Travers, who ar-
gues that in the Vichy ideology of the National Revolution (Révolution na-
tionale), the mountains took on a special meaning and became a major
element of the regime’s propaganda, particularly aimed at young people.'
In fact, there is continuity between the Third Republic and Vichy on the
subject of the mountains and the Alps in particular. During the Popular
Front government, (1936-37) mountain sports and activities became pop-
ular, as the state invested in Alpine resorts to promote tourism. Vichy con-
tinued this, with a new element: Expressing regional patriotism through,
for example, encouraging young inhabitants of the Alpine departments to
get to know better the massifs from Chamonix to Nice."” In this way, we
find topics discussed by the French nationalist writer Maurice Barres in
his 1913 book La Colline inspirée (The Sacred Hill), in which he celebrates
mountains as a space of spiritual awakening.'® According to Vichy ideology,

12 Jean-Louis Gay-Lescot, Sport et Education sous Vichy (1940-1944) (Lyon: Presses Universitaires de
Lyon, 1991), 254.

13 Olivier Hoibian, “La jeunesse et la montagne sous Vichy”, in Les loisirs de montagne sous Vichy.
Droit, institutions et politique, ed. Philippe Yolka (Grenoble: Presses Universitaires de Grenoble,
2018), 125-149.

14 Alice Travers, Politique et représentation de la montagne sous Vichy: la montagne éducatrice,
1940-1944 (Paris: CHarmattan, 2001), 284.

15 Sophie Cuénot, Le Roman de Chamonix (Paris: Paulsen, 2023); Jean-Paul Potron, “Victor de Ces-
sole, Tinventeur’ des Alpes Maritimes”, Rencontres autour du patrimoine sportif et de la mémoire
du sport (Musée National du Sport/Université Nice Sophia Antipolis, 2012-2015), https://www.
museedusport.fr/sites/default/files/Victor%20de%20Cessole%20inventeur%20des%20alpes%20
maritimes Jean%20Paul%20Potron.pdf.

16 Maurice Barres, La Colline Inspirée (Paris: Emile-Paul Freéres, Editeurs, 1913). The book was trans-
lated to English in 1929: Maurice Barres, The Sacred Hill, trans Malcolm Cowley (New York: Ma-
caulay, 1929).
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mountain sports should prepare the bodies of young Frenchmen, and this
was a weapon against the decadence of France; the mountains were the
absolute and positive opposite of the city and its excesses. The Alps forged
good French character: Energy, self-control, decisiveness, courage, tenacity,
discipline and solidarity.

In 1941, the Higher School of Skiing and Alpinism (Ecole Supérieure de
Ski et d’Alpinisme), founded a few years earlier and directed by mountain
guides Edouard Frendo and Emile Allais, moved to Chamonix. Chamonix
was a symbol of the Alps having been taken over by the Vichy authori-
ties. In 1943, Louis Daquin’s film Premier de Cordée (First of the Rope)
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built on the success of Roger Frison-Roche’s 1941 novel of the same name,
which was exploited by Vichy mountain propaganda.”” In 1943, when the
Germans occupied Chamonix, Frison-Roche went into hiding in the Beau-
fortain massif in Savoie, becoming a liaison officer for the Resistance in
the French Forces of the Interior (Forces Frangaises de I'Intérieur — FFI),
an episode he would later explain in his novel Les montagnards de la nuit
(The Night Mountaineers)."® Another highly emblematic place, the Ecole
des Cadres at Uriage-Les-Bains near Grenoble, was set up in a mountain
setting as a supervisor school for training future administrative executives,
a new French elite under the command of Cavalry Captain Pierre Dunoy-
er de Ségonzac. Founded in September 1940, it was to have a short life. It
closed in January 1943 because many of those involved turned their backs
on Vichy and even joined the Resistance."’

Alpine territories, from refuge to resistance

For most of the resistants, who were workers, employees and peasants
from the plains, the mountains were unknown and rather worrying. Gil-
bert Garrier has studied the mountain dimension of the Resistance in the
Rhone-Alpes region and has emphasised that the first maquis were not es-
tablished in mountain but rather in plain areas, especially in Brittany. In-
deed, in June 1944, there were still twice as many armed magquis in Brittany
as in the Alps.”® In the Rhone-Alpes region, the mountains had different
levels. For the region’s farmers, who came from Savoie, Dauphiné, Vau-
cluse, Gap, Digne and Nice, the mountains were familiar, humanised areas:
Pastures, where they went up with their animals in summer and descended
in autumn. Above them rose an inhospitable world of rock, snow and ice,
where only a few guides, adventurers, hunters and crystal-cutters ventured.

17 Roger Frison-Roche, Premier de cordée (Paris: Arthaud, 1941), 318.

18 Roger Frison-Roche, Les Montagnards de la nuit (Paris: Arthaud, 1968), 416. The French Forces of
the Interior (Forces Frangaises de I'Intérieur - FFI) were established in 1944 as the junction of the
different internal resistance groups in France.

19 Bernard Comte, Une utopie combattante: LEcole des cadres d’Uriage (1940-1942) (Paris, Fayard,
1991), 357; Antoine Delestre, Uriage: une communauté et une école dans la tourmente 1940-1945
(Nancy: Presses Universitaires de Nancy, 1989), 333.

20 Gilbert Garrier, “Montagnes en résistance: réflexion sur des exemples en Rhone-Alpes’, in La Résis-
tance et les Frangais, eds. Jacqueline Sainclivier and Christian Bougeard (Rennes: Presses Universi-
taires de Rennes, 1995), 207-220.
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In fact, the sites favoured by the first maquis in the region belonged to the
first mountain level, between 800 and 1.500 metres, between villages and
mountain pastures; these were the so-called “utilitarian” mountains, the
antechamber to an inhospitable “other world” Thus, the Alps, as a place of
refuge and hiding before being a place of resistance, were from the outset
not an easy place.

How did the mountains transition from being a place of refuge to a
place of resistance? A good example of the maquis that has been studied in
France is that of the Cévennes as a land of refuge on less imposing massifs
on the other side of the Rhone.* Throughout 1943, the Resistance gener-
al staff gradually institutionalised and militarised the maquis in the Alps,
particularly in the Vercors. The maquis were joined by escapees from the
Chantiers de la jeunesse and the Groupements de travailleurs étrangers, la-
bour camps for groups of foreign workers, as well as Italian soldiers who
had been routed in autumn 1943.

From then on, the aim was to turn réfractaires into fighters by struc-
turing life in the highlands in camps that formed small units. There were
tensions and regular friction in this process of moving from individual to
collective action. With a view toward being ready for combat action, life
in the camp was organised around raising the flag, learning how to handle
weapons, “helping out” in villages in search of supplies, and intellectual
and political training. The maquisard thus gradually became a clandestine
fighter in the forest, capable of immediate guerrilla action: Ambushes, rap-
id attacks, immediate retreat under cover of vegetation.*

This development took place in the broader context of a unification
of the Resistance under Jean Moulin’s leadership. The Unified Resistance
Movements (Mouvements Unifiés de la Résistance — MUR) were created at
the beginning of 1943. Although the coordination of movements in the
southern zone and the merging of their military resources - under the
name Secret Army (Armée Secréte) — came up against internal rivalries, af-
ter discussions, the main Resistance movements recognised the authority

21 Patrick Cabanel, Philippe Joutard and Jacques Poujol eds., Cévennes terre de refuge (1940-44)
(Montpellier: Nouvelles Presses du Languedoc, 1987), 357. A land of magquis and armed resistance,
the Cévennes were first and foremost a land of refuge, for example for persecuted Jews. In the
mountains of the Gard and Lozére departments, several hundred persecuted people found a hospi-
table home, particularly among the Protestants, who were numerous in the region.

22 Philippe Hanus and Gilles Vergon eds., Vercors, Résistances et résonances (Paris: LHarmattan-La
mémoire des Alpes, 2008), 239.
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of the Free French Forces (Forces Francaises Libres — FFL) led by General de
Gaulle from his headquarters in Algiers. In 1943, 300 to 400 resistants from
the Isere region joined mountain camps in the Alps. How many of these
refugees would become volunteers for the guerrilla actions now prescribed
for the maquis by the MUR headquarters? Until the spring of 1944, the
main concern was ensuring the survival of the outcasts and their transfor-
mation into fighters.”

The specificity of the mountain environment is obvious. It can be consid-
ered from three points of view: Accommodation, equipment and supplies.
For an individual or a very small group, huts could be enough. The best
place to stay was with the locals, who could be farmers or lumberjacks by
day and saboteurs or guerrillas by night. Living and surviving in the moun-
tains required good individual equipment. All those who climbed required
appropriate footwear. Food remained the big issue. The mountain environ-
ment alone could not provide good nourishment. In the mountains, the
survival of the maquis also depended on the attitude of the population and
local resources. Since local resources were more limited than elsewhere, it
was necessary to compensate and multiply the sources of supply.

This incessant quest for survival sometimes required the entire groups’
attention, as shown by the case of the Hautes-Alpes, which was the subject
of a study by Jean-Pierre Pellegrin.* The case of Chamonix is also emblem-
atic: Many STO réfractaires who were working on the Aiguille du Midi ca-
ble car at the time joined the Resistance by hiding in the mountains. The
exemplary action of figures such as Abbé Payot, who was appointed to the
parish of Vallorcine and set up a clandestine Resistance network in 1942, is
particularly noteworthy. Payot hid refugees in the church tower and set up
networks to help them cross the border into Switzerland. With the help of
Vallorcins and mountain guides, he rescued Resistance members, Jews and
réfractaires.”” More generally, the MUR tried to bring these people together
and provide them with military training. Despite a lack of resources and
repression, the number of mountain maquis increased throughout 1943.

23 Suzanne Silvestre and Paul Silvestre, Chronique des maquis de I'Tsére (Grenoble: Editions des Quatre
Seigneurs, 1978).

24 Jean-Pierre Pellegrin, “La Résistance FTP dans les Hautes-Alpes’, in Histoire des Francs-tireurs et
partisans. Isére, Savoie, Hautes-Alpes, eds. Olivier Cogne and Gil Emprin (Grenoble: Presses uni-
versitaires de Grenoble, 2017), 155-183.

25 Jean-Luc De Uftredi, LAbbé André Payot, résistant et chef de réseau (1939-45), Chamonix Mont-Blanc
Vallorcine (Lyon: Les passionnés de bouquins, 2019).
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Glieres and Vercors: The tragic resistance in 1944

Two of those mountain maquis will go down in the history and legend
of the Resistance. The first was set up in early 1943 by réfractaires on the
Plateau des Gliéres near Annecy (Haute-Savoie) in a vast, relatively isolat-
ed mountain pasture 1.500 metres above sea level.** After validation by a
Franco-British mission (led by the British lieutenant-colonel Heslop and
the French captain Rosenthal), this area of large, fairly flat pastures far
from the high peaks and easily spotted from the air thanks to its alignment
with Annecy Lake, was chosen for a British aeroplane operation. The plan,
scheduled for February 1944, was to drop weapons and other equipment
by parachute there for all the maquis in the Alps. The plan also called for a
British company of around a hundred men to parachute in.?’

On the initiative of Resistance fighter and maquis organiser Henri Ro-
mans-Petit, between 31 January and 26 March 1944, 467 maquisards went
up to the Plateau des Gliéres under the command of Lieutenant Tom Morel.
They faced the cold and constant danger. It was a long wait and, despite the
promises made by London, no help arrived, no parachute drops. Soon, the
plateau was surrounded by Germans and Vichysts. On 9 March, Lieutenant
Morel was killed by an officer from the Groupes mobiles de réserve (GMR),
the paramilitary gendarmerie units created by Vichy. He was replaced by
Captain Maurice Anjot. On 26 March 1944, after several days of fighting in
a difficult environment (in which some people were injured or even killed
in accidents), a Wehrmacht Alpine division comprised of almost 7.000
men, supported by aviation and artillery, and over 2.000 Vichy paramilitary
forces, the GMR and Milice, launched an assault.?® In the snow and cold,
without heavy weapons, the maquisards resisted as much as they could,
but were outnumbered and suffered heavy losses. Around 150 victims (in-
cluding Captain Maurice Anjot), were shot by the Germans or the Milice or
arrested and deported, and just as many were taken prisoner. Conversely,

26 Pierre Mouthon, Haute-Savoie 1940-1945. Résistance, occupation, collaboration (Epinal: éditions du
Sapin d'Or, 1993).

27 Claude Barbier, Le maquis de Gliéres. Mythe et réalité (Paris: Perrin, 2014), 466; Robert Amoudruz
and Jean-Claude Carrier, Dimanche fatal aux Gliéres, 26 mars 1944 (Divonne-les-Bains: Editions
Cabédita, 2011); Pierre Vial, Le sang des Gliéres (Paris: Presses de la Cité, 1993).

28 The Milice, with full name Milice frangaise (French Militia), was created by the Vichy regime in
1943 as a political paramilitary organisation especially to fight against the French Resistance.
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there were less than ten German casualties, most of them because of acci-
dents, and 13 dead on the Vichy side.”

The Vercors plateau near Grenoble, which reaches an altitude of more
than 2.300 metres, has a different timeline, but a similar epilogue. Well
studied by Gilles Vergnon, it also stands as a symbol of mountains as a
space of resistance.’® From the beginning of 1943, the Resistance organised
itself on the massif. A dozen camps were set up deep in the forests. In 1942,
Pierre Dalloz and the writer Jean Prévost had the idea of transforming the
massif into a “fortress” or “citadel” for the Resistance, with the plan that the
Vercors would become the site of an Allied landing that would bring the
fight to the enemy’s rear.

The project, accepted in February 1943 by Resistance leader Jean Moulin
and General Delestraint, commander of the Armée Secréte, became known
as the Mountaineer’s Plan (Plan Montagnard) and was to serve as the basis
for a substantial flow of troops by air. It was approved by General de Gaulle
and the Allies in both London and Algiers. The idea was developed by Alain
Le Ray and Frangois Huet, the military leaders of the Vercors, along with
Eugene Chavant, the civilian leader of the maquis. At the beginning of 1944,
they brought together 400 to 500 civilians and soldiers who had “climbed”
onto the plateau from various villages and towns in the region, often very
young men, supplied by a generally supportive population and equipped
with weapons and medicines from Allied parachute drops. On 6 June 1944,
the day of the Allied landing in Normandy, the Vercors responded to the
general mobilisation order issued by a message broadcast from Radio Lon-
dres. On 25 and 28 June, in Operation Zebra, over 180 Allied bombers made
numerous parachute drops on the plateau to provide arms to the resistants.

On several occasions, unlike on the uninhabited Gliéres plateau, a large
portion of the local population helped with equipment recovery opera-
tions, both day and night. The weapons were hidden in numerous natural
cavities, particularly around Vassieux. The mood at the time, in the run-up
to the Normandy landings, was optimistic, so much so that in early July
1944, the Republic of Vercors (République du Vercors) was proclaimed on
the plateau, flying the tricolour flag over a territory declared “free”. For
the first time since June 1940, France was back in control of an admittedly

29 Michel Germain, Gliéres, mars 1944 — “Vivre libre ou mourir!” — Lépopée héroique et sublime (Les
Marches (Savoie): La Fontaine de Siloé, 1994).
30 Gilles Vergnon, Le Vercors, histoire et mémoire dun maquis (Paris: 'Atelier, 2002).
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limited and mountainous part of its territory, the Vercors plateau. But as
the Normandy landings in June 1944 and the Provence landings in August
1944 occurred, the Alps were no longer a strategic priority for the Allies,
and the hoped-for arrival of Allied troops in the Vercors Massif never took
place. On the ground, the situation was quickly reversed.

From Grenoble and Saint-Nizier in the foothills of the massif, German
troops aided by Vichy forces, intensified their repression. They were led
by General Karl Pflaum, head of the 157th Reserve Division of the Wehr-
macht, which was the same division that had acted on the Plateau des
Glieres. The maquisards, potential attackers, were besieged. The German
operation, with Vichy help, mobilised almost 10.000 men, the largest op-
eration against the Resistance in France. An airborne landing at Vassieux
was organised in late July 1944 precisely along the lines of Operation Ros-
selsprung, which had been launched in Bosnia against Titos Partisans at
the end of May 1944. The offensive against the maquis was accompanied
by atrocities against civilians and captured maquisards. More than 200 ci-
vilians were massacred or summarily executed, particularly in the villages
of Vassieux and La Chapelle-en-Vercors. These acts of violence against ci-
vilians in France were rare compared with the Balkans, where the Germans
massacred many more people. In all, over 639 maquisards and civilians
were killed in July and August 1944 in the Vercors.*!

Gliéres and Vercors: Emblematic sites of the Resistance myth

Glieres and Vercors are cases of territories being abandoned by the Allies
at the same time as they suffered disaster and were transformed in the
mythology of the Resistance. The negative balance sheet was transformed
into a promotion of the values of heroism and the introduction of the ex-
traordinary symbolic value of the Alpine Mountain environment, acquired
and then preserved and even amplified over the years. Henri Romans-Petit
called it “A defeat for arms but a victory for souls”* From 1944 onwards,
the Gliéres plateau played a part in the myth of the Resistance that Gen-
eral De Gaulle in particular would come to defend, and that some, such
as Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brillac, questioned from the 1970s onwards.* The
32 Frangois Pernot, “Les Maquis de I'Ain”, Revue historique des Armées, no. 195 (1994): 68-78.

33 Jean-Louis Crémieux-Brilhac, “Les Glieres”, Vingtiéme Siécle, revue d’histoire, no. 45, (Janu-
ary-March 1995): 54-66.
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Gaullist nationalist narrative suggested that the vast majority of French
people had supported the Resistance, emphasising heroic deeds and epic
tales that were partly, if not entirely, imaginary. The French maquisards’
courage was an important piece of this discourse.

The elevation of the Glieres into a symbol of resistance mythology began
in September 1944 with a ceremony at the Morette cemetery, the necropolis
of Les Gliéres (in the commune of Thone in Haute-Savoie). This was fol-
lowed by the creation of the Association of Gliéres Survivors (Association
des rescapés des Gliéres). On 4 November 1944, General de Gaulle himself
visited the cemetery, which was officially inaugurated on 25 May 1947 by
President Vincent Auriol.** A central square in Algiers was named after
the Glieres plateau and in 1966, a secondary school named “Gliéres” was
built in Annemasse. This helped perpetuate the myth at a local level, as did
André Malraux’s speech on the plateau at the inauguration of the spectac-
ular monument designed by Emile Gilioli in September 1973. Today, every
hiker who visits the plateau can see that monument.

In the frame of the “Wer ist Walter?” research project, which refers to
the nom de guerre of the communist Vladimir Peri¢ in Sarajevo and which
gave birth to the present publication, it might also be noted that a “Walter
network” existed in the Alps during World War IL. It is linked to the resist-
ant Walter Bassan, who was born in Italy in 1926 and whose anti-fascist
family then lived in exile in Haute-Savoie near Les Glieres. At the age of 17,
this young communist resistance fighter formed a group called the “Wal-
ter Group” in the Alps and in Lyon. Most in the group were arrested by
the Gestapo and deported to Dachau. Walter Bassan survived Dachau and
later became a member of the Resistant Citizens of Yesterday and Today
(Citoyens Résistants d’Hier et dAujourd’hui - CRHA) association, through
which he continued to talk about his Resistance experience until his death
in 2017. He also participated actively in CRHA’s annual gatherings from
2007 onwards on the Gliéres plateau in order to protest the politics of new-
ly elected right-wing French President Nicolas Sarkozy. In 2009, director
Gilles Perret made a film about him, Walter, retour en résistance (Walter,
return to resistance), part of which was shot on the Gliéres plateau.*

34 Claude Barbier, Le maquis des Gliéres, mars 1944, mythe et réalités (Paris: Perrin, 2013), 480.
35 Claire Rosler, Walter, une vie de résistances (Magland: Neva Editions, 2012). The documentary film
of Gilles Perret: Walter, retour en résistance (Paris: La Vaka Production, 2009).
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Vercors - apart being the surname of the famous writer Jean Bruller, au-
thor of the novel Le Silence de la mer (The Silence of the Sea),* who chose the
name in 1941 with no idea of the massif’s resistance destiny — has become a
veritable sanctuary for memory of the Resistance, particularly through the
cultural activities developed by the Vercors Regional Park since its creation
in 1970.” It combines the beauty of the landscape with numerous memory
sites linked to the events of 1944, among them a museum in Vassieux, creat-
ed in 1973 by a resistant, Joseph La Picirella, a memorial set into the moun-
tain and opened in 1994, and a necropolis built in 1948 in Vassieux with the
graves of 187 maquisards and civilians, near the remains of a German plane.*

Other important sites include the necropolis at Saint-Nizier, with the
graves of 100 more maquisards, and the ruins of the village of Valchevriere
which, in the middle of the forest, served as a camp for the maquisards be-
fore becoming the scene of heavy fighting and the heroic actions of a group
of Resistance fighters under the command of Lieutenant Chabal. There is
also the Cour des fusillés (Court of the Shot Dead) at La Chapelle-en-Ver-
cors, a courtyard where 16 young people were executed, and the Grotte de
la Luire, a cave that served as a hospital on the plateau and was surround-
ed by the Germans on 27 July 1944, resulting in the execution of several
people, including doctors and the chaplain.** Among different publications,
the book edited by Philippe Hanus and Laure Teuliéres and published in
2013 explores foreigners’ important roles in the Vercors Resistance.*’ As for
the Gliéres plateau, since the 1990s, researchers and local associations have
opened new perspectives and approaches towards the life and resistance in
the Vercors, which go beyond the official heroic narrative.*’ One example is
36 The novel Silence de la mer was published secretly in German-occupied Paris in 1942 and became

a symbol of spiritual resistance against German occupation.

37 Hanus and Vergon, Vercors, Résistances et résonances, 239.

38 See the website of the Parc National du Vercors: https://www.parc-du-vercors.fr/sites/default/

files/inline-images/resistance/Pdf/166062 MEMORIAL%20RESISTANCE DEP%20Lieux-
Me%E2%95%A0%C3%BCmoire BAT.pdf
39 Cf. on the website: “Cartes des principaux lieu de mémoire dans la drome Musée de la résistance

1940-1945 en ligne: https://museedelaresistanceenligne.org/medial 380-Cartes-des-principaux-lie
ux-de-mmoire-dans-la-Drme.

40 Philippe Hanus and Laure Teulieres Laure eds., Vercors des mille chemins. Figures de létranger en
temps de guerre (Rochechinard: Comptoir déditions, 2013), 319.

41 Marie-Théreése Tétu-Delage, “Un tournant mémoriel sur le Vercors entre blocage et ressources”,
Journée Mémoires de la Résistance et de la guerre: redéploiements en région Rhone-Alpes, eds. Alain
Battegay and Marie-Thérese Tétu-Delage (Lyon: Centre d’Historie de la Résistance et de la Dépor-
tation, 2007), https://shs.hal.science/halshs-00727412; Marie-Thérése Tétu, “Vercors et Résistance,
sous le mythe les mémoires”, in Vercors, Résistance en résonance, eds. Philippe Hanus and Gilles
Vergon (Paris: CHarmattan-La mémoire des Alpes, 2008), 173-190.
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the Mémorha Network, which was established in 2011 and gathers different
organisations, researchers and remembrance sites linked to World War IT in
the Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes region.*

The Glieres and the Vercors are now internationally renowned sites, giv-
ing them a special role regarding the history and memory of the Resistance.

Further south, another resistance in the mountains of the
Alpes-Maritimes

Major Marcel Pourchier was one of the pioneers of the Vercors maquis.
His friend, Pierre Dalloz, had asked him to set up the Plan Montagnard.
Pourchier was born in 1897 in the hinterland of Nice, in Beuil, a village
at an altitude of 1.500 metres. He became a soldier of the Alpine Hunt-
ers (Chasseurs alpins) and in 1932, the first commander of the new French
mountain warfare school (Ecole de haute montagne — EHM) in Chamonix.
During World War II, he returned to his village and joined the Resistance.
He was arrested by the Gestapo in January 1944, transferred to the Struthof
concentration camp and liquidated there in September 1944.%

Marcel Pourchier was from the southern Alps, an area that saw its share
of troubles and resistance. Nice and its hinterland became a veritable land
of refuge, not so much for STO réfractaires as for Jews during the period of
Italian occupation between November 1942 and September 1943. Several
thousand Jews came there, taking advantage of the lack of Italian repres-
sion against them. But the situation changed radically after Italy signed an
armistice in September 1943. With the German occupation, Nazi violence
descended on Nice, its region and hinterland. The Gestapo, based at the
Excelsior Hotel near the main train station and led by Alois Brunner (who
until then had commanded the Drancy internment camp in the North of
Paris), deployed all possible means for persecution and repression.*

Although resistance in Nice grew over the war years, the early times
were difficult. The most important action happened on 28 August 1944,
when armed resistants from the FFI, most of whom were communists,

42 “Memorha network’, hypotheses, https://memorha.hypotheses.org/.

43 Jean-Pierre Martin, “Jusquau bout du devoir, le lieutenant-colonel Marcel Pourchier”, Les Cahiers
des troupes de montagne, no. 17 (summer 1999): 30-38.

44 Jean-Louis Panicacci, Les Alpes-Maritimes de 1939 a 1945. Un département dans la tourmente (Nice:
Editions Serre, 1996).
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assisted by civilians and other resistance fighters from villages in the hin-
terland, liberated the city before the Allies, who were liberating the entire
coast, arrived on the following day. The 30 casualties of this day on the Re-
sistance side have been commemorated for several decades in an original
scheme called The Memory Circuit (Le circuit de la mémoire), which offers
a commemorative tour of the plaques honouring each of the victims in the
places where they fell on 28 August of every year.*

There were also fights in the mountains of the Alpes-Maritimes. The bat-
tle of Authion, at an altitude of over 2.000 metres in April 1945, is particular-
ly noteworthy. In this, one of the last battles, the Germans were pushed out
of the area.* This hinterland of Nice was the base for another form of resist-
ance, in which a large part of the local population supported endangered
persons and groups, especially in the Vésubie valley. Between April and
September 1943, several thousand foreign Jews had officially been placed
under house arrest by the Italian authorities in Saint-Martin Vésubie and
surrounding villages such as Venanson, Belvédére, La Bollene-Vésubie and
Roquebilliere. The Italian authorities showed a lot of indulgence, and the
Jewish refugees spent a paradoxically quiet summer of 1943 in these villag-
es, as recounted in a radio documentary by Raphaél Kraftt and Véronique
Samouiloff in 2016.* This is also the topic of Jean-Marie Le Clézios 1992
novel LEtoile errante (Wandering Star). In the shade of the plane trees in the
village square, on the café terraces, people talked about everything, freely
and in all languages: Polish, German, Czech, Russian, even Yiddish. Groups
of teenagers bathed in the river where their first flirtations and loves were
born in the surrounding fields and woods. Food was scarce and expensive,
but people danced the night away. In mid-1943, Saint-Martin-Vésubie was
a haven of peace, an unimaginable refuge in Europe.

The situation changed with the Italian armistice and the foreseen ar-
rival of the German army. Transalpine officers urged the Jews to follow
them to Piémont to escape German repression. Without waiting, around a
thousand of them took the steep routes over the passes of Cerise, Fenestre

45 Cf. Michel Goury, La liste. 28 aout 1944 (Nice, 2019), https://www.fichier-pdf.fr/2019/08/25/
circuit-memoire-la-liste-par-michel-goury/.

46 Pierre-Emmanuel Klingbeil, Le front oublié des Alpes-Maritimes (15 aoiit 1944-2 mai 1945) (Nice:
Editions Serre, 2005).

47 “1943 Saint Martin Vésubie, 'histoire d’'un millier de juifs”, Radio France, 6 September 2016: https://
www.radiofrance.fr/franceculture/podcasts/la-fabrique-de-1-histoire/1943-saint-martin-vesub-

ie-1-histoire-d-un-millier-de-juifs-3865280._
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and Boréon, at heights of over 2.500 metres, towards the Piedmont villag-
es of Valdieri and Entracque, where they were well received. Others de-
cided to wait and stay in the Vésubie. The manhunt began in September.
The commander of the police of Saint-Martin-Vésubie, maréchal des logis
Landry Mangon and his wife Adrienne Mangon, hid Jean-Claude Drey-
mann, a fifteen-month-old infant; another gendarme in the brigade, Jo-
seph Fougére and his wife Yvonne, hid his older sister Cécile, aged five,
passing her off as their own daughter. The two children remained hidden
in the gendarmerie for several months; their mother, eight months preg-
nant, was able to escape with her family from the roundup organised on 8
September 1943. The two gendarmes and their wives were posthumously
awarded the title of Righteous Among the Nations (Juste parmi les Nations)
by Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Israel, at a
ceremony in Saint-Martin-Vésubie in September 2010. Other Jews, helped
by local farmers, tried to cross the border through the mountains in haste.
But many - between 800 and 1.000 — were arrested and interned at the
Borgo San Dalmazzo barracks, which had become a mountain concentra-
tion camp close to the Italian side of the border, until 21 November, when
they were deported via Savona and Nice to Drancy and then Auschwitz.
Only 12 escaped extermination. On 25 September 2016, the commune of
Saint-Martin Vésubie was officially recognised as a member of the network
Righteous Towns and Villages of France (Villes et Villages Justes de France).
The village thus enjoyed a late but real notoriety putting forward its “spirit
of resistance”. This is also reflected in cultural productions such as the suc-
cessful film Belle et Sébastien, directed in 2013 by Nicolas Vanier, which
had 3 million viewers in cinemas during its run. The film was based on a
serial by Cécile Aubry broadcast on French television in 1965. Appreciated
by children and families, the story is about the friendship and affection of
Sébastien, a young, slightly rebellious village boy with an uncertain identi-
ty, with a mountain dog chased by hunters who he names Belle (beautiful).
The story is set in 1943 and takes place in Saint-Martin Vésubie (“Saint
Martin” in the film). While the 1965 TV series focused on mountain life
and made no reference to historical events, the omnipresent backdrop of
the 2013 film is the villagers’ resistance against the Nazis, notably serving
as smugglers for Jews fleeing repression, heading to Italy.
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Conclusion

For the young men, and more rarely women, involved in the armed fight
against barbarism, following the example of the maquis in the Alps in
1943-44, the mountains became a place that was viewed differently. They
were a place for physical exercise, for the exaltation of camaraderie and
for surpassing oneself. Counteracting the Vichy ideological issue, it was
the Resistance’s investment in the Alps that made the mountains an imagi-
nary world linked to the rebellious spirit, courage and fraternal values. The
Youth and Mountains (Jeunesse et montagne) association created in 1940
by Vichy and gradually taken over by the Resistance, bears witness to this.
In 1965 it became the Union of Outdoor Sports Centres (Union des centres
sportifs de plein air - UCPA), which organises and promotes leisure activ-
ities for young people and families. The mountains were particularly well
liked by the communists in the decades after the war, as evidenced by the
1967 song “La Montagne” by the popular communist singer Jean Ferrat.

The Alps played a key role in the French Resistance during World War II,
with day-to-day resistance and mythical heroism, the armed mobilisation
of the younger generation and the generally benevolent attitude of the ci-
vilian population in villages. Confronted with the beauty of the landscapes,
the mystery of the forests, the exhilaration of the heights and the material
difficulties, the maquisards experienced, at the constant risk of losing their
lives, the exaltation of great plans that were ultimately abandoned or even
betrayed. This generation of young people spent those long months fighting
for an ideal, the ideal of their youth. Left to their own devices, they fought
by their own means for an objective that became blurred in a theatre that
had become a trap that closed in on itself. Those who died were honoured
just as much as the survivors. The failures of which they were the victims
have been transformed into a narrative shared internationally because it is
so universal. That narrative is about the heroism of people of little means,
whose commitment is considered noble because it was spontaneous and
not formally structured on a military or ideological level.

Unlike the case of the Yugoslav mountains, where Tito and his Partisans
were able to triumph over the enemy, the French case was one of failure,
but one that the Resistance movement incorporated into the more global
triumph of the Allies who liberated France starting in summer 1944. What
remains are the common values of fraternity and courage in commitment
shared by resistants from the mountains of Yugoslavia and France, values
that are still important to pass on today.
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The Partisan Movement in Bosnia and Herzegovina
During World War II: A Comparison of the Towns and
the Countryside

Dino Dupanovi¢

The Partisan resistance movement in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) de-
veloped differently in towns and in the countryside. Connecting urban and
rural areas was one of the Partisans’ major challenges. In order to under-
stand the role of the towns and of the countryside in BiH for the commu-
nist-led Partisan movement during World War II, it is essential to address
the following questions: what was the influence of the communists in the
Bosnian-Herzegovinian towns and villages before World War I1? What was
at the core of the disconnection between communists in the towns and Par-
tisans or communists in the countryside when the uprising began in 1941?
What were the differences in resistance patterns among communists in
towns and the countryside? From when can we see a clear synergy of action
among all communists, regardless of whether they were in the towns or on
the periphery, in remote Bosnian mountains like Kozara or Igman or the
canyons of Neretva and Sutjeska, or in urban centres like Banja Luka, Mos-
tar, Sarajevo, or Tuzla? These questions will be answered using the example
of Bosnian Krajina, a region in northwestern BiH that became the centre
of the Partisans’ Liberation Struggle (Narodnooslobodilacka Borba - NOB),
and partially through examples in other regions of BiH.

Communists in the towns and countryside before 1941

From 1929, when a dictatorship was established in the Kingdom of Yugo-
slavia to 1937, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (KPJ) in BiH did not
have a unified provincial leadership.! Such circumstances led to a com-

1 The Kingdom was established in October 1918, under the name Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and
Slovenes. In 1920, the new government banned the KPJ], which went underground. In January
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plete lack of organisation among the communists and the emergence of
factionalism, which was addressed in several provincial conferences of the
KPJ for BiH. From the Third Provincial Conference at the end of June 1940
and new leadership under Puro Pucar Stari, the communists began more
active engagement and revival of their work. This work began to be felt
primarily in towns such as Prijedor, Jajce, Drvar and Biha¢, mostly through
labour unions, cultural and artistic societies, and rural associations.*
However, the influence of the communists on the rural population was
much weaker than in towns for subjective and objective reasons. Subjec-
tive reasons stemmed from the importance the KPJ placed on the working
class. Objective reasons were mainly linked to the social conditions in soci-
ety. Openness to communist ideas was limited in many regions in BiH due
to pronounced underdevelopment and economic backwardness among the
predominantly rural population, which was under the strong influence of
national parties, as well as strong patriarchal remnants from the past, which
often resulted in religious and national intolerance between ethnic and na-
tional communities.” These tensions were heightened through the agrari-
an reform organised by the Kingdom after its proclamation in 1918. This
reform provided many peasants with the opportunity to acquire land but
also caused dissatisfaction, especially among Muslims, which often led to
hostility between national communities, for example in Bosanska Krupa.*
In this context, the communists’ influence on the rural areas remained
mostly limited to a small number of individuals who came to towns for
education and then returned to their villages. A broader influence on the
peasants was lacking. This does not mean there was no influence at all;
some events in the Bosnian Krajina region, in places such as Bosanska
Dubica, the surroundings of Prijedor and Jajce, indicate that communists

1929, King Aleksandar I Karadordevi¢ dissolved the National Assembly, banned the work of all
political parties and changed the country’s name to the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Ivo Banac, With
Stalin Against Tito: Cominformist Splits in Yugoslav Communism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1988), 51, 60-61.

2 Dusan Lukac¢, Ustanak u Bosanskoj krajini (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod, 1967), 19-22.

3 Zdravko Dizdar, Radnicki pokret u Pounju 1929-1941 (Sarajevo: IRO Veselin Maslesa, 1980), 30.
For an example of interethnic conflicts in Bosanska Krupa, see ed. Rajko Jov¢i¢, Bosansko-krups-
ka opstina u ratu i revoluciji (Bosanska Krupa: Skupstina opstine i Opstinski odbor SUBNOR-a
Bosanska Krupa, 1969), 42-47. For the social conditions see Xavier Bougarel, Kod Titovih partiza-
na - Komunisti i seljaci u Bosanskoj krajini 1941-1945 (Sarajevo: Udruzenje za modernu historiju,
2023), 20-21.

88



The Partisan Movement in Bosnia and Herzegovina During World War Il: A Comparison of the Towns and...

sometimes organised demonstrations or collected aid from peasants for
families on strike, mainly through rural teachers.’

In some towns, such as Biha¢, the spread of new communist ideas was
very slow due to the insufficient number of members of the working class.
For example, Oskar Davico from Belgrade, a professor of French, came to
Bihac in 1931. Davico was supposed to encourage the spread of communist
ideas among the students of the Biha¢ high school. However, his actions
were only partially successful. Describing this period, one of Davi¢o’s col-
laborators, Velimir Kora¢, describes Biha¢ as a

small Bosnian town, without any industry, with outdated craft shops,
very primitive and backward Sunday markets that revealed all the
poverty and destitution of the Krajina peasants. [...] The population
in this town, where nothing significant happened, was divided into
Serbs, Muslims, Catholics and Jews, reminiscent of other similar
Bosnian towns of this type, as Ivo Andri¢ depicted in The Days of the
Consuls.®

Until the beginning of World War II, the influence of the communists in
Biha¢ was limited to a small group of individuals.

When World War II started in 1939, the conditions for the commu-
nists to enlarge their influence in BiH were not advantageous. This being
said, the KPJ had been unified after Josip Broz Tito was appointed General
Secretary in the second half of the 1930s, had adopted a new political line
of the anti-fascist front advocated by the Comintern from 1935, and had
developed a coherent stance on the national question by accepting the prin-
ciples of the Yugoslav state and the equality of its various constituent na-
tions.” When the war reached Yugoslavia in April 1941, the new situation
required a more engaged approach. It was necessary to spread communist
ideology, solve the tense national issue and connect rural and urban areas.
In other words, the communists had to reconcile all the mentioned diver-
sities under unfavourable circumstances. The overall situation was further
complicated and exacerbated by the fascist occupation of the Kingdom and

5  Luka¢, Ustanak u Bosanskoj krajini, 27-41.

6 Museum of Una-Sana Canton/Muzej Unsko-sanskog Kantona, Collection of Memoirs
(MUSK-COM), box 1, no. 00007/1, “Velimir Kora¢-O radu partijske organizacije 1931/32. godine
u Bihacu’, 1.

7  Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana, 21.
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the establishment of the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna DrZava
Hrvatska - NDH), led by the fascist Ustasha regime, as well as the devel-
opment of the Serb-nationalist Chetnik movement which began as a rebel
force turned increasingly to collaboration with the occupiers.®

The situation in BiH after the collapse of the Kingdom
of Yugoslavia and the reaction of the communists

The attack on the Kingdom of Yugoslavia by the Axis powers, often also
called the April War, started with the bombing of Belgrade on 6 April 1941.
It lasted two weeks, ending with the Yugoslav army’s capitulation on 17
April. The war led to significant changes in the political and military or-
ganisation in that area. New political units were created, among them the
Independent State of Croatia on 10 April, which included the entire ter-
ritory of BiH. This process was organised under the control of Germany
and Italy, which shared two military occupation zones in the NDH. The
new circumstances led to the emergence of several genocidal policies in
the Yugoslav and Bosnian-Herzegovinian regions. The Ustasha leader, Ante
Paveli¢, led a policy of extermination of the Serb, Jewish and Romani pop-
ulations, while, on the other hand, Serb Chetniks carried out massacres
of Muslim and Croatian populations.” This situation soon forced the local
population in BiH to decide which of the present authorities and armies
they should support.

In some parts of BiH, Croats and Muslims enthusiastically welcomed
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia’s collapse, which led to their partial support for
the Ustasha authorities, especially in parts of Herzegovina. In the Bosnian

8  Chetniks was originally the name for members of Serbian paramilitary units that fought in Mace-
donia at the beginning of the 20th century and, more broadly, during the Balkan Wars (1912-1913)
and World War I. During World War II, the Chetniks, led by Draza Mihailovi¢, were a paramilitary
and political movement that stood for the re-establishment of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, in which
they wanted to strengthen Serb supremacy. In 1941, the Chetniks fought alongside the Partisans
in some places, before they started to collaborate with Italian and also German occupiers, partially
also with the Ustasha, in order to fight against the Partisans. Their presence and influence was espe-
cially strong in Serbia, Montenegro and some parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina. See Bougarel, Kod
Titovih partizana, 25-26; Rasim Hurem, Kriza NOP-a u Bosni i Hercegovini krajem 1941. i pocetkom
1942 (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1972), 61-74.

9  Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana, 21; Rasim Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu
1941-1945 (Zagreb: Plejada-University Press, 2016), 23-32.
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(Map designed by Iris Buljevi¢ for this publication.)

rajina, in the surrounding villages near Biha¢, such as Zavalje, Medudraz-
, and Skocaj, a large part of the Croats welcomed and supported the new
ate’s establishment. However, the majority of the local population in Biha¢

decided to remain neutral. Recalling the early wartime days, a local com-

munist remembers that the streets of the town were eerily empty during

those days.'® A similar situation occurred in Banja Luka, where only a few

Muslims and Croats joined the Ustasha ranks."!

10

11

MUSK-COM, box 1, no. 23/1, “Ale Terzi¢-Formiranje prvog Sreskog komiteta Komunisticke parti-
je za Biha¢’, 3.

Dusan Luka¢, Banja Luka i okolica u ratu i revoluciji (Banja Luka: Savez udruzenja boraca NOR-a
opstine Banja Luka, 1968), 91.

91



Dino Dupanovi¢

In general, when the occupation forces arrived and the NDH was estab-
lished, there was a lot of confusion regarding the new situation, not only
among illiterate locals, but also for communists who had prior knowledge
of fascism and its dangers. For example, it is recorded that when the Ger-
man army entered Biha¢, Huse Bi$cevi¢, who was close to communists,
raised his hand and greeted the German soldiers with a fascist salute. When
Hilmija Lipovaca, a local communist, asked him why he was saluting the
occupiers, Biscevi¢ replied: “Well, it’s all the same [referring to National
Socialism and socialism], that’s what we've been waiting for.”"?

However, the unwillingness of a significant number of Muslims and
some Croats to align themselves with the occupiers, as well as the support
for the new Ustasha authorities until the revelation of their true princi-
ples and the crimes they committed against Serbs, Jews and Roma, did not
necessarily mean that the local population was ready to immediately lean
toward the communists and embrace the idea of the People’s Liberation
Struggle. When Ustasha crimes became more evident, the part of the Serb
population that had not perished in the towns fled to the surrounding for-
ests and Serb villages, where it was much more challenging for the Ustasha
to operate, although Ustasha raids had already destroyed many Serb villag-
es and their inhabitants in the Cazinska Krajina. In the following years, the
Ustasha managed to maintain control mainly in towns with a Muslim and
Croat majority, while their influence in rural areas, except for regions with
a Croat majority, was very weak."

The mass killing of Serb Orthodox Christians confronted the survivors
with a difficult choice: Fight or be killed.!* However, when things were
aligning for the communists to capitalise on such an opportunity and gain
the support of the rural Serb population as well as of the urban escapees,
they were confronted with a major problem. As Pero Moraca, Yugoslav his-
torian and former Partisan, points out, in a period when over 80 percent of
Yugoslavia’s population lived in rural areas, the concept of the KP] develop-
ing an armed struggle with liberatory and revolutionary goals could only be
achieved if peasants were engaged in that struggle. The Partisan Supreme
Headquarters, headed by Tito, seriously counted on the area of the Bosnian

12 Branko Bokan, “Organizovanje i aktivnost komunisticke grupe u Ripéu’, in Biha¢ u novijoj istoriji
I, ed. Galib Sljivo (Banja Luka: Institut za istoriju u Banja Luci, 1987), 403.

13 Marko Attila Hoare, Bosanski muslimani u Drugom svjetskom ratu (Zenica: Vrijeme, 2019), 113.

14 Max Bergholz, Nasilje kao generativna sila - identitet, nacionalizam i sjecanje u jednoj balkanskoj
zajednici (Sarajevo: Buybook, 2018), 156.
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Krajina to fill their ranks and start a guerrilla war. However, the problem
was that the KPJ had not managed to improve its position in the villages
around the outbreak of the war.

At the beginning of the war, some communists unsuccessfully attempt-
ed to develop military actions in urban areas, obsessed with involving
workers and other town classes in the fight.”” But in May 1941, after a KP]
conference in Zagreb, the communists emphasised the need for party or-
ganisations to become more actively involved in rural areas.'® Following
this, at the Regional Conference in Sehitluci, Banja Luka, the KPJ called
for the preparation and commencement of the struggle against the occupi-
ers.”” Even though there was some communist activity among the peasants,
as discussed earlier, it was not enough. Communists still considered the
KPJ as a working class party that should also accept peasants into its ranks.
However, the creation of this alliance between the KPJ and the peasants was
only considered as preparation for the next stage of the struggle that was
to follow after the end of the war. Class goals and the KP] gave the uprising
and the liberation revolution a socialist character, and the mass movement
of the peasantry gave it a base."

The uprising 1941 and the communists’ attempts
to take control in rural areas

The history of the beginning of the armed resistance against the new Usta-
sha authorities in summer 1941 in BiH is very complex and turbulent. We

15 Pero Moraca, “Grad u Narodnooslobodila¢ckom ratu i revoluciji (s posebnim osvrtom na Banja
Luku)”, in Banja Luka u novijoj istoriji 1878-1945, ed. Muharem Beganovi¢ (Banja Luka: Institut za
istoriju u Sarajevu, Arhiv Bosanske krajine, Muzej Bosanske krajine, 1976), 566-568; About influ-
ence of the KPJ in villages and towns in the Bosnian Krajina, see: Dusanka Kovacevi¢, “Organizaci-
ja KPJ u Podgrme¢u za vrijeme narodnooslobodilacke borbe”, Prilozi, no. 17 (1980): 283-284.

16 'The conference in Zagreb was organised on invitation of Josip Broz Tito, two weeks after the King-
dom’s capitulation. Tito emphasised the need for the KPJ to “organizationally adapt to the new
conditions” and “determine the tasks” in the new situation as the main reasons for holding these
“May Consultations”. Ivan Jeli¢, “Majsko savjetovanje rukovodstva Komunisticke partije Jugoslavije
u Zagrebu 1941. godine’, Casopis sa suvremenu povijest, no. 3 (1984): 1-18.

17 Zdravko Antoni¢, “Sehitlu¢ki dogovori u sklopu opétih priprema za ustanak u Bosni i Hercegovini
i Jugoslaviji 1941. godine’, in Oblasna partijska savjetovanja na Sehitlucima jun-jul 1941. godine, ed.
Galib Sljivo (Banja Luka: Institut za istoriju u Banja Luci, 1981), 10-16.

18 Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana, 112-113; Ivan Cifri¢, “KP]J/SK] i seljastvo’, Sociologija i prostor, no.
67-68 (1980): 7-9.
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have on the one hand spontaneous armed revolts by Serb peasants, and on
the other hand various attempts of the Communist Party to control or initi-
ate such uprisings, with varied success. The first resistance to Ustasha terror
- known as the June Uprising - in BiH took place in eastern Herzegovina.
The uprising began spreading to other parts of BiH. The most significant
uprising took place in the Bosnian Krajina, where it broke out in Drvar on
Sunday, 27 July 1941.” It then spread to the regions of Podgrmec¢, Kozara,
Pljeva, and also to regions in central and eastern Bosnia, Ozren, Majevica,
Bira¢, Romanija, Jahorina, Bjelasnica where Serbs formed the majority of
the population.

The uprising in Bosnian Krajina started with the conquest of the little
town of Drvar, where an Ustasha garrison had been stationed. However, it
was not realised from inside but by insurgents coming from the country-
side. The uprising in summer 1941 developed mainly in rural areas and
the main organisation centres were mountainous areas that provided op-
portunities for guerrilla warfare. Contrary to the KPJ’s expectations, the
centres of the uprising did not become towns. In these population centres,
activities were initially limited to some actions of sabotage, information
gathering and attempts to assist the insurgents in the countryside.

What was the Communist Party’s role in organising these early upris-
ings? The KPJ sent its people to different areas to initiate or influence armed
revolts, with mixed results. In some parts, their contribution was important,
for example, in Prijedor, Bosanska Dubica, Bosanski Novi and in the area of
Kozara, but in others it was not. In the Drvar region, for example, a small
group of communists, such as Gojko Polovina, Poko Jovani¢, Stojan Mati¢
and Stevan Pilipovi¢ Mac¢uka, had been making plans for armed resistance.
However, their role and the KPJ’s role in organising this uprising were min-
imal or, as Max Bergholz suggests, non-existent. In his post-war memoirs,
the communist commander Kosta Nad similarly claimed that “Apart from
rare cases, our party organizations did not play any role in organizing the
uprising”® In fact, at the beginning of the uprising in the summer of 1941,
the group of insurgents, mainly composed of Serbs who rebelled against the
Ustasha terror, represented a mix of individuals with different political and
military stances.

19 Luka¢, Ustanak u Bosanskoj krajini, 97; Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu,
129-130.
20 Quoted in Bergholz, Nasilje kao generativna sila, 157.
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This situation lasted until almost the end of 1941, when the communists
successfully imposed their ideas to a greater extent among the insurgents.
But until then, historical sources suggest that there was a complete dis-
array in the insurgents’ ranks. One such source is the recollection of Sajo
Grbi¢, a communist activist, who described the beginning of the uprising
as follows: “We called ourselves guerrillas. Some referred to us as Chet-
niks, but mostly guerrillas. I first heard the word ‘partisan’ in September,
toward the end of September, from the late Voja Stanarevi¢. [...]. Yes, we
wore the five-pointed star, but there were also cockades, and there were red
stars as well.”?! Although without a clearly defined goal, the insurgents in
northwestern Bosnia managed to initiate and develop resistance against the
Ustasha, mainly in villages where they destroyed telegraph and telephone
lines and ambushed the Ustasha.*

In general, the communists coming from the towns to the insurgent,
predominantly rural areas, in the woods and mountains, had significant
problems with the uncontrolled insurgents. Many of these insurgents were
inclined toward Chetnik ideologies or were eager for revenge against Mus-
lims and Croats. Such insurgents blamed all Muslims and Croats for their
sufferings at the hands of the Ustasha. Some communists, who attempted to
organise anti-fascist resistance, like the Secretary of the District Committee
for Biha¢, Sefket Maglajli¢, were forced to adopt a false Serb name, Mirko
Novakovi¢.? Other Muslim communists like Hajro Kapetanovi¢ and Avdo
Cuk managed to escape the revenge that the insurgents from Velika Rujiska
planned for them.” Marko Oreskovi¢ — nicknamed Krntija - the political
commissar of the Headquarters of the People’s Liberation Movement (Nar-
odnooslobodilacki pokret - NOP) of Croatia, was not so fortunate. He was
killed by Chetnik elements within the ranks of a Partisan unit at the end of
October 1941.%

In the early months of the uprising, the insurgents rampaged and de-
stroyed everything in their path. At the end of August 1941, for example,
21 MUSK-COM, box 2, no. 00014/1, “Sajo Grbi¢, Sava Popovi¢, Slobodan Pilipovi¢-O ustanku na

podruéju Biha¢a 1941. godine’, 11-12.

22 Bergholz, Nasilje kao generativna sila, 158.
23 Vera Krzi$nik-Buki¢, “Prilog pitanju odnosa KPJ i seljastva na bihackom podrucju u prvim ratnim

godinama’, in Biha¢ u novijoj istoriji I, 139.

24 MUSK-COM, box 1, no. 00004/1, “Stojan Maki¢ — O krupskoj partizanskoj ¢eti 1941/1942 godine”,

35; Kovacevi¢, “Organizacija KPJ u Podgrmecu’, 287; Jov¢ié, Bosansko-krupska opstina, 99.

25 Esad Bibanovi¢, “Kulenvakufski komunisti u radni¢kom pokretu i ustanku”, in Biha¢ u novijoj
istoriji I, 454.
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they set fire to abandoned Muslim villages in the Podgrmec region, includ-
ing Muslimanska Jasenica.” The resistance that the communists envisioned
and their wish to establish themselves in the villages faced significant chal-
lenges in Podgrmec. As Osman Karabegovi¢, one of the leaders of the com-
munists in the uprising wrote, a large number of capable party cadres was
killed in a short time, and they fell at the hands of Chetniks or, in the words
of Karabegovi¢, of “unenlightened people from rural areas”?” The District
Committee in the Podgrmec region operated precisely in the rural environ-
ment where the influence of communists was underdeveloped. This even-
tually necessitated the arrival of a large number of experienced cadres from
surrounding towns and Banja Luka.?® They had some success, as indicated
by the establishment of the first partisan hospital and later a pharmacy in
Podgrmec¢ in August 1941, where the villagers played a significant role and,
in this way, formed a united resistance front.”

The events of late summer 1941 in the area of Bosanski Petrovac and
Kulen Vakuf also indicate the complex and turbulent situation in the re-
gion. A group of insurgents, including some communists, entered the vil-
lages of Vrtoce and Krnjeusa at the beginning of August and massacred a
significant number of local Catholic Croats. Lieutenant Colonel Bozidar
Zorn, the commander of the Croatian army of the NDH, the Home Guard,*
managed to retake the mentioned villages shortly thereafter. The report he
sent to Zagreb drew a dramatic picture of the situation.” The peak of insur-
gent violence occurred on 6 September 1941, when insurgents captured
Kulen Vakuf and killed around two thousand Muslims. Communists Esad
and Ibrahim Bibanovi¢, along with their friend Dzafer Demirovi¢, all Mus-
lims, had been expecting an attack from the insurgents that day, believing
them to be fellow communists. After the insurgents entered Kulen Vakuf,

26 Dusan Lukac, Partizanska Jasenica (Beograd: Skupstina opstine Bosanska Krupa i Izdavacka radna
organizacija Rad, 1979), 25.

27 Osman Karabegovi¢, Bosanska krajina nepresusivi izvor revolucionarnih snaga (Beograd: Vojno iz-
davacki i novinski centar, 1988), 220.

28 1Ibid,, 221-223.

29 Dino Dupanovi¢, Partizanske bolnice u Drugom svjetskom ratu u Bihackoj krajini (Bihaé: Muzej
Unsko-sanskog kantona, 2023), 4-18.

30 The Home Guard was established in mid-April 1941 and stood under German supreme command.
Nikica Bari¢, Ustroj kopnene vojske domobranstva Nezavisne DrZave Hrvatske, 1941.-1945 (Zagreb:
Hrvatski institut za povijest), 43-55.

31 Serbian Military Archive/Vojni Arhiv (Belgrade) (Collection: Independent State of Croatia) —
VA-NDH, box 1, f. 2, doc. no. 14, “Izvje$c¢e potpukovnika Zorna od 14. augusta 1941. godine”, 1.
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Fig. 1: Central pharmacy in Bosanski Petrovac in 1942. (Courtesy of the Public Institution
Museum of the Una-Sana Canton)

the three welcomed them but the insurgents considered them as enemies
and threatened to kill them. They only survived thanks to insurgent com-
mander Gojko Polovina’s intervention.*

What was the relationship between the communists in the towns and
the communists in the countryside? Communists in the towns faced sev-
eral obstacles when it came to assisting the communists among the insur-
gents in the periphery. One of them was the Ustasha secret police, which,
after taking control of the government, obtained the complete archives of
the previous police force and monitored most communist illegal activists
in the towns. Some of them were arrested by the Ustasha, like Ivica Mazar,
a prominent activist from Banja Luka, when he was sent by the Provincial
Committee of the KP of BiH to convey directives for launching Partisan
guerrilla actions to party organisations in Jajce, Janja and Pljeva. Mazar’s
arrest, followed by his execution by the Ustasha, left the communists in Ja-
jce and the surrounding areas completely isolated and unconnected to the
insurgents. Such Ustasha raids, which often led to executions, also signifi-
cantly reduced the possibilities for communist propaganda.”

32 Bergholz, Nasilje kao generativna sila, 223-230.
33 VA-NDH, box 61, f. 18, doc. 8., “Bosansko divizijsko podru¢je-Ocevidni izvjestaj za prvu deseticu
od 1-10/X-1941. godine”, 3.
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Another problem that hindered the connection between illegal com-
munist activists in the towns and the communists among the insurgents
in rural areas stemmed from the already mentioned very sensitive ethnic
tensions. Chetnik-oriented individuals who largely controlled the insur-
gents in some parts of Bosnian Krajina were often tempted to kill Muslim
and Croat communists. Immediately after the establishment of the Ustasha
government in Biha¢ in 1941, the communists were broken after two waves
of arrests. For those who escaped, one important reason for not going to
the periphery was the fear of possible revenge by Serb insurgents and Chet-
nik-minded individuals. Out of the mainly Croat and Muslim members
of the Local Committee of the KPJ in Biha¢, Stipe Butorac, who was their
organisational secretary, Ante Rukavina, Robert Solc, Hasko Ibrahimpasic,
and Matko Vukovi¢ only established contact with the headquarters of guer-
rilla units in the neighbouring Croatian province of Lika in early November
1941. After this, they also established contact with local Serb communists
from the villages around Biha¢ and left the town to join them in the First
Biha¢ Company, a newly formed Partisan unit.

This connection was very important because in 1941, interethnic dis-
trust affected communists from different ethnic communities, even if all
were party members. Also at the end of 1941, the former secretary of the
Local Committee in Biha¢, Salih Musanovi¢, established contact with the
KP District Committee in Majkica Japra in Podgrme¢ and joined the in-
surgents.”* At the beginning of the uprising, Musanovi¢ had decided to join
the Croatian army, the Home Guard, probably because he believed that it
was not safe to join the insurgents at that moment due to the aforemen-
tioned revenge concerns. Several other examples suggest that others who
later became prominent revolutionaries had similar behavioural patterns.
In Croatia, Mika Spiljak, who became an important politician after the war,
had a similar wartime trajectory as Musanovi¢; he first joined the Home
Guard, although he was a member of the KPJ since 1938.% Also, Banja Luka
illegal activist Zeljko Lastri¢ became a soldier in the Home Guard in sum-
mer 1941, having previously declined the invitation from other comrades
to join them in the forest in preparation for the uprising, citing that he

34 Savo Popovi¢, “Partijska organizacija Biha¢a i razvoj oruzanog ustanka, organizacija i organa
NOP-a u biha¢kom srezu (1941-1942)”, in Biha¢ u novijoj istoriji I, 314; Husref Redzi¢, “Mladi
crveni grad”, in Podgrmec¢ u NOB-u: Podgrme¢ do ustanka i u ustanku 1941: zbornik sjecanja I, ed.
Dusan Pejanovi¢ (Beograd: Vojno izdavacki zavod, 1972), 121.

35 Hrvoje Klasi¢, Mika Spiljak: Revolucionar i drzavnik (Zagreb: Ljevak, 2019), 54.
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wouldn’t be able to endure the hard-
ships that come with insurgent life.’

In Banja Luka, in contrast to Bi-
ha¢, the process of connecting the
insurgents in the town and its sur-
roundings was somewhat more suc-
cessful from the outset. When the
April war broke out, some commu-
nists from Banja Luka had already
gone to the Kozara mountain area
to join the resistance against the
occupiers. By the end of July and
the beginning of August 1941, large
parts of the organisation from the
town had gone to nearby villages
and the forests of Starcevica, where
they worked on preparing for the
uprising.”” The Banja Luka case of
connecting urban communists and
outside the
town who opposed Ustasha crimes,

insurgents/peasants

was a rare example of success at this
stage of the war and was primarily
due to the communists’ strong posi-

| 5%

Fig. 2: Salih Mu$anovi¢ from Biha¢, a
shoemaker and member of the Local
Committee of the KPJ for Biha¢ from
1932. From 1938, he was the secretary of
the Local Committee of the KPJ. He died
in June 1942 in Kozara at the hands of
Chetnik forces. (Courtesy of the Public
Institution Museum of the Una-Sana
Canton)

tion in this region before 1941. Thanks to the development of the partisan

movement around the town, in connection with underground activities of

the communists in the town, the partisans controlled the outskirts of Banja
Luka by the end of 1941 and the beginning of 1942.%® These Partisan suc-
cesses created a strong belief among the population in the town that the

Partisans would soon attack and liberate the town, which caused great fear

among the Ustasha. A volunteer company of illegals was even formed in

Banja Luka, which was supposed to help from the inside in the event of a

Partisan attack on the town.*

36 Vladan Vukli§ and Marijana Todorovi¢ Bili¢, eds., Banjalucki ilegalac - sjeanja Zarka Lastriéa
(Banja Luka: Udruzenje arhivskih radnika Republike Srpske i Arhiv Republike Srpske, 2020), 107.
37 Luka¢, Banja Luka i okolica u ratu i revoluciji, 109, 121.

38 Hoare, Bosanski muslimani, 123.

39 Luka¢, Banja Luka i okolica u ratu i revoluciji, 196-205.
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Connecting the town and countryside:
The Biha¢ Republic in 1942

At the end of 1941, various parts of the rural areas of the Bosnian Kraji-
na had become liberated territories, while the bigger cities and urban cen-
tres like Biha¢, Prijedor and Banja Luka continued to be under Ustasha
control. In many of these liberated territories, the Partisans successfully
gained control, while Chetnik influence was still strong in eastern parts
of Bosnian Krajina. While both movements had initially and partially co-
operated, they increasingly competed with each other. This was especially
true for the aforementioned Podgrme¢ area, where the transformation of
insurgents into Partisan units became more pronounced following the ar-
rival of Mladen Stojanovi¢ in November 1941, the commander of the Sec-
ond Krajina Partisan Detachment, to this region.*” From the end of 1941,
the relation between Partisans and Chetniks turned more and more into
open confrontation. Chetniks cooperated increasingly openly with Italian
occupation forces and some Chetnik leaders even concluded agreements
with local Ustasha authorities.*' This collaboration with the Ustasha sig-
nificantly weakened the Chetniks’ position in the Mount Manjaca region,
the surroundings of Jajce, Mrkonji¢ Grad, Glamo¢, and Bosansko Grahovo.
Simultaneously, it strengthened the Partisans. A large number of Chetniks
either returned home or switched to the Partisans.*

The development of the NOP in Bosnian Krajina was further strength-
ened in summer 1942 by the arrival and stay of proletarian brigades, the
new mobile elite units of the Partisan army, and the army’s Supreme Head-
quarters. The Partisan troops conquered more territory, including the
towns of Livno, Mrkonji¢-Grad and Jajce. In the territories under their
control, Partisan units and NOP activists exhaustively explained the goals
of the communist struggle to the local population through political con-
ferences, gatherings, artistic programs and leaflet distribution. Thus, in
1942, the Bosnian Krajina was on its way to become the main stronghold
of the Partisan movement during World War II, and where the network

40 Rasim Hurem, “Diferencijacija ustanickih snaga u Bosni i Hercegovini zadnjih mjeseci 1941. i u
prvoj polovini 1942. godine’, Prilozi, no. 21 (1985): 189-190.

41 Ibid., 186-190.

42 Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 185-187.
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of People’s Liberation Committees (Narodnooslobodilacki odbori - NOO)
would be the most developed and stable.*?

The Partisan movement’s success in the Bosnian Krajina in early 1942
also attracted the attention of the Supreme Headquarters of the Partisans,
led by Tito. In the second half of 1941, the headquarters were based in previ-
ously liberated territory in western Serbia, known as the Republic of Uzice.
The need for a new location emerged after the beginning of open conflict
with the Chetniks in November 1941. In their search for a safe territory
and increasingly reliant on Serbs of the NDH for support, they moved first
to eastern Bosnia, near Foca and then in mid-1942 to the Bosnian Krajina.

However, the Supreme Headquarters and the Partisans, mainly staying
in the rural areas, needed a larger liberated territory, just as the Uzice Re-
public had been earlier. This required taking a larger town. Partisan com-
mander Kosta Nad, who stayed with Tito in an abandoned railroad wagon
on Mount Ostrelj near Bosanski Petrovac in autumn 1942, later wrote that
Tito, after numerous uncertainties, uttered, “[...] We need a larger town. We
need a town we can hold for a longer time”* The decision was made that the
town to be liberated would be Biha¢, which was only a few kilometres away
from the wagon where Tito and Nad had their conversation. There were two
reasons why Tito decided on this move. First, he desperately needed to mo-
bilise and replenish Partisan units with new fighters, preferably from other
national communities living in the town, meaning Muslims and Croats, as
the existing Partisan units mostly consisted of Serbs. The second reason
was that partisans from the surrounding villages and mountains had good
connections with the illegal operatives in the town, and the population was
on their side, already fed up with Ustasha’s atrocities and misdeeds.* Nad
later described in detail the contact with the Biha¢ communist organisation
in town while preparing for the attack. Based on this contact, he recalled a
message that came from the town: “Bihac is with us!™*

In November 1942, the Partisans attacked and conquered Biha¢, which
became the first major town in BiH to be liberated. This significantly

43 Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana, 30-31; Hoare, Bosanski muslimani, 79; Porde Miki¢, “O privred-
nim i socijalnim prilikama u Bosanskoj krajini u prvim godinama austrougarske okupacije”, Prilozi,
no. 2 (1982): 76-77. The People’s Liberation Committees were the governmental bodies established
in the Partisan-held territories during the war.

44 Kosta Nad, Bihacka republika: ratne uspomene Koste Nada (Zagreb: Spektar, 1982), 207-213.

45 Karabegovi¢, Bosanska krajina nepresusivi izvor, 203.

46 Nad, Bihacka republika: Ratne uspomene, 443.
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X LA NG TSR 14
Fig. 3: Biha¢, 4 November 1942. The photo shows the Kloster building, which was one
of the last lines of Ustasha defence during the Partisan attack on the town. In the same
building, the First Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOY)
was held on 26 November 1942. (Courtesy of the Public Institution Museum of the
Una-Sana Canton)

influenced the change in the national composition of partisan units. In less
than three months during which the Partisans stayed in the town, a large
portion of the urban population, mostly Muslims and Croats, joined the
ranks of the First Bosnian Partisan Corps.*”” By the end of December 1942,
the Eighth Krajina People’s Liberation Assault Brigade was formed in Ca-
zin, primarily composed of Muslims from Biha¢, Bosanska Krupa, Velika
Kladusa and Bosanski Novi.*®

With the formation of a large free territory — the Biha¢ Republic - Par-
tisans in towns and villages established authority over all social segments.*
Thus, they connected rural and urban populations and used the opportunity
to conduct more propaganda work among the rural population, who did not
fully understand the communist struggle’s goals. They were aided by local

47 MUSK-Collection of archival material (CAM), K-A6, no. 1241, “Dopis Komande podru¢ja Bi-
ha¢-Cazin-Stabu I Bosanskog korpusa od decembra 1942. godine, o slanju 127 dobrovoljaca u
NOV] iz Bihaéa i okoline”, 1.

48 Izudin Causevié, Osma krajiska NOU brigada (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod, 1981), 9; Dusan
Luka¢, “KPJ u borbi za u¢vri¢ivanje NOP-a i politicko jedinstvo”, Istorijski zbornik, no. 5 (1984):
121-124.

49 Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 188-192.
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notables like Nurija Pozderac, who held great respect among all segments
of the population.® The army mainly supplied itself with food that came
from the villages. During their stay in the area of the Biha¢ Republic, the
Partisans established People’s Liberation Committees on a large scale. By the
end of 1942, there were hundreds of them in the Bosnian Krajina: 414 village
committees, 66 municipal committees, including three town committees.”*

The Biha¢ Republic lasted only three months, until the end of January
1943, when the town was recaptured by German and Ustasha forces. But
its existence during the end of 1942 and the beginning of 1943 was a very
important period for the development of the Partisan movement. On a
political level, the first session of the Anti-Fascist Council for the People’s
Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNO]J) was organised on 26 November 1942
in Biha¢, which would become the legislative body establishing the future
Yugoslav state’s fundamentals. These three months also had a substantial
impact on the NOP’s growth. When the Partisans left Biha¢ at the end of
January 1943, their base had significantly increased in terms of personnel.
While in 1941, support for the Partisans was much greater among the rural
than the urban population, it had now also grown considerably among the
latter. One Ustasha report, for example, stated that when the Partisans left
Biha¢, over 80 prominent citizens joined them.”” The mainly Muslim and
Croat urban population’s fear that moving to the countryside, where pre-
dominantly Serb Partisans resided, could lead to revenge, was overcome.
And while the city was reoccupied by the Germans and the Ustasha in Feb-
ruary 1943, the majority of the rural areas around Biha¢ and in the Krajina
region remained under Partisan control until the end of the war.

The development of the Partisan movement in towns and
rural areas in BiH during World War II

While the Partisan movement succeeded in imposing its influence rather
quickly in the Bosnian Krajina, the situation was different in eastern Bosnia.

50 MUSK-CAM, K-A6, no. 1651, “Neautorizovano sjec¢anje Pavla Savi¢a na Nuriju Pozderca iz 1985.
godine’, 1; Karabegovi¢, “Bosanska krajina nepresusivi izvor”, 203.

51 Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 187-188.

52 Historical museum of BiH/Historijski muzej Bosne i Hercegovine - Fund UNS-a, doc. no. 13423,
“Napad partizana na Biha¢, prilike za vrijeme partizana u Bihacu, povracaj Bihada i sadasnje pri-
like”, 10-11.
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At the beginning of the uprising, the KPJ could not establish itself in the ar-
eas around Srebrenica, Bratunac, Drinjaca, Kalinovnik, Trebava and villag-
es on the left side of the Bosna River due to a lack of personnel.”* Chetniks
were very strong in eastern Bosnia, and after the joint struggle of Partisans
and Chetniks against the occupiers, the Chetniks managed to recruit a large
number of members from Partisan units into their ranks. Additionally, the
communists neglected political work with the population and were more
active in trying to conduct sabotage actions, especially in the towns. From
May 1942, Partisan units virtually ceased to exist in eastern Bosnia, except
for the Birican Partisan detachment, which was the only one that persisted.
The Ustasha held power in the towns, while in the villages, in a very uncer-
tain situation, power was shared by the Ustashas and the Chetniks.** Failed
Partisan attacks such as the one on Vlasenica in June 1942 demonstrated
that Partisan units were not yet able to reverse the situation. However, the
Provincial Committee of the KPJ decided that it should stay in eastern Bos-
nia and revive armed activities there. No encouraging news came from the
towns, where groups of illegals were often arrested. But from the end of the
summer to the winter of 1942, the Partisans in eastern Bosnia recorded
several significant successes against the Chetniks, mostly in mountainous
areas. After the Battle of MaleSevac in November 1942, where the Parti-
sans inflicted a heavy defeat on the Chetniks, their influence also began
to strengthen in the Tuzla region, in the northern part of eastern Bosnia.>
Tuzla was the biggest town in eastern Bosnia and an industrial centre.
In early October 1943, the Partisans defeated the NDH’s military forces and
conquered the city and its surroundings. The liberation of Tuzla became
an important moment in making the Partisan movement more attractive
to the urban population.® Before the liberation of the city itself, after the
Partisans invaded Puraci¢ near Tuzla, a larger group from the Muslim Le-
gion led by Lieutenant Omer Gluhi¢ had already joined the Partisan units.”

53 Zdravko Antoni¢, Ustanak u istocnoj i centralnoj Bosni (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod, 1973), 239.

54 Nisim Albahari, “PrevazilaZenje krize ustanka 1942. godine i novi polet narodnooslobodilacke bor-
be u isto¢noj Bosni’, in Istocna Bosna u NOB-u 1941-1945. Sjecanje ucesnika, volume 2, ed. Esad
Tihi¢ (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod, 1971), 7-9.

55 Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 193-195.

56 Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 224-231; Zdravko Antoni¢, “O razvo-
ju NOB-e u isto¢noj Bosni 1943-1944, s posebnim osvrtom na oslobodenje Tuzle”, Prilozi, no. 21
(1985).

57 VA-NDH, box 28, f. 1, doc. no. 4/35, “Partizani prebaceni na Ozren upali u Puraci¢-Legionari
muslimanske legije priklju¢ili se partizanima’, 1-2. The Muslim Legion was created in late 1941 as
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According to some sources, the Partisans were strongly supported by the
town population, which fired from their windows on the defenders from
their windows, thus helping the attacking Partisans during the liberation.®
Local elites saluted the liberation of Tuzla. Partisan units were replenished
with over five thousand new fighters, both workers and peasants, among
them a majority of Muslims. This happened after Sulejman Filipovi¢, a
Home Guard colonel and commander of the Tuzla Brigade, declared that
he would join the Partisan army.”

Before the war, the city in BiH with the largest number of KP] members
was Sarajevo. During the occupation, the party’s Local Committee organ-
ised cells in different neighbourhoods in the city. There was also a bigger
number of Party sympathisers, some of whom were in the Home Guard.
Others held important social functions such as doctors, pharmacists, print-
ers and artisans, and made a significant contribution to the hiding of Jews
as well as recruiting individuals to join the Partisans and transferring them
to the insurgent-controlled territory.®® However, starting in 1941, the KP]
in Sarajevo was significantly weakened by police raids; frequent arrests re-
quired frequent changes in leadership and finding individuals willing to en-
gage in these dangerous activities. The arrests also significantly slowed the
spread of propaganda activities. The situation in Sarajevo improved slowly
after Vladimir Peri¢ took over the leadership of the town’s organisation in
1943. Peri¢ restored the KPJ] Local Committee which, until the final liber-
ation of the town in April 1945, organised a series of actions in which citi-
zens collected money, food and clothes, which were then sent to Partisans
around the town. Inhabitants of Sarajevo were also very helpful in organis-
ing the transfer of communist activists from the town to Partisan territory.**

The only party organisation that demonstrated stability and continui-
ty in its work, according to Ustasha reports from the spring and summer
of 1942, was the one in Mostar. The NOP’s influence there was very effec-
tive, especially through numerous acts of sabotage.®* Since summer 1942,

a self-defence militia and unit of the Croatian Home Guard in northeastern Bosnia to fight against
Chetniks and against Partisans.

58 VA-NDH, box 153, f. 3, doc. no. 14, “Pad Tuzle u partizanske ruke-18. studenog 1943. godine”, 1-2.

59 Antoni¢, “O razvoju NOB-e u isto¢noj Bosni 1943-1944”, 218-219.

60 Hoare, Bosanski muslimani, 113-121.

61 Emily Greble, Sarajevo 1941-1945 — Muslimani, krséani i Jevreji u Hitlerovoj Evropi (Sarajevo: Uni-
versity Press — izdanja Magistrat, 2020), 224.

62 Hurem, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 192-201.
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the communists in Mostar received increasingly strong support from local
Muslims. This was particularly pronounced after the defection of the Home
Guard officers Fazlija Alikafli¢ and Fahrudin Orman to the Partisans. The
situation was similar in some other towns in Herzegovina, such as Konjic
and Glamoc¢, where, according to an Ustasha report, increasing numbers of
intellectuals and peasants went to the Partisans.®® While in spring 1942, the
KPJ was strongly implemented in some towns, this was not the case in other
Herzegovinian towns, for example in Ljubuski, where support for the Usta-
sha was very strong.* However the Muslim notables’ increasingly open pro-
test against the Ustasha arrests and deportation of Muslims and Serbs - and
even some Catholics — from Mostar, Konjic or Capljina to camps, during
1944, brought the Muslim community closer to the Partisan movement.*

In Banja Luka, the tight relations between the illegal movement in the
town and the Partisans in the surrounding areas that existed in 1941 were
soon broken because of strong Ustasha pressure. It was only in the sec-
ond half of 1943 that the Partisans reestablished such a connection. This
relationship could be maintained in very difficult conditions, especially
the constant arrest of Partisan couriers. In late autumn 1944, the Partisans
managed to completely cut off and isolate Banja Luka from the surround-
ing villages and supply roads and caused a great shortage of food in the
town. The Ustasha were not even able to repair some industrial enterprises
on the outskirts of the town, due to constant Partisan incursions.®

Meanwhile, what did the situation look like in Biha¢ after the Partisans
left the town at the end of January 1943? Several members of the KPJ Lo-
cal Committee had gone with them, including Salih Musanovi¢, who died
shortly after. A few communists remained in the town, led by Hasan Sali-
hodzi¢, who eventually also had to leave the town after a Ustasha raid at the
beginning of 1944 led to the arrest of almost all Committee members. The
link between the Partisans in the villages and the town was maintained only
through a few unreliable Partisan sympathisers in the town.”

63 VA-NDH, box 69, f. 10, doc. no. 10, “Izbjegavanje domobranske vjezbe domobrana muslimanske
vjere’, 1-3.

64 VA-NDH, box 153¢, f. 1,doc. no. 17, “Raspolozenje pripadnika na podruéju kotara Ljubuski prema
ustaskom pokretu’, 1.

65 VA-NDH, box 86, f. 23, doc. no. 2, “Pismo 15 muslimanskih predstavnika iz Sarajeva o zlo¢inima
vlasti NDH, posebno u Hercegovini i dr} 1-5.

66 Luka¢, Banja Luka i okolica u ratu i revoluciji, 360.

67 Zdravko Dizdar, “Bihacka partijska organizacija 1941-1945”, in Biha¢ u novijoj istoriji I, 74-77.
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During the final months of the war, the Partisans took complete control
of the villages and the surrounding areas of the largest towns in BiH, which
were still occupied by the Ustasha and German forces. Generally speaking,
the crisis that the Partisans went through in previous years in the villag-
es to prove their “identity” had been overcome and now, the liberation of
the remaining towns was to follow. In the first half of 1945, the Partisans
liberated Mostar in February, Biha¢ in March, Sarajevo and Banja Luka in
April. The large number of citizens who attended the gatherings held by the
communists in liberated cities and supporters who joined the movement
strengthened the Partisans in their fight for the further liberation of other
parts of Yugoslavia, especially Croatia.

The liberation of the towns in BiH from the German occupiers and the
Ustasha in 1945 followed a similar scenario. Partisan units moved towards
the city from outside and advanced step by step into them, while the com-
munists within the cities supported the attacks through sabotage activities
and by taking control of strategic places. It was the closing of a paradoxical
circle: While the KPJ had initially thought that the liberation would start in
the cities, it was the countryside that liberated them.
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Resistance with Words and Weapons: Michal Borwicz and
the Resistance in the Lemberg-Janowska Camp

Markus Roth

The definition of resistance to the National Socialists’ regime has been dis-
puted for decades. The core question is how narrowly or broadly the term
may or should be defined.! A general answer to this question is nearly im-
possible, as resistance is a reactive term. Depending on which area of Nazi
politics one examines, one will deal with different forms of resistance. At
best, any action that runs counter to the declared goal of the National So-
cialists in the respective area could be defined as resistance. According to
this, where the National Socialists were interested in dehumanising the per-
secuted, resistance was already everything that helped preserve the dignity
and humanity of the victims.

In his fundamental study of resistance in Nazi concentration camps,
Hermann Langbein provided the following broad definition of resistance:
“In the camps people were supposed to be morally broken, even physically
destroyed. Every action that could raise morale and help to preserve life
was directed against the masters of the concentration camps.”® This concise
definition is also the basis for this discussion of Michal Borwicz’s activities
in Lemberg-Janowska camp and beyond. Borowicz’s actions are exemplary
for showing the close connection between literature, documentation and
active struggle as different forms of resistance against the National Socialist
perpetrators and their helpers.

1  Wolfgang Benz, Im Widerstand. GrofSe und Scheitern der Opposition gegen Hitler (Munich: C.H.
Beck, 2018), 16-22.

2 Hermann Langbein, ... nicht wie die Schafe zur Schlachtbank. Widerstand in den nationalsozialis-
tischen Konzentrationslagern (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch, 1985), 57.
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From Krakow to Lemberg-Janowska Camp

Michal Maksymilian Borwicz was born in Krakéw as Maksymilian Boru-
chowicz on 11 October 1911, into an assimilated Jewish family.’ Even be-
fore the war, literature and political commitment played a major role in his
life. Borwicz studied Polish philology at Krakéw’s Jagiellonian University;
politically he was involved in the Polish Socialist Party (Polska Partia Soc-
jalistyczna) and in the Zionist movement Poale Zion. Before the war, he
appeared in public mainly with literary reviews, essays and the 1938 novel

Rasa i mito$é (Race and Love).

News of the mobilisation in Poland, due to fear of a German attack,
reached him in Geneva in late August 1939, where he was taking part in
the Zionist Congress. Like Emanuel Ringelblum and other participants,
Borwicz made his way back to Poland. However, the travellers had to take
a detour via Italy, Yugoslavia and Hungary in order to avoid German con-
trol. A few hours before the start of the attack, on the night of 31 August
to 1 September, Borwicz crossed the Polish border and finally reached Lviv
on the same day. On the evening of 1 September, he set off for Krakow as
an army reservist. However, the Polish authorities and the military were
in chaos and disintegrating. Many officials left their posts in a hurry. Bor-
wicz was unable to find a unit that he could join. He and a friend were
able to reach Zamos¢, 270 kilometres southeast of Warsaw. There, he first
experienced the German invasion on 13 September, then a little later, after
the German withdrawal, the Red Army’s entry on 26 September. The Red
Army stayed in Zamos¢ until the beginning of October 1939. The area was
assigned to the Soviet side in the so-called Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 23
August 1939, which divided Europe into spheres of influence between the
German Reich and the Soviet Union. Border corrections to the agreement
and the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty then led to the
withdrawal of the Red Army.*

3 Klaus Kempter, Joseph Wulf. Ein Historikerschicksal in Deutschland (Gottingen: Vandenhoek und
Ruprecht, 2013), 77-78, 88, 94-97, 100-104, 116; Barbara Breysach, Schauplatz und Geddichtnisraum
Polen. Die Vernichtung der Juden in der deutschen und polnischen Literatur (Gottingen: Wallstein
Verlag, 2005) 84-87; Laura Jockusch, Collect and Record. Jewish Holocaust Documentation in ear-
ly Postwar Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 209-210; Michat Jagielto, “Brama
pamieci’, Odra, no. 4 (2013): 43-46.

4  Stefan Gasiorowski, “Maksymilian Boruchowicz w Lwowie w latach 1939-1943”, in Stosunki Pols-

ko-Zydowskie. Tom 2: Kultura. Literatura, sztuka i nauka w XX wieku, ed. Zofia Trebacz (Warszawa:
Zydowski Instytut Historyczny, 2020): 134-135.

110



Resistance with Words and Weapons: Michat Borwicz and the Resistance in the Lemberg-Janowska Camp

Borwicz joined the withdrawing Soviet troops, like many other Jews,
and went to Lviv. There he was initially busy finding an apartment and pro-
curing supplies. At first, he was active in a Polish literary association, but
its activities in Lviv, which was now occupied by the Soviets, soon had to be
stopped. Borwicz tried unsuccessfully to flee to Lithuania. After returning
to Lviv, he was able to escape the waves of Soviet deportations to Siberia.
But these always hovered over him as an impending danger.

After the German attack on the Soviet Union and invasion of Lemberg®
in summer 1941, Borwicz lived underground, where he was active against
the occupiers. At the end of 1942, however, he was arrested by the Germans
for attempting to smuggle weapons into the Lemberg ghetto. He was im-
prisoned in Lemberg-Janowska camp, from where he continued his under-
ground activities and maintained contact with resistance groups outside the
camp. Among other things, he developed close contact during this period
with the Zegota, the Council for the Support of Jews, which, supported by
the Polish government in exile, provided help to persecuted Jews in Poland
by procuring false identities, ration cards and other documents, as well as
organising accommodation and help for Jews living in hiding.’

The Lemberg-Janowska camp - A brief history®

The Janowska camp was part of the forced labour camp system in the Gali-
cia district, which was annexed to the General Government after the attack
on the Soviet Union. The camp, which was set up by the district’s SS and
police leader in May and June 1942, was intended to be both a labour camp
and a transit camp. The Lviv Jews were to be selected here. Those able to
work were still needed, and were to be sent to this or other camps; all others
were to be deported to Belzec extermination camp and murdered there.

5  Ggsiorowski, “Maksymilian Boruchowicz”, 136-141.

6 Lemberg is the German name of Lviv, which was already used under Habsburg rule. When refer-
encing the German occupation, I use the German name.

7 Gasiorowski, “Maksymilian Boruchowicz,” 146; Beate Kosmala, “Ungleiche Opfer in extremer Sit-
uation. Die Schwierigkeiten der Solidaritét im okkupierten Polen’, in Solidaritdit und Hilfe fiir Juden
wihrend der NS-Zeit. Regionalstudien 1: Polen, Rumidnien, Griechenland, Luxemburg, Norwegen,
Schweiz, eds. Wolfgang Benz and Juliane Wetzel (Berlin: Metropol Verlag, 1996), 50-56.

8 Thomas Sandkiihler, “Das Zwangsarbeitslager Lemberg-Janowska 1941-1944, in Die national-
sozialistischen Konzentrationsalger — Entwicklung und Struktur, eds. Ulrich Herbert, Christoph
Dieckmann and Karin Orth (Géttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 1998), 606-635.
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The Janowska camp was designed to hold 10.000 prisoners, but in March
1943, a high of around 15.000 prisoners had been reached. Janowska was
more than just a transit and work camp. It was also the site of the mass
murder of the Jewish population. Thousands of people were shot in the
camp itself on the terrain of the so-called sand hill (Piaski), so that the mass
murder and thus their own potential fate were constantly in front of the
work prisoners in the camp.’

Those Lemberg Jews whose lives were temporarily spared and became
prisoners of the camp, when they were able to work, were rented out by
the SS to numerous companies in the city, including armaments companies
and Wehrmacht companies. They left the camp in columns in the morning
and were led to their workplaces, from which they returned to the camp
in the evening. This arrangement directly impacted the possibilities and
forms of resistance. The organisation of forced labour opened up more op-
portunities to establish contact — directly or through intermediaries — with
groups outside the camp. In addition, leaving the camp every day offered
scope for the smuggling of cash registers or even weapons, although the
risk of detection by the controls was not low.

From May 1943, the SS began preparing to dismantle the camp. First and
foremost, this meant that mass shootings of prisoners began again. Just on
25 May 1943, around 2.000 prisoners were shot. In addition, traces of mass
crimes in the Janowska camp were to be removed. Therefore, from June
1943, a specially formed working brigade of Jewish prisoners had to exhume
the bodies of the murdered and burn them completely. Finally, in November
1943, SS men surrounded the camp and murdered most of the remaining
prisoners. However, the camp was not fully evacuated until 19 July 1944,
immediately before the Red Army entered the city. Previously, from time to
time, a few Jews were brought to the camp and many of them were killed.

Against this background, the camp’s prisoners had little room for illu-
sions about their own fate. It seemed clear that the only way to survive was
to survive as long as possible and then find opportunities to escape. For
the latter, some saw armed struggle against the perpetrators as a prereq-
uisite. For many, surviving for as long as possible meant not only defying
the physical challenges — hunger, possible illnesses, exhaustion from hard
9  Sandkiihler, “Das Zwangsarbeitslager Lemberg-Janowska’, 606-635; Dieter Pohl, Nationalsozialis-

tische Judenverfolgung in Ostgalizien 1941-1944. Organisation und Durchfiihrung eines staatlichen

Massenverbrechens (Munich: Oldenbourg Verlag, 1996), 331-337. The following history of Janows-
ka is based on Sandkiihler and Pohl.
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work. It also meant maintaining the psychological strength needed to be
able to even think about life beyond the camp, planning strategies and not
being completely overwhelmed by the misery.

On the sense and methods of armed resistance in the camp

The activities of Borwicz and his fellow prisoners in Lemberg-Janowska
were not only directed outwards, but also gained great importance within
prisoner society and moved between the poles of active struggle on the one
hand and maintaining and raising morale through literature on the other.
While the benefits of moral or literary resistance for the inmates in the
camp could be seen and felt immediately, armed actions and their limits
and possibilities were disputed and were the subject of heated discussions.
Moreover, there was not just one united resistance in the camp, different
groups were active, be it with different political orientations or for practical
reasons, since they were in different external working brigades. These dif-
ferent groups did not come together until the liquidation of the Janowska
camp, so that the resistance in Lemberg-Janowska was significantly weaker
in contrast to Auschwitz and other camps.

This involved questions and risks that were not without controversy
within prisoner society. Borwicz documented a dispute about the chances
and risks of armed resistance in his report on the Lemberg-Janowska camp,
published in 1946: When the prisoners had to fear that current events
would break off contact with the outside world and with it the possibility
of smuggling weapons that had already been paid for into the camp, fel-
low inmate Artur fundamentally questioned armed resistance. Artur vehe-
mently opposed the argument that one’s dignity should be preserved, even

«c

if the fight seemed hopeless: “You're talking rubbish, he blurted out in an
annoyed whisper, ‘as if you were writing a stupid story about the camp you
wanted, but never saw a real camp. As if you are looking at yourselves, not
with your eyes, but with the eyes of one who lives in freedom and between
this and that business regrets that the Jews (good heavens!) are deprived of
»10

their dignity’

10 Michal Maksymilian Borwicz, “Die Universitit der Morder”, in Nach dem Untergang. Die ersten
Zeugnisse der Shoah in Polen 1944-1947. Berichte der Zentralen Jiidischen Historischen Kommission,
eds. Frank Beer, Wolfgang Benz and Barbara Distel (Berlin: Verlag der Dachauer Hefte/Metropol
Verlag, 2014), 105. The original account was published 1946 with the title Uniwersytet zbiréw.
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According to Artur, such acts of resistance have no effect, since the en-
vironment is so permeated by anti-Semitism that any possibility of the Jews
reacting would be interpreted negatively. Artur said that they, like sheep,
go in silent passivity to the slaughterhouse; if they let their desperation run
wild, it was Jewish whining; finally, if they resisted, they would be accused
of “Jewish impertinence”.!! In any case, such acts would be quickly forgotten.
When a Jew killed an SS man with a knife some time ago, this quickly re-
ceded into the background in view of the Jews hanged by the SS in revenge,
who hung on balconies in the city for days: “The hanging set an example.”?

Artur was not open to arguments against this. Some objected that such
acts of resistance, which primarily have a symbolic meaning but less di-
rect practical success, were not only aimed to have an external effect. Rath-
er, acts like this also fulfilled an important function internally, as a fellow
inmate objected: “The Germans not only force decent people to conspire,
but also to solitude. That's why I think “demonstrations” are necessary. At
least for giving the lonely a message every now and then that they are not
alone’””

Artur, who harshly rejected such attitudes, finally formulated his moti-
vation for a gun-in-hand resistance, which ultimately wasn't that different
from that of the others: “I want, you know, to defeat these bastards. Don't
just shoot at them, shoot them. That is the difference. And while the pros-
pects are bad, you can’t waste an opportunity. Maximum number of weap-
ons and maximum preparation. So that it’s not just a shootout for your van-
ity, forgive me... dignity, but that the bastards pay as dearly as possible”*
While some people thought that fighting for the sake of fighting, as a sign to
those around them and for posterity, seemed to suffice as motivation, Artur
demanded in the preparation as well as in the implementation, not to fight
for a symbolism, but for a victory. There seems to have been no discussion
of using the weapons only to prepare an escape from the camp. The internal
disagreements, the lack of weapons, and finally the early liquidation of the
camp meant that armed resistance was only discussed and no fighting took
place.

11 Borwicz, “Die Universitit der Morder”, 105.
12 1Ibid., 105.
13 1Ibid., 106.
14 1Ibid., 107.
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Literature and resistance in the Lemberg-Janowska camp

But things looked different when it came to resistance with words and the
role of literature. Certainly, activities in this area could also be character-
ised as demonstrative acts to protect the dignity of the persecuted, but their
immediate benefit was noticeable for everyone involved, so that the literary
activities in the Lemberg-Janowska camp did not seem to have been equally
controversial. From other places, especially from ghettos, Borwicz reported
after the war, there were discussions whether cultural and literary events
were permissible in the face of persecution and mass murder. Such discus-
sions took place, for example, in the Warsaw and Vilnius ghettos. Concert
events in Vilnius, for example, were rejected by some as irreverent. In early
January 1942, in view of the mass murders of Jews in Vilna that had pre-
viously been carried out, opponents of the concert wrote on posters: “You
don’t hold concerts in a cemetery!”"

And yet such cultural resistance existed in numerous ghettos, including
all major ghettos: Warsaw, £.6dz, Vilna, Bialystok, Kaunas, Riga and others.
It was not just professional authors, well-known actors and actresses and
other artists who were involved here. Activists who carried out political
underground work and later prepared armed forms of resistance also got
involved. And in addition, many laypeople, young and old, wrote and re-
cited their texts for the edification of others in private circles and cafés. Re-
sistance groups organised cultural evenings for their people. For all of this,
those involved often accepted a great deal of risk and some deprivation;
this type of resistance was so important to them and their listeners. Word
and weapon, to put it this way, went hand in hand and supported each oth-
er. This is also evidenced by the great importance of songs, often specially
written songs, in the partisan movements.'

15 Michal Maksymilian Borwicz ed., Piesi ujdzie ciato... Antologia wierszy o Zydach pod okupacjg nie-
mieckg (Warszawa: Centralna Zydowska Komisja Historyczna przy Centralnym Komitecie Zydéw
w Polsce, 1947), 25.

16 Gudrun Schroeter, Worte aus einer zerstorten Welt. Das Ghetto in Wilna (St. Ingbert: Réhrig Uni-
versitatsverlag, 2008); Andrea Low, Juden im Getto Litzmannstadt. Lebensbedingungen, Selbst-
wahrnehmung, Verhalten (Gottingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2006), 208-210; Barbara Engelking and
Jacek Leociak, Getto warszawskie. Przewodnik po nieistniejgcym miescie (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo
IFiS PAN, 2001), 515-608; Isaiah Trunk, Judenrat: The Jewish Councils in Eastern Europe under
Nazi Occupation (Lincoln: University Nebraska Press, 1996), 215-227; Borwicz, Piest ujdzie ciato...,
13-16.
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Literature as a form of resistance and a means of documenting what
was happening in the ghettos and camps was so important to Borwicz and
many of his fellow camp inmates that during the war, he helped publish
an anthology of underground poetry and wrote his account, Literatura w
obozie (Literature in the Camp). Finally, after the war, he used the opportu-
nities available to him to publish literary works of Holocaust literature that
had come into being during the events themselves."”

Borwicz dates the beginnings of his own literary work in the camp to
January 1943. While clearing snow with a working brigade outside the
camp, verses suddenly came to his mind, which he continued to work on in
his mind while he was working until the first stanza was finished. He was
finally able to secretly write them down on an old piece of paper that he
found. He then worked on other stanzas in the same way. Borwicz reports
that many works were certainly created in the camp that the poets kept to
themselves or only shared with close confidants. Many of these works are
undoubtedly lost forever through the death of their authors."

Through persistence and fortunate circumstances, Borwicz was finally
able to create a stage for the authors and their works so that they could be
shared by many. The cleaning brigade he worked in had found an aban-
doned apartment where they could gather and warm up briefly. After a
while, Borwicz was able to persuade the foremen to let them use this apart-
ment for literary evenings as well: “But they finally gave in. Not because of
my powers of persuasion, which have very limited power against the harsh
logic of the camp. They are more likely to succumb to the longing that slum-
bers in all of us to put into words a catastrophe that we have lived through,
to try to put it into words”*® These evenings soon became a success that
was appreciated by all. The dimly lit room, whose windows were draped
with cloaks for safety, was packed with people. After a brief introduction
by Borwicz, the poets presented their works; short papers and non-literary
texts were also read and discussed. The success was so resounding that Sun-
day was the premier and a repeat took place on Wednesday. In the wom-
en’s barracks, too, they sought to take their minds off the suffering in the

17 Barbara Breysach, Schauplatz und Geddchtnisraum Polen. Die Vernichtung der Juden in der
deutschen und polnischen Literatur (G6ttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2005), 85-87.

18 Michal Maksymilian Borwicz, Literatura w obozie (Krakéw: Centralny Zydowska Komisja History-
czny przy Centralnym Komitecie Zydéw w Polsce - Oddzial w Krakowie, 1946), 12. The following
is based on this book. Only direct quotes are cited in the footnotes.

19 Ibid, 15.
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evening. In her report, written during the war, Janina Hescheles, who was
in Lemberg-Janowska when she was 11 or 12, remembers those evenings
that would have been distracting for a moment, but without completely
ignoring the terrible reality.*

It didn't stop there. To put it bluntly, literature conquered the entire
camp. In one department, for example, a novelist read to fellow inmates
from a story about camp life that he was working on. Meanwhile, an inmate
kept watch to warn of impending danger. In addition, literary evenings were
organised in barracks, which were even covered by the Jewish Ordnungs-
dienst.* In the technical office, prisoners secretly made copies of poems
that had been written in the camp and were circulating there, as well as of
classics from Polish literary history, the words of which, like those of some
hits and folk songs, sometimes took on a completely new meaning through
the new reality of the camp. “It is not the words that added something to the
situation, but the situation has added something to the words,”** Borwicz
put it. As a rule, however, most of the works may have been passed on oral-
ly. The literary evenings described by Borwicz were the exception; by rule
many poems were quietly read to the bystanders or those marching around
a small group at work or on the march there or back to the camp.

Borwicz, himself a trained philologist, urgently warned against discuss-
ing the literary value of the works created in the camps, in the ghettos or
elsewhere under high pressure of persecution in isolation: “One thing is
certain: None of them may be evaluated without considering the condi-
tions in which they were created”* Borwicz captured the conditions under
which prisoners wrote literature in a few words: “One wrote in moments
of cold and hunger. Between one execution and the next, between one se-
ries of lashes and the next”** Therefore, short forms of literature such as
the poem naturally dominate. Since writing material was scarce, there are
many poems in simple form, with short stanzas whose verses rhyme, as

20 Borwicz, Piesh ujdzie ciato..., 36.

21 The Jewish Order Service (Ordnungsdienst) was set up on the orders of the German occupiers. It
was responsible for maintaining internal order in numerous ghettos and some camps. In many
places, the Ordnungsdienst was also involved in rounding up people for deportation. The behaviour
of many members of the Ordnungsdienst in this regard, as well as widespread corruption, led to
harsh criticism within Jewish society even at the time.

22 Borwicz, Literatura w obozie, 38.

23 Ibid., 68.

24 1Ibid., 44.
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they were so much easier to memorise — whether for a lecture in the camp
or for transmission afterward.

The form gave way to the content, sometimes even this was not so im-
portant, but the mere presence of literature in the camp was enough to lift
prisoners up: “A supporting arm of a compassionate friend whose mere
presence forces you to ‘pull yourself together”> First and foremost, litera-
ture looked after the psyche of the prisoners, raised them up a bit morally
and gave expression to their suffering and longings. In this way, it counter-
acted the psychological oppression and dehumanisation that the National
Socialists intended to occur in the camps and ghettos. Sometimes, it al-
lowed them to draw new strength and confidence. Many prisoners appar-
ently valued these cultural activities so highly that they accepted the enor-
mous risks associated with them. Literature and culture were bridges back
to the prisoners’ pasts, where, unlike in the camp, they were able to lead
a normal and self-determined life. And they were bridges to a longed-for
future in which they would be free again. This bridging function of cultural
activities in the camp was of central importance for many prisoners.

In addition to literature’s intellectual importance, which should not be
underestimated, it fulfilled other functions, some of which were closely
linked to armed forms of resistance. On the one hand, it explicitly served
to document what was happening in the camp. “This goal,” writes Borwicz,
“was almost self-evident. The situation dictated it”*® The unprecedented
personal experience was not only to be recorded, but these texts were also
to be smuggled out of the camp so that some of them could still be used as
educational material during the war, and some only afterwards. This hap-
pened with the help of various contacts with the outside world.

The political resistance, which wanted to arm itself for an armed strug-
gle, also benefited from the literary life in the camp. The literary evenings
in barracks, for example, offered resistance fighters the opportunity to meet
and exchange ideas without arousing the suspicions of security service or
spies. Because unlike conspiratorial political meetings, literary evenings
were generally accepted and therefore not threatened by denunciations,
while some saw political or armed resistance as an unnecessary danger for
everyone. In this way, resistance fighters minimised the risk of being dis-
covered in the shadow of the literary evenings. In addition, the smuggling

25 1Ibid, 22.
26 Ibid,, 25.
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of literature could lower the inhibition threshold and be the gateway to
arms smuggling. Those who had just started to work conspiratorially and
were willing to take certain risks were less frightened by this step than
someone who had never smuggled anything into or out of the camp. And
finally, numerous personal ‘overlaps’ testify to the particularly close con-
nection between literature and resistance in the Lemberg-Janowska camp.
Leading figures in the armed struggle were poets themselves — in addition
to Borwicz, these included S. Friedman and A. Laun, among others.”

But the smuggling of texts and documents did not stop there. Together
with others, Borwicz organised the escape of the twelve-year-old girl Janina
Hescheles from Lemberg-Janowska camp. She had lived in various hiding
places in Lemberg but had been caught and had to live in the ghetto. From
June 1943 until her escape in October 1943 she was a prisoner in Janowska.
There, she joined the circle of literati; writing and reciting poems. This is
how Borwicz became aware of her and made the decision to help her es-
cape from the camp. Active support came from the Krakéw Council for the
Support of the Jews around Maria Hochberg-Marianska and others who
cared for the girl in Krakéw. There she was supposed to write about her
time in Lemberg-Janowska to describe the camp and the crimes there from
the perspective of a child. After the war, when Borwicz was working in the
Krakow branch of the Jewish Historical Commission, he set about editing
Janina Hescheles’ notes for a publication. In 1946, the book was published
under the title Oczyma dwunastoletnej dziewczyny (Through the Eyes of a
Twelve-Year-Old Girl).®

Epilogue: From Poland to Paris

The organised escape of Janina Hescheles points to Borwicz’s later work,
in which resistance with word and weapon as well as documentation con-
tinued to play a major role. After escaping the camp, Borwicz kept up his
resistance work. He was a member of the Polish Socialist Party and the
only Jewish commander of a regional partisan unit in the Miechéw District

27 Wassili Grossman and Ilja Ehrenburg, eds., Das Schwarzbuch. Der Genozid an den sowjetischen
Juden (Reinbek: Rowohlt Verlag, 1995), 180.

28 Archiwum Zydowskiego Instytutu Historycznego, 303/V/425/H 5528; Arolsen Archives, T/D-464
173; Preface of Maria Hochberg-Marianska in: Janina Hescheles, Oczyma dwunastoletnej dziew-
czyny (Krakow: Wojewoddzka Zydowska Komisja Historyczna w Krakowie, 1946), 9-15.
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in northern Krakéow.” He was also in contact with the resistance move-
ment in Auschwitz, namely the Socialists under Jozef Cyrankiewicz, one of
the leaders of the Fighting Group in Auschwitz (Kampfgruppe Auschwitz).
Again, Borwicz devoted himself not only to the political and armed strug-
gle, but also to literature. During this period, he wrote his report on liter-
ature in the camp and continued to collect literary works, mainly poems,
about persecution and resistance, a small part of which he published in an
underground publication.

Naturally, journalistic activities remained very limited during the Ger-
man occupation of Poland. After the liberation, however, that changed
abruptly. Borwicz took over the management of the Krakéw Jewish Histor-
ical Commission, in which Joseph Wulf and Nella Rost were also active.”
They published numerous diaries, memoirs and literary works in rapid
succession. The latter had an exceptionally high status in the Krakow Jew-
ish Historical Commission, which can primarily be attributed to Borwicz’s
special commitment. He was now able to seamlessly continue his activities
in the camp and underground. As early as 1946 he published three books
— his text about literature in the camp, written before the liberation, his
memoir about Lemberg-Janowska, which he characterised as the university
of murderers and under the title Ze $miercig na ty (With Death by You), a
collection of poems from Lemberg-Janowska and from the partisan unit.
The large anthology of poems, Pies# ujdzie cato... (The Song Will Escape
Undamaged...), came the following year, in which numerous poems by
more than 70 authors are collected. Since Borwicz saw it as something like a
kind of lyrical documentation of the Holocaust,* he focused on works that
were created during the persecution and thus bear witness to it with imme-
diacy. Moreover, the poems covered a wide range of topics — persecution,
self-assertion, resistance, mass murder and the attitude of the non-Jewish
Polish population. This important anthology, which, together with the sig-
nificantly thinner brochure on which it is based, can be seen as a core text
29 Kempter, Joseph Wulf, 78. For the following, see Kempter, Joseph Wulf, 85, 88, 94-97, 100-102.

Joseph Wulf came from Krakow and was active in a Jewish resistance group there. He was arrested

and deported to Auschwitz in 1943. After the war, he worked for the Jewish Historical Commission

before emigrating with Borwicz in 1947. Wulf later lived in Berlin, where he published numerous
documentaries on the Holocaust.

30 Jockusch, Collect and Record, 84-120.

31 Among other things, he writes in his introduction that the works are a valuable source for investi-

gation, not least because of the fact that they exist and were created in a specific place at a specific
time. Borwicz, Piesn, 40.
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of Polish-Jewish Holocaust literature, which was expressly published for a
Polish non-Jewish readership.*

However, these bustling activities after the end of the war only lasted for
ashort time. The Stalinization of Poland seemed to repel Borwicz and awak-
en the feeling that he was also personally threatened. When he travelled to
Sweden on behalf of the Jewish Historical Commission in early 1947, he
heard of an imminent trial against him, which was to focus primarily on
his activities in the non-communist underground. He never returned to
Poland. According to another account, Borwicz was warned of his arrest
by Jozef Cyrankiewicz, the then General Secretary of the Polish Socialist
Party and Prime Minister, whom he knew from his underground activities
under German occupation.” In June 1947 he travelled on from Sweden to
Paris, where he set up the Center for the Study of the History of Polish Jews
(Centre d’Etudes de histoire des Juifs Polonais) together with Joseph Waulf,
of which Borwicz became scientific director. In this function, too, he ad-
vocated for a broad view of the events. At a conference in November 1947,
he advocated for considering the Holocaust as an unprecedented event and
for developing new methods of historiography such as oral history, since
traditional methods were no longer sufficient. During this time, Borwicz
and Wulf drafted several book projects, which, however, came to nothing.
A short time later, there was a dispute between the two and Wulf left the
institute in 1950. Borwicz continued his work and sought academic recog-
nition. In 1953 he received his doctorate from the Sorbonne on a topic that
had accompanied him for many years: Jewish writing under German rule.**
Despite all his activity, Borwicz remained an outsider in academic life. Nev-
ertheless, he continued his work on the Holocaust in general, its literature,
and the history of Jewish resistance in particular. Together with a few other
survivor historians he was one of the pioneers of Holocaust historiography
and the research of Jewish resistance. Borwicz was never able to build on
the brief heyday of his journalistic work in the early postwar years in Po-
land as he would have liked. He died in Paris at the end of August 1987.

32 Breysach, Schauplatz, 85-87.

33 Vgl. Jagielto, “Brama pamieci’, 44.

34 Michal Maksymilian Borwicz, Ecrits des condamnés a mort sous loccupation allemande (1939-1945).
Etude sociologique (Paris: Edition Presses Universitaires de France, 1954).
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“T'll Take You in the Orchestra Right Now”: Music and
Spaces of Resistance in Nazi Concentration Camps

Elise Petit

The presence of music in concentration camps' was revealed as soon as
1934, when the initial accounts from freed political opponents or escapees
from the first “preventive detention camps” (Schutzhaftlager) confirmed
the use of music for coercion and propaganda purposes. They also men-
tioned the role played by certain songs in creating symbolic spaces of sol-
idarity or resistance.” After the war, the violinist Szymon Laks and the
saxophonist René Coudy were the first to give testimonies about the official
orchestra in the men’s camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau, and to provide details
regarding its activities.’ In the 1950s, the singer Aleksander Kulisiewicz,
who survived Sachsenhausen, collected hundreds of songs from dozens of
camps, and gave numerous recitals throughout the world to introduce peo-
ple to this musical repertoire of spiritual resistance to the Nazi program of
destruction.*

The role and presence of music in the concentration camp system began
to draw the interest of researchers and musicians during the late 1980s.
Milan Kuna published his Musik an der Grenze des Lebens in 1993,° while
Gabriele Knapp provided the first study of an Auschwitz orchestra with Das
1 This contribution focuses on music in concentration camps only. It does not deal with prison-

er-of-war camps, internment camps or the Theresienstadt camp-ghetto, which had a specific status.
2 See, for example, Braunbuch iiber Reichstagsbrand und Hitler-Terror (Basel: Universum-Biicherei,

1933); Gerhart Seger, Oranienburg. Erster authentischer Bericht eines aus dem Konzentrationslager

Gefliichteten (Karlsbad: Graphia, 1934), or Wolfgang Langhoff, Die Moorsoldaten. 13 Monate Konz-

entrationslager. Unpolitischer Tatsachenbericht (Ziirich: Schweitzer Spiegel, 1935).

3 Szymon Laks, Music of Another World, trans. Chester A. Kisiel (Evanston: Northwestern University

Press, 2000).

4 After his death, his archives were acquired by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,

Washington DC.

5  Milan Kuna, Musik an der Grenze des Lebens. Musikerinnen und Musiker aus bohmischen Lindern

in nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslagern und Gefingnissen, trans. Eliska Novékova (Frank-
furt am Main: Zweitausendeins, 1993).
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Frauenorchester in Auschwitz in 1996.° Some years later, Guido Fackler’s
“Des Lagers Stimme.” Musik im KZ7 emerged as a referential text. Fackler’s
book was followed by other works, such as Gabriele Knapp’s book on music
in Ravensbriick,? Shirli Gilbert’s Music in the Holocaust,” and Juliane Brau-
er’s Musik im Konzentrationslager Sachsenhausen.'® Recently, the exhibition
La musique dans les camps nazis, which I curated at the Mémorial de la
Shoah in Paris from April 2023 to February 2024, offered a unique occasion
to display hundreds of documents, music instruments, pictures, drawings
and objects related to the uses of music in Nazi camps.'!

While no official document from the Third Reich has been found re-
garding the creation of orchestras in the camps, inmate music ensembles
of various sizes were nevertheless constituted in almost every camp, on the
orders of commanding officers. The primary function of a camp orchestra
(Lagerkapelle) was to synchronise the steps of the prisoners in work units
(Kommandos), in order to facilitate their counting as they marched from
the roll call square (Appellplatz) to the camp gate in the morning and in the
evening. The Lagerkapelle could also be requisitioned to entertain the SS,
or to accompany punishments and executions. Music thus mainly served
the Nazi system of moral and physical destruction. However, from the very
first days of captivity in the camps, music, particularly collective singing,
established spaces for communication and moral or artistic resistance for
certain inmates.

What should be coined “resistance” when it comes to music in this
context? To be sure, the forms of resistance that were possible in a con-
centration camp were mainly geared towards physical survival in a very
existential sense. Although music could help in escaping the camp reality
of fear, disease and hunger for a brief moment, it did not play a part in
armed resistance. In a certain way, this kind of resistance has been con-
sidered “passive”. But, as Yehuda Bauer wrote about the Jewish struggle in

6  Gabriele Knapp, Das Frauenorchester in Auschwitz. Musikalische Zwangsarbeit und ihre Bewilti-
gung (Hamburg: Von Bockel Verlag, 1996).

7 Guido Fackler, “Des Lagers Stimme.” Musik im KZ. Alltag und Hiftlingskultur in den Konzentra-
tionslagern 1933 bis 1936 (Bremen: Temmen, 2000).

8  Gabriele Knapp, Frauenstimmen. Musikerinnen erinnern an Ravensbriick (Berlin: Metropol, 2003).

9 Shirli Gilbert, Music in the Holocaust. Confronting Life in the Nazi Ghettos and Camps (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 2005).

10 Juliane Brauer, Musik im Konzentrationslager Sachsenhausen (Berlin: Metropol, 2009).

11 “La musique dans les camps nazis”, Mémorial de la Shoah, https://expo-musique-camps-nazis.me-
morialdelashoah.org/. All internet sources last accessed 1 December 2023.
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ghettos: “When one refuses to budge in the face of brutal force, one does

not resist passively; one resists without using force, and that is not the same

thing”” Instead of resistance, he preferred to use the term Amidabh, literally

“standing up against’, which he explained:

It includes smuggling food into ghettos; mutual self-sacrifice within
the family to avoid starvation or worse; cultural, educational, reli-
gious, and political activities taken to strengthen morale; the work
of doctors, nurses, and educators to consciously maintain health and
moral fiber to enable individual and group survival; and, of course,
armed rebellion or the use offered (with bare hands or with “cold”
weapons) against the Germans and their collaborators.'

These forms of what has also been called “moral” or “spiritual resist-

ance”" raise several questions."* In Music in the Holocaust, Gilbert insists:

“The rhetoric of spiritual resistance arguably has good intentions — above

all, to counteract depictions of victims as passive, attribute some retro-

spective dignity to their actions, and impute meaning to their suffering.

However, it also has a tendency to descend into sentimentality and mythi-

cization”"” Furthermore, as Bauer stated: “Individual acts of resistance con-

stitute a slippery and awkward topic, because what to include and what to

exclude is difficult to determine.” Lastly, as Lawrence Langer pointed out

in his essay “Cultural Resistance to Genocide” in 1987: Whereas “resistance

to Genocide, as both concept and fact, restores a measure of dignity to the

12
13

14

15
16

Yehuda Bauer, Rethinking the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 120.

These terms were first used by Miriam Novitch, a Holocaust survivor and curator of the Ghetto
Fighters’ House Museum in Israel, from the 1950s onward. They gave way to an eponymous travel-
ling exhibition in 1978. See the catalogue: Miriam Novitch ed., Spiritual Resistance: Art from Con-
centration Camps, 1940-1945: A Selection of Drawings and Paintings from the Collection of Kibbutz
Lohamei Haghetaot, Israel (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1981).
Among the substantial literature on the subject: Gilbert, Music in the Holocaust, 1-20; Lawrence
Langer, Admitting the Holocaust: Collected Essays (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995),
51-63; Michael Marrus, “Varieties of Jewish Resistance: Some Categories and Comparisons in His-
toriographical Perspective”, in Major Changes within the Jewish People in the Wake of the Holocaust,
ed. Yisrael Gutman and Avital Saf (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 1996), 269-299; Nechama Tec, “Re-
sistance in Eastern Europe’, in The Holocaust Encyclopedia, ed. Walter Laqueur (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2001), 543-550; Robert Rozett, “Jewish Resistance”, in The Historiography of the
Holocaust, ed. Dan Stone (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 341-363.
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victim [...], it seems crucial to appreciate the limitations of an expression
like ‘cultural resistance, and not attribute to it a power it did not possess.”"”

Numerous accounts written after the war by survivors mention the pres-
ence of music in concentration camps and killing centres, mainly to accom-
pany the marching of the Kommandos in the morning and in the evening.
Many of them also mention the power of music which, thanks to its sooth-
ing qualities, was said to have helped people get through the worst hours
in the camps. These testimonies often fail to mention that music was first
and foremost misused, or better said abused, by the perpetrators in a de-
structive way: While the camp orchestras sometimes did play for prisoners
on Sundays, they more frequently accompanied punishments, violence and
even executions.” The music of the hit song Tornerai (known at the time
in Germany as Komm zuriick, Come Back), for example, accompanied the
fugitive Hans Bonarewitz on 30 July 1942 as he had to “parade” through the
Mauthausen camp after his capture, before being hanged the day after. The
love song was chosen on purpose by the camp authorities because its lyrics
alluded ironically to the situation of the fugitive, “awaited” by the inmates
forced to attend this mock ceremony.”

Bearing in mind this preponderant and destructive abuse of music in
Nazi concentration camps, how can we nevertheless view musical initi-
atives designed to momentarily “escape” from the camp, to make people
forget the atrocity of their situation? Must resistance necessarily involve an
active process aimed at overthrowing the Nazi system through arms or re-
volt? In this contribution, I will show how music could be linked to a form
of “resistance” in specific places and spaces of the camps: As a means to
transgressively stand up against the Nazi camps system, as “a life-affirming
survival mechanism”?° but also as “a vehicle of moral and cultural suste-

nance’?!

17 Langer, Admitting the Holocaust, 51-53.

18 On this subject, read Elise Petit, Des Usages destructeurs de la musique dans le systéme concentra-
tionnaire nazi (Paris: Cahiers du CRIF n°56, 2019).

19 Elise Petit, “What Do Official Photographs Tell Us About Music and Destructive Processes in the
Nazi Concentration Camps?”, in Photographs from the Camps of the Nazi Regime, eds. Hildegard
Friibis, Clara Oberle and Agnieszka Pufelska (Graz: Bohlau, 2019), 74-76.

20 Gilbert, Music in the Holocaust, 2.

21 Frieda W. Aaron, Bearing the Unbearable. Yiddish and Polish Poetry in the Ghettos And Concentra-
tion Camps (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 71.
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Musical activities in Nazi concentration camps

When concentration camps opened in 1933, the SA and the SS comman-
dants brought their military and musical system to the camps. The or-
chestra was expected to promote group cohesion and to set the pace for
marching to the beat. Therefore, Lagerkapellen, made up entirely of pris-
oners, came into being to accompany the marching of the Kommandos. In-
itially, the small ensembles of non-professional musicians often consisted
of only three or four instruments. From 1938 onwards, some of them grew
to even become full-scale symphony orchestras, as in Auschwitz I, where
the orchestra numbered nearly 120 musicians from 1942 to October 1944.%
After January 1945, faced with the advance of the Allied troops and the
approaching German defeat, the acceleration of the indiscriminate anni-
hilation of all prisoners led to a reduction in the number of members, and
even the demise of certain orchestras.

Besides the orchestra, vocal activity was imposed by the SS in the camps.
As Arnold Schulz wrote after the war: “The prisoners had to sing new songs
again and again. We had to sing on command - ordered to by someone
who had harassed us all day at work. Sing with starving stomachs and
parched throats. That was nerve-wracking, more than nerve-wracking”*
Singstunden (“song hours”) were a frequent punishment after roll call, in-
flicted on inmates on various pretexts. In the first camps, drill, the Hitler sa-
lute and singing of the Horst- Wessel-Lied and the Deutschlandlied were part
of the “reeducation” of the political opponents.?* The guards also frequently
demanded that the inmates sing while they worked, which prevented them
from communicating with each other. On a daily basis, first of all, all the
detainees had to sing German marching songs with their Kommandos as
soon as they passed through the gate, as stated in a document from the
Natzweiler-Struthof Kommandantur: “All Kommandos with 10 prisoners or
more must sing on the way to the workplace and when returning from the
workplace. When leaving, the Kommando has to begin singing after passing
the guard post at the protective custody camp. When returning, singing has
to stop before reaching the guard post”*
m&endro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, trans. William Brand, Auschwitz Studies 27

(2015): 19.
23 Arnold Schulz, Schutzhiftling 409 (Essen-Steele: Webels, 1947), 30.
24 Braunbuch iiber Reichstagsbrand und Hitler-Terror, 268, 289-290, 297.

25 Josef Kramer, “Allgemeine Hinweise {iber das Verhalten der Héftlinge im Schutzhaftlager bei der
Arbeit und wihrend der Freizeit!”, 1942, 1.1.29.0/82126143/ITS Digital Archive, Arolsen Archives.
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In a camp order drawn up by SS Buchenwald deputy commandant Ar-
thur Rod], it was specified that “free time in the evenings must be taken up
by mending, cleaning and singing”* This included learning and repeating
the German marching songs, which everyone had to sing every day from
memory and in German, whatever their nationality. In this context, many
musicians were able to take advantage of the presence of musical ensembles
and imposed vocal activities, to organise small events where music was de-
void of any utilitarian function.

Spaces of resistance

Although music was mainly played on the order of the SS, musical events
were authorised as early as 1933 in the inmate blocks during so-called “free
time”, which many prisoners used to rest, clean their clothes and shoes,
look for relatives in the camp, etc. Most of the concerts were organised in
the evenings and on Sundays, officially to learn and rehearse the marching
songs of the Kommandos. The authorised concerts provided “a distraction
from thoughts of the impending fate of starvation”?” which weakened pris-
oners both physically and mentally. They also boosted morale, at least for a
short time. It should be pointed out from the outset that spontaneous mu-
sical activities, be they clandestine or authorised, were not accessible to all
camp inmates. Most required invitations, more or less formal, some were
paid for (with camp money), and the audience was restricted by the size
of the spaces in which the concerts took place. Even if some concerts were
held outdoors, the vast majority of the detainees could not attend these
events because they had to struggle for physical survival, and had no en-
ergy to engage with music or entertainment. Ultimately, almost all musical
activities were aimed at the camp’s most privileged prisoners (Prominent-
en), which more often than not excluded Jewish inmates. In Buchenwald or

Sachsenhausen, for example:

Organized music-making across the camp spectrum owed its exist-
ence, in large part, to the willingness of German political prisoners

26 Arthur Rodl, “Schutzhaftlagerbefehl”, 17 November 1937, Federal Archives/Bundesarchiv — BArch,
NS4 Bu-31, 5.
27 Hermann E. Riemer, Sturz ins Dunkel (Miinchen: Bernhard Funck Verlag, 1947), 180.
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to help other inmates in the organization of events. Their assistance
could be provided in a number of ways: securing venues, providing
information regarding the safest concert times, or persuading the SS
that certain activities were not subversive or threatening.”

As survivor Leo Eitinger wrote: “The group of people who were able to
mobilize the most adequate coping mechanisms were those who, for one
reason or another, could retain their personality and system of values more
or less intact even under conditions of nearly complete social anomy.’” For
these persons, music was one of the coping mechanisms.

Interior spaces

The inmate blocks were among the interior spaces to which the SS rarely
had access, and in which numerous concerts and cultural events of vary-
ing scope were organised. Restrictions to the authorised repertoires applied
and varied from one camp to another. In Ravensbriick, a circular by Anna
Klein-Paubel, head of the camp, stipulated: “Only German songs may be
sung, no popular music (Schlager), no songs in foreign languages. The col-
umns may sing when leaving and when coming back. In the blocks, singing
is only permitted during free time. Outside of this time and outside of the
blocks, singing is prohibited. [...] Dancing and theater are prohibited.”*

Vocal activities were predominant in the inmate blocks. In Sachsen-
hausen, a great amount of song books survived the war. Their repertoire,
aimed at group cohesion, consisted mainly of popular or traditional Ger-
man songs, and most of the songs were embellished with drawings in ink
or coloured pencil.

Some workers’ songs such as Die Gedanken sind frei (Thoughts are
Free) acquired a particular connotation in the concentration camp context.
New songs in German were also composed in detention, often praising the

28 Shirli Gilbert, “Songs Confront the Past: Music in KZ Sachsenhausen, 1936-1945”, Contemporary
European History 13, no. 3 (August 2004): 285.

29 Leo Eitinger, “On Being a Psychiatrist and a Survivor”, in Confronting the Holocaust: The Impact of
Elie Wiesel, eds. Alvin Rosenfeld and Irving Greenberg (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1978), 196.

30 Anna Klein-Paubel, “An alle Blocks. Zum Aushang’, 2 March 1944. United States Holocaust Memo-
rial Museum, RG-04.006*20.
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primacy of moral resistance and calling on prisoners not to give up, such as
Kopf hoch (Heads Up) in Buchenwald:

In the difficult long years
Remember comrade
We believed in the proven power of the saying:
Stand up straight or break!
Many have already broken
We stand behind the barbed wire
Upright, for years or weeks
Keep your head up, keep your head up, comrade!*!

This song was meant to unite all prisoners, and it was quickly translat-
ed to Czech, French and Polish. Numerous choirs of various sizes sprang
up spontaneously in the camps and performed during concerts, usually in
unison. They were mainly formed by nationality and gave rise to a kind of
cultural exchange, with some choirs from a block performing a variety of
songs from their own country - patriotic and political songs were forbid-
den - for inmates in another block.

While the majority of concerts in inmate blocks were authorised or
tolerated, the few clandestine or informal events were characterised by a
desire for resistance, usually political: On these occasions, inmates sang in
their own language, in lower voices, watching for any untimely arrivals, and
the repertoire was generally more political or denounced camp conditions
and mistreatment. Polish prisoner Alexander Kulisiewicz in Sachsenhaus-
en expressed his anger at violent Kapos or his cynicism towards privileged
prisoners in blunt terms, and described the omnipresent horror through
what he called “songs of suffering”** Some lighter songs, such as Jan Va-
la’s Kartoszki (1942) in Sachsenhausen, mocked the major preoccupation
with food, in an ironic cabaret spirit, to resist demoralisation. The chorus
went: “Kartoszki Kartoszki, every man loves them, Monday and Tuesday,

31 “In den schweren langen Jahren / Kamerad erinnere dich / galt das Wort das schicksalharte / steh
gerade oder brich! / Sind auch viele schon zerbrochen / Wir stehn hinterm Stacheldraht / aufrecht,
Jahre oder Wochen / hoch den Kopf, Kopf hoch Kamerad!” Music by Jésef Kropinski to lyrics by
Bruno Apitz, 1944.

32 Carsten Linde ed., KZ-Lieder: Eine Auswahl aus dem Repertoire des polnischen Singers Alex
Kulisiewicz (Sievershiitten: Wendepunkt, 1972), 11.
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Fig. 1. Score of Kopf hoch in Josef Pribula’s clandestine book, 1944. (Stiftung Gedenkstitten

Buchenwald und Mittelbau-Dora)

it doesn’t matter, but only seven times a week”* Naming hunger, grief or
despair in songs could be seen as “an attempt to control their domination”

33 “Kartoszki, Kartoszki, die hat jeder gern! / Kartoszki, Kartoszki schmecken jedem Herrn. / Montag

und Dienstag, ist ganz egal / doch in der Woche nur siebenmal.” The first word, Kartoszki, meaning
potato, is derived from the German word Kartoffel and has a Slavic ending.

131



Elise Petit

or “a form of exorcism”* as Frieda Aaron writes about poetry. When com-

posing in the camp, signing the score and song lyrics with their name was

a way of reaffirming the artists’ identity in a dehumanising environment

where names had been replaced by numbers. Some soloists or small groups

also gave short concerts on Sundays from one block to another. For the
musicians involved, performing in different blocks served several purpos-
es: On the one hand, it sometimes helped their fellow inmates, for whom

“these melodies were at least a reminder of home and family”,”” to escape

the camp in their thoughts. And on the other hand, it provided the mu-

sicians themselves with an additional means of subsistence, as they were
often rewarded with bread or cigarettes by their comrades.

Given the restrictions in some camps, dancing and theatre activities
could be considered transgressive and could lead to severe punishment.
When forbidden, they were used as a means to stand up against the camp
system. Several drawings made by the dancer and choreographer Nina
Jirsikova in Ravensbriick testify to evenings where she clandestinely
danced for her comrades in her block. In August 1940, the theatre piece
Schumm-Schumm, written by Jewish prisoners Kithe Leichter and Herta
Breuer in Ravensbriick, was performed in Block 11. After being denounced
to the SS, the block and room elders and several prisoners were sentenced
to six weeks in the bunker. The block’s occupants were deprived of bread for
four weeks.* Preparing a clandestine musical event required mutual trust
and cohesion on the part of the inmates, reinforcing their feeling of belong-
ing to a group and including them in a space of solidarity.

The famous example of Germaine Tillion’s Verfiigbar aux Enfers in Ra-
vensbriick can also be evoked here: Hidden in a crate for several days by
her fellow inmates, the French Resistance fighter wrote a work designed
to laugh at the horror of the camp.”” The highly cynical, denunciatory text
alternated with songs, all based on well-known melodies with new lyrics.
Written in the autumn of 1944 to cope with the demoralisation of her fellow
34 Aaron, Bearing the Unbearable, 19.

35 Testimony by Jerzy Brandhuber, quoted by Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 48.

36 Knapp, Frauenstimmen, 47; Linde Apel, “Judenverfolgung und KZ-System: Jiidische Frauen in Ra-
vensbriick’, in Genozid und Geschlecht. Jiidische Frauen im nationalsozialistischen Lagersystem, ed.
Gisela Bock (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2005), 49.

37 'The Verfiigbar in Ravensbriick were prisoners not assigned to a specific Kommando, and therefore
considered “available” (verfiigbar) for the worst chores inside the camp. About Tillion’s piece, read

Philippe Despoix et al. eds., Chanter, rire et résister @ Ravensbriick. Autour de Germaine Tillion et du
Verfiigbar aux Enfers (Paris: Seuil, 2018).
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inmates, this work was not intended for performance on a stage. It was

written on loose sheets of paper and passed from hand to hand. It therefore

provided an opportunity to laugh and “sing in silence”. The writing process,

which involved several inmates suggesting lyrics or melodies, distracted

them temporarily from the world of the camp and brought back memories

of the time when they were free.

Although most musical activities took place in the inmate blocks,

in some camps they were also organised in other buildings, notably the

so-called infirmary (Revier), like in Birkenau women’s camp, after 1943:

At that period it was an institution in the hospital compound that
our orchestra [...] gave a little concert twice a week for patients able
to be up and for the staff. It took place on a circular lawn, a little
island in the desert of mud and dust. We nicknamed those concerts
“sound-wave therapeutics”, because they were organised while there
was lack of medicaments and other means of medical treatment. [...]
The band used to play light music, the time-honoured comical hits of
the old Austrian music-hall star Leopoldi delighted the hearers, and
we sometimes managed to laugh and joke.?®

From August 1943 onwards, concerts were organised in other buildings

of the camps, like the disinfection block, the camp kitchen, or the Trocken-

baracke® in Sachsenhausen:

38
39

40

In the Trockenbaracke a kind of “festival of nations” took place [...].
There, many of the nations represented in the camp performed their
folklore (songs and dances). [...] We thus achieved the recognition
of one side of international solidarity by presenting the cultural as-
sets of the nations represented in the camp [...]. In this respect, these
events became part of the international resistance.*’

Ella Lingens Reiner, Prisoners of Fear (London: Victor Gollancz, 1948), 72.

Located next to the camp laundry, these barracks usually served for the drying of the prisoners’
clothes.

Hellmut Bock, “Einige Erinnerungen an die Kulturtétigkeit der Haftlinge im Konzentrationslager
Sachsenhausen’”, 1979, Archive of Sachsenhausen National Memorial/Archiv der Gedenkstdtte Sach-

senhausen, P3 Bock, Hellmut, 2.
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Flg 2. Program for the twenty-first concert at the Buchenwald cinema, 17 August 1944.
Mlustration by Karol Konieczny in Josef Pribula’s clandestine book. (Stiftung Gedenkstatten
Buchenwald und Mittelbau-Dora)
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In Buchenwald, over the course of a year, more than twenty concerts of
varying sizes were organised in the camp cinema (Kino).*' These included
classical music played by the Lagerkapelle, circus, theatre, musical comedy
and more. As an example, after an introduction by the Lagerkapelle, the
program for the twenty-first concert on Thursday 17 August 1944 alter-
nated between choirs of different nationalities: Yugoslavs, Austrians, Poles,
Germans, Russians, Czechs and French sang traditional songs and variety
songs. These larger-scale events were attended by several hundred privi-
leged inmates, and sometimes by the SS as well. As a result, programs tend-
ed to feature light music or non-political plays. The preparation process
distracted the musicians from the gruesome reality, giving them something
to talk and care about. Some performances required the creation of cos-
tumes and sets, allowing the artists to concentrate on their art and once
again assert their creative power.

Exterior spaces

Whereas the interior could provide a space of resistance or spontaneous ex-
pression in the Nazi concentration camps, the exterior would most often be
a space of restriction. The music performed outside was mainly played un-
der coercion, on the orders of the SS or the guards and under their super-
vision: It contributed above all to the smooth running of the Nazi machine.
Nevertheless, some attempts to struggle against the morally destructive sys-
tem took place: on the roll call place, and where concerts were taking place.

In all concentration camps, roll call took place morning and night,
sometimes even at midday for Kommandos returning to the camp. From
1943, it was reduced to morning and evening, and to evening only from
1944 onwards, in order to maximise the duration of inmates’ working time
in the service of war production. Roll call at night could last several hours
and encroach on so-called “free time”. As survivors wrote about roll call in
Sachsenhausen: “For the exhausted prisoners, standing often nightlong, in

41 In some concentration camps, a “cinema” barrack was accessible to privileged inmates. For the SS,
this was a way of disseminating Nazi propaganda through selected films, while at the same time
capturing money from bonuses received by inmates, who had to pay for access to the cinema. This
barrack would also be used for concerts or other purposes. See Rudi Jahn ed., Das war Buchenwald!
Ein Tatsachenbericht (Leipzig: Verlag fiir Wissenschaft und Literatur, ca. 1945), 18-19.
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a rigid posture or even with knees bent, proved fateful”* Numerous survi-
vors testified how composing poems or songs during that time helped them
in trying to find a distraction from the physical agony. In Ravensbriick,
Czech music teacher Ludmila Peskafova composed many poems and songs
during that time, mostly using existing melodies, and performed them
afterwards from memory during clandestine events: “When we stood as
silent as the grave during long roll calls, all manner of thoughts swirled
around my brain! I sang inside my head, and if I could not think of the
words or if the lyrics of a song did not express what I was feeling, I would
supply my new, more appropriate words.”*

In most of the camps where there was no work on Sundays, concerts
for prisoners could take place in the outdoor space of the camp in the af-
ternoon, depending on the weather. Prisoners who were strong enough
and SS personnel could attend. The repertoires included sentimental songs,
operetta or classical music, as well as traditional songs (Volkslieder) and
songs from successful German films. The concerts provided a brief escape
from camp reality and a sense of cohesion that could lead to solidarity and
struggle against demoralisation. Zdzistaw Mackowiak wrote in Auschwitz
in 1944: “My sole recreation on Sundays is the concerts by our excellent or-
chestra, the productions of which are generally well liked by music lovers. I
have always been musical and it is precisely this pleasantly spent time that
permits me for a moment to forget about where I really am*

The most famous song composed on the occasion of a concert in an
exterior space is the Borgermoorlied or Moorsoldatenlied, also called Wir
sind die Moorsoldaten, better known under the title of Peat Bog Soldiers.*
In 1933, after an episode of particularly extreme violence by the SS in the
Borgermoor camp, Communist prisoner Wolfgang Langhoff asked the
commandant for and obtained the right to organise a circus show in the
camp on a Sunday afternoon. This Zirkus Konzentrazani, aimed at counter-
ing the demoralisation of his comrades, ended with this song, composed by

42 “Bericht tiber das Konzentrationslager Sachsenhausen wéhrend der Naziherrschaft, handschrift-
lich niedergeschrieben im Lager in der Zeit Mai bis Juni 1945”, Archive of Sachsenhausen National
Memorial/Archiv der Gedenkstitte Sachsenhausen, P3, Bock, Hellmut, 5.

43 Ludmila Pegkatova, letter to Inge Lammel, 8 December 1964, Archive Academy of Arts/Archiv
Akademie der Kiinste (Berlin), KZ-Lieder 57/1, 5.

44 Zdzistaw Mackowiak quoted by Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 54.

45 Borgermoor was situated in the northwestern peat bog area of Germany, where the main work of
the prisoners was the cultivation of the surrounding wetlands.
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Fig. 3. Hanns Kralik, illustrated score of the Bérgermoorlied, 1933. (Archiv des
Aktionskomitee fiir ein Dokumentations- und Informationszentrum Emslandlager e.V,,
Papenburg / © Ralf Zimmermann (Kéln))
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Langhoft and two fellow prisoners: It described the harsh reality of those
who called themselves “peat bog soldiers”, but also the hope of a return
home. The song was an immediate success, both among the inmates and
the SS guards, who all identified with the “peat bog soldiers” The musical
score quickly spread from the camp to other camps in Germany and Eu-
rope, as well as to the free world. It opened the way for the composition of
Lagerlieder in all other camps, and became after the war the remembrance
song for all deportees.*® As Langhoff wrote about the show after his release
as soon as 1935: “We had dared for a few hours to decide on our acts our-
selves, without orders, without instructions.”*”

The Lagerkapelle as a space of resistance

The integration of musicians into the campss official orchestra (Lagerkapelle)
seems to have made it possible to resist the destructive Nazi system by thwart-
ing its aims, notably that of encouraging all forms of rivalry and disunity,
especially between “old” inmates and newcomers. The status of Lagerkapelle
musicians varied from one camp to another. Most of the time, musicians
went to work during the day in various Kommandos, and played morning
and evening in the orchestra, which was a source of additional fatigue, since
the rehearsals took place at night during so-called “free time”. The reper-
toire was generally limited, due to the lack of time to practise. The mortality
rate among musicians was high, leading to incessant changes in musical or-
chestration that jeopardised the quality of performances and displeased the
commanding officers, as in the men’s orchestra of Birkenau at the beginning:

Apart from a few privileged persons, everyone went out to work just
as before and returned in a state of extreme physical and mental ex-
haustion. Some managed to endure this, while others broke down
completely. Some threw themselves on the wires. The size of the or-
chestra changed almost from day to day and in time shrank cata-
strophically.*®

46 On this subject, read Elise Petit, “The Bérgermoorlied: The Journey of a Resistance Song throughout
Europe, 1933-1945”, Comparativ. Zeitschrift fiir Globalgeschichte und vergleichende Gesellschaftsfor-
schung 28, no. 1 (2018): 65-81, https://www.comparativ.net/v2/article/view/2822/2418.

47 Langhoft, Die Moorsoldaten, 182.

48 Laks, Music of Another World, 47.
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Nevertheless, in Dachau for example, some orchestra leaders managed
to get prisoners assigned to less destructive Kommandos, often indoors,
“which would enable them to retain the nimbleness of their hands and
fingers and thereby ensure a better sound and a more rhythmic cadence
of the marches”* These Kommandos often worked inside the camp, to be
available if one needed them to play, and also if some Kommandos returned
to the camp at midday for a meal and roll call. In the Birkenau men’s camp
orchestra, some members were assigned to the rehearsal block, where their
tasks included composition or orchestration, copying scores, repairing in-
struments and setting up concert programs. After observing severe dam-
age to instruments played under pouring rain, the Auschwitz orchestras
“stopped going outside when bad weather threatened the instruments”*
They played inside their block, windows open, to accompany the Komman-
dos’ coming and going.

In Buchenwald, Auschwitz I, and the Birkenau women’s camp, where
the musical demands of the commandants grew higher after 1943, the con-
ductors eventually got their musicians exempted from all other work, so
that they could spend their days learning the pieces and adding to the or-
chestra’s repertoire. Because the official orchestra’s musical activities were
seen as contributing to the prestige of the Nazi authorities, a block was
allocated to the musicians for rehearsal and accommodation. In the Birk-
enau women’s camp, their roll call eventually took place in the women’s
orchestra block, so they were not forced to go to the roll-call area where
their comrades had to stand in all weathers for hours.”' In May 1943, to
contribute to the war economy, a regulation issued by Oswald Pohl, head
of the SS Main Economic and Administrative Office (SS-Wirtschafts-Ver-
waltungshauptamt) introduced several measures to increase productivity in
the camps, including the distribution of bonuses:

All prisoners assigned to work should have the opportunity to earn
a performance-related bonus payment. It will be given in the form
of bonus coupons, which represent monetary value within the

49 Ibid., 66.

50 Ibid., 67; Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 30, 56, 67, 91.

51 Rachela Olewski, Crying is Forbidden Here! Rachela Olewski (Zelmanowicz), Testimony: A Jewish
Girl in Pre-WWII Poland, the Women’s Orchestra in Auschwitz and Liberation in Bergen-Belsen, ed.
Arie Olewski (Tel Aviv: Arie Olewski, 2009), 29.
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concentration camp, as a reward to those prisoners who distinguish
themselves through good performance, diligence and commitment.

In Buchenwald, Auschwitz I, or in the men’s orchestra in Birkenau, pay-
ment lists found after the war show that the Lagerkapelle members received
quasi-monthly bonuses from 1944 onwards.”* Numerous official orchestras
were equipped with uniforms to be worn on special occasions such as Sun-
days and concerts in the presence of the commandant and his guests.*

In camps where musicians had access to “privileges”, conductors were
aware that recruitment into their orchestra could save lives. This form of
solidarity was in itself a means of resistance to a system of annihilation.
Survivor Adam Kopycinski explained how the conductor of Auschwitz I
orchestra Franciszek Nierychto, an acquaintance he had helped in Krakow
before the war, rescued him from hard labour in the camp’s construction
materials yard (Bauhof) and accepted him as a member of the orchestra.”
About Alma Rosé, head of the women’s orchestra in Birkenau, Violette Jac-
quet-Silberstein recalled:

Alma rightly was not convinced of my talents and told me: “T’ll take
you on a one-week trial” [...] The third day, someone stole my ga-
loshes. I arrived with cold, dirty bare feet from walking in the mud.
[...] I began to cry. Coming onto the scene, Alma asked why the tears.
When I explained, Alma said: “All right. I'll take you in the orchestra
right now”” That was the first time she saved my life.*

Another form of cohesion was to play forbidden music after the rehears-
als, and, in case of an intrusion, “to start playing another piece that had

52 Oswald Pohl, “Dienstvorschrift fiir die Gewahrung von Vergiinstigungen an Héftlinge”, 13 May
1943. BArch, NS3/426, 62.

53 Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum/Paristwowe Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau - APMA-B, D-Au
I1-3a/1871-1888, vol, 19, 2665-2682; 1.1.5.1, G.C.C. 159, IT B/55. ITS Digital Archive, Arolsen Ar-
chives.

54 The presence of uniforms has been attested to in Buchenwald (where members wore them daily),
Dora, Dachau, Mauthausen, Auschwitz I, Birkenau, Monowitz, and even in Treblinka death camp.
Elise Petit, La musique dans les camps nazis (Paris: Mémorial de la Shoah, 2023), 28-35.

55 Account by Adam Kopycinski in Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 16.

56 Violette Jacquet-Silberstein, quoted in Richard Newman and Karen Kirtley, Alma Rosé: Vienna to
Auschwitz (Portland: Amadeus Press, 2000), 236.
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been prepared in advance”” Whereas for the musicians, it was mostly a way
of creating a space of conviviality leading to solidarity, it is interesting to see
that playing forbidden music could be seen by others as a form of “active”
political resistance:

During the next few days I harmonized all three polonaises and
wrote out the parts for a small chamber ensemble, after which we be-
gan to practice the pieces in the barracks when conditions allowed.
Some of my Polish colleagues congratulated me on this deed, regard-
ing it as an act of the resistance movement. This surprised me a little,
since for me this was an ordinary musical satisfaction, heightened by
the Polishness of the music to be sure, but I did not see how its being
played in secret could have harmed the Germans or had an effect on
the war.>®

The Lagerkapelle: A musical “grey zone”?

The Lagerkapelle was, according to Anita Lasker-Wallfisch, a “small com-
munity, which was to generate the warmest friendships and camaraderie
as well as hatred in equal measure””® As Helena Dunicz-Niwinska noted:
“Similarly, in the circles of former prisoners or even among people who
had never experienced anything of the kind, we were frequently confront-
ed after the war with unmasked opprobrium for having played in the or-
chestra”® For numerous survivors, and even for orchestra members them-
selves, the music played by the Lagerkapelle in the camps morning and
evening was intertwined with the suffering of thousands of people in the
Kommandos. For Halina Opielka: “Although we tried to concentrate on the
performance, it was impossible not to think of the bodies of those beaten to
death at work. Of the blows raining down, kicks, and shots into the ranks
of prisoners.”®!

57 Laks, Music of Another World, 64-65.

58 Ibid., 65.

59 Anita Lasker-Wallfisch, Inherit the Truth: A Memoir of Survival and the Holocaust (New York:
Thomas Dunne Books/St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 74.

60 Helena Dunicz-Niwinska, One of the Girls in the Band: The Memoirs of a Violinist from Birkenau,
trans. William Brand (O$wiecim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2014), 84-85.

61 Halina Opielka, quoted by Knapp, Das Frauenorchester in Auschwitz, 291.
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The orchestra members were often perceived as people enjoying privi-
leges, as many of them played for the entertainment of high-ranking pris-
oners, and even for the SS. As Szymon Laks writes about his activities in
Birkenau: “The kapos and other dignitaries relished this kind of music and
in the evenings would summon three or four musicians to their private
Stube (room) for their own pleasure. [...] The musicians returned from their
moonlighting loaded down with all sorts of goodies and cigarettes”** This
additional means of resisting death by starvation, which also allowed them
to share food with less privileged comrades, was seen by some inmates as a
form of collaboration.

It has been reported by several survivors that SS officers from Birkenau,
including the commandant Josef Kramer or the doctor Josef Mengele, reg-
ularly visited the men’s or women’s orchestra barrack, ordered that music
be played for them, and sometimes cried.® Simon Laks wondered: “Could
people who love music to this extent, people who cry when they hear it,
be at the same time capable of committing so many atrocities on the rest
of humanity?”* It seems that the regenerating power of music was used as
such by the Nazi administration for the SS men. As the ethnopsychiatrist
Frangoise Sironi explained about the psychology of torture, “Torturers are
made, not born; either by a violent deculturation process, or by a specif-
ic initiation using traumatic techniques”® This form of deconstruction of
identity was applied in SS training. In this context, spaces where a level of
humanity could be restored were the SS barracks and the places around the
camps where “camaraderie evenings” (Kameradschaftsabende), meaning
concerts or musical evenings, took place. In these spaces of what we could
call institutionalised conviviality, music played a very important role in the
restoration of the “human” integrity of the torturers.

Through a process contributing to the “fragmentation of behavior’%
music enabled the SS to continue performing the inhuman tasks they con-
sidered as a “job”. In his Auschwitz diary from 1942, SS doctor Johann Paul
Kremer alternated, in the same tone, between observations on the selections

62 Laks, Music of Another World, 55-56.

63 Fania Fénelon, Playing for Time (New York: Atheneum, 1977), 93; Olewski, Crying is Forbidden
Herel!, 28.

64 Laks, Music of Another World, 70.

65 Francoise Sironi, Bourreaux et victimes. Psychologie de la torture (Paris: Odile Jacob, 1999), 129.

66 Tzvetan Todorov, Facing the Extreme: Moral Life in the Concentration Camps (New York: Metropol-
itan Books/Henry Holt and Company, 1996), 139.
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on arrival of convoys (Sonderaktionen) and accounts of camp orchestra
concerts he attended with great pleasure in the camp garrison.®” The music
played to provide “troop care” (Truppenbetreuung) contributed to the SS’s
psychic restoration and ensured their efficiency within the concentration
camp system. The fact that members of the Lagerkapelle contributed to this,
and were rewarded with food and cigarettes, gave rise to a strong sense of
guilt among them after the war.

* % %

Whereas music helped some of them survive in the concentration camp
system, after 1945 most Lagerkapelle amateur musicians gave up their ac-
tivity due to traumatic memories of music performance. For many of them,
the simple act of touching their instrument or hearing music they had been
forced to play in the camp triggered post-traumatic syndromes or panic
attacks. In spite of this, some professional musicians continued their activ-
ities and chose to use their talent to bear witness and contribute to remem-
brance.

Music resonated in a wide variety of spaces in the concentration camps:
while in the exterior spaces it was mainly used for coercive or even tortur-
ous purposes, the interior spaces, and especially the inmate blocks, were
places where music was more often linked to various processes of standing
up against the Nazi system. Acting as a coping mechanism, musical ac-
tivities could, temporarily, help assert a sense of humanity, protect against
moral disintegration, and provide spaces of solidarity where people could
temporarily “escape” from the camp reality. Music provided a framework
in which victims “could laugh at, express despair at, or try to make sense of
what was happening to them?”® It could, on certain occasions, perpetuate
the energy of imaginative activity, and reaffirm or strengthen the prisoners’
will to live. As the hymn of Buchenwald (Buchenwaldlied) put it: “We still
want to say yes to life / Because the day will come, when we will be free!”*

67 Johann Paul Kremer, Journal from 8 August to 24 November 1942, 4.2/82231223-82231236/ITS
Digital Archive, Arolsen Archives, http://www.npdoc.be/Kremer-].P.

68 Gilbert, Music in the Holocaust, 10.

69 “Wir wollen trotzdem Ja zum Leben sagen / Denn einmal kommt der Tag: dann sind wir frei!”

Lyrics: Fritz Lohner-Beda; Music: Hermann Leopoldi, 1938.
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A Ring of Invisibility - Wives and the Resistance Against
National Socialism in Germany

Juliane Kucharzewski

Freya von Moltke, née Deichmann, was a founding and engaged member of
the so-called Kreisau Circle (Kreisauer Kreis)' — a German civil resistance
group active from 1940 to 1944 that prepared plans for Germany’s demo-
cratic reorganisation after the anticipated loss of the war. She held a doctor-
al degree in law. Her wartime memoirs, published in 1997, demonstrate a
remarkable knowledge and awareness of almost all resistance events, con-
nections and members linked to the Kreisauer Kreis.> From 1989, she was a
leading figure in turning the Kreisauer Kreis’ former meeting point in Krei-
sau into an international youth centre promoting European values of free-
dom and equity to this day. Despite her indisputable achievements, Freya
von Moltke’s German Wikipedia article states that she became known to
the majority of the public as the widow of the resistance fighter Helmuth
James von Moltke’s.” Although Wikipedia may not be the most reputable
source, it nevertheless gives an impression of how the memory of certain
events is transmitted to the general public, since Wikipedia is often consult-
ed for initial information on a topic.

Another noteworthy way in which public historical narratives are creat-
ed and transmitted is through film. The 20 July 1944 plot is an explicit ex-
ample of this. Nina Schenk von Stauffenberg, née von Lerchenfeld, whose

1 The name refers to the village of Kreisau (today situated in Poland and named Krzyzowa), where
the Moltke family had their residence. It was presumably first mentioned in a report by the Reichs-
sicherheitshauptamt (Reich Security Main Office) in August 1944, see Henric L. Wuermeling, Adam
von Trott zu Solz. Schliisselfigur im Widerstand gegen Hitler (Munich: Pantheon Verlag, 2009), 133.
For more information on the Kreisauer Kreis, see e.g. Volker Ullrich, Der Kreisauer Kreis (Reinbek
near Hamburg: Rowohlt, 2008). See also footnote 10, below.

2 Freya von Moltke, Erinnerungen an Kreisau 1930 — 1945 (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1997).

3 “Freya von Moltke”, Wikipedia, https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freya von Moltke (last accessed on

30 October 2023); for more information on Helmuth James von Moltke, see e.g. Giinter Brakel-
mann, Helmuth James von Moltke. 1907 — 1945. Eine Biographie (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2007).
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husband Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg carried out the unsuccessful as-
sassination attempt against Hitler, is mostly portrayed as an unknowing
or even reluctant character in her small amount of screen time.* Nina
Schenk von Stauffenberg experienced this representation as an injustice to
her character and contribution.® She and 11 other women of the resistance
were interviewed by Dorothee von Meding for the book Courageous Hearts:
Women and the Anti-Hitler Plot of July 1944.° In von Meding’s work, they
spoke for themselves as individuals, while the choice to cluster their tales
in a book acknowledges a distinct female experience of resistance. Through
von Meding’s book, it becomes obvious that these prominent and wide-
ly known men - after whom streets, buildings and barracks were named
- did not act in a hermetically sealed setting. They had wives who were
privy to the resistance activities, who contributed to them, who suffered the
consequences and who did significant work in keeping alive the memories
of their husbands” and of the ideas of the resistance. The statements given
in von Meding’s book are unique, but they contain the usual difficulty of
interviews: the interviewer’s bias. Dorothee von Meding’s interview ques-
tions often focused on the wives’ husbands and other male members of the
resistance. Therefore, their historical importance could not be complete-
ly recorded in this publication. In that sense, von Meding explicitly asked
Marion Yorck von Wartenburg, née Winter, who herself was a founding
member of the Kreisauer Kreis, “When did your husband and his [male]
friends start to think about what they could do?”” Furthermore, these in-
terviews were neither put in an academic context nor thoroughly analysed.
The fact that the historian Klemens von Klemperer wrote, in his preface to
von Meding’s publication, that the resistance is already fully investigated
and the purpose of this publication is not to create new research findings,
is a significant statement for the long overlooked importance of including
wives of this resistance group in historical research.®

4  See e.g. Stauffenberg, directed by Jo Baier (ARD: 2004); Valkyrie, directed by Bryan Singer (20th
Century Fox and MGM Distribution Co: 2008).

5  Susanne Beyer, “Der Tragodie zweiter Teil’, Spiegel, 20 April 2008, https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/
der-tragoedie-zweiter-teil-a-fd772076-0002-0001-0000-000056670345.

6 Dorothee von Meding, Mit dem Mut des Herzens. Die Frauen des 20. Juli (Berlin: Siedler Verlag,
1992). The English version was published in 1997 by Berghahn Books, Oxford.

7 Von Meding, Mut des Herzens, 201. Original quote: “Wann begannen Ihr Mann und seine Freunde,

dariiber nachzudenken, was man tun konnte?”.
8 Klemens von Klemperer in von Meding, Mit dem Mut des Herzens, 12.
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Beginning in the 1990s, an increasing research focus on the topic of
women in the resistance could be observed. Female contribution was given
more credit, both in Germany as well as in other European countries.’ In
Germany, women of the Kreisauer Kreis gained more attention in this con-
text, though a clear differentiation between women in general and wives in
particular has yet to be made. While all of them were women, their marital
status defined to a great extent their agency, treatment and self-perception
from the period in question until today. Despite the unfortunate fact that
due to the passage of time, these married women cannot speak for them-
selves anymore, there are testimonies, statements, letters, memoirs and oth-
er primary sources left by them that have not been analysed in a way that
focuses on the wives as individual participants, members and contributors
to resistance activities. These sources were used to research their husbands
or the role distribution between them and their spouses instead of consid-
ering these women as contributors to the resistance in their own right.

Therefore, this text deals with the long forgotten and neglected role
of wives — as in women who became famous through their husbands’
resistance activities — in the German resistance against National Social-
ism. Furthermore, it seeks to give an impression of why wives acted and
perceived themselves as they did and how they were treated by the Nazi
regime and later on, in public remembrance. Wives who contributed to
the Kreisauer Kreis and the 20 July 1944 plot' (these groups were nota-
bly interconnected) will be compared to wives who were members of the
so-called Red Orchestra (Rote Kapelle)'' - alleged by the Gestapo to be a
communist resistance group - in order to find out why wives of the former
two networks were treated differently, both by the Nazi regime and by the
culture of remembrance. They will be compared on the grounds of their

9  See e.g. Christl Wickert ed., Frauen gegen die Diktatur. Widerstand und Verfolgung im nationalso-
zialistischen Deutschland 1933 - 1945 (Berlin: Edition Hentrich, 1995); Frauke Geyken, Wir stan-
den nicht abseits, Frauen im Widerstand gegen Hitler (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2014); Florence Hervé,
Mit Mut und List. Europdische Frauen im Widerstand gegen Faschismus und Krieg (Koln: PapyRos-
sa, 2020).

10 For more information on the Kreisauer Kreis and the 20 July 1944 plot, see e.g. Wolfgang Benz, Der
Deutsche Widerstand gegen Hitler (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2014); Linda von Keyserlingk-Rehbein, Nur
eine ‘ganz kleine Clique”? Die NS-Ermittlungen iiber das Netzwerk vom 20. Juli 1944 (Berlin: Lukas
Verlag, 2018).

11 For more information on the Rote Kapelle, see e.g. Hans Coppi, Jiirgen Danyel, Johannes Tuchel
(eds.), Die Rote Kapelle im Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus (Berlin: Edition Hentrich,
1994).
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socio-economic background, involvement, treatment by Nazi persecutors
and self-perception. In that sense, this contribution attempts to create an
intersectional approach to providing explanations for the long invisibility
of wives of the Kreisauer Kreis. It furthermore wants to reveal the impor-
tance of wives as distinct resistance actors which have long been concealed
by male-dominated historiography.

Marriage: Wives’ self-perception and
identification during the Nazi period

In academic discourses, wives in the German resistance against National
Socialism are neither forgotten nor overlooked deliberately but rather de-
graded to secondary roles - if they are given agency at all.’* This depriva-
tion of agency and recognition of their actual contribution to resistance ac-
tivities in present-day remembrances is not a new phenomenon but follows
a continuity that started in the Nazi period. It derives from a combination
of various factors that influenced how and why wives behaved (or had to
behave due to social circumstances), how they were recognised and treated
in a certain way.

At first glance, a derogative and restrictive image of women seems to have
been prevalent in Nazi Germany. Still, the prevailing opinion today seems
to be that all women were reduced to being wives and mothers instead of
acting as constructive individuals themselves. This reduction does not ac-
knowledge the complexity of different competing ideological strands of the
women’s image at that time. Starting in the early 1930s, disputes between the
male perspective of Nazi ideology — reducing women to wives and mothers
while usurping them from public places — and the female perspective of
women loyal to National Socialism arose, states Leila ]J. Rupp."” The latter
group, which defended the female perspective, was declared as consisting of
“Nazi Feminists” by their adversaries, acknowledged a gender difference but
was convinced that so-called “Aryan” women should become more essential
members of German society."* Since there were overwhelmingly more male

12 See e.g. Martha Schad, Frauen gegen Hitler. Schicksale im Nationalsozialismus (Munich: Wilhelm
Heyne Verlag, 2001).

13 Leila J. Rupp, “Mother of the Volk. The Image of Women in Nazi Ideology”, Journal of Women in
Culture and Society 3, no. 2, (December 1977): 364-365, DOI: 10.1086/493470.

14 Ibid., 365.
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Nazi officials, it is likely that the male-dominated view happened to be the
most influential version subjugating “Nazi Feminists”.

Here, it is important to state that the wives of the 20 July 1944 plot and
the Kreisauer Kreis particularly consisted of so-called “Aryan” women, often
with educated, higher or middle-class backgrounds. They were married to
respected members of the military, aristocracy and/or elites with long-hon-
oured families and raised on Christian values, though the church could
sometimes play a minor role in their education.”” At the time, marriage
was a decisive factor for the self-identification of many of these women. In
hindsight, Freya von Moltke stated that they were wives of their husbands
rather than actual driving forces of the resistance and that she herself fol-
lowed her husband in many ways.'® Hence, according to given testimonies,
marriage seems to be one of the most decisive influences. The women’s
self-perception as wives contributed to how they portrayed themselves and
have been portrayed in academia and commemorative culture ever since.

When Marion Yorck von Wartenburg was questioned about the role
of women in the Kreisauer Kreis, she replied: “I would first like to answer
that all friends lived in a particularly good marriage”"” Nonetheless, it is
rather interesting that she recalls that Julius Leber'® — a social democrat
and loose member of the Kreisauer Kreis — did not take his wife Annedore
Leber seriously, as he did not fill her in on the activities.”” Despite this mi-
nor critical remark, Marion Yorck von Wartenburg’s own self-perception
and identification as a wife become even more evident in Die Stirke der
Stille (The Strength of Silence), a published story of her life as she told it
to Claudia Schmolders, who wrote it down and published it in her name.”
The title itself raises a question; why does it refer to silence? Marion Yorck
von Wartenburg participated in the majority of the Kreisauer Kreis’ impor-
tant meetings and maintained contact with influential figures such as Claus

15 The family ties become particularly obvious when looking at the names and backgrounds stated in
von Meding’s publication before every individual interview. Here, even statements on early educa-
tion and family expectations are given. For more information on the education based on Christian
values, see e.g. Marion Yorck von Wartenburg, Die Stirke der Stille (Moers: Brendow, 1998), 14.

16 Freya von Moltke in von Meding, Mut des Herzens, 130-131.

17 Marion Yorck von Wartenburg in von Meding, Mut des Herzens. Original quote: “Darauf mochte
ich zunichst antworten, daf} alle Freunde in einer besonders guten Ehe lebten.”

18 For more information on Julius Leber, see e.g. Claus Jander and Ruth Moller, Julius Leber. So-
zialdemokrat, Widerstandskdmpfer, Europder (Berlin: Luisenbau-Verlag, 2013).

19 Yorck von Wartenburg, Stirke der Stille, 63.

20 Claudia Smoélders in Yorck von Wartenburg, Stirke der Stille, 7-8.
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Schenk von Stauffenberg and Julius Leber.?! Does the title of her memoir
refer to the importance that silence had in all resistance activities for neces-
sary concealment? Does it refer to her own view of being a silent supporter
of her husband more than an individual resistance fighter? There is no defi-
nite answer to this question.

When one looks into this publication, traces of her activities and
self-perception can be detected. Marion Yorck von Wartenburg describes
how her parents and family encouraged her to act in a restrained and con-
forming way during her childhood and youth.?* Political issues were of no
interest to her during her studies of jurisprudence in the 1920s. Because of
her lack of interest, she called herself a “bad citizen” in the non-gendered,
hence male, version of the German term.” Her interest in politics arose
with her husband’s resistance activities — another indication of her identifi-
cation with the role of wife. It almost seems as if her whole personality and
activity revolved around her husband. She also defined the other women
primarily as being wives, mothers and tacit supporters of their husbands.
Despite her advanced legal clerkship, she did not register for the final exam.
Her desire to have children took priority — a desire that was never realised.**
Ironically, when she met her future husband, Peter Yorck von Wartenburg,
she first refused to deepen their connection because she was afraid of los-
ing her autonomy. Marriage was — in her description - a deep incision in

women’s lives.?

Actions: Wives’ participation in the resistance

Soon after Hitler’s seizure of power, as early as 1933, Marion Yorck von
Wartenburg and her husband were aware of the existence of concentration
camps. These early atrocities as well as the mass-murder of Jews starting
in 1941 and further war horrors committed by Germans were some of the
main reasons for her husband’s resistance activities.”* Remarkable in Mari-
on Yorck von Wartenburg’s records are her early connections to prominent

21 Von Moltke, Kreisau, 52-72.

22 Yorck von Wartenburg, Stirke der Stille, 16-17.

23 Ibid,, 20. Original quote: “schlechter Staatsbiirger”.
24 1Ibid., 27, 36.

25 1Ibid., 27.

26 Ibid., 37.
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persons such as the Protestant theologian and resistance figure Dietrich
Bonhoefter,”” who died in Flossenbiirg concentration camp in 1945, and
later relations and friendships to several aristocratic and/or famous fami-
lies.” For instance, Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg was her husband’s cous-
in. Her records demonstrate that she was very aware of all the connections
and contributors in the resistance, such as the aforementioned Helmuth
James von Moltke and Julius Leber as well as Ludwig Beck,” chief of the
German General Staff, who actively participated in the 20 July 1944 plot.
All of them met later in the couple’s apartment on Hortensienstrafle in Ber-
lin. The von Moltkes and the von Wartenburgs made up the core of the
Kreisauer Kreis, as most of the meetings took place either at von Moltke’s
residence in Kreisau, today Krzyzowa, or the von Wartenburgs’ apartment
in Berlin. According to Freya von Moltke, the term “resistance” was not
used by her or her husband, probably not even by other members. She and
Marion Yorck von Wartenburg explained how all of them called themselves
(or rather the men) a group of friends.”

However, Freya von Moltke’s husband explicitly asked her if she would
like to support his activities against the injustice of the Nazi state: “Now
comes the time one can do something against it; I'd like to do it but I can
only do so if you go along with it”*' She agreed and was aware of the dan-
gers and actions right from the beginning. Being in the resistance fell into
natural everyday tasks like writing letters or keeping the business, their
farm in Kreisau, running. For her, “resistance was everyday life”**> Overall,
three major planning meetings were organised and held in the von Moltkes’
mansion in Kreisau, during which various topics were presented and pas-
sionately discussed by invited members and supporters. Topics and focal
points included the educational system, the relationship between state and
church, the economic and state structure as well as the future dealing with

27 For more information on Dietrich Bonhoefer, see e.g. Christiane Tietz, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Theol-
oge im Widerstand (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2013).

28 1Ibid, 13-15, 28, 31, 39.

29 For more information on Ludwig Beck, see e.g. Klaus-Jirgen Miiller, Generaloberst Ludwig Beck.
Eine Biographie (Paderborn: Schéningh, 2008).

30 Ibid., 58.

31 Freya von Moltke in von Meding, Mut des Herzens, 132. Original quote: “Jetzt kommt die Zeit, dafl
man etwas dagegen tun kann; ich méchte das machen, aber das kann ich nur, wenn du es mittragst
[.]”

32 Ibid,, 132. Original quote: “Widerstand war Alltag”.
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Nazi perpetrators, and foreign policy.** Both Freya von Moltke and Marion
Yorck von Wartenburg attended all meetings in Kreisau. At least two other
women attended the meetings as well, until one of the husbands forbade his
wife from attending any further reunions since it would be too dangerous
for her and “she can, after all, do little more than listen.”**

This shows how even husbands of that group underestimated their
wives’ capabilities and agencies, using safety as a justification. Freya von
Moltke however was in close contact with Helmuth James von Moltke and
aware of all the events and discussions, even when smaller meetings took
place in Berlin with only her husband attending while she stayed in Kreisau.
The spouses wrote each other letters regularly, keeping each other updat-
ed, even while both stayed in Kreisau.” Protocols of the larger discussions
were handled carefully and typewritten by Katharina Breslau, Helmuth
James von Moltke’s secretary. According to Freya von Moltke, Katharina
Breslau knew exactly what she was typewriting. However, there were no
legal consequences for her when the Kreisauer Kreis was discovered by the
Nazi regime, which was most likely a result of the regime’s underestimation
of female contribution in general. Freya von Moltke’s husband gave her a
copy of the combined plans of the Kreisauer Kreis to hide in Kreisau where
even her husband would not be able to find them for security reasons. She
hid the papers and took them with her after 1945 when she had to leave the
property, which the occupying Soviet army had confiscated.*

Resistance and everyday life: Wives’ dual roles

It is noteworthy that Freya von Moltke and Marion Yorck von Wartenburg
were two of the few wives of the group that had regular and close contact
with each other due to their husbands’ close companionship. Occasionally,
Freya von Moltke interacted with other female (and male) guests in Kreisau,
showing hospitality and, in that sense, created an image of everyday life to
the outside. This hospitality, evident to the whole neighbourhood, and the
resulting distraction from everything else that went on inside the premises

33 Von Moltke, Kreisau, 54-63.

34 Ibid, 59. Original quote: “[...] sie konne ja doch nicht viel mehr tun, als zuzuhéren”
35 Ibid, 58.

36 Ibid., 65-66.
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is in turn another contribution to resistance. This was not just a minor con-
tribution, since secrecy was an essential prerequisite and basis for all activi-
ties. In that sense, wives were important actresses — here, stressing the word
act — as they had to play their roles in order to keep the resistance going. It
is furthermore noteworthy that they were the most important figures when
it came to feeding the family. Wives constantly ensured the supply of food,
a task that became even more difficult with wartime shortages.*’

Nevertheless, there was no organised network of wives of the Kreisauer
Kreis or 20 July 1944 plot. This was mostly due to them not seeing the need
for an all-female network, as they perceived their husbands’ relationships
as sufficient. Regular meetings with other members’ wives could even have
turned into a threat to the maintenance of secrecy. Despite the aristocracy
of the aforementioned core members, they were able to gather support-
ers from a social democratic and theological background. Originally, their
goals and ideology largely varied, which made collaboration only possible
in the context of the overall goal of resisting the Nazi regime. It was con-
sidered that they could not meet in public spaces or on a regular basis as it
would have been too suspicious for members of such disparate groups to
be in close contact. What counted for the men was even more pivotal for
their wives. How could they have explained regular meetings with wives of
different social and political backgrounds, whom they would not have met
in their everyday lives? Therefore, the reason for the absence of female net-
works was a combination of practical and sociocultural factors that would
have hindered the discretion necessary for resistance.

Sippenhaft: Wives as perceived non-contributors
to the resistance

According to Marion Yorck von Wartenburg, she was aware of the assas-
sination plans early on as her husband was related to Claus Schenk von
Stauffenberg and knew the actual date since the beginning of July 1944.%
Peter Yorck von Wartenburg was arrested immediately after the assassina-
tion attempt. His wife’s requests to receive visiting permission remained

37 Frauke Geyken, Freya von Moltke. Ein Jahrhundertleben 1911 - 2010 (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2011),
105.
38 Yorck von Wartenburg, Stirke der Stille, 68.
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unsuccessful. When she was questioned by a Gestapo officer about what
she had known, her answer was that her husband was very reserved about
his actions.” On 9 August 1944, Marion Yorck von Wartenburg was arrest-
ed under so-called kin liability (Sippenhaft) and released in October 1944.%
Sippenhaft was the Nazi term used for arresting the accused’s family mem-
bers. These relatives were often not regarded as individually responsible,
but could be used to pressure the accused or to gather additional informa-
tion. Often, these arrests were used to set an example to the public. Marion
Yorck von Wartenburg, however, was never arrested or prosecuted as an
individual contributor nor accused on a “racial” basis, although she had a
Jewish grandfather. She was perceived by the Nazis as an “Aryan” woman
from a civic-noble family background who was foremost a devoted wife.
The nobility of von Moltke and von Wartenburg was noted by Gestapo
members, who examined the meeting place on Hortensienstrafle. Accord-
ing to Marion Yorck von Wartenburg, Gestapo men were surprised that
two male counts - Helmuth James von Moltke also temporarily lived there
— could reside in such a simple apartment.*! Freya von Moltke, on the other
hand, was not arrested on the grounds of any contribution to the resistance
despite her constant participation, organisation, personal relationships and
knowledge. She was also not arrested in Sippenhaft, and was even allowed to
visit her husband once a month at Ravensbriick concentration camp during
his imprisonment there. Furthermore, they were allowed to exchange let-
ters.*”” From September 1944 on, he was imprisoned in the prison in Tegel,
Berlin. Here, they were able to frequently exchange secret letters via the
prison’s pastor, Harald Poelchau, which Freya von Moltke gave to Helmuth
James von Moltke’s secretary Katharina Breslauer, who in turn kept them
hidden until further notice.*’ These last letter exchanges between Septem-
ber 1944 and January 1945 were published in 2011 after Freya von Moltke’s
death.** Within that clandestine communication, the spouses were able to
be more frank. While official letters contained private statements, descrip-
tions and questions regarding Freya von Moltke’s everyday life, business of

39 Ibid, 74.

40 1Ibid, 81.

41 Ibid, 58.

42 Von Moltke, Kreisau, 70-71.

43 Ibid,, 73-74.

44 Helmuth Caspar von Moltke, Ulrike von Moltke (eds.), Helmuth James und Freya von Moltke. Ab-
schiedsbriefe Gefingnis Tegel September 1944 - Januar 1945 (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2011).
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the farm in Kreisau and other rather mundane topics, these hidden letters
contained important questions regarding the resistance’s future. Here, Hel-
muth James von Moltke discussed the topic with his wife in a very honest
and outspoken way that proves how much she must have known before and
how much he trusted her.*

However, even exchanging official letters and the possibility of visiting
were privileges, as was the fact that Freya von Moltke was never arrested
in Sippenhaft. Whether the Nazi regime granted her a certain innocence
on the grounds of her being a wife and mother or deemed her husband’s
alleged connection to the 20 July 1944 plot as lesser than others’ (Helmuth
James von Moltke was already arrested on 19 January 1944 due to a denun-
ciation that had nothing to do with the Kreisauer Kreis*®) is unclear. Most
probably, it was a combination of both, as well as the timing of her hus-
band’s imprisonment - the majority of arrests under Sippenhaft, children
and other family members occurred after the 20 July 1944 plot.*” However,
Helmuth James von Moltke was ultimately sentenced to death and executed
on 23 January 1945 when other interrogations resulted in the identification
of him as a leading opposition figure.*®

Current research suggests that at least 180 people were included in the
network that participated in the 20 July 1944 assassination attempt.* At the
time, the Nazi prosecutors identified 132 relevant people who contributed
and/or were responsible for the conspiracy, of which around 100 were then
sentenced to death.”® Margarethe von Oven was the only woman among the
arrested, and she was released within two weeks, since the Nazi prosecutors
did not find enough evidence nor deem the available evidence as sufficient-
ly conclusive. Again, it is unclear on what grounds her early prosecution
was based. At that time, she was Henning von Tresckow’s secretary.”’ Von
Tresckow was major general of the Wehrmacht and, together with Claus

45 See e.g. Helmuth James von Moltke’s letter to Freya von Moltke on 30 September 1944, Abschieds-
briefe, 39-45.

46 Von Moltke, Kreisau, 70.

47 See e.g. the fates of Nina Schenk von Stauffenberg and Clarita von Trott zu Solz in von Meding, Mut
des Herzens.

48 Von Moltke, Kreisau, 72.

49 Antje Vollmer and Lars-Broder Keil, Stauffenbergs Gefihrten. Das Schicksal der unbekannten Ver-
schwérer (Munich: Hanser Berlin, 2013), 13.

50 Von Keyserlingk-Reihbein, Nur eine “ganz kleine Clique”?, 142.

51 For more information on Henning von Tresckow, see e.g. Bobo Scheurig, Henning von Tresckow.
Ein PreufSe gegen Hitler. Biographie (Berlin: Propylden, 2004).
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Schenk von Stauffenberg, one of the assassination’s main coordinators.
Margarethe von Oven got the position as his secretary due to her close
friendship with his wife, Erika von Tresckow.> Here, it is noteworthy that
she was unmarried and childless at the time of her work and that her family
situation made it necessary for her to earn money. In comparison to other
women in the network, she held an official position and was connected to
the plot through acquaintances and work — not because of her marriage.
Though she was the only woman arrested individually, in contrast to wives
who were arrested in Sippenhaft at most, her work was still not considered
important enough, which led to her release.

Comparing wives of different resistance groups:
Treatment by the Nazi regime

The Nazi regime based many of its verdicts on gendered role assignments,
which tended to deny or exaggerate female agencies in accordance with
how dangerous the regime defined each deed of resistance, as well as wom-
en’s agencies in it. This arbitrariness gives a first — although unsatisfactory
— explanation for why wives of the 20 July 1944 plot and Kreisauer Kreis
were spared individual prosecution, why the only woman working for the
plot, Margarethe von Oven, was released and, in contrast to the former,
why wives of the Rote Kapelle experienced a different fate. One noteworthy
example, though it will not be discussed further here: Sophie Scholl was ex-
ecuted within a week of the revelation of her action because of mere leaflet
distribution.” Verdicts furthermore depended on how the Nazi prosecu-
tors defined the type of resistance and, hence, which political importance
they attributed to the various groups, as becomes clear when comparing the
aforementioned groups to the Rote Kapelle.

The previously discussed prevalent reduction of women to being wives
and mothers and the associated negligence of wives’ possible contribution

52 Von Meding, Mut des Herzens, 99-102.

53 One noteworthy example, though it will not be discussed further here: Sophie Scholl was executed
within a week of her action’s revelation because of mere leaflet distribution. For more information
on Sophie Scholl, see e.g. Maren Gottschalk, Wie schwer ein Menschenleben wiegt. Sophie Scholl.
Eine Biographie (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2020); Barbara Beuys, Sophie Scholl. Biographie (Munich: Carl
Hanser, 2010); Ulrich Chaussy and Gerd R. Ueberschdr, “Es lebe die Freiheit!” Die Geschichte der
Weiflen Rose und ihrer Mitglieder in Dokumenten und Berichten (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 2013).
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to resistance is insufficient when one compares it to the way women - the
majority of them married - of the Rote Kapelle were treated and perceived.
Freya von Moltke herself stated that she felt adoration for the activity of
the women who were “actual resistance fighters” and that she wished she
had had the same courage at that time. She was - in her own words - too
invested in being a wife, even though she wished she could have played a
more active role.”*

The Rote Kapelle is nowadays the most widely used name for the Berlin
network dominated by two couples — Mildred Harnack and her husband
Arvid Harnack together with Libertas Schulze-Boysen, née Haas-Heye, and
her husband Harro Schulze-Boysen - though there were many more mem-
bers, contributors and supporters.” The name was used by the Gestapo in
order to define an alleged organised group of resistance fighters who were
in radio contact with the Soviet regime. Nowadays, it is known that there
was never a strictly structured group with the purpose of widespread espi-
onage for the Soviets. Affiliated members were not only in contact with the
Soviets but also with other groups and diplomatic services, which means
that it was never an exclusively communist resistance group, even if it was
defined as such by the Gestapo.” It did have various connections to the
Soviet regime, as well as to other regimes and authorities, such as US diplo-
mats, which perhaps made it look solely communist at first glance.

Several married women who are acknowledged as actual resistance
fighters today (e.g. when looking at their official representation in the Ger-
man Resistance Memorial Centre) joined and sometimes acted together
with their husbands. Most famous are probably the aforementioned Mil-
dred Harnack and Libertas Schulze-Boysen. What is an important differ-
ence between these wives and the ones of the Kreisauer Kreis and 20 July
1944 plot? These two women could never speak for themselves about their
activities and legacies after 1945. They were sentenced to death for their
contribution in the resistance. When the Rote Kapelle was detected and its
members arrested by the Gestapo in 1942, amongst the more than 130 ar-
rested were at least 36 women, of whom 19 were put on a trial (while 49

54 Freya von Moltke in von Meding, Mut des Herzens, 131.

55 See e.g. Johannes Tuchel, “..wenn man bedenkt, wie jung wir sind, so kann man nicht an den Tod
glauben.” Liane Berkowitz, Friedrich Rehmer und die Widerstandsaktionen der Berliner Roten Ka-
pelle (Berlin: Lukas Verlag, 2022).

56 Ibid., 13-35.
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men were tried and five executed immediately).”” Overall, 19 women and
35 men - those without a trial already included — were sentenced to death
and executed between the end of 1942 and 1943.%® Libertas Schulze-Boysen
was executed on 22 December 1942 in Plétzensee, Berlin, together with her
husband,” while Mildred Harnack was sentenced to death on 16 January
1943 and executed within a month.® How can this harsher treatment by the
Nazi prosecutors be explained? How and why did they differ from those of
the Kreisauer Kreis?

Comparing wives of different resistance groups: Actions and
self-perception

Most female members of the Rote Kapelle worked as journalists, physicians,
teachers, lawyers, writers and translators, among other jobs.®' Therefore,
some women held a similar academic status to those of the Kreisauer Kreis.
They differed from each other in the sense that more women in the Rote
Kapelle actually worked in their academic field. The actions of these wom-
en also differed from those of the Kreisauer Kreis and the 20 July 1944
plot. Predominantly organisational and logistical work fell into the hands
of women, such as writing and distributing leaflets informing about Nazi
atrocities. Women furthermore held important positions as messengers or
hid other resistance fighters.** Since these women were in more active po-
sitions — superficially at least — and were treated similarly to their husbands
by the Nazi prosecutors, one can assume that their self-perception was dif-
ferent from that of the aforementioned wives and that they regarded them-
selves as equal to their husbands. These two groups are partly comparable
in their cultural imprint.

Libertas Schulze-Boysen came from an aristocratic family background
as well, though her parents were — uncommon for that time - divorced.®®
57 Schad, Frauen gegen Hitler, 222-223.

58 Christian Mrowietz et al., “Die Rote Kapelle”, in Mildred Harnack und die Rote Kapelle in Berlin, ed.

Ingo Juchler (Potsdam: Universititsverlag Potsdam, 2017), 67.

59 Ibid., 60.

60 Schad, Frauen gegen Hitler, 233.

61 Ibid,222-223.

62 1Ibid., 223; for more information, see Tuchel, “..wenn man bedenkt”, 141-192.

63 Christian Mrowietz et al., “Die Rote Kapelle”, in Mildred Harnack und die Rote Kapelle in Berlin, ed.
Ingo Juchler (Potsdam: Universititsverlag Potsdam, 2017), 60.
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She joined the NSDAP early in 1933 and worked as a press officer for Nazi
propaganda. Her pro-Nazi attitude changed when she met her husband.
The importance of the prevalent opinion of a role reduction for women
came into play when she left the NSDAP in 1937, stating that she was now
too busy being a wife and could not be a worthy member of the party any-
more.* This explanation was sufficiently credible for the NSDAP to accept.

Another case in which the role of being a wife was used in favour of
women is Mildred Harnack’s. Growing up in the USA, she experienced a
completely different social imprint and childhood. She came from a low-
er-middle class background and had three siblings. Her father died while
she was still in high school. From an early age, Mildred Harnack was inde-
pendent and worked her way to a master’s degree in the USA and a PhD
in Germany, where she had moved with her German husband, Arvid Har-
nack.® In December 1942, both were tried for their membership in the
Rote Kapelle. Mildred Harnack’s defence lawyer exculpated her contribu-
tion by framing her as a good wife dutifully following her husband’s orders.
These circumstances were attributed as mitigating. While her husband was
sentenced to death immediately and executed within a few days, she only
received six years of prison time.®® However, she was tried again on the
orders of Hitler himself. This second trial took a different turn. While she
was defended as the obedient and caring wife before, she was now accused
of bigotry and seduction of German men. Her reputation was sexualised.®’
She was ultimately sentenced to death, the only American civilian executed
by the Nazi regime on the grounds of her resistance activity.

Academic research: Acknowledgment and importance

According to Martha Schad, women of the Rote Kapelle were informed
about every event and participated in important meetings and discussions,

64 Rainer Blasius, “Ein Weihnachtsengel vor der Hinrichtung’, Frankfurter Allgemeine, 22 December

2012, https://www.faz.net/aktuell/gesellschaft/menschen/libertas-schulze-boysen-ein-weihnacht-

sengel-vor-der-hinrichtung-12000641-p2.html.
65 Kiri Knutson, “Mildred Fish-Harnack honored as hero of resistance to Nazi regime”, University

of Wisconsin-Madison, written on July 11 2019, https://news.wisc.edu/mildred-fish-harnack-hon-

ored-as-hero-of-resistance-to-nazi-regime/.
66 Schad, Frauen gegen Hitler, 231.
67 1Ibid., 231-233.
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which gave them major agency in the resistance. This knowledge and con-
tribution distinguished them from wives of the Kreisauer Kreis and those
associated with the 20 July 1944 plot, who were rather left in the dark and
remained in their roles as wives, summarises Schad.®® This article strongly
disagrees with Schad’s interpretation.

Despite the difference in self-perception, actions and treatment between
the women of the Rote Kapelle and those of the Kreisauer Kreis and 20 July
1944 plot, one should not underestimate the role of the latter two for the ac-
tivities of the resistance. Their self-perception came from a different cultur-
al imprint. As Frauke Geyken proposes, current research should not make
the mistake of adapting today’s understanding of feminism to their think-
ing at that time.®” The fact that they took the wives’ perspectives does not
deny them any agency or capabilities. Freya von Moltke stated that she went
along with the resistance from the beginning and wanted her husband to
continue despite all dangers and potential consequences.”” Helmuth James
von Moltke introduced almost every participant or possible supporter to
his wife and asked for her assessment, as he believed her knowledge of hu-
man nature was more pronounced.” References to the importance of a
functioning and supportive marriage were made by almost every wife and
spouse interviewed by von Meding. Since marriage played such a key role
in the lives of these couples, just as it did in their social stratum, one can
assume that this key role continued to further the resistance’s progress. In
Helmuth James von Moltke’s letters to his wife during his imprisonment, he
constantly referred to her strength and resilience and the fact that none of
his deeds would have been possible without her.

As Geyken states in her biography of Freya von Moltke, women and
men had different tasks and roles here. “In the bourgeois resistance, wom-
en operated more in the background.””> This supposed operating in the
background does not mean, by any means, that their contribution was less
important or irrelevant. On the contrary, without their silent and constant
provision for the family and the creation of an everyday life, the Kreisauer
Kreis would not have been possible. These wives fell into a strenuous double

68 Ibid., 222.

69 Geyken, Freya von Moltke, 106.

70 Freya von Moltke in von Meding, Mut des Herzens, 126.

71 1Ibid, 131.

72 Geyken, Freya von Moltke, 104. Original quote: “In der biirgerlichen Opposition agierten die
Frauen mehr im Hintergrund.”
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position when their duties increased; being a mother and wife became
intertwined with their participation in the resistance. This interrelation
turned them into the backbone of the resistance. Without their support
and approval, their husbands could not have acted like they did in the first
place. This made wives indispensable.

This paper argues that wives should be considered a distinct group of
resisters and therefore, should receive the acknowledgment that they have
been entitled to but long denied. The reason for their exclusion was, first
and foremost, that historical periods have often been reduced to allegedly
important men and their important deeds. The Nazi period is no exception.
Due to its own ideology, so-called “Aryan” women were considered only
capable of having children and doing housework. Wives of the Kreisauer
Kreis were not held responsible individually but were arrested in Sippen-
haft. In short, wives were regarded as posing almost no threat to the Nazi
regime if they did not belong to a communist resistance group. Resistance
research, at least in Germany, for a long time focused too much on obvious
acts meant to overthrow the regime or create a new one.” Very polemically
speaking, only those who directly took up and used arms - or explosives in
the case of the 20 July 1944 plot — and those who were directly held respon-
sible by Nazi prosecutors were defined as resistance fighters, while those
responsible for the logistics in the background were reduced to secondary
roles.

As the military adage goes: “Amateurs talk tactics, professionals talk
logistics”. In the Kreisauer Kreis and the 20 July 1944 plot, most wives were
aware of the activities. They provided ideological support and intellectual
exchange. They were responsible for the logistics, prepared and cared for
the premises so that meetings could take place, they fulfilled administrative
duties as well as created an unobtrusive environment for the group’s secre-
cy. Wives were the basis of the resistance. Everything that followed origi-
nated from their personal support while they were aware of the potentially
life-threatening situation.

When comparing their tasks to those of wives of the Rote Kapelle, one
can clearly see a difference in their activity. This difference should not -
and this is key - lead to an assumed reduction of importance of wives in

73 See e.g. Detlev Peukert, Volksgenossen und Gemeinschaftsfremde. Anpassung, Ausmerze und Auf-
begehren unter dem Nationalsozialismus (Cologne: Bund-Verlag, 1982) for research that defines
resistance as an act to overthrow the regime.
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the Kreisauer Kreis and hence, their contribution. The difference arose due
to varieties in their cultural imprint and self-perception, which led to a
conflicting understanding of their own roles. Almost all the wives of the
Kreisauer Kreis and the Rote Kapelle received excellent or good education.
While the Kreisauer Kreis’ wives’ motivations did not difter from their hus-
bands, they still refrained from defining themselves as active resistance
fighters and regarded themselves only as listeners at most. Their capabilities
were restricted due to their own upbringing and family background and
even more due to the expectations that came with marrying into aristo-
cratic families. Nevertheless, they used all their capabilities to support the
resistance, which was — and this cannot be emphasised enough - essential.

This distinct role expectation led to a different perception by the Nazi
regime, which regarded them as more dependent and subservient to their
husbands than those of the Rote Kapelle, who were defined as actual threats.
Most probably, this assumption was based on Nazi ideology, which regard-
ed communists as one of the most threatening groups of all. This assumed
communist background led to a harsher prosecution of wives of the Rote
Kapelle. The wives of the Kreisauer Kreis’ different treatment by the Nazi
regime was not caused by their lesser degree of involvement, motivation or
knowledge, but by the disparate political nature of the resistance and the
Nazis’ contradictory perceptions. The same ideology that regarded com-
munist women as politically active threats with their own agency assumed
that “Aryan” women could be hardly more than their husband’s appendage.

Historical research has often adapted to this ideology by neglecting
wives of the Kreisauer Kreis as a group that contributed to the resistance.
Their husbands’ legacies overshadowed them from the beginning. Wives
were able to spare themselves and their children further punishment due to
their pretended innocence and ignorance. This fact was later used to justify
their unawareness and non-participation in commemorative culture and
research. In that sense, it was their marriage that created a metaphorical
ring of invisibility around wives in the Kreisauer Kreis.
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Berty Albrecht and Her Role in the French Resistance:
An Exceptional Case?

Robert Belot

By decree of 26 August 1943, Berty Albrecht was made a posthumous
“Companion of the Liberation”, the highest honour in the system estab-
lished by Charles de Gaulle in 1940 to reward individuals and groups for
their role in liberating France. Albrecht was acknowledged as “a French-
woman of exceptional courage and unrivalled patriotic faith. She ceaseless-
ly supported and inspired the Resistance movement from 1940 onwards,
willingly sacrificing her position and her family to her ideal. [...] She has
acquired an enduring right to the recognition of the nation through the
example she set and the services she rendered.”!

This early recognition seems to contradict the all-too-common belief
that women were not acknowledged in the accepted narrative of the French
Resistance. At the same time, of the 1.038 individuals who received this
exceptional honour between 1941 and 1946, only six were women, a very
small number given the role that women de facto played in the Resistance.
This highlights the fact that in public representations resistance and her-
oism were initially — and for a long time - mainly associated with mas-
culinity and armed combat, focusing less on other dimensions. However,
there have also been early efforts to paint another picture. One illustration
is a book written by Elisabeth Terrenoire, a member of the Resistance who
had survived deportation, published in 1946 with the title Les femmes dans
la Résistance. Combattantes sans uniforme (The women in the Resistance.
Fighters without uniforms).? In this book, for example, Terrenoire asserts
that “originally, the Resistance was spontaneous, instinctive, individual”

1 “Décision dattribuer la Croix de la Libération a titre posthume’, Algiers, 26 August 1943, signed by
Charles de Gaulle. (Copy of the document in possession of the author, given by Mireille Albrecht).

2 Elisabeth Terrenoire, Les femmes dans la Résistance. Combattantes sans uniforme (Paris: Bloud et
Gay, 1946).
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and that “initially, it is likely that more women were involved than men”
Berty Albrecht was also among the described women figures.

Who was Berty Albrecht? In short, she was the co-founder of and a key
figure in one of the most important French resistance movements, known
as Combat (Fight). Her engagement ended dramatically; on 30 May 1943,
after being arrested and tortured by the Gestapo, she took her own life in
her prison cell in order not to speak to her persecutors. This text aims to
explain Berty Albrecht’s journey in the French resistance, by connecting it
with her pre-war life. Indeed, we can see a continuity between her choices
in the 1920s and 1930s, when she stood up for feminist, social and interna-
tional causes, and her resistance against the occupation of France by Nazi
Germany and the collaborating Vichy regime during World War II. In all
this, she was led by her conviction that it was possible to improve human-
ity and her belief that Europe could one day be united and peaceful. I will
also talk about the evolution of Berty Albrecht’s place in France’s collective
memory, from her death until today, since this is key to understanding her
historical significance and is also indicative of how women in general have
been acknowledged in history. To conclude, I will discuss whether Berty
Albrecht’s story can be seen as typical or exceptional regarding the role of

women in the resistance in France.

Engagements and encounters in the inter-war period

Berty Albrechts life in the interwar period is marked by her embrace of
feminist and social causes and illustrates her will to make her own choices,
emancipating herself from the traditional role French society attributed to
women. Her first encounter with Henri Frenay, which would prove to be of
particular importance for both of them as individuals and to their journeys
towards and within the resistance, also happened in this time.

London and Paris: A commitment for the feminist struggle
Berty Albrecht was born into a wealthy Protestant family in Marseille in
1893. Her parents refused to allow her to follow a musical career, so she

chose to be a nurse in an early illustration of her concern for others. So-
cial pressures led her to agree to an engagement to a German-born Dutch
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businessman in London in 1914. However, as soon as war commenced,
she returned to Marseille, where she worked in a hospital. She witnessed
the horrific effects of war on soldiers’ wounded bodies. Letters to her fi-
ancé that we have only recently discovered reveal how her attitude changed,
from bellicose anti-German patriotism to pacifism. In one letter she wrote,
“this morning I saw several hundred German prisoners [...]. The wounded
are a very sorrowful bunch, without legs, lame, bandaged, crippled. They
are a sorry sight” She spoke of “this ignoble war”?

After her marriage in Rotterdam in 1918, Albrecht gave birth to two
children, Frederic and Mireille, before the couple settled in London in
1924. But the bourgeois way of life, in which women focused on household
tasks, did not suit her. Albrecht discovered the work of English feminists
and made the acquaintance of Sylvia Pankhurst, a member of the Workers’
Socialist Federation. She joined figures from the “birth control” movement
alongside Norman Haire, the famous sociologist and author of The Encyclo-
paedia of Sexual Knowledge.

Seeking to distance herself from her husband, she returned to France
in 1931. She joined the ranks of French feminists and became acquainted
with the left-wing Parisian intellectuals who gravitated to the Human Rights
League. She knew its president, Victor Basch, an aesthetics professor at the
Sorbonne, well. She was also a friend of Gabrielle Duchéne, a feminist figure
even before 1914, a pacifist during the Great War, and president of the World
Committee of Women against War and Fascism, which was formed in 1934.
Albrecht was a feminist and became a member of the Executive Committee
of the “World League for Sexual Reform”. In November 1933, she and Paul
Langevin, a leading physician, created a journal, Le Probléme sexuel (The
sexual problem). Although very short-lived due to a lack of funds, it was in-
tended for “free spirits, those enamoured with truth, seeking to make man-
kind less unhappy and create a better humanity”* The first issue hailed the
law proposed by the French Communist Party (Parti Communiste Frangais
- PCF) demanding social maternity protection, the introduction of sexual
education, contraceptive freedom and the right to abortion. As a member of
the Secretariat of the Association for Sexology Studies, she spoke at the World
League for Sexual Reform conference held in Brno (then-Czechoslovakia)

3 Marseille History Museum/Musée d’histoire de Marseille, Berty Albrecht Collection.
4 Le Probléme sexuel. Morale. Eugénique. Hygiéne. Législation, Revue trimestrielle, no. 5, (November
1933).
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in 1932. In 1934, she travelled to the USSR to learn more about Soviet family
policy, which appears to have appealed to her.

Working to improve social conditions

In 1936, under the Popular Front regime, Albrecht decided to focus on im-
proving social conditions by helping women in their everyday lives. Despite
her age (43), she trained at the School of Factory Superintendents (Ecole des
surintendantes d’usine), run by a priest'’s daughter named Jeanne Sivadon.
The school would become the nucleus of the developing Combat move-
ment in Northern France at the beginning of the Nazi occupation. Accord-
ing to her close friend Henri Frenay, “she worked in a factory in the years
before the war and it is with great emotion that I recall the dedication of
this magnificent woman to the workers’ cause, her profound generosity and
her unshakeable energy, the most sensational proof of which she would
soon go on to demonstrate”

Albrecht discovered the concept of automated workflow when she was
training as a worker in the handling department of Galeries Lafayette. She
wrote a lengthy report to reveal the “truth” about the life of women in this
“great machine”. The report ended thus: “Although a few criticisms can be
made here and there, the individuals concerned are in no way the target.
Indeed, this is not a matter of individuals but rather a system, and I would
consider it fundamentally wrong to say anything other than what I believe
to be the truth

She would go on to work in various factories after war was declared
in September 1939. War struck France in spring 1940. France’s defeat was
followed by the German occupation of Northern France and the establish-
ment of the Vichy regime. First, she joined the Barbier, Benard and Turenne
factory (producing optical instruments for the navy) where she created a
department for social conditions. In November 1939, she was transferred
to factories for arms and cycles in Saint-Etienne, where she fought to make
hot soup and safety goggles compulsory for workers. Between April 1940
and January 1941, she worked at the Fulmen factories in Clichy, which

5  Henri Frenay, “Vie et mort d’'une Francaise”, Combat, 28 August 1943, Algiers.

6  Berty Albrecht, “Rapport de stage effectué au service Manutention des Galeries Lafayette”, Paris,
1937, reproduced in Annie Fourcaut, Femmes a l'usine en France dans lentre-deux-guerres (Paris:
Maspero, 1982), 221-248.
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produced batteries. In 1940, the factory withdrew to Vierzon, situated
on the demarcation line between the German occupied Northern part of
France and the so-called “free zone” in the South. There, she took escaped
prisoners across the demarcation line, which can be considered as her first
concrete resistance activity after the occupation.

Without sufficient resources and needing to provide for her children in
the absence of her husband, who remained in England, she took a post at the
Unemployment Prevention Commission created by the Vichy regime but
led by a humanist, Henri Maux. Its headquarters were in Villeurbanne, near
Lyon, and her task was encouraging unemployed women to work. She hired
women who were involved in the Resistance, including Yvette Baumann, a
factory superintendent, who would be arrested and deported in 1944. The
movement that would become Combat began in this Vichy institution.

The partnership with Henri Frenay

In 1935, Berty Albrecht met Henri Frenay (1905-1988), a young officer, for
the first time.” They became partners, both romantically and later in the
Resistance. They formed an unlikely duo, first because their partnership
transgressed social conventions: She was married and 12 years older than
him; furthermore, she was Protestant while he was Catholic, a distinction
that was still very relevant in France at this time. Furthermore, they incar-
nated very different ideological universes: She clearly situated herself on the
left while he was part of a conservative-military milieu.

In November 1935, Henri Frenay began his studies at the prestigious
Ecole de guerre (War College) in Paris. He saw Albrecht every day. She in-
troduced him to a world that was very different from his familiar environ-
ment of provincial lower middle-class officers. Frenay later recounted these
initial encounters: “In Berty’s sitting room, I met people who were like an
alien species to me: left-wing and far left free thinkers and freemasons who
introduced me to political and psychological moral possibilities that were
entirely different to those I had known thus far. My life would have been
very different if T had not met her®

This partnership brought Frenay in conflict with his education, his past,
and his milieu. His choice can indeed be seen as a first affirmation of his

7  On Frenay see Robert Belot, Henri Frenay, de la Résistance a ’Europe (Paris: Seuil, 2003).
8  Henri Frenay, La nuit finira: Mémoires de résistance 1940-1945 (Paris: R.Laffont, 1973), 44.
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will for freedom, which would manifest during the war. The partnership
that developed between Berty Albrecht and Henri Frenay was very close
and complementary. One uniting feature was their non-conformism and
that both were at odds with their family environment’s dominant values.
For them, resistance was already a reality, a state of mind. It was an ability
to refuse to submit to what is and an acceptance of risk-taking.

Against a Nazi/Fascist Europe
Welcoming anti-fascist refugees

Berty Albrecht combined her feminist commitment with support for a
humanitarian and ideological cause. Many people forced into exile from
anti-democratic Europe - the anti-Nazis, anti-fascists and anti-Francoists
- had become refugees in France. Albrecht decided to act on a new front
and to help those fleeing Nazi Germany. Intellectuals, in particular, found
themselves on the Cote d’Azur in the village of Sanary-sur-Mer, which had
become the “capital of exiled German literature”. As she had a villa on the
Mediterranean coast, she established a support network in the region. In
Paris, Albrecht and Madeleine Braun created a Welcome Committee for
anti-fascist refugees. Albrecht spoke Goethe’s language fluently and wel-
comed the emigrants in her apartment, enabling young officer Frenay to
meet key anti-Nazi figures exiled from Germany. These included the Com-
munist novelist Gustav Regler who later left to fight Franco in Spain, the
chair of the Association of Exiled German Writers, Rudolf Leonhard, who
would later fight in the French Resistance, the novelist Anna Seghers and
the psychologist Magnus Hirschfeld. Carl Heil, who came for lunch at her
home twice a week and who taught German to her daughter and son, was
also among her regular guests.” Heil, a teacher and theatre actor, participat-
ed in the “battle of airwaves”, as a German speaker for French radio from
1937 to 1939 to combat the influence of Nazi propaganda in France.'

For Berty Albrecht and Henri Frenay, these Germans’ fates became con-
crete proof of the danger of Hitler’s regime. They learned to distinguish

9  Mireille Albrecht, Berty. La grande figure de la Résistance (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1986), 86. She
writes his first name incorrectly as “Karl”
10 Eveline Brés and Yvan Bres, Carl Heil, speaker contre Hitler (Paris: Les Editions de Paris, 1994).
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between ordinary Germans and the Nazi regime. Germans had been its
first victims. Little by little, the idea grew that the cycle of endless wars
could only end with European unity. After Frenay had obtained his diploma
from the Ecole de guerre, Albrecht encouraged him to study at the prestig-
ious Strasbourg Centre for German Studies. Between 1936 and 1937, highly
qualified academics such as René Capitant'! revealed the reality of Nazism
to him."? “T have read the original text of Mein Kampfand Rosenberg’s Myth
of the 20th Century. I know what the cult of race and blood, the suprema-
cy of Aryans over races of slaves, means.””* Frenay learned and shared the
“exact nature and importance of the danger hovering above Europe” with
Albrecht, as well as how to “distinguish between Germany, where most of
our professors studied and then taught, and its dreadful caricature created
by Nazism”'* This led Frenay to affirm: “I am not fighting the German peo-
ple, but a diabolical ideology”."®

Even before the German occupation of France both of them were al-
ready “resisting” Nazi ideology. The stakes were not purely national. They
concerned civilisation more broadly, not simply Germany and France.

When Mussolini’s Italy invaded Ethiopia in October 1935, Albrecht
helped create an Aid for Ethiopia Committee to raise money and organise
public meetings on this subject. When Spain subsequently fell into civil
war, a victim of the same fascist wave, Albrecht was a member of the In-
ternational Committee of Coordination and Information for Assistance to
Republican Spain. She became also involved in the Anti-Fascist Intellectual
Vigilance Committee and the Peace and Democracy movement in 1937,
created by their friend, Jean Baby. Finally, Albrecht was active in the Wom-
en’s World Committee Against War and Fascism.

11 René Capitant, Face au nazisme. Ecrits 1933-1938, ed. Olivier Beaud (Strasbourg: Presses Universi-
taires de Strasbourg, 2004).

12 Robert Belot, Observer I'Allemagne hitlérienne a travers ses minorités a létranger. Henri Frenay au
Centre détudes germaniques de Strasbourg (1937-1938) (Lyon: Presse Fédéraliste, 2022).

13 Frenay, La nuit finira, 27.

14 Henri Frenay, “Hommage au Centre” (Association des anciens du Centre détudes germaniques,
January 1972).

15 Testimony by Henri Frenay, in Claude Jamet, Le rendez-vous manqué de 1944 (Paris: éditions
France-Empire, 1964), 234.
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In resistance, she co-founded the Combat
movement and became “Victoria”

Initially after France’s military defeat in June 1940, resistance activities were
very scarce against the German occupier and also the new Vichy regime,
which then engaged increasingly in open oppression and collaboration
with Nazi Germany. One of the factors that accelerated the development of
resistance in France was Germany’s attack on the USSR on 22 June 1941.
This ended the German-Soviet Pact from August 1939, which had para-
lysed parts of the political left. Albrecht and Frenay were sitting at the ter-
race of a café in Paris that day. She told her friend:

Hitler will never defeat the Red Army. It’s over for him now. It might
take one, two, three or even ten years... I don’t know... but he will be
beaten. I know the USSR. I've spent time there. That country can't be
beaten, those admirable people... But you know, Henri, I am also just
s0, so happy for all those Communists you met at my home [...]. For
them, for the whole party, it’s all becoming clear now. They’re coming
back to us!'®

Berty Albrecht and Henri Frenay had not waited until that day to engage
in resistance. The Combat movement, which became known in 1942 un-
der the name of its newspaper, Combat, actually started in late 1940. Both
Albrecht and Frenay began activities to counter official information and
propaganda, through “bulletins” they wrote together to reveal to the French
public what the press could not say because of censorship. A dozen copies
were inserted into magazines (for example Marie-Claire) and delivered dis-
creetly to like-minded persons who in turn produced further copies and
circulated them. In this very first period, Frenay worked for several months
at the Intelligence Bureau of the general staft in Vichy. He left the position
in February 1941. After the establishment of the Vichy regime, Frenay had
first thought that the new head of state, Philippe Pétain, would oppose Ger-
many, but then lost his faith in him when Pétain engaged in open collabora-
tion from late 1940. Frenay used his good contacts in Vichy military circles
to gather information and to look for potential support. Berty Albrecht, on

16 Frenay, La nuit finira, 100.
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her side, used her wide network of pre-war contacts to distribute the bulle-
tins and to look for people who would join them in their fight.

Little by little, this initial cell around Frenay and Albrecht grew and
became organised, under the name of the National Liberation Movement
(Mouvement de Libération Nationale). In May 1941, the initial “bulletin”
became a newspaper, first with the title Les Petites Ailes de France (The little
wings of France), then Verités (Truths), and from December 1941 under
the name of Combat, with a print run of tens of thousands of copies. In
1941/2, the Combat movement became a clearly structured organisation,
divided into three main sections: political, military and what was known as
the “general services” department for which Albrecht was responsible. This
department covered false documents, social conditions, accommodation,
contacts and finances. These services were key for organising the work of
the movement, whose members often lived underground with false iden-
tities and under very difficult circumstances. One of her original contri-
butions was a social service she created in 1942 after the first members of
Combat had been arrested. Its task was helping the families of those who
had been imprisoned. It also directly helped the interned by facilitating
their escape, thanks to relations established between social assistants and
some prison personnel. Albrecht was also crucial for developing contacts
and enlarging the basis of Combat. Her friendship with Jeanne Sivadon,
the director of the Ecole des surintendantes dusine in Paris where she had
studied before the war, was particularly important. The school became the
centre of Combat in the Northern zone of France. Also thanks to Albrecht,
a printing company was founded in Lyon-Villeurbanne in June 1941 in or-
der to clandestinely print the movement’s newspaper.

Furthermore, Albrecht replaced Frenay as head of Combat during his
absences. Her role can also be seen in the establishment of the movement’s
“doctrine” I found evidence of her writing in one of the first manifestos I
discovered, from November 1941, proving that she played a part in its con-
ception. The manifesto began thus: “Liberating the country from the enemy
is good, but it is not enough”. Conditions needed to be created to “establish
a politically, economically and spiritually united Europe, a step towards
world unity”. They sought to eradicate from Europe “the myth of the su-
periority of one race, a negation of human dignity [...] [and] mortal enemy
of our humanist and Christian civilisation”. However, they also sought to
reduce inequalities. She wanted to incorporate a social dimension into the
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manifesto: “The same inequalities essentially separate our country into two
groups: the exploiters and the exploited. While the first only have rights, the
second only have duties. The same causes have resulted in the same effects:
internationally, war; within France, the class struggle”"’

Frenay later acknowledged Albrecht’s importance in the development of
their resistance group: “It was mainly thanks to her dedication and courage
that the Movement grew at a time when everything seemed lost, when only
a few crazy, reckless people were continuing the hopeless fight”** Claude
Bourdet, a member of the Resistance and a close friend of Frenay, con-
firmed her importance for Frenay personally: “Above all, his close friend
Bertie Albrecht contributed to enlightening him politically, eliminating
his class prejudices and opening his eyes to the left, to socialism and com-
munism. Having joined him in Lyon at the end of 1940, she continued to

expand his horizons and became the movement’s second kingpin.™*’

Death at journey’s end

Berty Albrecht was aware that fighting both the Vichy regime and the oc-
cupier exposed her and her friends to the worst, yet she was ready to do
whatever it took for her cause. In January 1942, she was arrested follow-
ing a denunciation, along with other members of Combat. Frenay ensured
her release, but a judicial procedure was initiated. She was arrested for the
second time in May 1942 and confined in Vals-les-Bains where she was
the only woman among 22 detainees and 30 gendarmes. Her daughter was
worried about what would happen to her, but Albrecht replied stoically,
having read La Fayette’s memoirs: “These small problems must be borne
philosophically. One must be able to accept anything for the great Ideal be-
ing served. For those who have failed in neither their duty nor their honour,
imprisonment is just a nuisance, like breaking a leg. The most important
thing is to be able to hold one’s head up high before everyone.”*

17 Preamble of the Mouvement de Libération Frangaise, November 1941, private fonds of Mireille
Albrecht.

18 Henri Frenay, “Vie et mort d'une Frangaise”, Combat, 28 August 1943, Algiers.

19 Claude Bourdet, Laventure incertaine (Paris: Stock, 1975), 67.

20 Letter from Berty Albrecht to Mireille Albrecht reprinted in Berthie Albrecht. Une maman de 2 en-
fants, une courageuse frangaise (Paris: Editions de 'Union des Femmes Frangaises, coll. “Héroines
d’hier et daujourd’hui’, 1949), 15.
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Such an ideal can require taking maximum risks. As she wrote to Frenay,
“.. as for me, I have decided to see it through to the end. In losing life, I
would gain a peace that seems indescribable... This time, my life is in the
hands of God.”*!

During her imprisonment, she began a hunger strike in which she lost 12
kg, resulting in a hospital stay and then a transfer to Saint-Joseph Prison in
Lyon. On 30 October 1942, she learned that she had been sentenced to six
months in prison. The charges were: “distribution of foreign-inspired tracts;
publication of information or statements likely to exert an unfortunate influ-
ence on the minds of the French army or population; membership of a clan-
destine organisation whose aims and means of action are clearly subversive”.?
She decided to escape and pretended to be insane, leading to her transfer to
the Vinatier psychiatric hospital, which was not guarded like a prison. On 23
December 1942, a commando unit of Combat organised her liberation.

She was not of a cautious nature and she decided to return to the fight.
Frenay thought that for her safety, it would be best for her to go to London,
but she did not agree. Her husband also tried to dissuade her from contin-
uing her dangerous activities. She replied to him on 15 May 1943: “Life is
of little value, dying is nothing serious. The most important thing is to live
honourably and in line with the ideal one has chosen.””

Since she had been tried and had escaped, Berty Albrecht could not lead
a double life anymore. She lived a fully clandestine life under the pseudo-
nym Victoria. But she was arrested again on 28 May 1943 in Mécon, near
the place in which she was secretly living with Frenay, and again following
a denunciation. She was transferred to Montluc Fort in Lyon and then to
the Fresnes Prison near Paris. We do not have much information about
her final moments. On 31 May 1943, the Germans informed the Macon
Préfecture and the Dutch Ambassador in London (the Netherlands being
her husband’s country of birth) of the death of Berty Albrecht, without any
specifications. Her body was buried in the prison cemetery where it was
found and exhumed in May 1945. Soon after her death, different specula-
tions circulated about her death, mainly that she had been executed by the

21 Cited by Mireille Albrecht, Berty, 226.

22 Extrait des minutes du Greffe du Tribunal de Premiére instance de Lyon, département du Rhone.
30 October 1942. Jugement Ministere Public C/ FRENAY et autres. (Copy of the document in
possession of the author). The arrest warrant for Berty Albrecht is dated for 27 June 1942.

23 Quoted by Annie Fourcaut, “Berty Albrecht’, in Femmes extraordinaires, eds. Christine de Pisan
and Elisa Lemonnier (Paris, éditions de la Courtille, 1979), 246.

175



Robert Belot

Germans, by gunfire or by axe. After the exhumation in May 1945, Frenay
ordered an autopsy which revealed an injury at her neck: this led to the be-
lief that she had committed suicide by hanging, an assumption which was
later confirmed by a German report. The assumption that she took her own
life is also faithful to her constant desire to be in control of her own destiny
and not simply to endure.

How Berty Albrecht’s fate came to be included
in French collective memory

In the public memory in France, Berty Albrecht has become one of the
major symbols of women’s contribution to the French resistance. Very ear-
ly on, her memory became institutionalised by governmental structures,
though the French Communist Party also tried to appropriate her name.
In later decades, her feminist commitment from the prewar period also

received more attention.

Early recognition within the institutional martyrology
of the Resistance

Already during the war, Berty Albrecht was celebrated as a heroine and a
martyr of the Resistance. As mentioned at the beginning of this article, a
few months after her death, in August 1943, she was made a posthumous
“Companion of the Liberation” by de Gaulle, becoming one of the very rare
women to receive this honour. At the same time, Frenay wrote a vibrant
tribute to her, which was published on the front page of Combat under the
title “Vie et mort d’une francaise” (Life and death of a Frenchwoman), and
the subtitle “Madame Albrecht”** Beyond being nominated for the “Com-
panion of the Liberation” order, she also received other prestigious awards
posthumously: the Médaille Militaire, the Croix de Guerre avec palme, and
the Médaille de la Résistance. Shortly after the end of the war, memory of
Albrecht also became institutionalised through commemorative rituals.
Her public recognition was mainly due to Frenay and his influential role
in the French Resistance, which also led him to join General de Gaulles

24 Combat, 28 August 1943, Algiers.
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Government at a very young age, serving as his Minister for Prisoners, the
Deported and Refugees in 1944-1945. On 12 May 1945, Frenay requested
that the second anniversary of Albrecht’s death be marked with a ceremony
in “every region, every département, every area”. He specified that “speech-
es to mark the occasion should extol the memory of all the women in our
movement who gave their lives for their country”?

Some months later, de Gaulle asked Frenay to organise the events to
be held on 11 November 1945 commemorating the “victory” of 1918 and
honouring the memory of the heroes who died under the Occupation.
Frenay proposed establishing a place of remembrance at Mont-Valérien
near Paris “in honour of the French men and women of mainland France
and the overseas territories who died for France during the recent war”. The
German army had executed many members of the Resistance and hostag-
es — approximately one thousand - in the fortress of Mont-Valérien. The
ceremony took place over the course of three days. On 10 November, 15
bodies that had been chosen to be laid to rest in the Mont-Valérien vault
were transferred to Les Invalides. They included two women: Berty Albre-
cht and Renée Lévy, a Jewish French teacher who had been deported and
guillotined in 1943 in Cologne for her acts of resistance. All 15 people had
been chosen to represent different parts of society and of the resistance, as
part of an effort to reconcile France with itself.

The following day, the coffins were taken to Place de I'Etoile, where de
Gaulle, as head of the government, gave a short speech paying tribute to
those who had died for France whether “they fell in the light or in the shad-
ows” and who “recall our pain but also our victory”* After cannon fire
and the sounding of the sonnerie aux morts bugle call, the bells of Notre
Dame and all the churches of France rang out. Henri Frenay thought of his
comrades killed in action, but also of Berty: “It was indeed for France to
live that you fell on our path - you, Berty, whose coffin is here in front of
me; you, the tortured of Cologne; and you, Jacques Renouvin, Marcel Peck,
Jean-Guy Bernard and Claudius Billon. All of you from Combat, friends
known and unknown... And here we are, we, the survivors, who have made
it to the final destination we had set ourselves””

25 Henri Frenay, “Célébrons la mémoire de nos morts”, MLN. Bulletin intérieur du Mouvement de
libération nationale 12 May 1945.

26 Quoted in Frenay, La nuit finira, 557.

27 1Ibid.
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The first book to pay homage to Berty Albrecht was published in 1945
in Switzerland: Le Sacrifice du matin (The morning’s sacrifice), a wonder-
ful volume of memories written by Guillain de Bénouville, one of Frenay’s
closest friends during the Resistance. He provided us with a compelling
character study of Albrecht:

She had been suffocating inside the overly narrow circle of a claus-
trophobic world. She was a prisoner of material assets, all with a spe-
cific name marking out the space reserved to those believed to be the
favoured ones. She wanted something else, something more than hu-
man happiness, something she could not name but that required the
transformation of everything around her that revolted her and that
seemed unbearable - beginning with the poverty and destitution of
the men over whom injustice reigned.?®

In 1947, the Ministry for Youth, Arts and Literature produced a small
pamphlet in homage to the “heroes of the Resistance” It began with Berty

»

Albrecht, who was hailed as “the great Frenchwoman”, “the patriot’, “the

heroine”?

Communist glorification and exploitation

Berty Albrecht quickly became a figure of legend, even beyond official gov-
ernment structures. Her death was immediately perceived as a scandal. The
poet Louis Aragon, for example, wrote in Le crime contre lesprit (The crime
against spirit), his underground pamphlet published in autumn 1943:
“They will ask in astonishment what could have caused this distinguished
and intelligent woman to become a victim of the executioner, a first martyr
of the axe, as if that barbaric instrument sought to make her a symbol of
our culture that it wanted to behead”* It was therefore Aragon who played
a role in spreading the myth that Albrecht had been executed with an axe,
when it was still not clear that she had committed suicide.

28 Guillain de Bénouville, Le Sacrifice du matin (Geneva: La Palatine, 1945), 408.

29 “Heros de la Resistance”, La Documentation francaise illustree, no. 5, (february-march 1947).

30 Louis Aragon, Le crime contre lesprit (les martyrs) publié pendant l'illégalité par le témoin des mar-
tyrs (Paris: Comité national des écrivains, 1944), 3.
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Aragon was a member of the PCF and it is indeed in communist cir-
cles that we can also see efforts during and after the war to promote the
memory of Berty Albrecht. An important role was played by the Union of
French Women (Union des femmes frangaises — UFF), which gathered sev-
eral French Resistance women’s committees that had developed since 1941
with the support of the PCF and that published underground newspapers,
especially Femmes frangaises since January 1944. Already in the first issue,
before the war had ended, the newspaper referred to Berty Albrecht: “May
her name remain in your memories. Let us remember her example, like
that of all our martyrs. On dark days and in times of anxiety, let them give
us the courage to be worthy of them?™!

After UFF was established as an official association in November 1944,
its first congress was held in June 1945 in Paris. It paid tribute to three wom-
en who had paid their commitment to the Resistance with their lives: Dan-
ielle Casanova, Berty Albrecht and Suzanne Buisson.” Four years later, the
UFF published pamphlets as part of a project called to celebrate “Heroines
of Yesterday and Today”. One issue concentrated on Berty Albrecht. The
front cover focused on her motherhood as well as on her courage: “A moth-
er of two, a courageous Frenchwoman.” The cover also included the follow-
ing information, to emphasise her role as a martyr: “Beheaded by axe on 9
June 1943 The brochure’s content was well-researched. It included a letter
Berty sent to the secretary general of the French police (René Bousquet) on
19 June 1942 explaining why she was going on hunger strike while being
imprisoned. Mireille Elbaz-Albrecht, Berty Albrecht’s daughter, had given
this letter to the UFF so that it could be included in the commemorative
book to be given to Joseph Stalin for his 70th birthday in December 1948.%

It is clear that the PCF sought to annex Berty Albrecht’s legacy even
though she had never claimed to be a communist herself, despite having
communist friends. The political context is important in this respect. The
PCF had set itself against Frenay, who had engaged in politics after the war
as a humanist socialist and European federalist. It moreover sought to pres-
ent itself as the party that had done the most for the Resistance cause, de-
claring (wrongly) that “75.000 of its members had been shot”. Like this, it

31 Femmes frangaises, no. 1 (January 1944).

32 Danielle Casanova was a communist resistant who was deported to Auschwitz in 1943, where she
died of typhus. Suzanne Buisson was a socialist resistant and was murdered in Auschwitz in 1944.

33 Berthie Albrecht. Une maman de 2 enfants (see footnote 20 above).
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wanted to appropriate the martyrology of patriotic sacrifice, to conceal its
organic ties with the USSR and position itself as a legitimate political force.
In this context, it was a purportedly Soviet-supporting French patriot who
was honoured. This attempt to “nationalise” the resistance struggle also ex-
plains why the Communist Daniele Casanova, who died during deporta-
tion, was compared to Joan of Arc.**

The UFF described Berty Albrecht as follows: “Berthie (sic) Albrecht
was good, intrepid and a courageous patriot” The UFF’s narrative sought
to show that, although she was from a “privileged” background, “she was
sympathetic to the destitution of the lives of others and the injustice of the
human condition. She wanted her need for action, her unused youthful
strength and her knowledge to serve the disadvantaged.”*

Emphasising the traditional female gender role when talking about Ber-
ty Albrecht aligned with the UFF’s general focus on promoting maternal
values.*® “A good wife and mother, and an unrivalled mistress of the house”,
she and her husband (his profession as a banker is not mentioned and he is
presented as a “parasite”) played their part in society life in London. How-
ever, this did not quell “the impetuous and passionately generous woman”
within her. She therefore left London for Paris to “improve the lives of oth-
ers’, first and foremost the situation of women and children. According to
this story, that is why she visited the Soviet Union. She returned “full of
enthusiasm” and decided to focus on “the life of workers and their needs”,
joining the School for Factory Superintendents. The Resistance period in
this version of her story is incomprehensible because it is not made clear
to which movement she committed or with whom. The reason for such
obfuscation is that Frenay had been a sworn and public enemy of the Com-
munists since 1944. An attempt to politically exploit Albrecht’s memory
therefore laid behind this tribute of the UFFE, which was close to the PCFE.

34 See Dominique Loiseau, “C'Union des femmes francaises pendant les Trente Glorieuses: entre “ma-
ternalisme”, droit des femmes et communisme”, Le Mouvement Social 265, no. 4 (2018), 38.

35 Berthie Albrecht. Une maman de 2 enfants, 5-6.

36 Loiseau, “C'Union des femmes”; see also Dominique Loiseau, “Meéres ou combattantes, les aléas de
'héroisation’, in Le panthéon des femmes, figures et représentations des héroines, eds. Genevieve Der-
menjian, Jacques Guilhaumou and Martine Lapied (Paris: Publisud, 2004), 185-198.
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Since the 1980s: Emphasising Berty Albrecht’s role as feminist
besides the resistance

In the 1950s and 1960s, the memory of Berty Albrecht received less public
attention. This changed again gradually in the following decades, during
which several books were published about her.

A first step first was marked in 1973 by the publication of Henri Frenay’s
memoirs, La Nuit finira.”” In this important book, he addressed his differ-
ences with Jean Moulin - an iconic figure in the French Resistance who had
been de Gaulle’s delegate to unify the resistance movements within France
- but also told his story of Berty Albrecht, from before the war to the Resist-
ance. He was not afraid of revealing how she influenced his life and awak-
ened in him a new political awareness of the dangers of fascism and Nazism
in Europe. Albrecht appears in this book in the role of Pygmalion to Frenay;,
hero of the Resistance and herald of a federal Europe.

Frenay also encouraged Berty Albrecht’s daughter Mireille, who had
lived through the drama of the resistance struggle as an adolescent, to
write about her mother’s experiences. She wrote a biography published by
Frenay’s publisher in 1986. It is a personal but well-researched account, re-
vealing not only more of the story behind the heroine of the Resistance,
but also her previous causes and particularly her feminist commitment.
The book was republished in 2001 under the title: Vivre au lieu dexister:
La vie exceptionnelle de Berty Albrecht, Compagnon de la Libération (Living
instead of existing: The exceptional life of Berty Albrecht, Companion of
the Liberation).*®

Two years after that book’ first publication, in 1988, Frangois Mitter-
rand, the then-president of France, inaugurated a statue dedicated to Berty
Albrecht in the new district of Bercy in Paris, opposite the new Finance
Ministry. The statue by the artist Michele Forgeois consists of a two-me-
tre-tall oblong white marble flame and a lower part that includes small re-
liefs of Albrecht’s face.” The statue was intended to increase the visibility of

37 An English translation was published some years later: Henri Frenay, The Night Will End: Memoirs
of the Resistance (New York: Abelard-Schuman, 1976).

38 Mireille Albrecht, Vivre au lieu dexister: La vie exceptionnelle de Berty Albrecht, Compagnon de la
Libération (Monaco: Editions du Rocher, 2001).

39 For photos of the statue, see: Rédaction, “Paris: Hommage a Berty Albrecht, une oeuvre de Michele
Forgeois, monument hommage & une militante féministe, a une grande résistante — XIleme”, Paris

la Douce, 8 October 2021, https://www.parisladouce.com/2021/10/hommage-berty-albrecht.html.
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the women of the Resistance, who thus far had been poorly represented in
the public arena.®

The same year, on 15 March 1988, Mitterrand presented Frenay with
the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honour in the courtyard of Les Invalides.
This was the ultimate honour for Berty Albrecht’s companion and a pio-
neer of the Resistance in France, who died a few months later. Mitterand
had always had a close relationship with Frenay, who had had underground
connections with the family of his wife, Danielle Gouze; they had hidden
Frenay and Albrecht in 1942. It was also not altogether displeasing to Mit-
terand, the socialist president, that the Resistance might not be reduced
to de Gaulle’s contribution alone and to make clear that other people and
groups also played a crucial role.

There are different reasons for the new attention received by Albrecht
and more generally women in the Resistance from the 1970s on. One of
them is the development of the feminist movement and stronger attention
French society and political culture placed on equality between men and
women. Another one lies in the evolution of historiography, which is itself
connected to social sensibilities seeking to push back a kind of résistancial-
isme that focused on men bearing arms and military confrontation. Such
a focus meant that it neglected civilian resistance such as demonstrations,
strikes, propaganda activities or the rescue of Jews which had been less vis-
ible actions.*!

All together, Berty Albrecht’s role as a feminist has been brought more
to the fore in the last decades. In 2005, the historian Dominique Missika
published a biography on Berty Albrecht, which was republished in 2014,
with the subtitle Féministe et résistante (Feminist and resistant).*> In Mar-
seille, the city where she was born and grew up, different efforts were made
to promote her memory, emphasising her role as a feminist beyond her role
as resistant, and also foregrounding her local identity. A square overlooking
the old port of Marseille, next to her family home, was inaugurated on 27

40 Catherine Lacour-Astol, “Résistantes et résistance féminine: une mémoire chaotique” in Images des
comportements sous 'Occupation: Mémoires, transmission, idées regues, eds. Jacqueline Sainclivier,
Pierre Laborie and Jean-Marie Guillon (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2016); Michéle
Cointet-Labrousse, “Gender ou politique: le déficit d'image des femmes de la Résistance’, in Images
militantes, images de propagande, ed. Christian Amalvi (Paris: éditions du CTHS, 2010), 305-313.

41 Jacques Semelin, Sans armes face a Hitler. La résistance civile en Europe, 1939-1949 (Paris: Payot &
Rivages, 1989-1998), 44-45.

42 Dominique Missika, Berty Albrecht (Paris: Perrin, 2005/2014)
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September 1991. A marble plaque reads: “Berthie** Albrecht. Woman from
Marseille (Marseillaise). 1893-1943. Companion of the Liberation. Nation-
al Resistance Heroine. Co-founder of the Combat movement. Women’s
rights activist” Opposite is another plaque dedicated to Henri Frenay, who
had been the head of the military garrison in the city during some months
in 1940. Later on, a space in the Marseille History Museum was created
for her, with different artefacts linked to her life in Marseille, her feminist
commitment and her resistance activities. With the museum’s support, a
new biography of Berty Albrecht was also published in 2022, written by the
Marseille-based historian Robert Mencherini, involving new sources espe-
cially about the first decades of her life and her activities in the interwar
period. The subtitle brings together her commitments before and during
the war: “A feminist in the resistance”*

Mencherini’s book also includes an inventory of the plaques and mon-
uments in France bearing the name of Berty Albrecht: There are over 80
of them, mainly in towns where she lived. One of the latest inaugurations
of a street with her name occurred in Lyon in January 2006. Thanks to the
efforts of Lily Eigeldinger, a member of the Resistance, the local authori-
ties renamed rue Alexis Carrel (an extreme right-wing Vichy-supporting
eugenics doctor) as rue Berty Albrecht.** Besides more traditional com-
memorative forms, Berty Albrecht has also inspired street artists such as
C 215 (Christian Guémy) who painted a living and moving portrait of her
in a street near the Pantheon, as part of his 2019 “Illustres” collection that
aimed to give a face to famous names.* She has also become a character of
graphic novels: The publishing house Casterman launched the “Femmes en
Résistance” (Women in resistance) series in the 2010s. Of the four volumes
in the series, one is dedicated to Berty Albrecht.”

43 Her first name is written in two ways: Bertie and Berty. I have used Mireille’s preferred spelling,
with whom I have had a number of conversations.

44 Robert Mencherini, Berty Albrecht. De Marseille au Mont Valérien. Une féministe dans la Résistance
(Marseille: Gaussen, 2022). Emphasis in the title on “in” by me.

45 Robert Belot, “Géographie de la vie clandestine a Lyon du fondateur du mouvement Combat, Hen-
ri Frenay”, at Actes du colloque Les Compagnons de la Libération du Rhone, Préfecture de Lyon
(Musée de I'Ordre de la Libération, 2019), 51. https://www.ordredelaliberation.fr/sites/default/
files/media/fichers/Actes%20du%20Colloque%20de%20Lyon%20-%20DEF%281%29 0.pdf.

46 For more information see Ruby Comet, Street Art Paris, 26 August 2018, https://streetart-

paris.fr/documentary-illustres-c215-autour-pantheon-series-artworks-artist-christian-gue-

my-street-art-paris.
47 Benoit Cassel, Fernmes en Résistance. Berty Albrecht (Bruxelles: Casterman, 2015). The other volumes

are dedicated to Sophie Scholl, Amy Johnson and Mila Racine. For more information see: https://
www.casterman.com/Bande-dessinee/Catalogue/femmes-en-resistance-integrale/9782203224834.
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Conclusion

In the last decades, numerous historiographic studies have allowed us to
get much deeper insights into the place and the role of women within the
French resistance. There were not many resistance activities in 1940. How-
ever, among the first groups that developed in these early times, women of-
ten played crucial roles. Yet when the resistance movements became more
institutionalised, especially from 1942 on, women were only rarely part of
the highest deciding structures. Nevertheless, until the end of the war, they
continued to fulfil numerous often less visible but crucial roles within the
resistance.*®

Berty Albrecht largely reflects this reality. Similar to other women, she
began to develop resistance activities early and was pivotal in creating and
developing first resistance networks.” She was among the few women in
leading roles; other examples were Lucie Aubrac, who co-founded the
movement Libération-Sud and Genevieve de Gaulle, the niece of the Gen-
eral, who was member of the directing committee of another resistance
group, Défense de la France.® More women were active in social and logis-
tical functions, which were essential for the day-to-day life of the resistance,
for example as liaison agents. This more social dimension and tasks such
as organising a support system for interned resistance members and their
families, was also an important part of Albrecht’s clandestine work.

All in all, Berty Albrecht can be seen simultaneously as exceptional and
representative regarding the role of women in French resistance. This can
also be said regarding her memorialisation. We have seen that she was one
of very few women who were officially honoured, and this from a very early
stage on. We also see that her memorialisation continued in different ways
and phases until today. Fortunately, the public recognition of women and
their part in the resistance became stronger in the last decades. At the same
time, there has also been a certain tradition of downplaying her role by

48 For a good overview on the current state of research, see: Fabrice Grenard, “La place des femmes
dans le phénomene résistant”, La Lettre de la Fondation de la Résistance, no. 101 (June 2020), on-
line: https://www.fondationresistance.org/documents/lettre/LettreResistancel01.pdf. In English
language, see: Robert Gildea, Fighters in the shadow. A New History of the French Resistance (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), chapter 5: Une affaire de femmes.

49 Another example is the “réseau du Musée de 'lHomme” in Paris, which was initiated in July 1940 by
the librarian Yvonne Oddon, who recruited first members. Before it was dismantled in spring 1941,
the group counted 11 women from 32 members in total. Grenard, La place des femmes, I11.

50 Ibid.
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calling her “the secretary of Henri Frenay”. Her daughter Mireille mentions
this for example in her biography and how much this description irritated
her to the point that it was one of her motivations for writing her book.

The role of secretary is definitely not accurate for describing the rela-
tionship between Berty Albrecht and Henri Frenay. Their complementary
partnership played a decisive role in both lives and in the development of
the resistance movement Combat; at the same time, both had their own
existence before and during the war. Frenay also saw Berty Albrecht as a
person on her own, for example when he wrote that she “gave everything to
the Resistance and to France: her comfort, her liberty, her family and now
her life”' From her early adulthood on, Berty Albrecht chose to not be lim-
ited by social conventions and to live a life to improve humanity. We can see
her entry in the resistance as a logical step in continuity with her previous
beliefs and commitments. It is rare for someone’s fate to be sealed by such
consistency between their action and the ideal for which they are prepared
to risk their life and cut themselves off from comfort and conformity.

51 Frenay, La nuit finira, 344.
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Women in the Partisan Movement from the Territory of

the Independent State of Croatia: Quantitative Analysis

of the Regional, National, Urban, Age and Professional
Structure of Losses

Dragan Cvetkovic¢

The present paper’ deals with the gender structure of the Yugoslav Partisan
movement in the territory of the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna
drzava Hrvatska - NDH). It focuses on the role of women in the movement
(partizanke), through a quantitative-statistical analysis.

The target group in the study is the fallen members of the liberation,
antifascist, and revolutionary movement from NDH territory, which was
mainly organised and led by members of the Communist Party of Yugo-
slavia (Komunisticka partija Jugoslavije — KPJ). Members of the Partisan
movement (Partisans) are understood as all members of units that changed
names several times during the war, from the People’s Liberation Partisan
Detachments of Yugoslavia (Narodnooslobodilacki partizanski odredi Jugo-
slavije - NOPOYJ) in 1941 to the Yugoslav Army (Jugoslovenska armija - JA)
in 1945. The analysed time frame covers the period of the Partisan move-
ment’s existence from July 1941 until the end of the war in May 1945. The
spatial framework considered in the study was determined by the division
of Yugoslavia carried out by the Axis Powers after the brief April War in
1941, of which the NDH represented the largest part.

The historiography in Yugoslavia and in its successor states, as well as
in other countries, did not bypass the issue of women’ participation in the
Partisan movement. The published works mostly constitute qualitative re-
search or belong to memoir historiography, allowing for a better knowledge

1 The views and conclusions contained in this paper do not necessarily reflect the official views of the
Genocide Victims Museum.
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of different aspects of the role of women in the Partisan movement.? How-
ever, various questions remain. For example, we lack comprehensive quan-
titative data about participants of the Partisan movement in Yugoslavia or
its parts, and therefore also of the women who participated in it. In the
aforementioned works, there were quantitative attempts to show the na-
tional, age, professional, and urban structure of female Partisans. There
were also attempts to analyse their representation in the Partisan movement
as a whole, in certain parts of the observed territory, or in certain units.
But these analyses were based on smaller quantitative and not necessarily
representative samples.’ The problem also comes from the fact that the ex-
isting data in the archival material on women’s participation in the Partisan
movement mainly refer solely to their presence in the units, while in other
segments of the movement, they are invisible. Also regarding the presence
in the units, the available archival documents do not equally cover various
parts of the army and different time periods. We know, for example, that in
November 1942, women were 2,24% of the overall number in six and a half
brigades under the Operational Headquarters for the Bosnian Krajina.* In
December 1944, in the 3rd Corps of the People’s Liberation Army of Yugo-
slavia (Narodnooslobodilacka vojska Jugoslavije - NOV]), women made up
6,05% of the composition. In the same period, in two brigades (10th and
14th) of the 29th Herzegovinian Division, women were 2,29% and 4,96% of
the overall total, respectively; cumulatively, the number was 3,56%.° How-
ever, in the overviews of the 5th Corps, no data were given on the number
of women in the units, while a little earlier, in the Third Detachment (Srem)

2 We highlight some of the titles: Jelena Batini¢, Women and Yugoslav Partisans: A History of World
War II Resistance (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Barbara Jancar-Webster, Wom-
en and Revolution in Yugoslavia (Denver: Arden Press, 1990); Ivana Panteli¢, “Yugoslav female
partisans in World War II", Cahiers balkaniques, vol. 41, no. 1 (2013), 239-250, https://journals.
openedition.org/ceb/3971; Marija Soljan, ed. Zene Hrvatske u Narodnooslobodilackoj borbi, Vol-

umes 1-2 (Zagreb: Glavni odbor Saveza zenskih drustava Hrvatske, 1955); Rasim Hurem and Jas-
mina Musabegovi¢, eds. Zene Bosne i Hercegovine u narodnooslobodilackoj borbi 1941-1945. godine:
sje¢anja ucesnika (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1977); Mila Beokovi¢, Zene heroji (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1967);
Dasko Milinovi¢ and Zoran Petakov, eds. Partizanke. Zene u narodno oslobodilackoj borbi (Novi
Sad: Cenzura, 2010); Danilo Keci¢, ed. Zene Vojvodine u ratu i revoluciji (Novi Sad: Historical
Institute, 1984).

3 For example, in Jancar-Webster, Women and Revolution, the statistical conclusions are based on a
sample of 525 women, mostly KP] members. However, most women (and men) who were part of
the Partisan movement were not KPJ members.

4 Zbornik dokumenata i podataka o narodnooslobodilackom ratu jugoslovenskih naroda (ZNOR)
(Beograd: Vojnoistorijski institut, 1954 - 1968), IV-8, 10-11.

5 ZNOR,1V-31, 533, 813, 782.
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of the 3rd Operational Zone of Croatia in May 1943, the documents indi-
cate that there 4,75% of the Partisans were women.® A few things are cer-
tain: many women joined the Partisan movement and army during the war,
their presence varied through the years, and their presence was not equal in
different parts of the NDH. It is also certain that the available archival data
provide us only with partial insights in their representation in the Partisan
movement in the NDH.

This paper aims to partially eliminate the lack of quantitative data in
research, through statistical analysis of women Partisan casualties from
NDH territory, in order to provide insight into the women in the move-
ment, more precisely their regional, national, urban, age, and professional
structure. The basic source for this research is the listing “Victims of the
War 1941-1945”, which was established in 1964 and which has been partial-
ly revised since the 1990s. The original listing was compiled by the Federal
Bureau of Statistics of Socialist Yugoslavia with the intent of collecting war
damages from Germany. It determined that 597.323 people were killed on
the territory of socialist Yugoslavia, roughly a third of whom (30,70%) lost
their lives as members of the Partisan movement (183.256).” The listing
commission considered that the results covered 56% to 59% of the over-
all number of deaths, which was estimated to be between 1.016.000 and
1.066.000, not counting deaths of “collaborators”. The obtained result was
far from the 1.700.000 war losses that was the officially proclaimed and
generally accepted number in socialist Yugoslavia. Therefore, using the
listing data was banned until 1992. Using a variety of archival material,
literature, and survey forms, the Federal Statistical Office (Savezni zavod za
statistiku — SZS), assisted by the Genocide Victims Museum (Muzeja Zrta-
va genocida — MZG) in Belgrade, worked from 1995-1999 on revising the
listing, cross-checking the existing data in the listing with data from other
sources. The idea is that the revision should include all people who lived in
the territory of Yugoslavia, regardless of their national, religious, political,
and military affiliation, and to also determine the number of Roma peo-
ple who were not listed as a separate nationality. Since 2003, the MZG has
independently revised the listing. To this point, the revision process has

6 ZNOR,I-6,310.
7 Zrtve rata 1941-1945 (rezultati popisa) (Beograd: Savezni zavod za statistiku, 1966, reprint Beo-
grad: Savezni zavod za statistiku, 1992), 10.
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landed on the number of 657.194 victims, 173.549 of which were part of
the Partisan movement from the territory of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia.®

To analyse the regional, national, urban, age, and professional structure
of the 173.549 Partisans who lost their lives, specifically the women within
this total number, we have compared these numbers mainly with the data
produced by the Kingdom of Yugoslavia’s 1931 census, the last pre-war cen-
sus. Of course, statistical analysis of the losses and the produced results do
not allow a one-to-one transcription of percentages to the totality of all
Partisans from NDH territory and from other parts of Yugoslavia. Further-
more, we need to be aware that statistical analysis also has its limits, and
that in our case, we compare deaths from 1941 to 1945 with demograph-
ic data from 1931. Since it is difficult to establish precise numbers for the
1941-1945 period, we prefer to use percentages of the population in our
work instead of raw numbers.” Also, we are aware that not everything can
be quantified. One example of this is the important role of persons who
were not part of the Partisans but assisted Partisans in various ways. How-
ever, this statistical analysis has a value in and of itself and certainly con-
stitutes a stimulating indicator for further discussion about the regional,
national, age, and professional structure of Partisans in the NDH and in
Yugoslavia all together.

The Kingdom of Yugoslavia’s military collapse in the short April War
of 1941 led to the disintegration of the country. The country was divided
into eight parts, each of different sizes and demographic potential, and with
different legal statuses. According to the 1931 census, 13.934.038 persons
lived in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia at that time, and the territory on which
the NDH was formed in 1941 had 5.559.420 inhabitants, 39,90% of Yugo-
slavia’s population.'® The national structure of the population in the newly
formed state was heterogeneous, consisting of 47,58% Croats, 13,00% Mus-
lims (who were treated as members of the Croat nation of the Islamic faith),

8  For more information on the listing of “Victims of the War”, see Dragan Cvetkovi¢, “Gubici pripad-
nika partizanskog pokreta sa teritorije Jugoslavije 1941 — 1945” (PhD diss., University of Belgrade,
2016), 6-10.

9  From 1931 to 1941, there was an estimated population growth from 11% to 13%. However, the
number ratios among the observed territories and nations did not change much.

10 The calculation for the NDH population and the size of the settlements was based on the 1931
census. Definitivni rezultati popisa stanovnistva od 31.3.1931. godine knjiga I; Prisutno stanovnistvo,
broj kuéa i domacinstava (Beograd: Drzavna §tamparija, 1937).
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32,02% Serbs, and 7,40% of other and unknown nationalities.!! Women
were half the population on the territory of the NDH (50,70%), 2.818.626
persons in all. Their positions were determined by the restrictive frame-
work of a state and society with conservative and traditionally oriented
national communities. Women had no voting rights and were mostly fi-
nancially dependent, with the beginning of the emancipation limited to the
small portion of them who lived in larger cities.

The 1941-1945 war in Yugoslavia was not only a war of liberation
against the occupation forces, but also a civil war, and the war on the ter-
ritory of the NDH was more violent and complex than in any other part of
Yugoslavia.'? All the national, political, ideological, religious and economic
contradictions and divisions that existed in this territory before the war
were amplified by the wartime circumstances. The creation of the NDH
led by the fascist Ustasha movement, with its systematic terror against the
Serb, Jewish and Roma populations, reactions against these politics and the
cycle of violence and counter-violence, repression by the German and Ital-
ian occupation forces, and emergence of different forces fighting against
each other, created the conditions for mass suffering. Of the 657.194 iden-
tified war deaths in Yugoslavia, 70,81% (465.366) were civilians. Just under
three-quarters (73,39%) of the civilians killed came from the NDH." In the

11 The calculation of nationality was made based on Definitivni rezultati popisa stanovnistva od 31.
marta 1931. godine, vol. 2, Prisutno stanovnistvo prema veroispovesti (Beograd: Drzavna $tampar-
ija, 1938) and Demografska statistika, Stanovnistvo predratne Jugoslavije po veroispovesti i matern-
jem jeziku po popisu od 31-1II-1931. god., pregled po srezovima (Beograd: Drzavni statisticki ured
Demokratske Federativne Jugoslavije, 1945).

12 More in Ivo Goldstein, Croatia 1918 - 2008, (Zagreb: Novi Liber, 2008); Rasim Hurem, Bosna i
Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu 1941 - 1945 (Zagreb: Plejada - BNZG - University Press,
2016); Enver Redzi¢, Bosna i Hercegovina u Drugom svjetskom ratu (Sarajevo: OKO, 1998). Stevan
K. Pavlovi¢, Hitlerov novi antiporedak, Drugi svetski rat u Jugoslaviji (Beograd: Klio, 2009) (Cyril-
lic); Jozo Tomasevich, Rat i revolucija u Jugoslaviji 1941-1945, Okupacija i kolaboracija (Zagreb:
Liber, 2010); Branko Petranovic, Istorija Jugoslavije, vol. 2 (Beograd: Nolit, 1988).

13 Most civilian casualties from the NDH were Serbs (66,48%). Their representation in losses was
2,07 times higher than their share in the population. Civilian losses of Croats and Muslims were
4,66 and 1.67 times lower, respectively, than their share of the NDH’s population. The Jewish and
Roma communities were almost entirely destroyed. Dragan Cvetkovi¢, “Jasenovac Concentration
Camp and its Role in the Destruction of the NDH People - Calculation of the Possible Number
of Victims Based on the Partially Revised 1964 Census’, in Jasenovac Concentration Camp. An Un-
finished Past, eds. Andrijana Benc¢i¢ Kuznar, Danijela Luci¢ and Stipe Odak (London: Routledge,
2023), 138-187. More on losses in this area: Dragan Cvetkovi¢, “Geostatistical analysis of human
losses in Jasenovac concentration camp’, History of the 20th century, 1 (2019): 93-120; Igor Graovac
and Dragan Cvetkovi¢, Human losses in Croatia 1941-1945: Questions, examples, results... (Zagreb:
Naklada Dijalog, 2005); Dragan Cvetkovi¢, “Bosna i Hercegovina — numeri¢ko odredenje ljudskih
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war on NDH territory, women made up 35,89% of the perished civilians
(116.065).

Women among Partisan losses from NDH territory

Out of 173.549 persons killed as members of the Partisan movement in the
entire Yugoslavia during the war, the revised listing “Victims of the War
1941 - 1945 identified 89.221 persons from NDH territory. This is 51,41%
of the total losses. Starting and developing already at the beginning of the
war, the Partisan movement on NDH territory went through several phas-
es. Its main feature was permanent numerical and organisational strength-
ening. The movement was extremely active through constant fighting with
the enemy, and as a result, its total losses during the war constantly in-
creased. The dynamics of the losses suffered were not constant; the biggest
losses were recorded in 1943 and 1944, during which two-thirds of the total
number of killed Partisans died. The national structure of losses of Parti-
sans from the NDH territory shows that Serbs were 67,35% (60.093) of the
victims, Croats were 23,16%, (20.665), and Muslims were 6,89% (6.146).
62,32% of the Serb victims lost their lives during the war’s first three years,
while roughly two-thirds of Croats (68,90%) and Muslims (69,08%) each,
were killed in the last two years of the war."”” Acting as a guerilla movement
during most of the war, and switching to a combination of frontal and gue-
rilla warfare at the end of 1944, the Partisan movement mostly suffered
losses in battles or as a result of them (people who were wounded and then
died). Furthermore, Partisans were often shot immediately after capture,
or died in concentration camps, later in prisoner of war camps. Also, many
died of infectious diseases.

gubitaka u Drugom svetskom ratu’, in Godisnjak muzeja Zrtava genocida - tematski broj: Prilozi
istrazivanja zloc¢ina genocida i ratnih zlocina, ed. Jovan Mirkovi¢ (Beograd: Muzej Zrtava genocida,
2009), (Cyrillic), 79-156.

14 Among the female civilian victims of the NDH, Serb women accounted for 65,30% of the losses,
Jewish women 8,24%, Croat women 7,06%, Roma women 6,80%, Muslim women 5,77%, and other
and unknown nationalities 6,82%.

15 For more information on the national structure of the losses suffered by the Partisan movement
from the NDH, see: Dragan Cvetkovi¢, “The National Components of the Losses of the Partisan
Movement of Yugoslavia from the Territory of the Independent State of Croatia’, in Anti — Axis
Resistance in Southeastern Europe 1939 - 1945, eds. John Paul Newman, Ljubinka Skodri¢ and Rade
Ristanovi¢ (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 105-125.
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Guided by the principle of gender equality, the KPJ, as the Partisan move-
ment’s future ideological leader, was eager to address both men and women
from the beginning of the war. The KPJ Central Committee’s first war procla-
mation on 15 April 1941, for example, directly addressed “working men and
women”.'® The war fought by the Partisans required participation of mem-
bers of both sexes. Women were active in different ways. They participated
in combat units, as nurses and as fighters — the latter from 1942 on. Indeed,
in February 1942, the Commander of the Yugoslav People’s Army insist-
ed on the importance of women being “accepted into the units not only as
nurses but also as fighters”."” Women were also active behind the frontlines.
Since the Partisans largely depended on built-up logistical support in the
rear, women were engaged in various jobs that were vital for the movement’s
survival such as medical service, political work, transporting the wounded,
supplying units with food and clothing, and performing courier services.'®

The inclusion and active participation of women in the Partisan move-
ment in the NDH appears in the fact that 6.811 of them were killed during
the war. This is 7,63% of the total losses suffered by Partisans on NDH ter-
ritory."”

16 The same was repeated in the declarations of the Regional Party Committee of Bosnia-Herzegov-
ina from May and the Central Committee of Communist Party of Croatia from June of the same
year. ZNOR, V - 1,7 and 35; IV - 1, 3.

17 Letter from the Supreme Commander of the Yugoslav People’s Army, dated 23 February 1942,
addressed to the delegates VS Kardelj and Ribar, ZNOR, II - 2, Belgrade, 1954, 436. According to
the recommendation, women were engaged in combat units. In Lika in 1942, the first combat units
— three companies — composed exclusively of women were formed. Nikola Ani¢, Sekula Joksimovi¢
and Mirko Guti¢, Narodno oslobodilacka vojska Jugoslavije (Belgrade: Institute of Military History,
1982), 176; Desanka Stoji¢, Prva Zenska partizanska ceta (Karlovac: Historijski arhiv, 1987). How-
ever, these were not permanent units and women fighters usually became part of mixed combat
units.

18 Vedrana Adamovi¢ and Marina Ljubi¢i¢ Bogunovi¢, U borbi rodene (Prijedor: Muzej Kozare -
Memorijalni muzej na Mrakovici, 2023); Xavier Bougarel, Kod Titovih partizana. Komunisti i
partizani u Bosanskoj krajini 1941-1945 (Sarajevo: Association for Modern History, 2023), 92-96.
This was especially pronounced in the case of women in zbeg (refuge): Fleeing the enemy, part of
the population would temporarily leave their settlements and hide in the mountains under the
protection of armed units, in this case, Partisan units. Most of the medical personnel in Lika in
August 1942 were women (ZNOR, V-30, 343-349). The same was true in the Partisan movement
throughout NDH territory. Porde Dragi¢, “Sanitetska sluzba u oruzanim sangama NOP-a u Bosni
i Hercegovini u narodnooslobodilackom ratu 1941-1945”; Ivan Kralj, “Nastanak i razvoj sanitetske
sluzbe u narodnooslobodila¢kom ratu u Hrvatskoj”, in Sanitetska sluzba u narodnooslobodilackom
ratu Jugoslavije 1941-1945, vol. II (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki i novinski centar, 1989), 9-142 and
199-432; Dino Dupanovi¢, Partizanske bolnice u Drugom svjetskom u ratu Bihackoj krajini, exhibi-
tion catalogue, ed. Sanja Horvatin¢i¢ (Biha¢: JU Muzej Unsko-sanskog kantona, 2023), 11, 18, 35.

19 Cvetkovi¢, Gubici pripadnika partizanskog pokreta, 841.
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Women 7,63%
(6,811)

Men 92,37%
(82,410)

Chart 1. NDH, Partisans - Gender structure of losses

From the Kingdom of Yugoslavia’s entire territory, 9.504 women were
among the 173.549 registered Partisan deaths.”” Women partisans from
NDH territory were therefore almost three-quarters (71,66%) of the total
number of women Kkilled in Yugoslavia’s Partisan movement. Thus, their
losses were 2.53 times higher than those of women Partisans from the rest
of Yugoslavia. Considering NDH territory’s population relative to that of
all Yugoslavia, women Partisans from NDH territory suffered 3,81 times
higher losses in real terms.

80
70

60

M % in population of

Yugoslavia
% 40
% in losses of Partisan
30 women

NDH Other territories
Chart 2. Yugoslavia, Partisans, women - Proportion of population and losses in NDH
compared to other territories of Yugoslavia

20 Ibid.
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Women were constantly present among the Partisans from the NDH
territory, on a smaller or larger scale, and their losses increased consist-
ently. However, there were important variations in the losses of women
Partisans in the five year span from 1941 to 1945.

m 746 3,521 1,688 688

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

W1941 1942 W1943 W1944 1945

Chart 3. NDH, Partisans, women — dynamics of losses

Losses during the second year of the war (746 dead, or 10,95%) were
nominally 4,43 times higher than in the year of the uprising (2,47%). How-
ever, given the different periods of existence of the movement in these years
(12 versus six months), the loss in 1942 was 2,22 times higher in real terms.
The decisive battles for the Partisan movement’s survival in 1943, the Battle
of the Neretva in the first months of the year and the Battle of Sutjeska in
May-June, in which women Partisans played an important role, increased
the death toll to 3.521, just over half the total losses (51,69%), and 4,72 times
higher than the previous year. The overcoming of the crisis in the middle of
1943, followed by the significantly increasing involvement of supporters in
the Partisan movement, reduced the need for mass participation of women
in the units during the war’s last two years. Losses (1.688 persons or 24,78%
in 1944 and 688 persons or 10,10% in 1945) decreased by 2,08 and 2,45
times compared to previous years.” This appears also in the fact that in the
final period of the war, women were not invited to training centres for new
fighters. In all five corps operating on Croatian territory in October 1944,
there was not a single woman among the newly mobilised personnel in the
training centres.”

21 The death rate of female Partisans in the four and a half months of war in 1945 was 1,09 times
higher than in the previous year, but it was still almost twice as low (1,91 times) as in 1943.

22 ZNOR, V-34, 560. Since 1944, there had been a planned withdrawal of female nurses from combat
units and their sending to hospitals in the rear or to various political duties in working with the
people, especially with those women who had a longer service in the movement, as with expe-
rienced and proven staff loyal to the movement. Barbara N. Wiesinger, “Rat partizanki - Zene u
oruzanom otporu u Jugoslaviji 1941-1945”, Historijska traganja, 4, 2009.
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Chart 4. NDH, Partisans — Losses according to gender and year of death

The absolute dominance of men in the Partisan movement lasted
throughout the war. The percentage of women among Partisan losses in
the NDH was stable for most of the war. Women accounted for between
4,25% and 6,38% of the casualties, annually. The exception was 1943, when
the need for women amid the movement’s crucial struggles for survival was
exceptionally great and the percentage of Partisan losses that were women
doubled, reaching 11,66%.

The share of women Partisans who were killed during the first two years
of war (13,42%) was 1,39 times lower than the share of men killed in that
period (18,72%). In the last two years of the war, it was 1,40 times lower
(34,88% vs. 48,89%), but in 1943, it was 1,60 times higher than the share
of men killed in the same year (51,69% vs. 32,38%). This underlines 1943’
importance for the Partisan movement in general, and the significant con-
tribution of women in combat this year.

Regional structure of the losses of Partisan women from the NDH

NDH territory included most of Croatia (with major parts of Dalmatia and
Croatian Littoral annexed by Italy and Medimurje and Baranja annexed by
Hungary), Bosnia and Herzegovina and Srem, in Vojvodina. Overall, we
can distinguish 12 regions in this territory: Northwestern Croatia, Slavo-
nia, Banija, Kordun, Lika, Gorski kotar with Croatian Littoral (partially),
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Dalmatia (partially), Bosnian Krajina, Central Bosnia, Eastern Bosnia,
Herzegovina and Srem.” The Partisans acted across the whole NDH ter-
ritory and succeeded in engaging women in all regions. However, the en-
gagement and the loss rates of partizanke varied significantly in different

parts of the territory.
Srem 6,9%
Herzegovina 1,83% (470) Northwestern Croatia 6,53%
(125) (445)

Slavonija 6,9%

Eastern Bosnia 6,21% (470)

(423)

Central Bosnia 3,04%
(207)
Banija 11,8%
(804)

Bosanska krajina 20,42%
(1,391)

Kordun 16,81%
(1,145)

Dalmatia (part) 5,2%
(354)

GKCC (part) 1,97% T Lika12,38%
(134) (843)

Chart 5. NDH, Partisans, women — Losses according to regional affiliation

Out of 12 regions in NDH territory, the majority of perished female Par-
tisans originated from the following four regions: Bosnian Krajina (20,42%
of the overall losses), Kordun (16,81%), Lika (12,38%) and Banija (11,80%).
If we compare the population in these regions with the overall population
in the NDH, we can also see that in all these four regions the proportion
of the losses of female Partisans was higher than the population average:
4,99% times higher in Kordun, 3,94 times in Lika, 3,69 times in Banija, and
1,74 times in Bosnian Krajina. For the other regions, the proportion of per-
ished women was below the general population average, except for Srem,
where it was 1,21 times higher. All together, Partisan women from Bosnian
Krajina, Kordun, Lika and Banija accounted for 61,41% of female losses,

23 These regions were not administrative units during the NDH. I created them for this research to
categorise Partisan deaths from those regions. They consisted of municipalities or their parts ac-
cording to the administrative division of 1964.

197



Dragan Cvetkovi¢

while these four regions accounted for 21,47% of the NDH population. A
possible explanation for the high percentage of female recruits from these
four regions is that Kordun, Lika, Banija and Bosnian Krajina were particu-
larly exposed to Ustasha terror and were one of the Partisan movement’s
strongest bastions in the NDH from 1941.

The national structure of killed female Partisans from NDH
territory

The Partisan movement in the NDH brought together members of all the
territory’s nationalities. There were many motivations for women to join
the Partisan movement, ranging from ideological commitment (especially
for the minority who were KP] members), to escaping from war-ravaged
villages, to various personal reasons.** Overall, the presence of women of
different nationalities in the Partisan movement was influenced by a range
of factors: the development of the Partisan movement as a whole and/or in
certain areas, the women’s degree of emancipation and willingness to join
the movement, and their degree of vulnerability, which played a key role for
Serb women involved in the movement.

Muslim women 2,45% Other and unknown 2,44%
(167) (166)

Croat women (14,34%)
©977)

Serb women (80,77%)
(5,501)

Chart 6. NDH, Partisans, women — National structure of losses

24 For more about various reasons for which women joined the Partisan movement see, for example:
Batini¢, Women and Yugoslav Partisans, 226-230.
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The losses suffered by women Partisans from NDH territory were not the
same according to their nationality. The most numerous were Serb women
(5.501), who represented roughly four-fifths of them (80,77%). Croat wom-
en represented 14,34% (977), Muslim women 2,45% (167) and members
of other and unknown nationalities 2,44% (166). Among the killed female
Partisans of other and unknown nationalities, Jewish women (54) made up
a third of the losses (32,53%). In comparison to their representation in the
population of the NDH, the proportion of Serb women killed as Partisans
was 2,52 times higher, while the proportion of Croat and Muslim women
was 3,32 and 5,31 times lower, respectively.

Looking at the total Partisan losses of women and men within national
groups, women accounted for 9,16% of Serb losses. A significant share was
also among members of other and unknown nationalities (7,17%), while
women were 4,73% of Croat Partisans’ overall losses, and women made up
2,72% of the total deaths of Muslim Partisans.

In comparison with the losses of Serb Partisans among men of all na-
tional groups (66,24%), the proportion of Serb women among female Parti-
sans was 1,22 times higher (80,77%). Compared to the proportion of Croat
and Muslim men in the total losses of male Partisans (23,89 and 7,25%, re-
spectively), the proportion of Croat women and Muslim women in the loss-
es of Partisan women was 1,66 and 2,96 times lower, respectively. Among
members of other and unknown nationalities, the participation of men and
women in the losses of comrades of the same sex was almost equal.

100%
90%
80%

70% M Serbs

60%
M Croats
50%
Muslims
40%

30% M Others and

unkown
20% 20,665 19,688
10%
6,146 5,979
0% | |
Total Men Women

Chart 7. NDH, Partisans, women — Representation in gender losses
according to nationality

199



Dragan Cvetkovi¢

When looking at the chronology of the losses, a majority of Serb and
Muslim female Partisans lost their lives in 1943 (55,10% and 41,29%, re-
spectively), while the most important losses among Croat women occurred
in 1944-45 (55,68%). Serb women always represented the large majority of
Partisans womens’ total losses (86,32% in 1941-2, and 70,75% in 1944-5).
However, the share of women from other groups grew over the time, es-
pecially for Croat women (from 7,88% in 1941-42 to 22,90% in 1944-45),
reflecting the general increase of Croats among the losses of Partisans from
NDH over the years.”

W Serb women
B Croat women
Muslim women
M Others and unknown
|0 | — ) A— ﬁ J‘ll-

1941 1942 1943 1944 1945
Chart 8. NDH, Partisans, women — Representation in losses
according to nationality and year of death
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We can also see some regional differences. In Lika, for example, where
according to the 1931 census, 96.468 Serbs lived (55,32% of the total pop-
ulation) and 77.470 Croats (44,43%), the percentages of the losses were
95.14% and 4.77%, respectively; in Eastern Bosnia, with 361.527 Muslims
(41,77% of the total population), 348.224 Serbs (40,24%), and 128.176 Cro-
ats (14,81%), the percentages of the losses were 14,89%, 71,87% and 7,56%,
respectively. The Muslim population lived almost exclusively in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and in the four regions there, female Muslim Partisans made
up 7,69% of the overall total of Partisan deaths, 3,14 times more than their
share in the entire NDH, but also 4,02 times less than their representation

25 See: Cvetkovi¢, “The National Components of the Losses™
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in the population of these four regions (30,90%).>¢ Also, we need to keep
in mind that a particularly important number of Croat Partisans, including
women, came from the large parts of Dalmatia annexed by Italy in 1941,
but they do not appear in the present statistical analysis since these territo-
ries were outside of the NDH.

The overall high percentage of Serb women among the losses reflects the
general high percentage of Serb Partisans among the Partisan movement’s
losses in the NDH.” The direct and existential threat the Ustasha regime
presented to the Serb population resulted in the Partisan movement mainly
being joined by Serbs — both men and women - at the outset. This con-
tributed to slowing the inclusion of women from other national groups.?
Additionally, there was often a conservative male resistance against women
making any political or military commitments, especially in rural areas, and
particularly in Muslim communities.” However, the Partisan leadership
was eager to attract men and women from all nations and ethnic groups,
and the number of Croat and Muslim women in the Partisan movement
grew over time. One motivation for these women to join the Partisans was
certainly that they were also affected by interethnic violence, particularly
attacks by Chetniks. Joining Partisan forces was a way to gain protection
against such violence and/or seek revenge.*

The urban structure of the killed women Partisans from NDH
territory

The NDH was a mainly rural society. The vast majority of the population
lived in settlements under 10.000 inhabitants.* This was true for all nation-

26 If we look only at the four regions of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Partisan women who were Serbs
(1.841) made up 85,79% of the victims, Muslim women (165) 7,69%, Croat women (89) 4,15%, and
women of other and unknown nationalities (51) 2,37% (of which 15 or 29,41% were Jewish women).

27 See: Cvetkovi¢, “The National Components of the Losses”.

28 Cf. Batini¢, Women and Yugoslav Partisans, 169-70: “The initial preponderance of Serbs proved
an obstacle in attracting other groups, who perceived the Partisans primarily as a Serb movement.
On the other hand, Serbs were often hostile to the peoples of other ethnoreligious backgrounds,
particularly toward Croats and Muslims, whom they indiscriminately considered pro-Ustasha.”

29 Marko Attila Hoare, Bosnian Muslims in the Second World War: A History (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2014), 60-61.

30 Batini¢, Women and Yugoslav Partisans, 227.

31 Of the 11.343 settlements on NDH territory, 21 towns had over 10.000 inhabitants: Zagreb, Sa-
rajevo, Zemun, Osijek, Banja Luka, Karlovac, Mostar, Bjelovar, Slavonski Brod, Sisak, Varazdin,
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al communities and ethnic groups (94,48% of Serbs, 88,03% of Croats and
89,02% of Muslims). The proportion of Serbs in rural areas was particu-
larly high, while relatively more Croats, Muslims and other groups lived
in towns. These realities are also reflected in the losses of Partisan women.

Of the total losses of female Partisans, most were from smaller settle-
ments, while 6,47% of the victims (411) came from settlements with over
10.000 inhabitants. This is 1,61 times less representation in the losses com-
pared to the part of the NDH population that lived in these cities (10,42%).

100% 170
90% 162
48
80% 7
70%
60%
Cities with over 10,000
500 inhabitiants
W Settlements with less than

40% 10,000 inhabitants
30%
20%
10%

0%

Serb women Croat women Muslim Others and
women unkown

Chart 9. NDH, Partisans, women — Representation in losses
according to nationality and settlement size

Almost all the Serb women (97,10%) who were killed in the Partisan
movement and were from the territory of the NDH came from settlements
with under 10.000 inhabitants. Their representation in the losses was 1,16
and 1,36 times higher than that of Croat women (83,42%) and Muslim
women (71,26%) from settlements of the same size, and it was 1,70 times
higher than that of women of other and unknown nationalities (57,23%).
On the other hand, more than a quarter of all killed women Partisans of
Muslim (28,74%) and 16,58% of Croat nationalities came from cities with

Vinkovci, Virovitica, Vukovar, Dubrovnik, Sremska Mitrovica, Ruma, Bijeljina, Konjic, Tuzla, and
Kozarac. There were also 27 smaller towns with between 5.000 and 10.000 inhabitants.
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over 10.000 inhabitants. That was 9,91 and 5,72 times higher representation
than among women Partisans who were Serbs (2,90%) from settlements of
the same size, while the representation of Muslim women was 1,73 times
higher than that of Croat women. The highest representation in the loss-
es of female Partisans from settlements with over 10.000 inhabitants was
among women of other and unknown nationalities (42,77%), 1,49 times
higher than among Muslim women Partisans and 14,75 times higher than
among female Partisans who were Serbs.
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over 10,000 inhabitants

20
Proportion of losses
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Chart 10. NDH, Partisans, women - Representation in the population and
share of losses of cities with more than 10,000 inhabitants by nationality

Representation in female Partisan losses among those who came from
cities of over 10.000 inhabitants did not follow the size of the population
that lived in them. It was 1,38 times higher among Croat women victims,
2,07 times higher among other and unknown nationalities, and 2,62 times
higher among Muslim women, while their representation among killed
female Partisans who were Serbs was 1,92 times lower. Thus, the loss of
Croat Partisan women from cities with over 10.000 inhabitants, compared
to Croat women from settlements with under 10.000 inhabitants was real-
istically 1,46 times higher. For Muslim women and members of other and
unknown nationalities, it was 3,27 and 2,87 times higher, while it was real-
istically twice as low (1,98 times) in the case of Serb Partisan women who
were killed.
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Age structure of women Partisans from NDH territory

The Partisan movement accepted people of all ages into its ranks. When
looking at the age structure of female Partisan losses from NDH territory,
the most striking is their very young age. Over half (52,44%) of the Parti-
san women killed were between 15 and 24 years old (3.572 persons), while
12,55% were between 25 and 34 (855 persons) and 8,20% were between
35 and 44 (706 persons). The remaining 26,81% of female Partisan losses
belonged to other age groups or were of unknown age. The young age struc-
ture was characteristic of the losses in the partisan movement as a whole, as
the proportion of losses among men between the ages of 15 and 24 was at
53,75%, very similar to the proportion of women in this age group.”
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Chart 11. NDH, Partisans, women — Age structure of losses according to nationality
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Women Partisans between 15 and 24 years of age were the largest group
among all nationalities, though the proportion varied among them. Young
women in this age group accounted for just over four-fifths of Muslim wom-
en who were killed (83,83%), around two-thirds of Croat women (68,06%),
and almost half of the losses of Serb women (48,83%) and members of oth-
er and unknown nationalities (48,79%).

32 However, there were significant differences among other age groups. Losses between the ages of
25 to 34 and 35 to 44 among male victims (23.040, or 27,96% and 10.166, or 12,33%) were 2,23
and 1,50 times higher than among women. On the other hand, losses of other and unknown ages
among women were 4,50 times higher than among men (4.910, or 5,96%).
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The professional structure of the killed women Partisans from
NDH territory

The women Partisans from NDH territory who were killed belonged to dif-
ferent professional groups. Almost three-fifths (57,66%) of them were de-
pendents (housewives, children, elderly, people with special needs), while
a quarter were farmers (25,43%). A smaller part of the losses was made up
of schoolgirls and students (7,50%), business women (mainly artisans and
retailers) and workers (4,77%), experts, civil servants, members of liber-
al professions (journalists, artists, lawyers...) (1,82%) and of other or un-
known professions (2,82%).

Other and unknown 2,82%
(192)

Farmers 25,43%
(1,732)

Businesswomen,
— workers 4,77%
(325)
Experts, civil servants, clerks,

liberal professions 1,82%

Dependents 57,66% (124)

(3,927)

Pupils and students 7,5%
(511)

Chart 12. NDH, Partisans, women - Professional structure of losses

Social structure in pre-war society meant that women represented al-
most three-quarters of the killed Partisans who were dependents (72,62%),
which was 9,52 times higher than the average representation of dependents
in the movement’s total losses. Among the dependents, housewives were
the most numerous, though there were also a lot of girls under 18 who are
not part of the student category since most girls did not attend school.”

33 In the time of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, only a small portion of girls between the ages of seven
and 18 attended school. In the Vrbaska and Drinska banovina, for example, less than a third of
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When directly comparing men and women, the proportion of depend-
ents in the losses of women was 32,03 times higher than it was in men
(1,80%). Also, the share of schoolgirls and students in their losses (7,50%)
was 1,34 times higher than that of male Partisans (5,59%). Among killed
male Partisans, roughly two-thirds were farmers (66,47%), while that pro-
portion was 24,43% for women, 2,16 times less than for the men. Mem-
bers of liberal professions had equally low representation in the losses of
Partisans of both genders (0,16% each), and it was also very low regarding
civil servants, experts and clerks (1,82% for women and 2,42% for men).
When looking at the proportion of workers and businesswomen (artisans
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Chart 13. NDH, Partisans — Professional structure of losses according to gender

the children were included in the education system, and the percentage of girls among them was
minimal (especially among Muslim girls). Cf. Ljubodrag Dimi¢, Kulturna politika u Kraljevini Jugo-
slaviji, 1918-1941, vol. II (Beograd: Stubovi Kulture, 1997) (Cyrillic). Therefore, female literacy was
one of the main wartime tasks of the Antifascist Front of Women (Antifasisticka fronta Zena - AFZ).
This opens up the problem of the reliability of drawing conclusions about female participation in
the Partisan movement based on memoir literature published in post-war Yugoslavia. Testimonies
were left, mostly, by educated women from urban areas, who joined the movement at the end of the
war, mostly KP] members. They do not reflect the real situation on the ground during the war and
create a distorted picture of women’s participation in the movement.
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and retailers) among the killed women (4,77%), their share was 4,30 times
lower than that of men (20,52%).

Partisan women from all three majority nationalities represented in the
Partisan movement in the NDH had in common that more than half of
the victims within each nationality were dependents (Serb women 58,61%,
Croat women 56,09% and Muslim women 54,49%). Slightly less than a third
of the killed Serb Partisan women (29,19%) were farmers. This profession
was 2,64 and 6,97 times less represented among the killed Partisan women
who were Croats (11,05%) or Muslims (4,19%). Other professions — work-
ers, businesswoman (mainly artisans and small traders), schoolgirls and
students, officials and those in liberal professions - accounted for over a
quarter of the Croat women Partisans (28,86%) and nearly two-fifths of the
losses of the Muslim women Partisans (37,13%). Compared to the female
Serb losses (9,75%) they had 2,96 and 3,81 times less representation, respec-
tively. Nearly half (47,59%) of the killed women Partisans of other and un-
known nationalities from the NDH belonged to these professional groups.

Conclusion

Following the KPJ’s ideology and doctrine, women were a group that the
Partisan movement of Yugoslavia, and therefore its branch on NDH terri-
tory, tried to attract from the first days of the war, promising them political
and economic equality in the future society. In the complex social circum-
stances of a rural multinational community, before and during the war, the
inclusion of women in the Partisan movement was not simple. In the ex-
tremely complex war fought on NDH territory, more women joined the
Partisans than in the rest of Yugoslavia. This led to their greater death rate;
women made up 7,63% of the losses suffered by the Partisan movement
in this territory. Engaged mostly in the background activities, but also the
military units, women were killed throughout the entire war, with half of
the losses suffered in 1943, the most murderous year for the Partisans from
the NDH territory. In this year, the percentage of women killed among all
Partisans reached 11,66%.

There were various reasons for women to join the Partisan move-
ment, and the movement managed to attract women of all nationalities.
Serb women, facing the threat of annihilation in the NDH, were pushed
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to massively participate in the fight, accounting for 9,16% of Partisan loss-
es within their national group. Over 90% of the killed female Serb Parti-
sans were from rural areas and settlements with under 10.000 inhabitants.
They were of all ages, and most were dependents. Serb women, who were
four-fifths of the overall losses suffered by women, were the largest portion
of the killed women Partisans on NDH territory, thus making an immeas-
urable contribution to its maintenance during the war and its final victory.

Joining the Partisan movement slowly, Croat women represented
14,34% and Muslim women 2,45% of the total losses of female Partisans
from the NDH, accounting for 4,73% and 2,72%, respectively, of the Par-
tisans’ total losses in their national group. Although mostly from smaller
settlements and being dependents, certain differences are visible among the
killed female Partisans of Croat and Muslim nationality compared to the
losses suffered by their Serb comrades. The ideas of freedom, antifascism,
the struggle for social and economic equality of women in the future state
of equal nations, attracted a significant number of young Croat and Muslim
women from urban areas and a professional structure that was closer to the
Partisans’ ideological basis. Most of the losses of female Partisans of Croat
and Muslim nationality were between 15 and 24 years of age (68,06% and
83,83% respectively), which was 1,39 and 1,72 times higher representation
than among female Partisans who were Serbs. Among the victims, 16,58%
of Croat women and 28,74% of Muslim women came from cities with over
10.000 inhabitants. This was 5,72 and 9,91 times higher representation in
losses than the share of residents of these settlements in the population
of these nationalities. Ideologically desirable professions in the Partisan
movement — workers, artisans, merchants, schoolgirls, students, officials,
experts, liberal professions — were over a quarter of Croat women Partisan
victims (28,86%) and two-fifths of the losses of the Muslim women Par-
tisans (37,13%). This was 2,96 and 3,81 times higher representation than
among the Serb women who were killed (9,75%).

Women from the NDH comprised three-quarters of all Yugoslav wom-
en Partisan losses. Their involvement in a critical period for the movement’s
survival in the middle of the war was particularly significant. They participat-
ed in the battles in which the Partisan movement’s fate was decided, as well as
the survival of the entire antifascist struggle in Yugoslavia. With their sacri-
fice, they made an exceptional contribution to the final victory in the war and
laid a solid foundation for the future path of women in socialist Yugoslavia.
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It’s quite simple things we want.

We don’t want the men to have the right to beat us: that’s the main thing.
And then we want to have some say in how things get done and to be listened to.
Unknown Partisan woman from Syrmia in a conversation with Basil Da-

vidson!

Before becoming a prominent writer and journalist, Basil Davidson
(1914-2010), an officer in the British Special Operations Executive (SOE)
intelligence service, came to Yugoslavia during World War II as part of an
Allied military mission. In 1943 and 1944, he spent several months among
the Partisans in the province of Syrmia,* mainly on Mount Fruska Gora,
where he got to know the members and sympathisers of the resistance
movement, their qualities, virtues and flaws. At a Partisan political gather-
ing in winter 1943 in the village of Sremska Raca, near the Bosut forests, he
met a certain “comrade Mara”, the local leader of the Women’s Antifascist
Front (Antifasisticka fronta Zena — AFZ). According to Davidson’s mem-
oirs, which he wrote immediately after the war, Mara was born in eastern
Syrmia and was “a broad square-jawed young woman of about twenty-five”
who “clenches her fists tight against her skirt”. Also, she was “tremendously
in earnest about what she has to say. She talks about the emancipation of
women’, shouting in front of the assembled peasants from the Bosut forests:
“We’re fighting against those bad old ideas, we're fighting for women to
have a decent place in society, so that their work’s respected: yes, friends,

Basil Davidson, Partisan Picture (Bedford: Bedford Books LTD, 1946), 235-236.

2 Syrmia (Srem) is a historical and geographical area located between the Danube and Sava rivers, in
the fertile Pannonian plain. Today it is divided between the Republic of Serbia and the Republic of
Croatia. In Serbia, together with Banat and Backa, it is part of the Autonomous Province of Vojvo-
dina.
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respected. So that she isn’t just a drudge, a slave, a person with no rights”
Observing Mara’s fiery speech, Davidson wrote:

For Comrade Mara the issue is not simply to throw the Germans out
of Yugoslavia. She would merely think you mad, or very misguided,
if you were to try to explain that the English and the Americans and
the Russians are interested primarily in that, and that only. The con-
trast between an English officer who wants to see trains blown into
the air, and nothing else, and finds the whole thing rather a panto-
mime, and Mara, who sees the war as comprehending every aspect
of her life - political, economic, social, artistic - is some measure of
the misunderstanding which probably exists. How could outsiders
understand? Still, they might try; and perhaps they will.?

How could “outsiders” understand the struggle for women’s equality in
the traditional village communities of Syrmia during World War II? Even
today, this is a legitimate and significant question for understanding the
Partisan resistance movement’s various dimensions, not only in Syrmia, but
across the entire Yugoslavia. Outsiders could also add questions about the
Partisans’ mechanisms for spreading the idea of equality between wom-
en and men, about the forms of their work and propaganda, or about the
effects of emancipatory politics. To fully understand the process of eman-
cipation, it is crucial to look firstly at the historical context that framed
the relationship between the traditional village community and the Parti-
san movement, and then at the interrelation between these two structures,
from which the main dynamics of these social changes arose. There were
also important differences in the experiences of individual regions of Yugo-
slavia, conditioned by local specificities in terms of economic development,
social status or the level of literacy. But for most geographical areas, includ-
ing Syrmia, the Partisan movement mostly relied on small rural commu-
nities, which were particularly traditional and patriarchal social structures.
The “new woman’, or at least the idea of a new woman, arose and developed
in the triangle of action and influence between the villages, the Partisans
and the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (Komunisticka partija Jugoslavije —
KPJ), which in 1941 became the leader of the antifascist uprising.

3 Davidson, Partisan Picture, 125-126.
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Traditional society and women in resistance

When the uprising in Yugoslavia began, the KPJ, in accordance with its
pre-war policies on womenss issues, called for women to join the fight
against the occupiers. Along with the struggle for liberation and social jus-
tice, the party’s goal was realising its program regarding the emancipation
of women, through encouraging their direct participation in the Partisan
movement and in military units. The KPJ in Syrmia, as one of the three ge-
ographical regions of today’s province of Vojvodina, relied to some extent
on the Vojvodina labour movement’s pre-war legacy and activity. In 1934,
party instructions circulated in Vojvodina, carrying a highlighted slogan:
“We treat women as equals to men.” In Sremska Mitrovica, the largest city
in Syrmia, even before the war there were women members of both the
party and the Union of Communist Youth of Yugoslavia (Savez komunis-
ticke omladine Jugoslavije - SKOJ), who at a meeting of workers demanded
suffrage and equality with men.*

During the war, when Syrmia became part of the Axis-puppet state In-
dependent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska - NDH), the Parti-
sans had the dual tasks of winning over women to their ideas and to the fight,
while simultaneously seeking to overcome the traditional social norms and
prejudices that were especially prevalent in the countryside, which served
as the resistance movement’s main base. Among the peasants in Syrmia,
the influence of the KPJ and its emancipatory ideas before the war was very
low; the prevailing opinion was that women were less valuable than men.
In accordance with the traditional, patriarchal understanding of family re-
lations, parents and husbands believed that their daughters and wives were
destined to exclusively be housewives and mothers and that their place was
in the house - doing household work and raising children was their main
occupation.® For centuries, women were in a subordinate and unequal po-
sition, with pre-assigned roles in the patriarchal village community. It was
considered inappropriate for an unmarried girl to leave the house at night
without an escort, go to a pub or engage in politics.

4 Radomir Prica, “Organizacija antifasistickog fronta Zena u Sremskomitrovatkom srezu’, in Zene
Vojvodine u ratu i revoluciji 1941-1945, ed. Danilo Keci¢ (Novi Sad: Institut za istoriju, 1984), 569;
Dusan Popov, “Novi smisao Zenskog pitanja u stampi narodnooslobodilacke borbe”, in Zene Vojvo-
dine u ratu i revoluciji 1941-1945, ed. Keci¢, 207-208.

5  Srbislava Kovacevi¢ Marija, “Antifasisticki front Zena u Vojvodini”, in Zene Vojvodine u ratu i revo-
luciji 1941-1945, ed. Keci¢, 97.
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Josip Hrncevi¢ (1901-1994), a prominent fighter from Croatia and
post-war communist official, wrote about the partisan-communists’ en-
counters with villagers in Syrmia and women’s position in the traditional
social hierarchy in his memoirs. During 1941 and 1942, he stayed in Syrmia
and on one occasion, spent the night in the village of Grabovo, with an
elderly married couple, otherwise supporters of the resistance movement,
who received him with suspicion yet nevertheless in a homely manner, ac-
cording to the rules and customs of the time. Hrncevi¢ testified that the
host put an axe under the headboard, just in case, and the hostess cleaned
his shoes. It “was embarrassing”, he wrote, “that she was cleaning his - a
partisan and communist’s — shoes. But she answered him calmly: That is
our custom.”®

This was the kind of society to which the leadership of the Partisan
movement in Syrmia addressed its messages and invitations. From the up-
rising’s first days, Partisan documents stated that women should be includ-
ed in the military units, “that young partisan women should enter the strike
groups” and that “no woman comrade [drugarica] should be left without
certain duties” In the proclamations, women were called to “join the ranks
of fighters against fascism, for national freedom, for a better and happier
future, side by side with their husbands, brothers and sons” During the
the first two years of war, however, the results were not satisfactory, as was
stated in a report on the situation in the Syrmian units in December 1942:
“You did not pay enough attention to the establishment of proper relations
between men and women comrades, and the consequence was that women
comrades who wanted to join the military units as fighters were seen as a
burden.”’

Why were the Partisans “stingy” towards women, as Syrmia Partisan
Dusanka Jovici¢ (1923-1998) wrote in her memoirs?® Jovan Beljanski Lala’s
(1901-1982) memoirs provide an answer to the question of what exactly
happened on the ground and what the position of women in military units
looked like. Lala was a prominent Partisan commander and recipient of
the highest Yugoslav award, the Order of People’s Hero. During the war, he

6  Josip Hrncevi¢, Svjedocanstva (Zagreb: Globus, 1986), 72.

7 Zbornik dokumenata i podataka o narodnooslobodilackom ratu jugoslovenskih naroda. Borbe u Vo-
jvodini 1941-1943, I-6 (Beograd: Vojno delo, 1955) (Cyrillic), 22, 37, 110, 117-122.

8 Dusanka Nad, “U Jasku i Vrdniku u Sremu 1941. godine’, in 1941-1942 u svedocenjima ucesnika
narodnooslobodilacke borbe, vol. 8, ed. Radomir Petkovi¢ (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod, 1975),
246.
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became a committed fighter for the equality of women, but when he first
received the directive that they should also become part of the Partisan
detachments, he was not sure of the justification of such a decision. Dur-
ing the campaign to establish the first Partisan squads in remote villages
on Frugka Gora in 1941 and 1942, he mentioned to the new Partisans the
need to include young women in the units. The men did not want to accept
it, telling him that “war is not a woman’ job”. He continued to insist that
women be talked to and that they at least engage in combat as medical
staft, which was acceptable to the men. However, in some places, not a sin-
gle woman was admitted to Partisan squads. The fighters in the village of
Krusedolski Prnjavor put up a particularly strong resistance and did not
want to accept the possibility of women fighting together with them, guns
in hand. After much persuasion, three young women were accepted into
their squads, without the slightest enthusiasm from their comrades. When
those units were sent to the field, as part of the Danube Partisan Detach-
ment, all three Partisan women were left in the village. Beljanski persis-
tently continued with his demands and faced repeated failures. When he
proposed that prominent female fighters be appointed to the duties of party
delegates for platoons and squads in one of the battalions’ headquarters,
the fighters laughed loudly, because they could not understand why they
should be commanded by women. Beljanski interpreted such phenome-
na as being due to the fact that the Partisan movement in Syrmia in 1941
and 1942 was almost entirely made up of local (male) peasants, who were,
as he wrote, “traditionally distrustful of women as fighters. According to
their understanding at that time, a woman is first and foremost a mother, a
housewife and a wife who should, as in all previous wars, guard the hearth
while the men fight™

Resistance to including women, not only in military units, but also in
other tasks and functions in the Partisan movement, occurred in all phases
of the uprising and the war. Among the men in the villages of Syrmia, it
could be heard at that time that women should not interfere in men’ affairs
and that politics is not for them.” Parents said that women should not go
to war because they had never done it before, and they did not want to al-
low their daughters to go to evening meetings of members of the Partisan
movement, considering it inadmissible and risky, because mostly younger

9  Jovan Beljanski, Secanja (Novi Sad: Institut za istoriju, 1982), 168-171.
10 DPorde Momcilovi¢, Zlatne niti zajednistva (Novi Sad: Institut za istoriju, 1982), 167.
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men gathered in such places. Men in the village of Prhovo claimed for a
long time that women with their activism were in fact leading “anti-men’s
politics” and “threshing empty straw”"!

However, the attitude towards women changed over time, influenced by
Partisan propaganda. In the uprising’s first year, there was an intermediary
between women and the movement: They cooperated with the Partisans
indirectly, through their fathers or husbands,'? and if they were allowed to
attend evening meetings of underground activists (ilegalci),"”* they would
come accompanied by their mothers. At that time, men avoided giving
their female colleagues more specific or responsible tasks. If they gained
trust, they were allowed to carry secret messages between two villages as
couriers, and the most trusted were given party material to read and keep."*
Even when women were directly involved in the movement, it happened
that in some places they were the victims of harsh attitudes from fellow sol-
diers. Thus, in the village of Adasevci, a young female underground activist
who had long hair and a neat hairstyle, was ordered by her superior to cut
her hair.”

The fact that emancipation took place gradually - often in accordance
with the title of Lenin’s book One Step Forward, Two Steps Back - is evi-
denced in the case of the local People’s Liberation Committee (Narodnooslo-
bodilacki odbori - NOO) in Ledinci at the beginning of 1943.' Partisan
authorities in Syrmia analysed the board members’ attitudes and actions,
concluding that “individuals cannot break with backward ideas about the
position of women in society”. Their “sectarian attitude towards the inclu-
sion of women and female youth in the NOO” was sharply criticised, and
it was concluded that “because of those mistakes, the NOO must dissolve
and a new one be elected.”"’

11 Vasilije Petkovi¢ and Zivko Vasié, Visovi ravnice: Prhovo u ratu i revoluciji (Novi Sad: Institut za
istoriju, 1988), 100.

12 Milorad Babié, Hronika Starih Banovaca (Sremska Mitrovica: Sremske novine, 1989), 179.

13 In Partisan terminology, the term ilegalac was used for members of the Partisan movement acting
mainly in occupied cities and territories.

14 Kovacevi¢, “Antifasisticki front Zena u Vojvodini’, 95.

15 Svetislav Nenadovi¢, Adasevacki ustanak (Sid: Opstinski Savez udruZenja boraca, 1989) (Cyrillic),
185.

16 The NOO were authorities formed and organised by the KPJ in the liberated or partially liberated
territories.

17 Milo$ Luki¢, Ledinacke vatre (Novi Sad: Institut za istoriju, 1982) (Cyrillic), 286.
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Fig. 1: Three generations of women from the Mati¢ family in the Partisan movement, Irig
(1944); from left to right: Gina Mati¢, paramedic of the Sremska Mitrovica command;
Danica Mati¢, member of the County Board of AFZ for Irig; Zivka Mati¢, associate of the
Partisan movement since 1942; granddaughter of Zivka Mati¢, name unknown. In the
middle is Petar Mati¢ Dule, one of the leading figures of the Partisan movement in Syrmia,
who received the Yugoslav People’s Hero award in 1951. (Museum of Vojvodina, Photo
Collection)

However, striking changes began to take place from 1943. At the be-
ginning of that year, the first armed woman was accepted into the ranks
of the Danube Partisan Detachment, and in the second Syrmia unit, the
Fruska Gora Partisan Detachment, some women already carried weapons.
In March 1943, it was noted that several young women held high mili-
tary-political positions in the units. One such example was Partisan Janja
Bogicevi¢, who was appointed as a corporal, causing astonishment among
the men. Bogicevi¢ quickly advanced and became a battalion commander
in the Third Vojvodina Brigade. The traditional understanding that wom-
en had no place in combat units lost its foothold, as more and more fe-
male Partisans showed courage and ability, a key argument for breaking the
pre-war systems of thought and entrenched prejudices.'®

18 Beljanski, Secanja, 237.
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From the traditional to the emancipated woman

Women’s direct participation in the resistance movement and Partisan units
was the main means of emancipation for two reasons: first, women’s contri-
butions as warriors, nurses, underground activists or couriers became obvi-
ous to the men, and second, women gained self-confidence and awareness
of their own worth. Understandings, ambitions, attitudes toward men and
relations between women were gradually changing. In certain situations,
the air of emancipation and a new self-perception among women fighters
was noticeable, as was female Partisans’ insistence that Partisan leadership
treat men and women equally, and that their commanders and comrades
did not discriminate against them on the basis of gender.

In this context, the Partisans’ instructions for the territory of Syrmia
from November 1943 are particularly indicative. They ordered that only
women who really wanted to be nurses be sent to the hospital courses, as
there were many cases of those who completed the course refusing to work
as nurses and demanding to go to the units as fighters. The same document
noted that “some women comrades even take a backpack with the neces-
sary things and then irresponsibly leave it somewhere” and added that “the
belief should be dispelled that nurses are less valuable than soldiers and that
they are supposedly looked down upon.*®

Over time, disobedience and resistance to certain decisions by superiors
appeared among the female fighters. Such attitudes were quite unusual at
the beginning of the uprising and to that point, had been exclusively asso-
ciated with men. Du$anka Jovici¢, a female Partisan from Syrmia, recalls in
her memoirs a discussion between men and women in the detachment in
which the men claimed that only women could be paramedics and that this
task suited them best. In the discussion that followed, she said that women
could be fighters and asked why men shouldn’t be paramedics, much to the
astonishment of all the men in the detachment. A more dramatic situation
occurred when Dusankas company decided to disarm all the women due
to the lack of weapons and give the confiscated rifles to the male soldiers
who had just finished their military training. The women fighters protest-
ed, calling for equality, saying that they had captured the rifles in battle at
a time when the comrades who were to be armed were not even Partisans,

19 Zbornik dokumenata, 462.
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but in the end, in tears, they still had to obey the order. At the same time,
the resistance in the second company of the same battalion had an effect,
because the commander decided that the rifles should be taken only from
the armed nurses, and not from all the women in the unit.*

The rise of the idea of male-female equality is indirectly evidenced by
the case of a soldier from the town of Irig who fell ill, and during his absence
from the detachment, entered into a romantic relationship with a nurse and
then did not return to his unit. In the village of Dobrinci alone, the couple
was chased out of five houses in which they were hiding, because of their
consistent repetition of sexual relations, which were generally forbidden in
the Partisan movement and seen as “immoral behaviour” A consultation
was held among the fighters in the detachment to discuss this issue. There
were divided opinions: the men thought that only the nurse should be shot,
but the women came forward with a common opinion that both of them
should be punished, explaining that “there can't be only a female whore,
without male”.*!

Obviously, the policy of emancipation, despite all the obstacles, led to
more and more tangible results in a very short period of time. The degree
of women’s militancy and open rebellion against the male dominated order
grew, as did the number of women fighters. At the end of 1942, there were no
more than 150 women in the Syrmia Partisan detachments. In 1943, there
were already 1.220, and in 1944, there were 2.123. There are estimates that
women in military units made up between 5,5% and 12,5% of combatants.”

At the same time, in parallel with the process of building the idea of gen-
der equality through the participation of women in military units, eman-
cipation took place through mass involvement in the Antifascist Women’s
Front (AFZ). This organisation, crucial in the fight for women's equality in
Yugoslavia, was founded in Bosanski Petrovac in 1942. A network of local
committees quickly spread throughout Syrmia. Membership existed in al-
most every village and was divided into groups, with at least three members

20 Nad, Sremci, 84.

21 Museum of Vojvodina/Muzej Vojvodine (MV), Collection of Documents, 22.987. Stenografske
beleske razgovora sa Jovanom Beljanskim Lalom, 18. 9. 1965.

22 Nikola Bozi¢, “Vojvodanke u partizanskoj uniformi’, in Zene Vojvodine u ratu i revoluciji 1941-1945,
ed. Keci¢, 642-643. For women in Partisan military units in Yugoslavia more generally, see: Jelena
Batini¢, Women and Yugoslav Partisans. A History of World War II Resistance (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2015), specifically the chapter “The Heroic and the Mundane. Women in
the Units”
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. A e
Fig. 2: AFZ members from Syrmia sew clothes in a Partisans workshop. (Museum of
Vojvodina, Photo Collection)

in each street, who met several times a week.” In the third year of the war,
nearly 20.000 women from Syrmia were members of the AFZ. They per-
formed various tasks: from cooking food for fighters, sewing clothes and
collecting contributions, to hiding illegals in houses and participating in
Partisan guards in villages.

For women who joined the AFZ, the term used to describe them in
communications between members of the Partisan movement, was “organ-
ised”. This term was defined in one instruction to local AFZ organisations
in Syrmia, as being “every [female] comrade who reads our press, comes to
meetings and contributes to the army”, even when she is temporarily pre-
vented from coming “but tries to come when she can’*

AFZ organised courses for their members in which participants learned
about the development of society, women in history, the peasant question,
the role of women in World War II, and concepts such as slavery, feu-
dalism, capitalism, fascism and socialism. At the end of the course, they
were expected to answer, based on Marxist literature, questions such as:
What characterised a woman’s life before patriarchy? Is patriarchy a social
23 Petar Vukeli¢, “NOP u Staropazovackom srezu 1942. godine”, in 1941-1942 u svedocenjima ucesnika

narodnooslobodilacke borbe, knj. 24, ed. Radomir Petkovi¢ (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod, 1975),

409.
24 MYV, 11.923, Dopis Sreskog odbora za Sremsku Mitrovicu svim mesnim odborima AFZ, 7. 3. 1944.
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arrangement in which women experience complete enslavement? Has
capitalism opened the way to freedom for women? Have women achieved
their centuries-long dream in socialism and what does that system provide
a woman throughout their lives? What are the achievements of women in
today’s struggle? What are the forms of women’ struggle in this war?*

Most of the course participants in Syrmia were peasant women, mostly
without prior theoretical knowledge and reading experience. This is why
there were proposals to simplify the programs. Otherwise, as written in a
report from February 1944, “the material would be inaccessible and diffi-
cult for the majority”. The same report stated that all the participants of the
course showed effort, willingness and interest, and that in their moments
of rest they recounted the contents of Soviet films and sang revolutionary
songs.”

What characterised those women who attended the courses and then
became heads of the Partisans’ movement in the places they lived? We can
begin to understand how their virtues, flaws and human weaknesses were
perceived by the courses’ organisers, when reading the thoroughly writ-
ten reports about individual participants. Among them is comrade Sejka,
who is “very loyal to the fight, but quite dead and non-authoritative and
still somewhat biassed when it comes to family, but she is trying to im-
prove”. Then, comrade Milka, who is “loyal, but does not show much agility
in work or personal initiative”; comrade Dobrila who “seems rather quiet
at first glance”; comrade Biljana was “agile, active, shows a great desire to
learn, receives corrections and advice without complaint”. Comrade Stojan-
ka is described as “penetrating, active, bright, but a little vain and doesn’t
interpret criticism correctly”” And so the series of names and character

» <«

analyses continued: “quickly gets to the heart of things”, “expresses herself

» «

well and easily”, “has difficulties in expressing herself”, “has difficulty un-

» «

derstanding”, “unfocussed in class”, “emotionally close to her comrades,

L IRY

“combative”, “serious”, “affectionate”, “modest”, “obedient”..?

25 MYV, 670, Kontrolna pitanja na zavrsnoj konferenciji kursa AFZ, August 1944.

26 MYV, 2.338, Izvestaj o kursu AFZ u rumskom srezu, 4. 2. 1944.

27 MV, 11.926. Izvestaj o radu AFZ za srez sremskomitrovacki za mesec mart 1944, April 1944.

28 MYV, 2.338. The courses were usually organised by women and the reports were written by the or-
ganisers and the lecturers, for example the report MV, 11.926, by Ana, regional president of AFZ in
district Sremska Mitrovica, or document MV, 2.338, by the women lecturers Lela and Vida. Only
first names were mentioned in such documents, probably for security reasons.

219



Aleksandar Horvat

Women gained new knowledge about life and the world at the meetings,
reading groups and courses held by the AFZ’s local committees. Previously,
they could not access this information in their homes, that is, in the tra-
ditional community from which they came. Changes in their attitudes are
evidenced by a letter from the activist Drinka, in which she writes about
a Slovak woman, a villager from Stara Pazova, and her understanding of
literature and her attitude towards other women in the town:

A young, bright woman. Her husband has been in the detachment
for more than a year. She is a member of AFZ. She is interested in
theoretical material. She tells how she got married early and did not
understand her husband when he left home. Then he invited her too,
he taught her and she no longer listened to gossip but became his
partner in work. She is happy that she will be able to build herself
up and make her husband happy, because she continued his work.
“I went out into the street,” she says, “among women who are not
organised. I can’t get close to them yet because they are timid, but I
had to go into the yard right away. They talk about such small things
that I feel sorry for wasting time. I entered the room and took the
book. I read how the first people lived. I came to feudalism and then
I stopped because I don't know what it is” I explained feudalism to
her. When I finished, she said, like a child, with joy: “Now I will con-

tinue reading, and if I don’t know, I will ask again*

Based on the recommendations of the leadership of the Partisan move-
ment in Syrmia, women like the Slovak woman from Drinka’s letter became
mandatory speakers at assemblies, and an equal part of both the local au-
thorities and people’s courts that were formed in the territories liberated
and controlled by the Partisans. AFZ members spoke at meetings in the
villages about the struggle for emancipation and equality with men, about
womens rights to make decisions in politics, to be able to vote and to get
elected, to which the peasant women of Syrmia listened to “breathlessly”,
because they “liked each word”, as it was written in one description of a ral-
ly in Ledinci in 1943.%° Also, the reports from such gatherings say that at the
beginning, some members of the AFZ were reserved, confused or excited

29 MYV, 18.665, Drinka Mariji. Pismo o Slovakinji, without date.
30 Luki¢, “Ledinacke”, 285.
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Fig. 3: The front pages of Vojvodanka u borbi (Vojvodina women in battle) visually
presented the idea of equality between women and men. The author of the drawing is
Vojislav Nanovi¢ (1922-1983), an illustrator in the Partisan printing house in Syrmia,
and after the war a director and one of the pioneers of Yugoslav cinema. (Museum of

Vojvodina, Collection of newspapers)

and that it was necessary to persuade them to take initiative and to actively
participate.” Their insecurity, insufficient self-confidence and shyness were
noticeable, because they were not used to being truly equal.*

The spread of ideas about women’s equality was called “ideological-po-
litical elevation” (ideolosko-politicko uzdizanje) in party vocabulary. Par-
tisan newspapers played an important role in this process, in which the
authors of the texts addressed women as subjects equal to men, encour-
aging them to join the resistance movement while highlighting examples
of heroines who defiantly opposed the occupier, sacrificing their lives for
higher goals. In the AFZ’s newsletter, Vojvodanka u borbi (Vojvodina wom-
en in battle), numerous letters from peasant women from Syrmia were
published, among others from Zora O., who stated that “women also hate
fascism”. One mother wrote: “Fascists killed what is dearest to me, my only
son. And I am proud to be the mother of a daughter who went to avenge

31 Istina, no. 40, 15. 11. 1943.
32 Vojvodanka u borbi (Cyrillic), no. 4, June-July 1944.
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Fig. 4: “8 March” brochure, printed on the territory of Syrmia in 1944. (Museum of
Vojvodina, Collection of brochures)

her brother” Another mother sent the lyrics “I constantly think of revenge
/ Of the victory of the partisans.”*

In Partisan propaganda, the Soviet woman was shown as a role model
and was presented to the public as the sister of the Yugoslav woman. Read-

ers were informed that in the USSR, pregnant women received 56 days of

33 Ibid., no. 1, January 1944.
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paid leave before and after giving birth, which enabled Soviet women to
build a new society and be good mothers.** The massive celebrations of 8
March were of great importance for the Partisans, both as a specific wom-
en’s holiday and a day of “fighting for solidarity of women of the whole
world”*

As an integral part of the widely organised process of emancipation of
women in the countryside, the Partisan movement paid particular atten-
tion to organising mass literacy courses for women, even those of an old-
er age. Thanks to this program, and motivated by the desire to write to
their family members among the Partisans or in captivity and camps, many
women wrote their own letters for the first time. They also wrote their first
“essays’, one of which began with the words: “I am a fifty-year-old woman,
so I am struggling, I am studying first grade.”*

However, the men did not surrender so easily. In Partisan newspapers,
there are reports about gatherings where Partisans refused to listen to
women’s speeches.” At youth meetings, while the girls were reading the
news aloud, the boys argued, talking frantically, humming, shouting, teas-
ing them and not paying attention to what they were saying.*®

Basil Davidson also attended one such meeting in the village of Vizi¢,
near the town of Ilok. As he writes in his memoirs, the AFZ committee
convened a public gathering to discuss “politics”. The term “politics” could
mean anything, from sewing shirts for Partisans to the attitude to be taken
towards their husbands’ drinking. When the meeting started, one of the
women pounded her hand on the table and appealed for silence, while the
men “listened in resentful silence, belching every now and then to empha-
sise their independence and their perfect right to interrupt a woman’s con-
ference if they had a mind to.” The discussion was about the sunflower har-
vest, and Davidson remarked about one older man: “Yovan [sic] has held
his peace for long enough. Never before, probably, has he seen such a thing
as a woman’s meeting. His contempt for it curls round every word that he
utters.” At the same time, “several old gaffers murmur their approval and
belch more loudly than ever”. Observing this, for him, very unusual event,
the Briton concluded:

34 Ibid., no. 4, June-July 1944; no. 1, January 1944.

35 8. mart (1944, no specific month).

36 Kovacevi¢, “Antifasisticki front Zena u Vojvodini’, 112.

37 Plamen: dZepne novine Starih Banovaca, no. 1, 26 December 1943.
38 Posavski osvetnik, no. 6, 10 September 1943.
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The Pankhursts* would have rejoiced for this embryo of a woman’s
movement was a good deal more promising than it seemed on the
surface. The men... whom these young women, still embarrassed and
unsure of their freedom, would one day marry, were growing daily
used to the notion that women might be individual and independ-
ent beings - they had women, intensely individual and independent,
fighting in their own ranks.*

New privacy and a new woman

Numerous obstacles appeared in the fight for women’s equality. However,
although the structures of the old traditional society were not easily sur-
rendered, the process of emancipation continued. Encompassing different
social spheres, the process finally began encroaching on privacy and family
relations. In its depth, the social structure rested on the patriarchal model
and the idea of male superiority. This was the way families functioned, with
women’s status and roles assigned in a strict family hierarchy. Therefore, a
particularly important dimension of the emancipation process related to
freedom in the sphere of privacy, by creating new family relationships, a
new awareness and view of one’s own rights and marriage, including the
free choice of a marriage partner and protection from the arbitrariness of
men - that is, husbands and parents.

When Basil Davidson spoke about the motives behind women’s mass
involvement in the fight with a Partisan in the village of Vizi¢, she immedi-
ately highlighted physical abuse as the main reason: “It’s quite simple things
we want. We don’t want the men to have the right to beat us: that’s the main
thing. And then we want to have some say in how things get done and to be
listened to.”* Violence in the family was a frequent phenomenon, and some
commanders of units and political commissars, aware of the scale of the
problem, condemned the abusers, explaining to the fighters that this was
not in accordance with the moral character of the Partisans. Since 1941,
it was a principled position that fighters and underground activists who

39 Emmeline Pankhurst (1858-1928) and her daughters were British suffragettes who advocated a
militant approach in the fight for women’s rights.

40 Davidson, Partisan, 232-236.

41 1Ibid., 235-236.
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repeated violent behaviour were excluded from the movement, deemed
“unworthy to be a Partisan”*

A typical case with a family abuser happened in the village of Krused-
ol. A Partisan named Slavko stood out as a brave fighter and even volun-
teered for difficult tasks, but at home he beat his wife sadistically every day.
When the corporal admonished him, he replied that it was an “old Syrmian
custom..., a woman should be beaten as often as possible”, because, as he
believed, “the more you beat her, the more she loves you”. After admoni-
tions and threats to kick him out of his squad did not have any effect, the
already well-known defender of women, Jovan Beljanski Lala, was involved
in solving the problem. He came to the violent fighter’s house and found
him beating his wife with his fists and feet in the middle of the yard, hold-
ing her by the hair, while the children were crying helplessly. When he saw
the visitor, Slavko kicked the woman once more and, as if nothing unusual
had happened, went to meet Beljanski. The commander was very angry and
in the name of the Partisan movement ordered his fighter to stop beating
and harassing his wife, telling him that the Partisans should not behave
like that and that if he did not obey the order, he would be expelled from
the unit. Beljanski wrote in his memoirs that the bully “watched him not
believing his ears. He could not believe that Lala had come to lecture him
on how to behave in his house.” However, the intervention was completely
successful: Slavko no longer beat his wife, because he was very anxious not
to be excluded from the Partisan movement.*

Apart from a violent husband, women also often needed protection
from his parents who lived in the same household. Representatives of the
Partisan government in liberated villages were often called upon to judge
in such cases. Private problems stemmed from her position at the bottom
of the traditional family hierarchy. In one such case, there was a conflict
between the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law, between whom there
had already previously been tensions because the son had married without
the mother’s permission. When he joined the Partisans, the mother-in-law
immediately started insulting, slapping and beating her daughter-in-law.
However, she was an activist in the AFZ, so after the intervention of the

42 Jovan Beljanski, “U isto¢nom delu Iriskog sreza 1941. godine’, in 1941-1942 u svedolenjima ucesni-
ka narodnooslobodilacke borbe, volume 3, ed. Radomir Petkovi¢ (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki zavod,
1975), 319.

43 Beljanski, Secanja, 175-176.
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organisation and the threat that she would be shot, the mother-in-law got
scared and stopped the abuse.*

The Partisan authorities tried also to protect women in divorce cases,
or in cases where (as per the vocabulary of the time) the husband would
“chase away” (oterati) the wife from the home. In the village of Budano-
vci, for example, a conflict took place in 1942 between married partners,
both aged 35, because the wife allegedly could not give birth to a child. The
husband wanted an heir and started living with another woman, but his
original wife demanded to be accepted back into the household. When the
husband refused, arguing that his new wife was pregnant, she asked for the
return of the dowry she had brought with her when she got married. In the
end, it was only after the intervention of the Partisan authorities and their
support for the woman that he accepted the agreement and compensated
his ex-wife.*

A similar situation happened with a member of a Partisan squad who got
married, but “chased away” his wife from the house after only two days. His
actions became a topic of discussion in his squad and were judged immoral,
the main argument being that “he thinks he can change women like gypsies
change horses”, for which he was punished by expulsion from the unit.*¢

The change in the understanding of their own position, including mat-
ters involving family, private and future married life, appeared in the re-
flections of young women engaged in the resistance movement. Partisan
member Dusanka Jovici¢ testified about this in her memoirs, writing that
she could hear in intimate conversations that, unlike before the war, wom-
en no longer thought about marriage, but that now their main preoccu-
pation was reading party material and activism in the villages. In the vil-
lage of Jankovac, a young woman, 19 years old, made a series of statements
demonstrating the changes in perceiving the authority of parents and the
institution of marriage: “They say that we will no longer marry those we
do not love. That’s good. They say that even dowry will not play any role in

1”

love. Good!” This young woman was also looking forward to a new time,
when their fathers would no longer choose their husbands, but she also
feared that girls in the villages would remain unmarried, because fighters

would only marry Partisan women.*

44 MV, 21.693. Memoarska grada: Jefta Jeremic.
45 Ibid.

46 MV, 22.987.

47 Nad, Sremci, 52, 204-205.
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Jovici¢ also mentions an interesting, and at the time unpleasant, epi-
sode in her memoirs, about a request that female Partisans in the unit in
which she was a commissar undergo a gynaecological examination. This
request was linked to the fear among the unit's commanders of the spread
of syphilis within the fighters. But Jovi¢i¢ understood this problem not only
as a medical issue, but also as a matter of insulting the personal dignity of
female fighters. Explaining that this type of examination for young girls in
the detachment is an unknown and taboo topic, she wrote in her memoirs
that she answered as follows to the Partisan doctor who had requested the
examination:

Who will force them to undergo an examination? I don’t believe that
any of them has ever been to such an examination. Many of them
have certainly never even heard of such a disease. These are all young
girls... from our villages. And as for newcomers, they went through
our medical commissions in Fruska Gora. I can guarantee for all of
them, comrade doctor, if this is enough. I do not agree with such an
examination. It is an insult to personality.*®

Highlighting the insults against members of the Partisan movement in
the private and intimate sphere was an important part of the report written
by the AFZ in March 1944 about its work in the villages of Syrmia. This re-
port summarises the results of two years of work and the state of the organi-
sation just a few months before the liberation of Syrmia, and illustrates how
different aspects of the AFZ’s work were connected and that the private life
of women was also one of the key factors for the movement’s functioning.

The report shows that in some places, the organisation functioned flaw-
lessly, but there were also places where there were problems. In the village
of Suljam, the AFZ leadership was replaced due to a lack of discipline. In
Grgurevci, some male fighters “conspired” and spread rumours about the
“unexemplary life of some women”, which “had a very unfavourable effect
on the growth and development of the organisation”. In Sisatovac, the pres-
ident of the local AFZ resigned due to rumours that she was in a relation-
ship with a comrade from the shoe workshop who was staying with her. She
completely lost her authority in the village and could no longer be engaged

48 Dusanka Nad, Cvet nikao iz smrti (Novi Sad: Savez udruZenja boraca, 1967) (Cyrillic), 44-45.
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Fig. 5: Dusanka Jovi¢i¢ with comrade Steva Zutié¢ (Bogati¢, 1944); after the war, she
married the general and future People’s Hero, Kosta Nad. (Museum of Vojvodina, Photo
Collection)
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in even less important jobs in the organisation. In the same place, it was
noted that the men from the NOO:

[...] do not take the local AFZ seriously. During the celebration of 8
March, one member of the NOO interrupted the woman comrade
while she was reading out the brochure, saying that it was enough.
Also, a comrade from NOO who was supposed to take part in a the-
atrical performance, was made fun of by other comrades from the
place and left the celebration... All this started to strongly demoralise
the women comrades. [Male] Comrades should support them.

The report also noted that the members of the Partisan movement from
the shoe workshop in the village “do not behave nicely” and that “obscene
expressions and ambiguous jokes rain down on women at every step”. In the
village of Lacarak, the president of AFZ was dismissed “because she acted in
a dictatorial manner and did not want to improve”. In Kuzmin, the organisa-
tion’s growth was disturbed by the behaviour of two NOO members, who at
the same time maintained intimate relationships with several women. Also,
the report stated that it was necessary to take certain measures to strengthen
the organisation, and, for example, to criticise not only women, but also men
in cases of “unexemplary behaviour”; that many women were not included in
the organisation even though they were antifascist; that there was low “polit-
ical awareness” among certain women leaders and members of AFZ, which
is why they were prone to demoralisation and wavering, and that “hesitant
and ineffective women who have not improved should be replaced”*

* % %

The strength of this continuous process of emancipation, despite all the prob-
lems and obstacles, is convincingly evidenced by the fact that in 1944, the
Partisan leadership stated that the AFZ in Syrmia tended towards separating
into a completely independent organisation and that some AFZ members
openly resented when other party leaders would interfere in their work.®

49 MYV, 11.926.

50 Ljubica Vasili¢, Pokrajinski komitet KPJ za Vojvodinu: 1941-1945 (Sremski Karlovci: Arhiv Vojvo-
dine; Novi Sad: Institut za izu¢avanje istorije Vojvodine; Istorijski arhiv PK SK za Vojvodinu, 1971)
(Cyrillic), 323.
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Many women remained outside this process of emancipation during the
war, or accepted only much later the idea of equality with men, but many
of them went from traditional to emancipated women precisely through
the Partisan movement. A particularly striking illustration is the conver-
sation between Basil Davidson and a Partisan woman known as Baba, a
field worker who was in charge of transferring volunteers from the nearby
province of Backa to Syrmia.

In his book, Davidson paints a portrait of Baba as a strong-willed, ca-
pable, tough and optimistic person. She was a 23-year-old widow, and her
late husband had been a village merchant who died a Partisan. When she
joined the Partisan movement, furious and desperate because of her hus-
band’s death, Baba was just a frightened girl, with no knowledge of politics
and war, except that as a wife it was necessary to accompany her husband.
As Davidson notes, “for her the movement had a personal significance that
was far more than political: she had found in it the materials of a new and
larger life and she cleaved to it as if she had conceived it and created it her-
self. She saw that she had become through it a changed individual, larger
and better and stronger than before” Over time, she adopted the slogans
about equality and spoke them with conviction in discussions with her
comrades:

We don’t help the men. We fight alongside them, equal with them...
We're fighting for women’s dignity... Were in the movement because
the whole of society’s changing, and it can’t change without the wom-
en being there too. It’s a new society we want — new right through,
men and women too... You think women are inferior to men, only
good for sleeping with you and having babies. But women are indi-
viduals, too, and they have their part in our revolution just as much
as the men.

Impressed by Baba’s personality and attitudes, Davidson recorded her
words, paradigmatic for interpreting the role of the Partisan movement in

the process of women’s emancipation:
I was a fat-headed peasant girl two years ago with no more idea of

the world than the price of bacon and the best way to get the better
of tax-collectors... But I didn’t read books or do any more writing
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than to reckon up the shop accounts; and my husband was about
the same... The movement’s like a university for me. The movement’s
done everything for me. Or perhaps I've done everything for the
movement. I don’t know. But I see things differently now. I'll never
be a simple shopkeeper again. I'll see more in life than that. Perhaps
I'll marry again: but not yet - I loved my husband. And then only if
I find a man who'll share his life with me, and not expect me to bend
myself always to him. I want to live. I want to make something in the
world. There’s so much we've got to do.”

Conclusion

The Yugoslav women’s antifascist struggle in World War II had two main
motives and goals: 1) liberation from the occupier; 2) emancipation in re-
lation to men and traditional society. Overcoming the norms, morals and
rules of that social environment from which the majority of Syrmian Par-
tisans came was the primary goal of the emancipatory policy held by the
KPJ and the Partisan movement, with its military, ideological and political
dimension.

As we have seen, it was a painstaking process, with a series of obstacles
and problems on the ground. There was a constant need to explain the pol-
itics of emancipation again and again to the Partisan movement’s fighters
and supporters. By participating in the struggle and being a member of
AFZ, through mass engagement, women gained new knowledge, self-con-
fidence and conviction in their own worth. To a certain extent, the changes
affected the sphere of private life, the attitude towards marriage, the man as
a spouse, the parents and domestic violence. The idea of women’s equality
gradually changed the traditional understandings, deeply rooted among the
population of Yugoslavia, Vojvodina and Syrmia, including new consider-
ation for the areas of privacy and the personal emotions of the individual.

At the end, let’s return to the question: how should “outsiders” under-
stand the struggle for women’s equality in the traditional village communi-
ties of Syrmia during World War I1? There is no doubt that in such a short
period of time it was not possible to erase the traditional understandings

51 Davidson, Partisan, 255-264.
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that had existed for centuries, but at the same time, space was created for
the largest and fastest step that had ever been taken, with concrete results
and consequences, not only in public speech and propaganda, but also in
the consciousness of many individuals, both men and women. Physical and
verbal violence was not eradicated, but it was marked as unacceptable from
a new angle - ideological, political and military. A good Partisan could
not be a bully and could not underestimate and insult his female comrades
and other members of the liberation movement. Viewed by the standards
of that time, this was a new dimension, important as a foothold for chang-
ing the firmly-established traditional structures. It goes without saying that
the process of emancipation did not end with the end of the war, but the
position of women was redefined, and space was opened for their broader
political and social activism, including gaining the right to vote in the 1945
elections.” At the same time, during the war, numerous women, with their
antifascist orientation and combativeness, conquered new areas of freedom

by themselves and for themselves.

52 On the position of women in Vojvodina and Serbia in the post-war years see Ivana Panteli¢, Parti-
zanke kao gradanke. Drustvena emancipacija partizanski u Srbiji 1945.-1953. (Beograd: Institut za
savremenu istoriju i Evoluta, 2011); Gordana Stojakovic, Rodna perspektiva u novinama Antifasis-
tickog fronta Zena (1945-1953) (Novi Sad: Zavod za ravnopravnost polova, 2012)
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SS-Men Against Nazism? The Controversial Case of the
Mutiny in Villefranche-de-Rouergue (17 September 1943)

Xavier Bougarel

On the outskirts of Villefranche-de-Rouergue, a town in southwestern
France, a monument stands representing four men shot dead. Next to it,
a plaque honours the memory of “freedom fighters who rose up against
Nazism on 17 September 1943”. This tribute is made in the name of “their
compatriots from Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina® and the people of
Villefranche themselves. However, it is not specified that these insurgents
coming from afar actually belonged to the Waften-SS. This raises several
questions: Who were they, really? What were their motives? Did they act
alone? To answer these questions, we must go back to February 1943, con-
sult various archives, books and newspapers, and try to put together the
puzzle of the Villefranche mutiny.

* % %

On 10 February 1943, Adolf Hitler signed a decree creating the 13th SS Di-
vision, commonly known as the Handschar Division.! At that time, the In-
dependent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska - NDH), led by the
Ustashas (Croatian fascists) covered roughly the territory of present-day
Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. It considered not only Catholics, but
also Muslims in these regions to be Croats. Against this background, the
Nazi leaders planned to create an SS division of Muslim volunteers from
Bosnia and Herzegovina, led by German officers from the Reich or from
the German minorities of southeastern Europe. However, not enough Mus-
lims were willing to join this division, and the Waffen-SS leaders had to re-

1  On the 13th SS Division, see Xavier Bougarel, La division Handschar: Waffen-SS de Bosnie
1943-1945 (Paris: Humensis, 2020); George Lepre, Himmler’s Bosnian Division: The Waffen-SS
Handschar Division 1943-1945 (Atglen: Schiffer, 1997).
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vise their plans, taking several thousand Muslim soldiers from the ranks of
the NDH’s regular army, on the one hand, and admitting Catholic recruits
into the 13th SS Division, on the other.

In July 1943, the 13th SS Division was sent for training to southwestern
France. Its pioneer battalion, numbering around 1.000 men, was billeted in
Villefranche-de-Rouergue. On the night of 16 to 17 September 1943, a seri-
ous mutiny broke out, during which the insurgents executed five of their six
German officers and took control of the town for a few hours, before part of
the troops turned against the mutineers, and reinforcements arrived from
Rodez. The ensuing battle was followed by severe repression, with an un-
known number of executions. An equally unknown number of insurgents
managed to escape; some would join the French Resistance.

The Villefranche mutiny was an important event because it was the first
case of armed rebellion within the Waffen-SS. In the following weeks, the
13th SS Division was transferred to Germany to complete its training. In
March 1944, the division returned to Bosnia and Herzegovina, where it
brutally fought Tito’s Partisans, before disintegrating in the autumn of 1944
under the effect of massive desertions. These are, roughly speaking, the
facts that historians who have worked on the 13th SS Division or on the
Villefranche mutiny agree on. But what else do we know?

* % %

Let’s begin by looking at the French sources.

The first written account of the mutiny comes from Louis Fontanges,
then mayor of Villefranche-de-Rouergue.? In his journal, he recounts the
mutiny as seen from the French side: the street fights; the only surviving
German officer, Dr. Wilfried Schweiger, commanding the soldiers hostile to
the mutiny and sounding the alarm; the arrival of reinforcements. Accord-
ing to Fontanges, the Germans suspected that the “communists” or North
African soldiers hospitalised in the town were behind the mutiny. For his
part, the mayor was mainly concerned with exonerating the local population
of responsibility, to avoid reprisals. He estimates that some 20 SS soldiers
died in combat and that 10 to 50 others were executed and buried in the

2 Louis Fontanges, Journal de loccupation allemande a Villefranche en aoiit et septembre 1943, unpub-
lished and undated document, Municipal Archives/Archives municipales de Villefranche-de-Rouer-
gue, dossier 4H11.
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Sainte Marguerite field (which we will refer to again in the following pages).
He also notes that, on All Saints’ Day, anonymous people laid flowers on the
mass grave of the executed soldiers. Thus began the commemoration of this
mutiny, just as the pioneer battalion had left the town.

At an undetermined date, but close to the end of the war, Jean Baudin -
the new mayor of the town, elected after the Liberation in 1944 - also com-
piled his memories.” Baudin attributes the mutiny to the harsh discipline
imposed by the German officers on their men. He also mentions a “secret
order from Marshal Tito” and the presence in Toulouse of a representative
of the Yugoslav government. According to Baudin, the French Resistance
helped some SS soldiers desert, but never envisaged a mutiny. He estimates
that this mutiny resulted in the execution of 300 to 400 mutineers, 20 to 25
of whom were shot and buried in the Sainte Marguerite field.

An article published by Paul Gayraud in 1947 in the Revue du Rouergue
provides little new information, but assumes that the SS soldiers had mu-
tinied for fear of being sent to the Eastern Front.* He estimates that about
a hundred of them managed to hide with help from the population, and
reports the rumour that Schweiger escaped execution because that night,
he was at his mistress’ house. But the author doubts the truthfulness of
many of the eyewitness reports, and hopes that the German archives, once
opened, would provide much more information on the event.

Finally, a report written in the 1950s by André Pavelet, a former Re-
sistance leader for the Languedoc-Roussillon region, largely repeats Louis
Fontanges’ journal and Paul Gayraud’s article, but explains that Schweiger
was spared by the mutineers because he pretended to support their actions.
Moreover, Pavelet claims to have met personally at that time a Yugoslav
who spoke perfect French, and whom he identified wrongly as the owner
of the hotel where the officers were staying. With this unnamed Yugoslav’s
help, he wrote a leaflet urging the SS soldiers to be patient. In fact, accord-
ing to him, the French Resistance did not plan to push them to revolt unless
the Allies landed on the French coast.

3 Jean Baudin, Note pour servir au récit de la tragédie du 17 septembre 1943, unpublished and undated
document, Archives municipales de Villefranche-de-Rouergue, dossier 4H11.

4 Paul Gayraud, “La mutinerie des Croates a Villefranche-de-Rouergue”, Revue du Rouergue, no. 1,
1947, 228-238.

5  André Pavelet, La rébellion des Croates a Villefranche de Rouergue le 17 septembre 1943, unpub-
lished and undated document, Defence Historical Service/Service historique de la défense (SHD)
(Vincennes), dossier GR 13 P 155 (région R 3).
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Although these various docu-
ments provide a certain amount of
information, they are incomplete
and somewhat contradictory, and
they say little about the identity or
motivations of the mutineers. It was
not until 1980 that a semi-official
French account of the mutiny ap-
peared, namely the book La révolte
des Croates de Villefranche-de-Rouer-
gue (The Revolt of the Croats of
Villefranche-de-Rouergue) by Louis
Erignac, a history teacher, commu-
nistactivist and president of the local

it i branch of the National Association

Fig. 1: Cover of the book published by of Resistance Veterans (Association

Louis Erignac in 1980. (© Louis Erignac) ~ Natfionale des Anciens Combattants

de la Résistance — ANACR).® This
book repeats the previous accounts but is also based on the Yugoslav press
- to which we will return - and on the testimony of Bozo Jelenek, a former
member of the 13th SS Division. He cites as leaders of the mutineers Ferid
Dzani¢, the only Muslim officer in the battalion; Nikola Vukeli¢, a Catho-
lic Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO); and Bozo Jelenek himself, another
Catholic Croat. Erignac writes that Dr. Schweiger, an ethnic German (Volks-
deutscher) from Slovenia, is said to have introduced himself to the mutineers
as a Yugoslav, and points to SS Imam Halim Malkoc¢ as the one who allegedly
persuaded some of the troop to oppose the mutiny. He also presents the Yu-
goslav Milan Kalafati¢ and the Brazilian Apolino de Carvalho, two former
members of the International Brigades, as outsiders who helped organise
the mutiny. Finally, he refers to the mutineers as “Croats”, the term used by
the SS soldiers when they introduced themselves to the townspeople, but
also speaks of “Bosnian Croats and Muslims’, and believes that the most ap-
propriate term would be “Yugoslavs” Moreover, on the booK’s cover, a photo
of the commemorative plaque erected in 1950 to honour the mutineers re-
fers to the “Yugoslav fighters” (Fig. I).

6 Louis Erignac, La révolte des Croates de Villefranche-de-Rouergue (Villefranche-de-Rouergue: L.
Erignac, 1988).
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Fig. 2: Press clipping from 1946, the legend reads: “View of the Croats’ grave after

the ceremony”. The text on the provisional monument reads:
“To the Yugoslav patriots who died for their country and for freedom”.
(Source: Bozidar Vitkovi¢’s personal archive, origin unknown)

* % %

Now let’s have a look at the commemoration of the mutiny.

On 17 September 1944, shortly after the liberation of Ville-
franche-de-Rouergue, a first public commemoration was held on the Sainte
Marguerite field, with members of French Resistance organisations partici-
pating. At the request of the Yugoslav Military Mission in Paris, the decision
was made not to exhume the bodies. It was not until 1946 that an official
ceremony was organised by a Franco-Yugoslav Remembrance Committee,
in the presence of Resistance veterans’ associations, local and departmental
authorities, and a large Yugoslav delegation. A provisional monument was
erected, with Yugoslav flags and wreaths (Fig. 2). At that time, the Yugoslav
authorities seemed to attach some importance to the Villefranche mutiny,
and planned to erect a monument on the Sainte Marguerite field by the Cro-
atian artist Vanja Radaus, representing four men falling under German bul-
lets. But their interest quickly waned, and Radaus’s statues were eventually
used for a war memorial in the town of Pula, in Croatia.
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This first memorial phase end-
ed in 1950 with the installation of
* a more modest monument on the
Sainte Marguerite field, now called
the Field of the Yugoslav Martyrs
TR s e S (Champ des martyrs yougoslaves).

' ICl REFOSENT ’

QUI TOMBERERT LOIK DE LEUR This monument paid tribute to the
PATRIE S0%5 LES HALLES
DE LENXEMI NAZI A LA
SUITE DE L INSURRECTION their homeland under the bullets of
DE VILLEFRANCHE DE m nge
DU 18 SEPTEMBRE 19435

“Yugoslav fighters who fell far from

the Nazi enemy” (Fig. 3). From this
time onwards, there was an ambigu-
ity concerning the national identity

of the mutineers: while the people
Fig. 3: The old monument in Villefranche, of Villefranche spoke of the “revolt

established in 1950. (Source: Zvonimir of the Croats”, the official name was

Bernwald’s personal archive, origin « N ] ] .
Yugoslavs”. This blurring of identi-

unknown)

ties did not create any major diffi-

culties at the time, as Croatia was then part of Yugoslavia, but it would be at
the centre of the controversies of the 1990s, as we shall see later on.

In the following years, the Yugoslav authorities stopped attending the
annual commemoration. However, Croatian anti-communist organisa-
tions took advantage of this absence to join the ceremonies, leaving the
French authorities perplexed as to how they should react. This explains
why the Yugoslav embassy again sent its representatives to the 17 Septem-
ber ceremonies from 1960 onward. Around the same time, the left-wing
municipality led by Robert Fabre took two important decisions. Firstly, at
the suggestion of a Croat living in France, the road leading to the Field of
the Yugoslav Martyrs was christened... Avenue of the Croats (Avenue des
Croates). Secondly, the town’s elected officials asked the Yugoslav author-
ities to organise the twinning of Villefranche with a Croatian town. From
1968 onward, the Yugoslav authorities emphasised the role played by Bozo
Jelenek, a member of the pioneer battalion who, after the mutiny, joined the
maquis of the Montagne Noire, located south of Villefranche. Jelenek was
presented as one of the leaders of the mutiny, and he took part in the annual
commemorations until his death in 1987. This second memorial phase was
characterised by a broad consensus that the Villefranche mutiny was both
Yugoslav and anti-fascist — a consensus barely disturbed by the (Catholic)
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masses organised by the anti-communist association Amitié France-Croatie
in homage to the (mainly Muslim) victims of German repression.

* % %

Now let us look at the Yugoslav sources.

In Yugoslavia, certain aspects of the Villefranche mutiny were known
from the early post-war years. In 1947, the State Commission for the Es-
tablishment of War Crimes of the Occupiers and their Local Collaborators
stated that the mutiny had been led by the Muslim officer Ferid Dzanic¢,
who had ties with the French Resistance and the British secret services.”
According to the same commission, the mutiny was supposed to spread
to other units of the division, but the surviving German officer and Imam
Halim Malko¢ thwarted this plan. A few months earlier, the district court
in Biha¢ had sentenced Malko¢ to death, citing his role in the events in
Villefranche, among other misdeeds.®

In the following years, Bozo Jelenek wrote several confidential reports
about the Villefranche mutiny.” He attributed it to the harsh discipline and
poor rations, and also mentioned the impact of the Italian surrender on 8
September 1943. Jelenek claimed to have infiltrated the 13th SS Division
at the request of the Yugoslav Communist Party and to have organised the
mutiny with DZani¢, Vukeli¢ and two NCOs whose names he had forgotten.
According to him, contacts had been established with the French Resist-
ance, which was to provide guides to help the mutineers reach the maquis,
but the date of the mutiny had to be brought forward because of the grow-
ing suspicions of the German officers and, in the absence of the guides,
the mutineers had to fight in the town. Jelenek estimated that around 50
mutineers were shot dead. Finally, he told of having joined the maquis of
the Montagne Noire with help from Villefranche residents and Yugoslavs
enrolled in the French Resistance, including Milan Kalafati¢.

7  Drzavna komisija za utvrdivanje zlo¢ina okupatora i njihovih pomagaca, Referat o 13. SS diviziji
‘Handzar, 20 March 1947, Military Archives/Vojni Arhiv (Belgrade), Reich Collection, carton 9,
fascicle 4, document 25.

8  District court Biha¢, 5 November 1946, no. 320/46, Archive of Bosnia-Herzegovina/Arhiv Bosne
i Hercegovine, Provincial Commission for the Establishment of War Crimes of the Occupiers and
their Local Collaborators, Verdicts, box 3.

9  See in particular Bozo Jelenek, O herojskoj pobuni bataljona prinudno mobiliziranih Hrvata u Vil-
fransu, unpublished and undated document, author’s personal archive.
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Until the late 1960s, however, the Villefranche mutiny was unknown to
the Yugoslav public. At that time, in a context of political liberalisation and
recognition of a specific Muslim nation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, sever-
al Croatian and Bosnian newspapers began writing about the event.'’ The
journalists relied on the eyewitness accounts of former SS soldiers living
in Yugoslavia - including BoZo Jelenek — or went to Villefranche to meet
French witnesses and consult the municipal archives. But the results of
their investigations do not make things any clearer. Several serials focused
on the personality of Ferid Dzani¢, who was actually a Partisan captured in
the spring of 1943 by the Germans before reappearing shortly thereafter as
a Waffen-SS officer. From then on, some believed him to be an agent infil-
trated into the 13th SS Division by the communists, and others thought he
was a traitor. The question of the mutineers’ links with the French Resist-
ance was just as controversial; some believed that there were no such ties,
and others questioned the absence of the guides supposedly promised by
the Resistance. More generally, all journalists debated whether the mutiny
was spontaneous or premeditated. Some points of agreement neverthe-
less emerged, such as the harmful role played by Imam Malko¢. In one of
the serials published in the press, Jelenek stated that Dzani¢ had given up
on plans to execute Malkod¢, for fear of sparking a negative reaction from
Muslim soldiers. Finally, the journalists seemed to agree on the number
of 60 executions at the end of the revolt. Louis Erignac drew on these ar-
ticles to write La Révolte des Croates, cherry-picking the facts that suited
him and adding his own. In this way, French and Yugoslav sources were
intermingled.

At the same period, French and Yugoslav memorial practices also con-
verged, before rapidly diverging. Indeed, Yugoslav journalists who had
stayed in Villefranche echoed the request for twinning with a town in
Croatia. But the official response was evasive. The Standing Conference of
Yugoslav Cities proposed the city of Slavonski Brod in Croatia, but the lat-
ter showed no interest; later, the city of Biha¢ in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
where Ferid Dzani¢ was born, was put forward, but with no more success.
Above all, the associations of former Yugoslav Partisans were openly hostile
to these plans, as they deemed it inappropriate to honour the memory of SS

10 See in particular Vecernje novine (Sarajevo) 8-16 May 1967, 17 May-16 June 1967 and 27 July-18
August 1967; Vjesnik (Zagreb) 31 March-2 April 1968; Vjesnik u srijedu (Zagreb) 21 August-16
October 1968.
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soldiers. The twinning project therefore remained stillborn. This hostility
to the promotion of the Villefranche mutiny was also visible in the press.
Thus, in October 1967, shortly after publishing three successive serials on
the revolt, the Sarajevo newspaper Vecernje novine had to publish a fourth
one devoted to the crimes of the 13th SS Division." In the following dec-
ades, attacks on Muslim political and religious elites during World War 1II
gathered strength, as they were accused of having been complicit in the
creation of this division.'? As the Yugoslav federation slowly disintegrated,
the consensus around the Villefranche mutiny also began to crack.

* % %

Let us now turn to the 1990s, when this consensus was ultimately shattered.
Several decades of peaceful commemorations were followed by a third
memorial phase from 1990 onwards, marked by heated controversy over
the nationality of the mutineers, their motives, and their real or supposed
links with the French Resistance. The Yugoslav federation finally collapsed
in 1991-1992, and war broke out in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.
In the young independent Croatia, a new reading of the mutiny was put
forward: as the Croatian-born historian Mirko Grmek declared, it had to
be shown that the revolt was “the work of Croatian nationalists and not of
Yugoslav communists™"? To do this, some played on the fact that in 1943,
Catholics and Muslims were considered “Croats” by the Ustasha regime.
The Croatian embassy in Paris therefore denounced the reference to “Yugo-
slav fighters” as a communist lie, and demanded that the Croatian nation-
ality of the mutineers be emphasised during the annual commemorations.
After the presence of Croatian delegations caused various incidents, the
municipality of Villefranche decided to withdraw from the official ceremo-
ny in 1993. The ceremony was then organised by the National Association
of Resistance Veterans (ANACR) and reduced to a commemoration to the
tune of the Chant des Partisans (Partisans’ Song), without any speeches. In
1997, the ANACR decided that it would no longer organise the annual cer-
emony, which was taken over by the association Solidarité France-Croatie of

11 Jeso Peri¢, “Krv na kuénom pragu’, Vecernje novine (Sarajevo) 14 October-5 December 1967.

12 See in particular Dervi$ Susi¢, Parergon (Sarajevo: Oslobodenje, 1980).

13 “Hrvatski nacionalisti, a ne jugoslavenski komunisti”, Nedjeljni vjesnik (Zagreb), 19 November
1995.
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Toulouse, with no official French delegation in attendance. The controver-
sies were not limited to the nationality of the mutineers. In 1993, the leaflet
accompanying a commemorative stamp of the Croatian postal service re-
peated the thesis that the French Resistance had not provided the promised
guides to lead the mutineers to the maquis.'* This assertion provoked an
indignant reaction from the ANACR and partly explains its decision to no
longer organise the commemorations.

It was not until the 2000s that a new memorial consensus took shape. At
that time, the independence of Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina were
facts accepted by all. Additionally, there was an important local factor: the
election of a right-wing municipal government in Villefranche in 2001 led
by the new mayor Serge Rocques. He decided to attend the annual 17 Sep-
tember commemorations again, alongside the Croatian delegation. In 2005,
the appointment as Minister of Foreign Affairs of Philippe Douste-Blazy, a
right-wing politician from southwestern France who was very involved in
supporting Croatian independence, further facilitated the rapprochement
that was then taking shape between the French and Croatian authorities.

The final shift came in 2006, when the monument installed in 1950 was
replaced with a memorial including a copy of Vanja Radaus’s statues and
the plaque mentioned at the beginning of this chapter (Fig. 4). It should
be noted that the expression “compatriots of Croatia and Bosnia-Herze-
govina” made it possible to overlook the Croatian and/or Bosniak (i.e.,
Muslim") national identity of the mutineers, since only their geographi-
cal origin is indicated. This persistent blurring of identities was obvious in
the speeches made at the inauguration of the memorial on 17 September
2006: Philippe Douste-Blazy spoke of “young Croats and Bosniaks”, but Ivo
Sanader, the Prime Minister of Croatia, referred to insurgents “of Muslim
or Catholic faith”'® This ushered in a fourth memorial phase wherein the
Croatian delegation occupied a central, even dominant, place, before repre-
sentatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina or the Bosniak community in France
joined the commemoration. This new memorial consensus was sealed by

14  Prigodna postanska marka Republike Hrvatske: pobuna hrvatskih vojnika u Villefranche-de-Rouer-
gue 1943, Zagreb: Hrvatska posta i telekomunikacije, 17 November 1993.

15 The national name “Musliman” (Muslim), adopted in the 1960s to designate Muslims in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, was replaced by “Bosnjak” (Bosniak) in 1993.

16 Speeches delivered at the commemorative ceremony on 17 September 2006 in Villefranche-de-
-Rouergue (Aveyron), accessed on 15 April 2010 on the website of the Croatian Embassy in France:
http://www.amb-croatie.fr/actualités/villefranche allocutions2006.htm.
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Fig. 4: The new monument in Villefranche established in 2006. (Photo: Xavier Bougarel)

the twinning of Villefranche with the Croatian town of Pula in 2008 and
the Bosnian town of Biha¢ in 2010. But it remained incomplete, as in 2006,
the ANACR opposed the decision to take down the former Yugoslav mon-
ument and decided to boycott the inauguration of the new one.

* % %

We shall now focus on how historians viewed the event over this same pe-
riod.

As the commemorations in Villefranche were being transformed, a vast
effort was under way to rewrite the history of the mutiny. In 1993, the his-
torian Zdravko Dizdar published an article in the Casopis za suvremenu
povijest (Journal of Contemporary History) in Zagreb entitled “The First
Uprising in the Nazi Army”."” Based on the sources already mentioned, plus
the Croatian archives, this paper reconstructs in detail the creation of the
13th SS Division, as well as the mutiny, step by step. According to Dizdar,
the mutiny’s leaders were in contact with the French Resistance and the

17 Zdravko Dizdar, “Prva pobuna u nacisti¢koj vojsci: pobuna 13. pionirskog bataljuna 13. SS divizije
‘Croatia u Villefranche-de-Rouergueu 17. rujna 1943, Casopis za suvremenu povijest, no. 25, 1993,
117-142.
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British secret services, and the absence of the promised guides was one of
the reasons for their failure. Dizdar estimates the number of mutineers shot
at 150, and further reports that 300 others were deported to the Sachsen-
hausen camp, where most perished. He insists that the mutiny was pre-
meditated and describes it as “Croatian and anti-fascist”. This account is
thus partly an extension of the communist narrative, while nationalising
it. Writing during the war in 1993, Dizdar considered that casting light on
the Villefranche mutiny was a good way to fight against the perception in
France of the Croatian people as “Ustashas”.

Around the same time, on 26 November 1993, a conference entitled The
Revolt of the Croats of Villefranche-de-Rouergue was held in Zagreb, organ-
ised jointly by the Croatian Institute of History and the French Embassy
in Zagreb. As the title of the conference suggests, the emphasis was on the
Croatian identity of the mutineers. Several speakers also emphasised the
mutineers’ links with the French Resistance, asserting that these ties proved
the premeditated, and therefore political, nature of the mutiny. Among the
participants, the French historian Christian Font was the only one who re-
jected this thesis. He underlined that, in the autumn of 1943, the maquis
were almost non-existent in the Villefranche region, and considered that
ties between the mutiny’s leaders and the French Resistance were highly
improbable.'®

Henrik Heger, a professor at the Sorbonne of Croatian origin, attacked
Fadil Ekmeci¢, a Bosniak living in Paris, who had published a book in 1991
entitled La révolte des Bosniaques a Villefranche en 1943 (The Revolt of the
Bosniaks in Villefranche in 1943)." In this book, which never reached a large
audience, Ekmeci¢ relies on familiar sources to tell the story of the mutiny,
but he presents it as the work of Bosniaks, not Croats; some Sarajevan news-
papers promoted the same narrative. Besides this competition between Cro-
ats and Bosniaks to take ownership of the events of Villefranche, the most
interesting detail in Ekmeci¢’s book is that he claims to have spoken on the
telephone with the former Resistance fighter Milan Kalafati¢. Kalafatic¢ is said
to have denied any involvement in organising the mutiny, although he did
admit that he later helped some of the mutineers join the French maquis.

18 Christian Font, Résistance et troupes allemandes au moment de la révolte des Croates de Ville-
franche-de-Rouergue, unpublished and undated document, author’s personal archive.

19 Fadil Ekmeci¢, Pobuna Bosnjaka u Vilfransu (Paris: Librairie Ekmeci¢, 1991).

20 Ibid., 133.
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However, it was not until 1998 that a comprehensive Croatian account
of the Villefranche mutiny appeared, with the book Les révoltés de Ville-
franche (The Villefranche Insurgents) by Mirko Grmek, a Croatian-born
medical historian based in France, and Louise Lambrichs, a novelist.”! In
this book, the two authors draw on a variety of sources, in particular Ger-
man and local archives. Among the German sources, they cite SS docu-
ments already used by other historians, and refer to the diary of Edmund
Glaise von Horstenau, plenipotentiary general in the Independent State of
Croatia, but omit the passage in which he attributes the mutiny to the harsh
treatment by the officers, the refusal by the ethnic German ones to use Cro-
atian language and a lack of food.*

Grmek and Lambrichs’ main discovery is a set of documents originat-
ing from Karl Rachor, the intelligence officer of the 13th SS Division, and
concerning the Villefranche mutiny. While probably authentic, these doc-
uments do not come from a clearly identifiable archive, but were circulated
as photocopies within the circles of German veterans of the 13th SS Divi-
sion. They include first-hand accounts by Willfried Schweiger and Halim
Malko¢, which shed light on their role in the failure of the mutiny, and a
(comprehensive?) list of fourteen people sentenced to death. But Grmek
and Lambrichs are most interested in Rachor’s report, which lists Ferid
Dzani¢, Nikola Vuleti¢ and two other NCOs (Luftija Dizdarevi¢, a Muslim,
and Eduard Matutinovié, a Catholic) as leaders of the revolt.?* Armed with
these four names, the two authors accuse Bozo Jelenek of lying about his
role in the mutiny, and thus their narrative excludes the individual who was
allegedly the link to the Yugoslav Partisan movement.

Karl Rachor also states that Ferid Dzani¢ saw himself as the “liberator of
Croatia’, and that Nikola Vuleti¢ was a “fanatical supporter” of an independ-
ent Croatia that would rid itself of the Ustashas and join the Allies. Grmek
and Lambrichs thus point to this as proof that the Villefranche mutiny was
not the work of Yugoslav communists, but of Croatian patriots. In their
haste, they neglect the fact that Rachor also accuses Spanish prostitutes,

21 Mirko Grmek and Louise Lambrichs, Les révoltés de Villefranche. Mutinerie dun bataillon de
Waffen-SS, septembre 1943 (Paris: Seuil, 1998).

22 Peter Broucek ed., Ein General im Zwielicht. Die Erinnerungen Edmund Glaises von Horstenau,
volume 3 (Vienna: Boéhlau, 1988), 296.

23 “Rapport de Karl Rachor, officier de renseignement de Iétat-major de la 13¢ division SS sur les
événements du 17 septembre 1943 & Villefranche-de-Rouergue’, in Grmek and Lambrichs, Les ré-
voltés, 318-322.
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Balkan Jews, North African soldiers, “Gypsies” and “two Negroes and a Ne-
gress” of having been involved in the preparation of the mutiny. His report
obviously contains a strong dose of paranoia, as is often the case in such
documents. Nor do Grmek and Lambrichs question how Rachor could
have been aware of the real motivations of DZani¢, who died in battle, and
of Vukeli¢, who was captured, tortured and shot shortly afterwards.

Yet this is not all that our two authors discover. In the Villefranche mu-
nicipal archives, they find a Vitkovitch file containing information on Bozi-
dar Vitkovi¢, a Serbian doctor who had lived in Toulouse since 1937 and
was cited in various official certificates as the instigator of the Villefranche
mutiny. Here again, Grmek and Lambrichs have what they need: If this
Serb linked to the French Resistance was behind the mutiny, then he must
also be the Machiavellian man who betrayed the mutineers by not pro-
viding them with the promised guides! The two authors also believe that
Vitkovi¢ was a Serbian nationalist linked to the Yugoslav royal government
in exile in London and manipulated by the British secret services, without
providing any evidence of this. Falling deeper into more or less convoluted
conspiracy theories, Grmek and Lambrichs also suggest that the mutineers
had ties with high-level Ustasha officials who wished to join the Allies, and
believe that the Yugoslav secret services — eager to cover up the truth about
these events — were actually responsible for the seemingly accidental deaths
of several protagonists of the Villefranche mutiny. Should we regard this
new version of the Villefranche mutiny as the definitive story?

* % %

To find out, let’s go back to the French archives.

When he died in 1985 in Toulouse, Bozidar Vitkovi¢ left behind his per-
sonal papers, consisting primarily of press clippings about the Villefranche
mutiny and its commemoration, official certificates confirming the involve-
ment of several Yugoslavs in the French Resistance, and scattered hand-
written notes about his life history, political commitments and his role in
the preparations for the mutiny.**

These documents contradict the image of Vitkovi¢ conveyed by Grmek
and Lambrichs: He was not a Serbian nationalist linked to the royal

24 As Bozidar Vitkovi¢’s handwritten notes are written on unnumbered loose sheets, it is impossible
to give a precise reference.
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government in exile, but a Yugoslav patriot who admired Tito’s Partisans
and was a member of the Francs-Tireurs et Partisans (FTP), a Resistance
movement linked to the French Communist Party. This political choice of
Vitkovi¢ during the war years is confirmed by the fact that after the Liber-
ation, he participated in the creation of the National Liberation Movement
of Yugoslavs in France, and then of the Association of Yugoslavs in France,
two organisations closely linked to Tito’s communist regime.

Among the press clippings, several are articles written by Vitkovi¢ him-
self in the early post-war years, dealing with the Villefranche mutiny. These
articles show good knowledge of the mutiny as it unfolded, at a time when
the sources mentioned in the previous pages did not yet exist, or were not
accessible. Vitkovi¢’s knowledge of the events of 17 September 1943 can
therefore be explained either by his participation in its preparation, or by
his meeting with former mutineers — or both. In Le Patriote du Sud-Ouest
of 17 September 1945, he presents the mutiny as having been organised by
“Yugoslav Resistance fighters in the French ranks”> However, his version
of the facts diverges from those we have encountered so far. In particular, in
La République du Sud-Ouest of 17 September 1946, he explains that the Yu-
goslav officers were spared by the mutineers, unlike the German officers.”
Therefore, according to Vitkovi¢, Dzani¢, Vukeli¢ and the others merely
took over the leadership of a mutiny started by others.

Vitkovi¢’s account becomes even more surprising if we look at his hand-
written notes. Indeed, he explains that he first came into contact with sol-
diers of the 13th SS Division while waiting outside the brothels of Toulouse,
and that he became friends with a young Croatian soldier who introduced
himself as “Zvonimir” and belonged to the Villefranche pioneer battalion.
After several days of discussions, Vitkovi¢ says that he managed to convince
“Zvonimir” to organise a mutiny, and also demanded that the mutineers
execute their officers so that there could be no turning back from join-
ing the French Resistance. In the face of “Zvonimir’s” hesitations, he finally
agreed that the Yugoslav officers should be spared. In other words, DZani¢,
Vukeli¢ and the others narrowly missed being executed by the mutineers!
Vitkovi¢ also explains his goals in organising this mutiny, namely to break
the morale of the soldiers of the 13th SS Division and to sow discord within
their ranks, in order to force the Germans to withdraw this division, which

25 “Le soulévement de Villefranche-de-Rouergue”, Le Patriote du Sud-Ouest, 17 September 1945.
26 “Le soulévement des Croates’, La République du Sud-Ouest, 17 September 1946.
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Vitkovi¢ believed had come to southwestern France to fight the French Re-
sistance. He ends this account published in La République du Sud-Ouest
with these words: “A month later, all these units left for Germany: they were
considered useless for the repression of the French maquis. The goal of the
mutineers had thus been achieved.””’

Unfortunately, Vitkovi¢s handwritten notes have many gaps and are
sometimes hard to believe. Above all, they tell us nothing about the day of
17 September 1943 and the role that Vitkovi¢ might have played in it. But,
in any case, the scattered facts gathered from Bozidar Vitkovi¢’s personal
papers undermine all of the existing accounts of the Villefranche mutiny.
So how should the events of 17 September 1943 be interpreted? And where
can we find the answer?

* k%

Let’s try our luck in the files of the French military archives.

In his personal file as a former Resistance fighter, Bozidar Vitkovi¢ re-
calls the Villefranche mutiny.”® He recollects that his first contacts with SS
soldiers were on 29 July 1943, that he called on them not to fight the French
Resistance and to rise up against German oppression, and that the mutiny
of 17 September resulted in 84 deaths, including five German officers. He
adds that “more than 150 of the mutineers, after checks, [were] directed
towards the French Resistance (Carmaux and Mende)”? In a letter to the
Ministry of Veterans' Affairs dated 30 November 1977, Vitkovi¢ further
states that the mutiny “resulted in the death of 47 Germans, including five
officers” and that, “judging this unit to be unreliable following this revolt,
the German High Command decided to withdraw it from France on 1 Oc-
tober 1943. Apart from the state of siege [...], the people of Villefranche
suffered no damages, no internments, no deportations, no executions.””’

The files of the Yugoslav Resistance fighters mentioned in Bozidar Vit-
kovi¢’s personal papers also reveal that he did not act alone. Janko Dragan-
i¢, Sava Ilibasi¢, Bogdan Madjarev and Stevo Mihanovi¢ all refer to their

27 1Ibid.

28 SHD (Vincennes), file GR 16 P 597770 (Bozidar Vitkovi¢).

29 FFI rank certification, certificate of membership, 6 January 1949, SHD (Vincennes), file GR 16 P
597770 (Bozidar Vitkovié).

30 Letter from BoZidar Vitkovi¢ to the Minister for Veterans and Victims of War, 30 November 1977,
SHD (Vincennes), dossier GR 16 P 597770 (Bozidar Vitkovi¢).
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participation in the preparations for the mutiny, confirmed in some cases
by an attestation from Bozidar Vitkovi¢ as president of the Yugoslav Lib-
eration Committee in Toulouse.” There is nothing of the sort in the file of
Milan Kalafati¢, who did, however, participate in the defection of Soviet
soldiers in Carmaux in July 1944.>> According to these files, the “revolt of
the Croats” was therefore prepared by a group of Yugoslavs acting with-
out consultation with French Resistance organisations. Subsequently, these
men joined the 35th brigade of the FTP and participated in the liberation
of Toulouse in August 1944. The files kept at the French Ministry of De-
fence history department also give us some information on these men’s
activities after the Liberation. In particular, Vitkovi¢, Dragani¢, Madjarev
and Mihanovi¢ were commissioned by the Yugoslav Military Mission to
interrogate German prisoners from Yugoslavia and identify possible war
criminals. This official function held by Vitkovi¢ also attests to his close ties
to the Yugoslav authorities of the time.

The French military archives also preserve an interesting exchange of
letters between Bozidar Vitkovi¢ and André Pavelet, author of the report
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter on the Villefranche mutiny,
and assigned to work in the Ministry of Defence history department. On
17 February 1959, Pavelet asked Vitkovi¢ to share his memories with him,
promising that they would remain confidential.*® In a letter dated 25 Feb-
ruary, Vitkovi¢ replied:

Further to your letter concerning the uprising of the Croats on
17-9-1943 in Villefranche de Rouergue, I have the honour to confirm
that I am indeed fully aware of it. Not only did I arrange the disper-
sion and accommodation of the rebels after the uprising - planned,
moreover, before the uprising itself — but along with my former
compatriots, I had taken a certain part in its very organisation, as a
French Resistance fighter. [...] While it is generally considered that
this uprising was a failure - especially in Villefranche - I have to
tell you that it was a complete success despite its appearance, a great
success even, because there was a well-determined goal, militarily

31 SHD (Vincennes), files GR 16 P 191807 (Janko Draganic), GR 16 P 301136 (Sava Ilibasi¢), GR 16 P
382402 (Bogdan Madjarev) and GR 16P 418862 (Stevo Mihanovi¢).

32 SHD (Vincennes), file GR 16 P 316218 (Milan Kalafati¢).

33 Letter from Colonel André Pavelet to Bozidar Vitkovi¢, 17 February 1959, SHD (Vincennes), file
GR 16 P 597770 (Bozidar Vitkovic).
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speaking, which we had set ourselves in July and August 1943, and
which we achieved. [...] Why was it ignored? For a simple security
reason, thanks to an absolutely watertight divide, the only condition
for its success! We didn’t publish it because we risked very serious
consequences through the “vendetta” commonly practised in Yugo-
slavia. I felt that there were enough dead not to add others to the list
of the dead of these magnificent men. There are also our families
there. Believe me, despite the great success, I am not proud of having
sent so many men to their deaths - although it was absolutely nec-
essary — because I am a physician and a physician’s duty is to save
human lives, not to destroy them. [...] Please accept, Colonel, my
deepest respects. Doctor Vitkovi¢.*

But Bozidar Vitkovi¢ apparently never sent his account to Colonel Pavelet.

* % %

So in the end, what do we know about the Villefranche mutiny?

The question of the nationality of the mutineers, which was at the centre
of the memorial crisis of the 1990s, is the easiest to answer. The Catholic
and Muslim soldiers alike identified themselves as Croats, but the latter
undoubtedly had a strong Muslim religious identity, as evidenced by Imam
Malko¢’s influence over them. This ambiguity allowed for their national
identity to be reassessed after the event, following the formation of social-
ist Yugoslavia in 1945, the recognition of a Muslim nation in Bosnia and
Herzegovina in 1968, and the independence of Croatia in 1991. It should
also be noted that this kind of identity blurring allowed the ethnic German
Schweiger to present himself as a Yugoslav, and thus to escape the firing
squad.

While Schweiger and Malko¢’s role in the failure of the mutiny is rela-
tively clear, this is not the case with its real or supposed organisers. Ferid
Dzani¢ appears to be an ambiguous character, having moved from the ranks
of the Partisans to those of the Waffen-SS, without any satisfactory expla-
nation for his changing sides. Bozo Jelenek and Bozidar Vitkovi¢ left their
own, more or less complete, accounts of the mutiny or its preparations, but

34 Letter from BozZidar Vitkovi¢ to Colonel André Pavelet, 25 February 1959, SHD (Vincennes),
dossier GR 13 P 155 (region R 3).
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their two versions of events are totally incompatible. The German docu-
ments seem to support Jelenek’s view, but it is still possible that the Ger-
mans only noticed a second phase of the mutiny, after Dzani¢, Vuleti¢ and
the other NCOs had taken command of it.

The motivations of the mutineers and their leaders also remain mysteri-
ous. As we have seen, they were initially presented as Yugoslav anti-fascists
linked to Tito's Partisans, and then as Croatian nationalists aspiring to a
democratic Croatia. But apart from Rachor’s report and its wild imagin-
ings, there is nothing to tell us about the possible political convictions of
Dzani¢, Vuleti¢ and the others. Maybe the Italian surrender on 8 September
1943 had a role in their decision. As for the ordinary mutineers, they were
probably motivated by mundane issues such as frustration at being sent
far away from home, the excessive discipline imposed by their German of-
ficers, or the fear of being sent to the Eastern Front.

This brings us back to the question of whether the mutiny was sponta-
neous or organised, and whether it was linked to the French Resistance. The
latter apparently established contacts with the SS soldiers and helped some
of them desert, but without having participated in the organisation of the
mutiny. The most credible hypothesis is that Yugoslav resistance fighters
based in France, on their own initiative, pushed for the revolt. In this con-
text, Bozidar Vitkovi¢ appears to have been the mutineers’ main contact.
Was he the “representative of the Yugoslav government” referred to by Jean
Baudin? Or the perfectly French-speaking Yugoslav whom André Pavelet
met? Whatever the case, his exact role remains mysterious: Did he promise
guides to the mutiny organisers? Was it a well-meaning lie intended to push
them into action, or did the precipitous change in the date of the uprising
explain the absence of guides? Was he simply trying to cause the departure
of the 13th SS Division, in which case his action succeeded, or did he have
more ambitious plans, which did not succeed?

So many questions to which there are no answers. Perhaps the missing
piece of the puzzle is stored in an archive box somewhere between Paris,
Berlin, Sarajevo and Belgrade. Or perhaps it is lost forever, if it ever existed.
The Villefranche-de-Rouergue mutiny remains a mystery, and its interpre-
tation as a revolt of freedom fighters against Nazism is fragile, to say the
least.
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Soviet Prisoners of War Between Collaboration and
Resistance: Stalag III D Berlin as a Case Study
of the “Grey Zone”

Kolja Buchmeier

Stalag III D Berlin was established in August 1940 as the only prisoner of

war (POW) camp in the German capital. Initially, mainly French, but also

Polish and Yugoslav POWSs were interned there. However, from autumn

1941 on, tens of thousands of Soviet POWs were transported to Berlin.!

The reason for this was the extreme labour shortage in the German econo-

my, especially in the armaments industry. In Berlin, the largest armament

production site in the Reich, the POWs were mainly used in large facto-
ries, often for private companies such as Siemens, Bergmann or AEG. The
imprisonment and forced labour deployment of Soviet soldiers in Ger-
man custody have already been studied in detail.? However, less research
has been done on the individual and collective experiences of the POWs,

some of whom spent several years in an existential predicament. How did

these people experience their captivity? What strategies did they pursue to

improve their situation? What room for action did they have? Through a

systematic evaluation of personal cards (Personalkarten) issued for every

single POW in the German Reich by the Wehrmacht, it is possible to re-

1 Cf Marc Buggeln, “Stalag III D, in The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia of
Camps and Ghettos 1933-1945, Volume IV: Camps and Other Detention Facilities under the German
Armed Forces, ed. Geoffrey Megargee, Riidiger Overmans and Wolfgang Vogt (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 2022), 410-412. See also Christine Glauning and Roland Borchers, eds., Past
and Forgotten? The Lichterfelde Camp and the French Prisoners of War (Berlin: Nazi Forced Labour
Documentation Center of the Topography of Terror Foundation, 2022).

2 See Christian Streit, Keine Kameraden. Die Wehrmacht und die sowjetischen Kriegsgefangene
1941-1945 (Bonn: J.H.W. Dietz, 1991); Reinhard Otto, Wehrmacht, Gestapo und sowjetische Kriegs-
gefangene im deutschen Reichsgebiet 1941/42 (Munich: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 1998);
Rolf Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene im Deutschen Reich 1941/42. Behandlung und Arbeitsein-
satz zwischen Vernichtungspolitik und kriegswirtschaftlichen Zwingen, (Gottingen: Wallstein, 2011);

Margot Blank and Barbette Quinkert, eds., Dimensions of a Crime. Soviet Prisoners of War in the
Second World War (Berlin: Metropol, 2021).
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construct both various forms of resistant behaviour and collaboration.’ The
spectrum ranges from escapes and sabotage on the one hand to propagan-
da activities and combat operations in German service on the other. By
consulting additional sources such as Wehrmacht and police files as well
as memoirs, a fragmentary but diverse picture of types of actions and mo-
tives emerges. In my case study, I would like to trace these types of actions
and motives, considering the questions raised above. After introductory
remarks on the history and special features of Stalag III D and the labour
deployment of Soviet POWSs in Berlin, my paper will explore the prisoners’
scope for action based on various file studies.

Forced labour of Soviet POWs in Berlin

While Soviet POW's were used for forced labour in the occupied territories
of the Eastern Front from the very beginning of World War 1II, the use of
Soviet POWs in the German economy, and thus also in Berlin, was not ini-
tially planned. Hitler made it clear in several meetings with representatives
of the Office of Defence Economics and Armament (Wehrwirtschats- und
Riistungsamt) and the Labour Ministry (Reichsarbeitsministerium) in July
1941 that he did not want any Soviet prisoners in the Reich.* The order of
the High Command of the Wehrmacht (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht -
OKW) on the “Registration and Treatment of Russian Prisoners of War”
of 26 June 1941 also stated clearly: “No employment of Kr.Gef. [POW5s]
within the economy.” Soviet soldiers were seen as a potential security risk.
Additionally, Hitler and Wehrmacht leadership expected a quick victory
over the Soviet Union through the “Blitzkrieg” strategy. The expectation of
an early military victory made the use of labour seem secondary, as it was
hoped that reducing the eastern army to occupation troops would bring
workers back to the armaments industry.®

3 Cf. Reinhard Otto, Rolf Keller and Jens Nagel, “Sowjetischer Kriegsgefangene im Deutschen Reich.
Zahlen und Dimensionen’, Vierteljahreshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte 56, no. 4 (2008): 565.

4 Cf. Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene, 152.

5  Order of the High Command of the Wehrmacht (OKW) on the Registration and Treatment of Russian
Prisoners of War, 26 June 1941, Federal Archives/Bundesarchiv: BArch, RW 59/142.

6  Cf. Walter Naasner, Neue Machtzentren in der deutschen Kriegswirtschaft 1942-1945 (Miinchen: De
Gruyter Oldenbourg, 1994), 28; Cf. Streit, Keine Kameraden, 192.
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But these objections were clearly contradicted by the economic reality
in the Reich, namely the shortage of manpower. An initial ban by Hitler on
the transport of Soviet POWs into the Reich was therefore gradually sof-
tened in the course of the second half of 1941 and finally dropped.” Howev-
er, the use of Soviet POW's remained bound to specific guidelines, such as
the exclusive use of closed columns and strict isolation from other prisoner
groups and the civilian population.® The first transport of Soviet POWs to
the Reich arrived in July 1941. By the end of the month, 65.000 prison-
ers were in the Reich. By 10 August, their number rose to 171.000.° These
prisoners were initially housed in particular Stalags,' so-called “Russian
camps” (Russenlager), specifically and exclusively set up for Soviet prison-
ers."! However, prisoners were also transferred to regular Stalags in military
districts of the Reich without “Russian camps” as early as August 1941."
This also included Wehrkreis III, one of the military districts within the
Reich.” In one of the camps located there, Stalag III D Berlin, 14 Soviet
POWs were already registered in August 1941." By the beginning of 1942,
their number rose significantly, to 3.703." In the neighbouring Stalag IIT B

7  Cf. Streit, Keine Kameraden, 193; Keller, Ein notwendiges Ubel, 198.

8  Cf. Guidelines for the Use of Russian Prisoners of War, BArch, R 41/168.

9 Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene im Deutschen Reich, 465.

10 The structure of the German Camp System for POW's was the following: After their capture, pris-
oners were first gathered and then assembled in transit camps in the rear army areas, the Durch-
gangslager, or Dulags (transit camps). After long marches and train rides, they reached the Kriegs-
gefangenen-Mannschaftsstammlager, or Stalags (enlisted men’s camps), the main camps for enlisted
men, or the Offizierslager, or Oflags (officers’ camps), the camps for officers. Furthermore, each
Stalag had several, sometimes hundreds of external labour detachments, so called Arbeitskomman-
dos (labour units). For an overview on the camp system for Soviet POWs in English see Andreas
Hilger and Esther Meier “Forced Labor of Soviet Prisoners of War during the Second World War’,
in Bulletin of the German Historical Institute, Issue 72, Fall 2023 (Washington D.C.: German His-
torical Institute, 2023), 69-90.

11 Decree of the OKW, 26 June 1941, BArch, RW 59/142, 34. On the “Russian camps” see Keller, Sow-
jetische Kriegsgefangene im Deutschen Reich.

12 Cf. Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene im Deutschen Reich, 76.

13 The German Army divided German territory in territorial administration units, so called “Weh-
rkreise” (military districts). At the beginning of WWII there were 15 Wehrkreise numbered I to
XV. Wehrkreis III included the territory of Brandenburg and Berlin and contained four Stalags,
numbered IIT A to D and three Oflags numbered IIT A to C (Stalag III A Luckenwalde, Stalag III B
Fiirstenberg/Oder, Stalag III C Alt Drewitz, Stalag III D Berlin, Oflag III A Luckenwalde, Oflag III
B Tiborlager and Oflag III C Liibben/Spree).

14 Numerical Lists of the OKW, BArch, RW 6/784. These lists, in which the number of prisoners for
each POW camp is broken down by nation, were compiled monthly by the OKW and have largely
been preserved.

15 Numerical Lists of the OKW, BArch, RW 6/450.
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in Furstenberg/Oder, 1.999 Soviet prisoners arrived on 10 November, and
ten days later they were supplemented by another 1.000.' In December
1941 there were already 222.000 Soviet POWs deployed for work across
the Reich. The number continued to rise as the war progressed, reaching
631.559 in August 1944." In Stalag III D itself, the peak was reached in
October 1944 with 11.536 Soviet prisoners.'®

The special treatment of Soviet POWs

It has already been mentioned that the use of Soviet POWSs in the German
war economy was subject to certain restrictions and conditions. These re-
strictions aimed at isolating this prisoner group, which was perceived as a
security threat.

To meet the special treatment guidelines and security needs for the So-
viet POWs, the Wehrmacht resorted to a system of independent “Russian
camps’. In other regular Stalags such as Stalag III A Luckenwalde, spatial
separation was achieved by segregating Soviet soldiers in their own camp
sections."” Unlike other Wehrmacht POW camps in the Reich, Stalag III D
did not have a large main camp to house tens of thousands of prisoners, but
was rather a network of camps.?® Although there were also larger camp com-
plexes with their own infrastructure, for example in Lichterfelde, the major-
ity of the prisoners were distributed directly to the hundreds of labour units
scattered throughout the city.? Accordingly, a different solution for isolating
Soviet prisoners had to be found in these.” There are many indications that
separate labour units for Soviet POWs were set up in the area of Stalag III

16 Cf. Numerical Lists of the OKW, BArch, RW 6/784.

17 Der Beauftragte fiir den Vierjahresplan/Der Generalbevollmichtigte fiir den Arbeitseinsatz, eds.,
Der Arbeitseinsatz im Grofideutschen Reich, No. 10 of 31 (October 1944).

18 Cf. Numerical Lists of the OKW, BArch, RW 6/452.

19 Cf. Dallas Michelbacher, Meyer Schwarz, and Patrik Tobin, “Stalag III A”, in Megargee et al., United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 410-412, here 402. Cf. Uwe
Mai, Kriegsgefangene in Brandenburg. Stalag III A in Luckenwalde 1939-1945 (Berlin: Metropol,
1999), 32.

20 Thomas Irmer, “Franzosische Kriegsgefangene in Berlin. Zur Geschichte des Kriegsgefangenen-
lagers Lichterfelde”, in Glauning and Borchers, Past and Forgotten?, 32-41, here 33.

21 Buggeln speaks of at least 120 labour units. Irmer speaks of 200 labour units for French POWs
alone. Cf. Buggeln, Stalag III D, 410; Irmer, Franzdsische Kriegsgefangene, 36.

22 Cf. Meeting at the Reich Chamber of Commerce on 5.9.1943 in the large meeting room, 5 September
1943, BArch, RW 21-4/15, 81.
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D in order to comply with the guidelines of the Supreme Command of the
Wehrmacht (OKW), which demanded segregation of Soviet POWs from
all other groups of prisoners. An OKW list from April 1942 shows that only
Soviet prisoners were deployed in Kommando 103, which was located in
Berlin Staaken in the western outskirts of Berlin and housed up to 1.700
Soviet POWSs.? Kommando 600 Zehlendorf also consisted of Soviet POWs
only?* In June 1942 a separate camp for 3.000 Soviet prisoners was built at
Adlergestell in northern Berlin. In December 1942, 2.300 POWs to be used
in the nearby Reichsbahn repair works were already imprisoned there.”
Isolation from other prisoner groups could thus be guaranteed, at least in
the verifiable cases. This spatial separation went hand in hand with a dis-
tinct, significantly worse treatment of the prisoners, which already began
in the Stalags before the transfer to Berlin. Continuous malnutrition since
their capture, miserable conditions in camps and poor or completely absent
medical treatment led to rapid exhaustion.”® Prisoners were often already
so physically weakened that a work deployment was doomed to fail. For
example, when the first Soviet POW's were transferred to a Siemens factory
at the beginning of 1942, 200 of the 400 prisoners were not able to work
at all because of their poor health.” Five percent of the remaining prison-
ers died during transport to the accommodation camp.” And the Siemens
camp was not an isolated case. Of the 300.000 Soviet POWs who were in
Stalags in the Reich in December 1941, only a small proportion were fit
for work at all.®® Werner Mansfeld, Ministerial Director and head of the
Labour Deployment Business Group of the Four-Year Plan himself unspar-
ingly summed up the disaster of the labour deployment on 20 February

23 Numerical Listofthe OKW, Germandocsin Russia, Fond 500 Findingbook 12450 Folder41,110. Avail-
able online at: https://wwii.germandocsinrussia.org/de/nodes/2179-akte-41-zahlenm-ige-nach-
weiselisten-der-sowjetischen-franz-sischen-belgischen-holl-ndischen#page/1/mode/grid/zoom/1.

24 Numerical List of the OKW, BArch, R 4606/4613.

25 Cf. Memorial Plaque “Forced Labour Camp at Adlergestell”, photo available online at: https://
upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/16/Gedenktafel Neltestr 1 %28Adler%29 Zwang-

sarbeitslager am Adlergestell.jpg.
26 On the conditions in the camps, see Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene; Streit, Keine Kameraden.

27 Cf. Quarterly Report on the Employment of Soviet Prisoners of War in the Small Construction Plant

of Siemens-Schuckert A.G. in Berlin-Siemensstadt, 29 August 1942, available online at: https://wwii.
germandocsinrussia.org.

28 Cf. ibid.

29 Cf. Mai, Kriegsgefangene in Brandenburg, 92.
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1942: “There were 3.9 million Russians available, of which only 1.1 million
remain. From November 41 - January 1942 alone, 500.000 Russians died.”*

Scope for action and the “grey zone”

Up to this point, the internment and forced labour of Soviet POWs in Ber-
lin have been briefly described. In the following chapter, I would like to
focus on prisoners as actors themselves. How did they deal with these harsh
conditions and what room for action did they have? Such research ques-
tions are much more difficult to answer. There are hardly any first-person
documents available that allow access to the history of experience. Rather,
most surviving documents, such as the personal cards by the Wehrmacht,
are bureaucratic perpetrator sources that can reveal little about both the
individual and collective experience of the prisoners. Nevertheless, even
based on these documents, it is possible to trace diverse forms of action
with which prisoners attempted to improve their situation. These actions
moved between two extremes: cooperation with the enemy on the one
hand and resistance on the other.

Cooperation with Nazi institutions is generally subsumed under the
term collaboration, which is controversial in research. I use the term here
not in a moral sense, but to categorise, following Mark Edele, all actions that
support the enemy’s war effort through service in the military, police, or oth-
er agencies of the enemy.*! This also includes activities not obviously related
to combat, such as working as a translator. I argue that one must understand
the transition between these forms of action and seemingly opposing re-
sistant behaviour as fluid, occasionally contradictory and full of grey zones.

Training and use of Soviet POWs as propagandists

The largest group of potential collaborators registered in Stalag III D
were the so-called “propagandists” of the Wehrmacht. The “Wehrmacht

30 Quoted from Ulrich Herbert, Geschichte der Auslinderpolitik in Deutschland. Saisonarbeiter,
Zwangsarbeiter, Gastarbeiter, Fliichtlinge (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2001), 138. Mansfeld refers to the
total number of Soviet POWs in German custody.

31 See Mark Edele, Stalin’s Defectors. How Red Army Soldiers Became Hitler’s Collaborators, 1941-1945
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 125.
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Propaganda Department at the Supreme Command of the Wehrmacht”
(OKW/WPr.) was responsible for agitation during the war and thus also
for propaganda among Soviet POWSs.** A letter from the OKW dated 23
March 1944 summarises the tasks of propaganda among Soviet POWs in
retrospect: “1) Increasing labour productivity 2) Promoting anti-Bolshe-
vik attitudes 3) Combating Soviet agitation [...] 4) Restricting escapes and
preventing sabotage 5) Eliminating shortcomings and abuses in the treat-
ment and management of POWs** The enumeration and further writing
make the motivation of the propaganda efforts very clear; it was primari-
ly about achieving the “best possible work performance”** The last point
should therefore not be misunderstood as a plea for humane treatment. The
author pointed out that these were not “sentimental motives” but purely
“sober considerations” for the sake of increasing productivity. In addition
to this central motive, the suppression of resistance also played a central
role.** Beyond sending propaganda agents to Stalags, the Wehrmacht re-
cruited “voluntary Propagandists” (Freiwillige Propagandisten) among the
Soviet POWs.”” These POWs were to be deployed in Stalags themselves to
motivate their fellow prisoners to work and cooperate.’ In exchange they
enjoyed considerable privileges. They were not assigned to forced labour,
could receive German newspapers such as the Volkischer Beobachter and
the Illustrierte Zeitung and listen to the radio.” The OKW set up so-called
training camps (Ausbildungslager), namely Wuhlheide and Dabendorf for
training these persons.*

32 Transcript of the OKW on the Tasks and Aims of Propaganda among Soviet POWs, 23 March 1944,
BArch, RH 49/35, 138.

33 On the Tasks and Goals of Propaganda among Soviet POWs, 23 March 1944, BArch, 58/9015.

34 Ibid.

35 Ibid.

36 Cf. ibid.

37 Cf. ibid.

38 Letter from the Bremen Labour Office on the use of Soviet POWs as “Voluntary Propagandists”,
Bremen State Archives, 4, 29/1-1293, reprinted in Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene im Arbeitseinsatz
1941-1945. Dokumente zu den Lebens- und Arbeitsbedingungen in Norddeutschland, ed. Rolf Keller
and Frauke Petry (Gottingen: Wallstein, 2013), 346.

39 Cf. Propaganda among Soviet Prisoners of War, 28 January 1943, BArch, 58/9016, 139.

40 There is little knowledge about these training camps to date. A brief overview can be found in
Keller, Wehrkreis III, 34. Short sections on the individual camps can also be found in the USHMM
Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos Volume IV. On the “Voluntary Propagandists”, see also Rein-
hardt Otto and Rolf Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene im System der Konzentrationslager (Gottin-
gen: Wallstein, 2019), 275-293.
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Under which criteria were these propagandists selected? According to
the OKW, persons were to have an “anti-Soviet attitude” and “appear to be
propagandistically capable”*! Personal cards of Stalag III D indicate that,
from the Wehrmacht’s point of view, the possible qualification was linked
to the prisoner’s education and rank. Of the 34 persons recorded in Stalag
III D who were verifiably recruited as propagandists for the Wehrmacht,
20 held above-average ranks. This corresponds to almost 60 percent of en-
tries and is thus a significantly higher proportion than among all recorded
prisoners of Stalag III D (24 percent higher ranks, 70 percent ordinary sol-
diers). Even more striking are the propagandists’ occupations. While, with
35 percent, the proportion of peasants among the entire sample is clearly
the highest, there is not a single peasant among the propagandists. Instead,
teachers and engineers make up the largest share.

The conclusion is obvious that the Wehrmacht selected particularly
educated Red Army soldiers to be active in propaganda. Internal reports
from Wuhlheide training camp confirm this. Instructor Georg von der
Ropp made written suggestions for prisoner selection on 20 March 1942.#
According to these, if possible, “people from ‘intellectual’ professions [...]
especially teachers” should be selected.* In principle, he only recommend-
ed candidates who had at least seven years of Soviet secondary school edu-
cation.” The second criterion for recruitment seems to be more difficult to
determine: the “anti-Soviet attitude” The Wehrmacht presumably resorted
primarily to interrogations to determine the suitable attitude of the can-
didates. There is evidence of numerous interrogations.”” Mark Edele also
proves that so-called “defectors’, i.e. Red Army soldiers who voluntarily
surrendered to the Wehrmacht, were systematically interrogated.*® Here,
too, there was the possibility of recruitment for propaganda purposes.

On 9 July 1942, Alexej S. was taken prisoner near Yelnya in Smolensk
Oblast. The addition “defector” is noted on his personnel card.”” He was

41 Tasks and Goals of Propaganda among Soviet POWs.

42 Proposal Concerning the Principles for the Selection of Prisoners for the Special Camp Wuhlheide, 20
March 1942, BArch, MSG 2/3089.

43 Ibid.

44 Cf. ibid.

45 Cf. for example in activity reports of Wehrmacht units. Cf. a survey cited by Christian Hartmann in
Christian Hartmann, “Massensterben oder Massenvernichtung? Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene im
Unternehmen Barbarossa’, Vierteljahreshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte 49 (2001): 97-158.

46 Cf. Edele, Stalin’s Defectors, 11.

47 Cf. Personal Card Alexei S.
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initially registered in Lamsdorf camp and transferred to III D Berlin on 24
January 1943. On the same day, he was registered in Wuhlheide training
camp and finally transferred to Dabendorf camp on 29 March.*® A CV on
Georgij P’s personnel card also suggests detailed interrogation. The officer,
assigned as an engineer, was transferred to Stalag III D on 9 April and came
to Wuhlheide a month later.”

In some cases, POWs might also have volunteered for such purposes
on their own initiative. There is a case from Oflag (officers’ camp) XIII D
Hammelburg in which several officers expressed their wish “to be united
in volunteer formations for the fight against Bolshevism”* Overall, there
are only a few sources available that provide insight into training camps
and the course of the training itself. Since existing sources again only refer
to Wuhlheide camp, I will limit myself to it here. The lawyer and univer-
sity lecturer Tarmurbek Dawletschin from Kazan came to the Wuhlheide
camp in May 1942. He had been called up to the front from the Tatar Soviet
Republic shortly after the German invasion of the Soviet Union, became a
POW and, after a long march, was interned in Bergen-Belsen camp. There,
as a clerk in the military hospital, he survived the winter of 1941-1942,
which was fatal for most of his fellow prisoners.”" In his memoirs, trans-
lated and published in German in 2005, he reports: “From Bergen-Belsen
we were taken by train to the Wuhlheide camp near Berlin. [...] Most of the
prisoners received political training, others went to work outside the camp
every day.* According to his recollections, the food was hardly any differ-
ent from other POW camps, and he, who had already received privileged
treatment in Bergen-Belsen, did not consider accommodation in rooms of
12 persons each to be particularly good.>® For prisoners who had previously
been housed in Stalags under ordinary conditions of extreme confinement
and the constant threat of hunger and disease, Wuhlheide camp may well
have made a good impression.

48 Cf. ibid.

49 Cf. Personal Card Georgij P.

50 Note for the Fiihrer of 23 January 1942, Political Archive of the Foreign Office (PAAA) R 105184,
quoted from: Otto/Keller, Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene, 276.

51 Tamurbek Dawletschin, Von Kazan bis Bergen-Belsen. Erinnerungen eines sowjetischen Kriegsgefan-
genen 1941/1942 (Géttingen: Wallstein, 2005), 206.

52 Ibid., 206-207.

53 Ibid., 208.
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Starting in the training camps itself, the propagandists were promptly
involved in the Wehrmacht’s work. Some wrote articles for the prisoner
newspaper Klitsch, a propaganda newspaper distributed in POW camps
and which had already reached a circulation of 100.000 copies in 1941.**
But the real work began when they were transferred to regular labour units.
Peter K., for example, remained in Stalag III D after his stay in Wuhlhei-
de training camp, but in May 1943, he was transferred to unit 261 Frie-
drichsfelde-Ost and then to unit 766 Berlin-Staaken, where he worked as a
“propagandist”* The 34-year-old accountant was then sent to Stalag Luck-
enwalde in the summer of 1944. His further life is unknown. The Russian
student Sergej K. was also initially in Wuhlheide training camp in autumn
1942, before he was assigned as an “active propagandist™® in Greifswald
camp from February 1943. He was then transferred again to a Stalag III D
training camp and finally released from captivity in January 1945.7 Others
also became active in the occupied territories. For example, Alexander Is
personnel card shows that after a three-month stay in Wuhlheide training
camp, he was transferred to the propaganda department of the German
military administration in Smolensk’s security force in June 1943.%

The camps of the Reich Ministry for the Occupied Eastern
Territories

The second large group of Soviet POWSs used in German service entered
the service of the Reich Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories
(Reichsministerium fiir die besetzten Ostgebiete — RMfdbO). The RM{dbO,
established in 1941 for the civil administration of the occupied eastern ter-
ritories under the leadership of Alfred Rosenberg, was not formally respon-
sible for POWs.” However, it was involved in propaganda activities in the

54 Cf. Letter from the RMfdbO on Propagandistic Processing of All Soviet Prisoners of War, 24 Novem-
ber 1941, BArch, RW 6/276, 4.

55 Cf. Personal Card Peter K.

56 Personal Card Sergei K.

57 Cf. ibid.

58 Cf. Personal Card Alexander L.

59 Cf. Andreas Zellhuber, “Unsere Verwaltung treibt einer Katastrophe zu...”. Das Reichsministerium
fiir die besetzten Ostgebiete und die deutsche Besatzungsherrschaft in der Sowjetunion 1941-1945
(Munich: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2006); Ernst Piper, Alfred Rosenberg. Hitlers Chefideol-
oge (Munich: Karl Blessing Verlag, 2005).
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war against the Soviet Union and thus was interested in staff for the admin-
istration of the occupied territories.®” Shortly after the invasion of the Soviet
Union, the RMfdbO began inspecting POW camps and selecting suitable
candidates.® These candidates were then transferred to the RMfdbO’s own
special camps (Sonderlager) for training, namely the camps Wustrau, Wall,
Wutzetz and Ziethenhorst, which were all located in the Rhinluch region
in northern Brandenburg.®

As early as August 1941, several selection committees visited POW
camps in Nesterow, Pagegiai, Cholm, Lviv and Bergen-Belsen.®* Afterwards,
the selected prisoners were gathered in Stalag IIT A Luckenwalde and then
transferred to special camps. The training sessions here were very similar
to these in Wuhlheide camp. A special feature of training in the Rhinluch,
however, was the specific preparation of prisoners for deployment in their
countries of origin. In particular, the Ukrainians, Russians and Belarusians
were to be deployed in the administration of the already occupied territories.
Accordingly, they were prepared for the situation on the ground with a fo-
cus on the respective “national concerns” and with specialised instructions.
On 20 July, the first 40 Belarusian collaborators were released into “home
service”. Those designated for release were first transported to the comman-
dant’s office of Stalag III D in Berlin, where the deputy commandant handed
them their release certificates. They were then taken to Minsk and assigned
to German service posts. Another transport with Ukrainians left for Kyiv on
6 November 1942, where some of them were deployed to “fight partisans”
in Ukrainian police formations. Others worked in police formations and
the administration in Kyiv itself. In contrast to the primarily propagandistic
deployment for the Wehrmacht, these former Red Army soldiers were thus
directly involved in the German occupation regime, including the participa-
tion in war crimes that went along with it. Beyond deployment in the “fight
against partisans’, this was particularly true of some candidates from Wus-
trau who were drafted into the “Kurt Eggers” SS-Division in October 1943.%

60 Cf. Propagandistic Processing of All Soviet Prisoners of War, 4.

61 Sebastian Cwiklinski, “Die Panturkismus-Politik der SS”, in Fremdeinsatz. Afrikaner und Asiaten in
europdischen Kriegen 1914-1945, eds. Gerhard Hopp and Brigitte Reinwald (Berlin: Das arabische
Buch, 1999), 149-166, here 150.

62 Ibid,, 151.

63 Cf. Three Years of Work in Wustrau, 1944, BArch, R 6/592, 3. I thank Rolf Keller for pointing out
this source to me.

64 Cf. ibid., 22. For this propaganda unit, see BArch, RS 16/30.
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Motivations

As has been shown, Stalag III D, being the administrative headquarters for
several Wehrmacht and RMfdbO training camps, occupied a prominent
position in the system of POW camps. German authorities’ motivation for
recruiting collaborators has been demonstrated. They expected the pris-
oners to be useful in the proclaimed Weltanschauungskrieg. That Soviet
POWs, otherwise stigmatised and treated as “subhumans” and “enemies”,
once selected according to questionable criteria, suddenly enjoyed such as-
tonishing privileges, is remarkable. But what were the motivations to col-
laborate from a prisoner’s point of view?

First, one should not be deceived by the Nazi term “volunteer Propagan-
dists” In the reality of the POW camps, which were characterised by hunger,
physical and psychological violence and bad medical treatment, it is fun-
damentally questionable whether one can consider the recruitment process
voluntarily at all. Many prisoners saw cooperation with the Germans as the
only way out of the life-threatening situation in the camps. Nevertheless,
the anti-Soviet attitudes that Nazi leadership hoped for did exist within the
Red Army. In her comprehensive study of the Red Army in World War
II, Catherine Merridale shows that the Soviet military was deeply divided
in its political attitudes.®® In his study on defectors, Mark Edele also con-
vincingly demonstrates that anti-Soviet attitudes were a significant factor in
the decision to defect to the Germans for some of the Red Army soldiers.
However, he also concedes that assessment of survival chances played an
equally important role.®® In the specific case of the collaborators recorded,
it can be assumed that their motivation for cooperating with the Germans
ranged somewhere between the poles of “survival” and “political convic-
tion”. Due to the lack of ego-documents and information about their lives
before and after imprisonment, more precise statements are only possible
to a limited extent. However, it is possible to prove that not all the recruited
Red Army soldiers identified with their new task. On the contrary, there are
several references to resistance and escapes from Stalag III D on the part of
propagandists.

Alexej L., for example, came to Wuhlheide training camp in June 1942.
He was then assigned to labour unit 261 in Berlin-Zehlendorf, from which

65 Catherine Merridale, Ivan’s War. The Red Army 1939-1945 (London: Faber and Faber, 2005).
66 Cf. Edele, Stalin’s Defectors, 94-119.
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he escaped on 20 January 1944. The Lithuanian car mechanic Wasilij S.
even fled from Wuhlheide training camp itself. Only six weeks after his
transfer to Wuhlheide, the escape was recorded on his personal card.®®

Furthermore, there are indications that recruited POWSs used their spe-
cial position to resist. A report by the SS Security Service on the mood
and attitude among Soviet POWs dated 2 September 1943 quotes a report
from Blankenburg. A prisoner who had obviously been used as a voluntary
propagandist spoke to his comrades in Neumiihle camp. He was supposed
to advertise here for joining volunteer associations. However, his speech
turned out to be more pro-Soviet agitation, as he was later quoted as saying:
“I know you are being beaten by the Germans but let yourselves be beaten.
In four weeks, we will beat them again®

The responsible authorities were well aware of this danger. Thus, in
March 1942, Rupp, the instructor of Wuhlheide camp, explicitly pointed
out the “internal danger of infection” among prisoners and suggested
that only those prisoners be assigned for training who had already “passed
through the lock of the SD with results that were not doubtful””! In oth-
er words, the commissioner feared infiltration, and apparently not entire-
ly without reason.”” There were also cases of resistance among Red Army
soldiers recruited by the RMfdbO. Some prisoners temporarily assigned to
work for local winegrowers in southern Styria joined the partisans based
there in the Croatian border region.”” And in Commissariat White Ruthe-
nia there were also reported defections of Red Army prisoners deployed
there.”

Finally, the hoped-for improvement in the situation for Red Army col-
laborators by no means always materialised. The return of unsuitable can-
didates to regular POW Camps and punishment for alleged offences make
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it clear that the relationship between German authorities and prisoners was
purely instrumental.

Consequently, it is too simple to one-dimensionally label the recorded
cases as collaboration. The examples described above already make it clear
that many POWSs chose both collaborative and resistant behaviours. For se-
lected POWs, the obligation to serve in Germany represented one possible
option for improving their situation. The patterns of behaviour oscillated
between cooperation and refusal. If we look at the reconstructable spec-
trum of acts of resistance, however, it becomes clear that in most cases it
was primarily a matter of improving one’s own living situation.

Forms of resistance

The most frequently documented form of resistance by Soviet POWs in
Stalag IIT D was self-help.”” Hunger forced the prisoners to resist the condi-
tions imposed by the Stalag’s administration. Sergej W., who was assigned
to the railroad repair works in Berlin-Wilhelmsruhe, vividly recalls the
prisoners’ efforts to find additional food in a letter from 2013: “Sometimes
we ran through the entire compound to the rubbish bin at the works can-
teen, where we hoped to get hold of potato peels or an infusion of substitute
coffee. [...] Once I too ventured out to the dustbin.”’® In addition to food,
prisoners also tried to make or steal tools to improve their supply situation.
For example, a German engineer from the Siemens-Schuckert factory re-
ported that prisoners tried to make knives to cut their bread.”” A surviving
letter from the management office of the AEG turbine factory in northern
Berlin from May 1944 documents that prisoners repeatedly stole factory
property such as yarns and fabrics to improve their clothing.”®

All this happened under the threat of harsh punishment. The manage-
ment of the AEG works pointed out in the same letter that thieves would be

75 Here I follow the four-stage model of resistance established by Detlef Garbe. Cf. Detlef Garbe
“Selbstbehauptung und Widerstand in den Konzentrationslagern’, in Neuengamme im System
der Konzentrationslager. Studien zur Ereignis- und Rezeptionsgeschichte, ed. Detlef Garbe (Berlin:
Metropol, 2015), 237-264.

76 Letter from Sergej W., 17 December 2013, Archiv Kontakt-Kontakty e.V.

77 Quarterly Report on the Labour Deployment of Soviet Prisoners of War in the Siemens-Schuckert
A.G. in Berlin-Siemensstadt, 32.

78 Letter from the AEG Management, Landesarchiv Berlin (LAB) A Rep. 227-05 AEG, 137.
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“brought to the Gestapo for punishment in any case” if they were discov-
ered.” Sergej W. reports abuse after he was caught by a guard with coffee he
had previously snatched:

When I came back to the factory hall, I saw that we were being
checked: the prisoners had to line up for roll call. The guard, an old-
er, well-fed corporal, waved me over. I went up to him, he yelled:
“Russian pig!” and hit me in the face with the hand on which he was
wearing a heavy ring.®

The examples clearly show that self-help by prisoners in Stalag III D
was certainly possible, but that prisoners’ room for action depended on the
strictness of guards in individual labour units and ultimately on the favour
of guards and foremen.

Another form of self-help was escape. Escape attempts by Soviet POW's
in German custody were a “mass phenomenon”®' It is estimated that tens
of thousands of prisoners attempted to escape.®? There is also evidence of
escapes in various Stalag III D labour units, even multiple times, in some
cases. The Russian agronomist and first lieutenant in the Red Army Pavel
G. fell into German captivity in July 1942 at the age of 28.% Initially regis-
tered in Stalag Alt-Drewitz, he was assigned to a labour unit in Berlin. He
escaped from there on 17 July 1943. 11 days later he was captured again in
Buckow, 50 kilometres east of Berlin, and brought back to Stalag III C. On
23 February 1944, however, he managed to escape again. The OKW record-
ed the escape as successful on 15 May.* But not all escape attempts were
so successful. The Ukrainian First Lieutenant Mefodij D., for example, was
punished on 28 July 1942 with 14 days of closed arrest “for escape”® After-
wards he was able to return to work.® In other cases, the recaptured were
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handed over to the Gestapo.”” The carpenter Alexej L. escaped from unit
261 in Friedrichsfelde-Ost on 20 January 1944.* He was only recaptured
more than half a year later and was handed over to the Gestapo in August
1944. His further fate is unknown. Vasily S. escaped from Wuhlheide camp
on 12 June 1943.% In September, however, he was recaptured and “released
to the Gestapo Potsdam™® It is also not possible to reconstruct his fur-
ther fate. In the case of some of these prisoners, however, it can be proven
with the help of documents from the administration of the concentration
camps that their handover to the security authorities meant imprisonment
in a concentration camp. This was the case with Fedor E.. After his escape
in October 1942, he was recaptured in Brandenburg on 13 November and
finally handed over to the Gestapo in December.” The Gestapo arranged
for him to be sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp. There he was reg-
istered with the prisoner number 53116 and worked in Klinkerwerk sub-
camp, infamous for its hardship. He died there on 29 December 1942, only
a few days after his arrival.””

The forms of self-help described above are by no means to be considered
in isolation, but were often starting points for solidarity and mutual help.”
However, mutual aid was only possible if resources and room for actions
were available. The surviving cases suggest that medical staff in particular
had such possibilities. Ilya E. was forced to work in the quarry in Riders-
dorf from 1943. He reports that work standards were almost impossible
to meet and that he had to do hard physical labour while working with
stone.” In the end, he could only survive with the help of the staff in the
camp hospital:*
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At the end of November 1944, I was completely exhausted and had to
die. But two people saved me. They were the Russian prisoner of war
Dr. Georgij S., who worked in the military hospital, and the German
translator, Corporal Helmut T.. Thanks to them I came back to the
camp. They put me in a room for tuberculosis patients, which the
German staft avoided entering.”

Another impressive case of assistance by medical staff is that of Doctor
Boris S., who was a medical officer in the Red Army captured in Kharkiv
in May 1942. His personal card shows that he was transferred from Kielce
special camp to Stalag III D the same year, where he was deployed as a
camp doctor. Boris S. was sentenced to imprisonment at least three times
before 1944, at least once because he had kept three fellow prisoners from
going to work against the orders of his German superiors, presumably in
order not to endanger their health. Boris S. disobeyed orders and therefore
had to spend 14 days in closed detention. This form of resistance also took
place under the threat of punishment, including transfer to a concentration
camp. Boris S. paid a heavy price for his solidarity. On 9 January 1945 he
was handed over to the Gestapo and was then transferred to Neuengamme
concentration camp.”” Boris S’s case shows the fluid transition between dif-
ferent forms of collaboration and resistance. It was his privileged position
as a doctor that initially enabled him to resist. However, his solidarity with
his fellow prisoners led to his eventual refusal to obey orders.

The available sources reveal other forms of refusal. The personal card
of Fjodor W., who was deployed in labour unit 261 in Friedrichsfelde-Ost,
shows that he stayed away from his workplace several times.”® Alexsandr
A., who worked in the Meltow factories in Weidmannslust, reports that
he hid in the changing room with fellow prisoners to avoid work.”” An-
other form of refusal was self-mutilation. Sergej W., who also worked in
Friedrichsfelde-Ost, reports such a case: “Once G. asked me to cut the skin
between his index finger and thumb with the chisel on his left hand. After
that, he no longer came to the factory”'®
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When refusal was organised and carried out collectively, it took the form
of political resistance. Leonid T., who remembers his time in a camp on the
outskirts of Berlin that unfortunately can no longer be determined, tells of
such a case: “There were small, prefabricated houses where we lived. The
rations were very poor, for lunch we got three potatoes. We went on hunger
strike”'*" This astonishing example of collective refusal, however, was to no
avail. In response, Wehrmacht units stormed the camp with machine guns
and beat the prisoners to get them to return to work.'*

Conclusion

As this brief case study was able to show, despite strict isolation and guard-
ing, Soviet soldiers chose a broad spectrum of behaviours when trying to
improve their situation in German custody. Particularly noteworthy in the
Berlin area were the numerous forms of collaboration that began in training
camps administered by Stalag III D. To this point, these have been sparsely
addressed by historical research. Red Army soldiers committed themselves
to propaganda activities among their comrades, worked in the German
administrative structure or served in German armed units. However, re-
search should not stop at this insight but explore the grey areas of these
activities and the contradictions and fluid transitions between collaborative
and resistant behaviours. As demonstrated, what first appears as collabo-
ration was not necessarily always ideologically motivated but even linked
to resistance in many instances. Of course, individual actions can only be
understood in a spatial and temporal context. A completely “free” decision
was not possible in German custody. Rather, as the escape attempts studied
clearly demonstrate, the limited room for action had to be used according
to the situation. Particularly when it comes to individual and generalisable
motives behind the actions depicted, research reaches its limits, not least
due to the fragmentary nature of the sources.

101 Letter from Leonid T., 12 February 2005, Archive Kontakte-Kontakty e.V.
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From Resistance to Collaboration:
The Evolution of the Chetnik Movement in Serbia in 1941

Milivoj Beslin

Introduction

The first year of World War II in Yugoslavia was a turning point for the
Chetnik movement. The entire wartime history of the movement, whose
representative and commander was Dragoljub “Draza” Mihailovi¢, was de-
termined by the political, ideological, and subsequently military choices
they made in the period between April and December 1941.

In April 1941, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, as a stagnant, poor and large-
ly illiterate society on the periphery of Europe, had been attacked and de-
feated by the Axis powers led by Nazi Germany. The Kingdom became easy
prey for the external enemy; during its two decades of existence, it was
torn by internal conflicts due to the failure to resolve the problems at the
heart of the state’s structure, especially those arising from national issues of
identity-deprivation for everyone (except Serbs) at varying levels. The gov-
ernment of the Kingdom, which had been established in 1918, was steeped
in corruption and repression, especially after the introduction of the dic-
tatorship by King Alexander in January 1929. Its damaged legitimacy was
further undermined by the assassination of the authoritarian monarch in
1934, and completely devastated after Prince Regent Paul removed Prime
Minister Milan Stojadinovi¢ from power. Although he was prone to fascist
forces, Stojadinovi¢ was the last regime politician with any authority. After
that, the government, in face of the internal crisis and frightened by the
growing pressure from fascist states in Europe, signed an agreement in Au-
gust 1939 with the opposition leader of the Croatian Peasant Party on the
formation of the Croatian Banovina, a state within a state, which irreversi-
bly defeated the centralist order in the Kingdom.' Fierce resistance by Ser-

1 Ljubo Boban, Sporazum Cvetkovi¢ - Macek (Beograd: Institut drustvenih nauka, 1965).
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bian nationalists (who were traditionally centralist and unitarian), as well
by significant numbers in the military, led to dissatisfaction with the first
man of the regime, Prince Regent Paul.”> Under pressure from Nazi Ger-
many, the government signed the Axis Tripartite Pact on 25 March 1941,
which led to mass demonstrations in Belgrade and other cities, mostly in
Serbia. Two days later, Royal Army forces led by General Dusan Simovi¢
carried out a military coup, removing the ruler-regent Prince Paul from
power and placing the still-minor King Petar II Karadordevi¢ on the throne
and at the head of Yugoslavia. The coup did not create any external or in-
ternal discontinuity; the Tripartite Pact remained in force, as did the decree
on Banovina Croatia. But Adolf Hitler saw the events of 27 March 1941 in
Belgrade as treason and deemed that those responsible for it needed to be
punished. 10 days later, Nazi Germany and its allies began their attack and
invasion of Yugoslavia. After only 11 days of resistance, the army of the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia capitulated on 17 April 1941. The government, with
Prime Minister Dusan Simovi¢ and King Petar not formally accepting this
act, escaped and after a period of wandering, settled in exile in London,
until the liberation of the country.’

The Chetnik movement and its relations towards the Partisans

After the Royal Army’s capitulation and the state of Yugoslavia’s de-fac-
to dissolution, three positions crystallised in Serbia, which was occupied
and placed under German military administration.* Firstly, a group of
Royal Army officers refused to recognise the capitulation and gathered in
mid-May 1941 on the Ravna Gora plateau in western Serbia, led by Colonel
Dragoljub Mihailovi¢. This marked the beginning of the Chetnik move-
ment in World War II as an anti-occupation resistance movement. The
Chetniks’ ideological position cannot be qualified as antifascist, but their
character as an anti-occupation and liberation movement in the very first

2 Miodrag Jovici¢, Jako srpstvo — jaka Jugoslavija. Izbor ¢lanaka iz Srpskog glasa, organa Srpskog kul-
turnog kluba (Beograd: Nau¢na knjiga, 1991).

3 Branko Petranovi¢ and Nikola Zutié, 27. mart 1941. Tematska zbirka dokumenata (Beograd:
Nicom, 1990); Branko Petranovi¢, Srbija u Drugom svetskom ratu 1939-1945 (Beograd: Vojnoiz-
davacki i novinski centar, 1992), 19-85.

4 For more information about these three positions see: Petranovi¢, Srbija u Drugom svetskom ratu
1939-1945, 132-176.

274



From Resistance to Collaboration: The Evolution of the Chetnik Movement in Serbia in 1941

months cannot be questioned. Anti-communism was also an important el-
ement of the Chetnik movement, but in the initial stage, this was not yet a
dominant characteristic of the movement.

Another resistance movement gathered around the Communist Party
of Yugoslavia (Komunisticka partija Jugoslavije — KPJ]). The KP], banned
and persecuted during the Kingdom, had formulated clear antifascist be-
liefs in the mid-1930s, when the party had started to develop a “National
Front” strategy. On 4 July 1941, the KPJ called on the Yugoslav people to
rise against the fascist occupiers. This marked the creation of the Partisan
movement, and what was later called the People’s Liberation Army of Yu-
goslavia (Narodnooslobodilacka vojska Jugoslavije - NOVY), the only anti-
fascist movement on the territory of occupied Yugoslavia.

The third political grouping active in Serbia after the destruction of the
Kingdom, were the fascist and quisling forces that officially collaborated
with the occupiers. Their leaders were Milan Nedi¢ and Dimitrije Ljoti¢. In
August 1941, Nedi¢ became the head of the civilian administration in Ser-
bia established by the German military authorities, called the Government
of National Salvation. Ljoti¢ was the leader of the fascist party Zbor. This
grouping’s armed formations were the Serbian State Guard (Srpska drZavna
straza), the Serbian Border Guard (Srpska granicna straza) and Ljotic’s Ser-
bian Volunteer Corps (Srpski dobrovoljacki korpus).

Chetniks’ relation to the two other groups defined their attitude and
evolution in the year 1941. However, the history of the Chetnik movement
began not in this year, but decades before the start of World War II in Yu-
goslavia. Initially, they existed as paramilitary formations organised and
financed by the authorities of the Principality and the Kingdom of Serbia at
the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, tasked with as-
serting, through their armed actions, the claim of the newly formed Serbi-
an state to the territories of the Ottoman Empire predominantly inhabited
by Christians. In the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes/Yugoslavia,
between the two world wars, the Chetnik movement played the political
role of a radical paramilitary organisation in defence of the monarchist
order. From 1918 to 1941, Chetnik detachments operated in multi-eth-
nic areas in Macedonia, Sandzak, and Kosovo to terrorise and ethnically
cleanse the Muslim and Albanian population (“nationalisation of southern
areas”). Chetnik associations were notably active in provoking inter-ethnic
conflicts in Croatia, where they found similar Croatian extreme-nationalist
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organisations to enter into conflict with. Due to their militant activity and
extreme right-wing orientation in the 1920s, Chetnik associations served as
the Yugoslav regime’s striking fist in dealing with the labour movement. Af-
ter the change in the throne in 1934, the ruling Prince Paul Karadordevic,
unlike his predecessor, was not in favour of the Chetnik organisations’ vi-
olent methods, and efforts were made to limit their influence in the King-
dom of Yugoslavia, primarily in Croatia.’

The war brought the movement again to the forefront. After the group
of Royal Army officers who refused to recognise the capitulation gathered
on the Ravna Gora plateau, they elected Colonel Dragoljub Mihailovi¢ as
their commander in mid-May 1941. They originally called themselves the
Chetnik detachments of the Yugoslav Army (Cetnicki odredi Jugoslovenske
vojske) and then Military Chetnik detachments (Vojno-Cetnicki odredi).
After establishing a connection with the Yugoslav government in exile in
London and the official recognition they received from it, they renamed
themselves the Yugoslav Army in the Fatherland (Jugoslovenska vojska u
otadzbini - JVuO) in mid-November 1941.°

Operating as an anti-occupation movement, the Chetniks first cooper-
ated with the Partisans in the summer of 1941 in the fight against German
troops. From September 1941, the uprising flared up. The weakened Ger-
mans, whose key forces were focused on Operation Barbarossa and the at-
tack on the Soviet Union, retreated from Serbian cities, which often fell as a
result of the cooperation of Partisan and Chetnik units. They were success-
ful in the battles around Gornji Milanovac, Sabac, Valjevo and Kraljevo. The
liberated territory created in autumn 1941 in western Serbia was later called
the Republic of Uzice, because of its centre in the city of UZice. Its territory
spread almost from the Danube in the north, to the Uvac in the south and
represented one of the larger territories freed from the Germans in enslaved
Europe. Within this territory, power was shared on a parity basis between
Chetniks and Partisans, with for example two commands for each place.
All together, the Republic of Uzice was marked by duality of power and

command, within which the Partisan forces were in a dominating position.”

5 For more about the Chetnik movement before 1941, see: Nusret Sehi¢, Cetnistvo u Bosni i Hercego-
vini 1918-1941 (Sarajevo: Akademija nauka i umjetnosti Bosne i Hercegovine, 1971).

6  Kosta Nikoli¢, Istorija Ravnogorskog pokreta 1941-1945, vol. 1 (Beograd: Srpska re¢, 1999), 42-75.

7 Petranovié, Srbija u Drugom svetskom ratu 1939-1945. (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki i novinski centar,
1992), 228-244; Jovan Marjanovi¢, Ustanak i Narodnooslobodilacki pokret u Srbiji 1941. (Beograd:
Institut drustvenih nauka - Odeljenje za istorijske nauke, 1963).
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Very soon, it became clear that there were fundamental disagreements
and insurmountable differences between the Partisans and the Chetniks.
This concerned their strategic choices: to directly and constantly fight
against the occupiers, as advocated by the Partisans, or to adopt a strategy
of waiting until the Germans were defeated on the main fronts, as advocat-
ed by the Chetnik movement. Their disagreements were also ideological
and concerned the character of the state, its organisation and the orienta-
tion of society after the war. The Partisans, led by the communists, were a
revolutionary organisation that intended to change the pre-war social order
in the direction of social justice and national equality, while the Chetniks
advocated the position of single-nation domination and uniting the Serbi-
an ethnic space by creating a Greater Serbia within Yugoslavia and ethnic
cleansing of non-Serbs from that area. Insurmountable differences also ex-
isted in all other social and political issues, from the place of religion to the
position of women.

The first informal program issued by the Chetnik movement in June
1941 was called “Homogeneous Serbia” (Homogena Srbija) and its author
was Stevan Moljevi¢, a pre-war lawyer from Banja Luka and one of the lead-
ers of the nationalist Serbian Cultural Club and member and president of
the Central National Committee under Mihailovi¢. As one of the key ideo-
logues of the Chetnik movement, Mihailovi¢ appointed him as his special
advisor for political issues, and during the war, he took over the leadership
of the political wing of the Chetnik movement. In his well-known docu-
ment, Moljevi¢ stated very openly that the “first and basic duty” of the Serbs
is to “create and organise a homogeneous Serbia that has to encompass the
entire ethnic area in which the Serbs live”. This meant the ethnic cleansing
and eradication of all non-Serb peoples and identities that lived in the area
that Moljevi¢ clearly defined, for the first time, as Serbian ethnic space.® Al-
though Moljevi¢ speaks of “Serbia” in the document, the territories he lists
as being Serb had nothing to do with the historical or legal framework of
Serbia. The leading ideologue of the Chetnik movement believed that only
the creation of a new, large and ethnically cleansed state would guarantee

8 Itis indicative that already with Moljevi¢, in June 1941, a pattern is visible that will persist to this
day: crimes against Serbs in the Independent State of Croatia during World War II are a justifica-
tion for the concept of ethnic cleansing and crimes against non-Serb peoples, especially against the
Muslim population of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Sandzak. Cf: Dejan Ili¢, “Ko tebe Srebrenicom,

ti njega Jasenovcem’, 14 May 2024, https://pescanik.net/ko-tebe-srebrenicom-ti-njega-jasenov-
cem/. All internet sources last accessed on 14 May 2024.
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Serbs “free economic, political and cultural life and development for all
time”. Moljevi¢’s great Serbian state was supposed to include, apart from
Serbia and Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Vojvodina, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, significant parts of Croatia, but also the western parts of Bulgaria
and northern Albania.’

Moljevi¢ sharply criticised the “unlimited liberalism” of the time of the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia, and advocated the introduction of state corporat-
ism, a key characteristic of fascist regimes in southern Europe. In this way,
apart from the national program that had strong elements of fascism, Mol-
jevi¢ also advocated for the socioeconomic arrangement implemented in
Italy, Spain and Portugal. Capital “must be the means by which the Serbian
people will realise their historic mission in the field of national defence,
national economy and national culture, and ensure their national surviv-
al, but the bearer of capital and capitalism must first and foremost be the
state”.'

The positions articulated in Moljevi¢’s document, which were repeated
in later programmatic documents of the movement, clearly show that the
Chetniks also stood for a radical restructuring of the former Yugoslav state
and socio-economic system. This means that not only the Partisans, but
also the Chetniks advocated a radical change of the pre-war monarchist or-
der. The difference was that the Partisans wanted to implement left-revolu-
tionary ideas, and the Chetniks, far-right and ultra-conservative ideologies.
These differences increased the two groups’ distance from each other, and
influenced the Chetniks’ approach to the occupation regimes. Hence, the
claim often reproduced in historiography, that the Partisans were in favour
of revolutionary changes and the Chetniks were in favour of maintaining
the previous order, is incorrect. The stated attitudes towards national pol-
itics, but also towards liberal capitalism and generally anti-liberal rhetoric
in a large number of programmatic documents of the Chetnik movement,
render historiography’s efforts to ascribe post-factum a liberal or even anti-
fascist connotation to them pointless.

Precisely because of these ideological differences, but also because of
the strengthening of the Partisan movement, who rejected the wait-and-see
strategy, the Chetniks increasingly began to see the Partisans as their key

9  Zbornik dokumenata i podataka o Narodnooslobodilackom ratu naroda Jugoslavije (ZNOR),
XIV-1 (Beograd: Vojnoistorijski institut, 1981), 1-6.
10 Ibid.

278



From Resistance to Collaboration: The Evolution of the Chetnik Movement in Serbia in 1941

enemies, and their anti-communist stance strongly intensified. Between
July and November 1941, we can witness the step-by-step transformation
of the Chetnik movement from an anti-occupation force to a collabora-
tion force. October and November were key moments, in which Chetniks
began to directly attack Partisan forces and when Mihailovi¢, promising
that he would “cleanse” Serbia of communists, expressed his desire to fight
against the Partisans alongside the Germans and Nedi¢. As a consequence,
an attack by German and quisling forces at the end of November 1941 led
to the destruction of the UZice Republic and the uprising in Serbia was
crushed. The surviving Partisan troops and their commanding staff retreat-
ed through the Sandzak towards Bosnia and Herzegovina, which became
the centrepiece of their military operations. Thus, concluding with the first
year of the war, Serbia was left to the occupiers and quislings, apart from
its southern part, which retained a sizable Partisan presence throughout
the war, until the year of liberation in 1944. The main Chetnik forces re-
mained in Serbia and applied a completely different strategy than did the
Partisans."

First steps towards collaboration (July-September 1941)

What were the concrete steps in the Chetniks’ transformation from a lib-
eration movement to a collaborationist movement in the second half of
1941? The first signs can already be seen in summer 1941 and are linked to
Mihailovi¢’s well-known position on the need to “unify national [Serbian]
forces”. This was already his position in the first weeks after the occupation
of Yugoslavia, and this relativised the basic division between anti-occu-
pation and collaboration forces. For the purpose of “national unification”,
Mihailovi¢, soon after arriving at Ravna Gora, established contact with the
head of the quisling administration in Serbia, at this time Milan A¢imov-
i¢, who would become one of the most trusted people through whom Mi-
hailovi¢ would connect with the Germans.

11 For different opinions about the Chetnik movement and its evolution, see: Marjanovi¢, Ustanak
i Narodnooslobodilacki pokret u Srbiji 1941; Jozo Tomasevich, Cetnici u Drugom svjetskom ratu
1941-1945 (Zagreb: Liber, 1979); Nikoli¢, Istorija Ravnogorskog pokreta 1941-1945; Bojan Dimitri-
jevi¢ and Kosta Nikoli¢, Deneral Mihailovi¢. Biografija (Beograd: Srpska re¢, 2000).
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Acimovics position was that “discreet coordination” with Mihailovi¢’s
Chetniks was needed, not confrontation. The only real enemy and thus ral-
lying point for the Chetniks, quislings and occupiers was the “fight against
the communists” A¢imovi¢, president of the Council of Commissioners
and the Commissioner of Internal Affairs of occupied Serbia, stressed that
“Draza’s goal must be our goal as well”. The argument he used in front of the
Germans was that while the occupation lasted, a number of people would
always go “into the forest”, and that it was better to be led there by a “na-
tional and sober man” such as Mihailovi¢ than by communists."? Believing
that “national unity” could be an instrument in preserving the “biological
substance” of the Serbian people, Mihailovi¢ was in a situation where, at
the beginning of the war, he still did not have a clear connection with the
British or the support of the Allies. Witnessing the Partisan movement’s
daily strengthening, he decided to establish a relationship with the local
quislings and then enjoyed their support throughout the war. Also, already
in the summer of 1941, it was clear to Mihailovi¢ and to the Serbian quis-
ling politicians, but also to the Germans, that they were connected by two
strategic goals: the necessity of destroying the Partisan movement and the
necessity of pacifying Serbia. In order for the Chetnik non-combat strategy
of waiting to prevail, and given that this kind of passivity was also in the
interests of the occupation, the existence of a competitive, combative and
liberation movement like the Partisans could not be tolerated.

There is no agreement in historiography at which moment Mihailovié¢,
as the Chetnik movement’s commander, came into contact with the Ger-
man occupiers. On 17 July 1941, the Chief of the Administrative Staff of
the Military Commander of Serbia, Harald Turner, informed Ac¢imovic,
in a confidential document, that he had entered into contact with an “of-
ficial representative” of Mihailovi¢’s movement, without providing details
about that representative’s identity. The document states that Mihailovic’s
unnamed representative condemned “terrorist and communist actions”
And in his monthly report from December 1941, Turner mentions July as
the month when A¢imovi¢ and Mihailovi¢ negotiated, with German ap-
proval, during which Mihailovi¢ avoided signing the agreement previously
reached with Kosta Pecanac, a rival Chetnik commander. This first contact
took place before the uprising spread in Serbia, and also before Mihailovi¢

12 Jovan Marjanovi¢, Draza Mihailovi¢ izmedu Britanaca i Nemaca, Vol. 1: Britanski sticenik (Zagreb:
Globus, 1979), 121-122.
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established a connection with British intelligence, which first happened in
September 1941." In July 1941 and in the following months, Mihailovi¢
avoided a written commitment to an agreement with the Germans and re-
fused to directly and publicly put himself at the service of the occupiers,
but persistently sought to cooperate with them with the common goal of
destroying the Partisan movement. The German response remained con-
stantly the same: pressuring Mihailovi¢ to enter into open collaboration,
showing distrust towards him, and trying to use the Chetnik movement
to destroy the opposing Partisan movement. At the same time, Mihailovi¢
also did not trust the Germans and tried to reach an agreement that would
be kept secret, yet would guarantee cooperation and the delivery and use of
German weapons to destroy the Partisans.

It is reliably known that on 10 August 1941, Mihailovi¢ met with the
commander of the gendarmerie in occupied Serbia, Jovan Trisi¢, with the
aim of coordinating the actions of the quisling structures and the Chetniks.
According to testimonies, Mihailovi¢ also advocated a strategy of waiting
towards the occupiers at that meeting, but asked the commander of the
quisling gendarmerie to better arm his units, in which he would include
as many members of the Chetnik movement as possible. The connection
with the quisling apparatus was intensified by the arrival of General Milan
Nedi¢, acting as the so-called president of the government of national sal-
vation, under German auspices. Immediately after taking office at the end
of August 1941, Nedi¢ sent a letter to Mihailovi¢ through an intermedi-
ary (Zivojin Duri¢) inviting him to come to Belgrade for negotiations. Mi-
hailovi¢ did not go, but sent a three-member delegation (Colonel Dragoslav
Pavlovi¢, Major Aleksandar Misi¢ and Major Radoslav Duri¢) who held
several meetings with Nedi¢ at the beginning of September. Mihailovi¢s
conditions for cooperation were: the end of the uprising and establishment
of “order and peace” in Serbia; a common fight against the Partisans; that
Nedi¢’s government enables the Chetnik movement to communicate with
the Germans and to de facto legitimise them towards the occupiers; that
Nedi¢’s government provides financial resources to Chetnik officers. Mi-
lan Nedi¢ accepted all the preconditions, provided financial resources for
the Chetnik officers, and the German occupiers approved this agreement."
This was the de facto start of Chetnik collaboration. At the same time,

13 Ibid., 124.
14 Ibid., 125-26.
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Mihailovi¢ was negotiating with the Partisans and also established contacts
with the British.

On 19 September 1941, Mihailovi¢ met with the Partisan command-
er Josip Broz Tito in the village of Struganik. The two concluded a ver-
bal agreement on non-aggression in this meeting. Mihailovi¢ also tried to
convince Tito that the uprising against the occupiers was premature, while
at the same time refusing the Partisan offer to stand at the head of the up-
rising forces. It should be noted that at that time, two of Mihailovi¢’s men,
Colonel Branislav Panti¢ and Captain Nenad Mitrovi¢, as liaison officers
with the Germans and General Nedi¢, were already regularly travelling
from Ravna Gora to Belgrade, preparing the ground for closer cooperation
with the occupiers. In simultaneously negotiating with the quisling author-
ities and the Germans in Belgrade, trying to get the support of the British
and the Yugoslav government in exile, and cooperating on the ground with
the Partisans, Mihailovi¢ and the leadership of the Chetnik movement in
September 1941 put themselves in a position in which they wanted to re-
main throughout the war, yet one that was unsustainable."”

The decisive steps towards collaboration (October-November
1941)

October 1941 was the peak of the liberation uprising in Serbia, and a crucial
month when it came to the future orientation of the Chetniks. The situation
was becoming complicated and sitting on so many chairs was no longer
sustainable for Mihailovi¢ and his movement. Despite the fact that Hitler
ordered the suppression of the uprising in Serbia, and the arrival of addi-
tional troops, the German forces still suffered defeats. The free territory,
centred in Uzice, which was liberated at the end of September, was growing.
At the beginning of October, the Republic of Uzice had around one million
inhabitants and included industrial facilities and other material assets.'
More and more people were mobilised into the liberation army, and there
was no shortage of weapons either, as production was renewed at the weap-
ons factory in UZzice. Health and sanitary services were organised, as well

15 Ivo Goldstein and Slavko Goldstein, Tito (Profil: Zagreb, 2015), 212-215; Dimitrijevi¢ and Nikoli¢,
Deneral Mihailovic, 153-162.
16 Venceslav Glisi¢, Uzicka republika (Beograd: Nolit, 1986), 46.
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as a whole network of new local authorities. At that time, the British sent
the first military mission to the free territory where, although with Partisan
supremacy, the two movements still cooperated in their fight against the
occupiers. Nevertheless, during September and more intensively in Octo-
ber, Mihailovi¢ sent messages through emissaries to the Germans, assuring
them that he did not want to fight against them and asked for an agreement
with the Partisans as a common opponent. However, all these efforts were
not enough because the German military command had no confidence in
the Chetniks, until the appearance of the Austrian professor of Slavic stud-
ies and Abwehr intelligence officer, Josef Matl.

Matl was most responsible for establishing trust between the German
authorities and the Chetnik movement’s leadership. Secret talks were
held between 28 and 30 October in occupied Belgrade with Matl and Mi-
hailovi¢’s authorised representatives, Colonel Branislav Panti¢ and Captain
Nenad Mitrovi¢. Matl’s reports on the talks, sent to his superiors, were titled:
“Making available the group of General Staft Colonel Draza Mihailovi¢ for
the fight against communists in cooperation with the German Wehrmacht”
In these talks, it was agreed that Mihailovi¢ would meet with the author-
ised officers of the German command in Serbia. The occupation apparatus
issued a written security guarantee for Mihailovi¢. Panti¢ and Mitrovic’s
mission in Belgrade was successfully completed and they returned to Rav-
na Gora on 30 October with German consent to talks and a written guar-
antee for the commander of the Chetnik movement. Following this, on the
last day of October, Mihailovi¢ issued an order to attack Partisan positions
in the free territory of western Serbia, UZice, Ivanjica, Cacak, and Gornji
Milanovac. By doing so, Mihailovi¢ wanted to strengthen his negotiating
positions towards the occupiers and his argument that the “communists”
were his only enemy and that he was ready to actively fight against them,
which he also used as an argument for why he needed weapons.

Thus, on 1 November 1941, the internal war in Serbia, which was fought
within the liberation war, began.”” The Chetnik movement opened a front
against the Partisans, and Mihailovi¢ believed that he had thereby legiti-
mised himself as a negotiator with the German command in Serbia. How-
ever, the events did not develop according to his plans. On the one hand,

17 About the character of the war in Yugoslavia and the dilemma of whether it was a liberation or civil
war, see Boro Krivokapi¢’s explanation: “Nema gradanskog rata u prisustvu — okupatora (1941-
45)”, Boro Krivokapi¢, Bes/konacni Tito (Beograd: Novosti, 2006), 298.
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the Chetnik movement soon started to suffer defeats from superior and
more motivated Partisan forces. On the other hand, representatives of the
German military command in Serbia soon disputed Abwehr and Matl’s
assertion about the necessity of negotiations with the Chetnik leadership.
Representatives of the German military command, above all General Turn-
er, continued to believe that Mihailovi¢ could not be trusted, that he was
facing destruction and that he was trying to gain time and use German
forces through negotiations without any real intention to help the efforts
of the occupiers. However, since the talks were already scheduled, the rank
of the German delegation was lowered, the seat was moved from Belgrade
to the province, and the German position in the talks was significantly dif-
ferent from the tone in which the negotiations between Mihailovi¢’s envoys
and Matl had taken place."®

Finally, the meeting took place on 11 November 1941 in the village of
Divci in western Serbia. Although the German delegation came without
the intention of actually negotiating with Mihailovi¢, his appearance was
undoubtedly a turning point in the Chetniks’ transition from a liberation
movement to a collaborationist movement. The Chetnik delegation was led
by Colonel Dragoljub Mihailovi¢ and the German one was led by Lieuten-
ant Colonel Rudolf Kogard. The delegations also included: Military Admin-
istrative Advisor Georg Kissel, Captain Jozef Matl and two other officers
from Germany and Major Aleksandar Misi¢, Colonel Branislav Panti¢ and
Captain Nenad Mitrovi¢ from the Chetnik side.

At the beginning of the meeting, Kogard said that he was authorised
by the German Military Command in Serbia to read the official German
statement on Mihailovi¢’s request for cooperation. The statement first said:
“Two weeks ago, you told us through your confidants in Belgrade that your
intention is ‘that you will no longer allow Serbian blood to be shed uselessly
and Serbian property to be further destroyed’ At the same time, you offered
to fight communism together with the German Wehrmacht and the organs
of the Nedi¢ government.” Mihailovi¢’s offer was rejected by the German
Command because, as it was said, the Wehrmacht would suppress the Par-
tisan uprising on its own, while the Chetniks could not be fully trusted “as
allies” In order to win the trust of the German occupation authorities, the
Chetniks were to look up to the quisling administration (“government”) of

18 Tomasevich, Cetnici u Drugom svjetskom ratu, 180-182; Dimitrijevi¢ and Nikoli¢, Peneral Mihai-
lovié, 163-166; Marjanovi¢, Draza Mihailovié izmedu Britanaca i Nemaca, 133-152.
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Milan Nedi¢, because it “put itself in the fight against communism from
the beginning”. Unlike Nedi¢, the Chetniks, as formulated in the statement,
sided with those who wanted to “drive the Germans out of the country
and who already at the end of September made a solid fighting alliance
with the Communists”. The Chetniks were especially criticised for using
ruses in attacking “peaceful German troops”, some of whom were captured
near Krupanj, Loznica and Gornji Milanovac. With this, the Chetniks had
caused damage to the German Wehrmacht, from whom they now sought
an alliance in the fight against the Partisans. It was incomprehensible to the
Germans that “after all mentioned above”, Mihailovi¢ was trying to portray
the Chetniks as “allies of the German Wehrmacht”, and they considered his
declarations insincere and unconvincing.

Considering that they were doing well on the ground, the Germans told
Mihailovi¢ that “the German Wehrmacht cannot burden itself with such
allies” who join it out of pure opportunism and without enough real faith
in what the German Reich represented. The Germans also objected to Mi-
hailovi¢ because he was negotiating with them and Tito at the same time,
in other words: that he participated in attacks on German positions and at
the same time sent an “offer to the German Wehrmacht”. As a condition
for starting strategic cooperation, the Germans issued an ultimatum to the
Chetniks, demanding cessation of fighting and unconditional surrender,
including the surrender of their weapons and military equipment, as well
as the release of all German prisoners. Kogard even used the term “capitu-
lation”. An additional reason for distrust towards the Chetniks which was
put forward was that Mihailovi¢’s superiors, “who pull the strings”, were the
government in exile, now based in London."

In his response to the German note, Colonel Mihailovi¢ replied that he
was not a “representative of London”, but that he could not act openly like
Milan Nedi¢.

Nedi¢’s government came out completely openly and sided with the
occupiers, and that was its mistake. It is not my intention to wage
war against the occupiers, because as a general staff officer I know
the strengths of both forces. I am not a communist, nor do I work for
them. But I tried to mitigate and prevent their terror. The Germans

19 ZNOR, XIV-1, 871-873.
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themselves handed over UZice, and with that the race between me
and the communists began. After the Germans withdrew their weak
garrison, the communists attacked Gornji Milanovac, and therefore
I had to do the same. They went to Ca&ak, so I had to too. They went
to Kraljevo, I had to too. The attack on Krupanj is not my work, but
the work of the renegade Lieutenant Martinovi¢. But my men went
to Loznica so that the communists would not occupy it. The attack
on Sabac was the work of disobedient elements. There I ordered a
retreat, because it is pointless to attack Sabac, if the left bank cannot
be captured. I never made serious agreements with the communists,
because they don’t care about the people. They are led by foreigners,
those who are not Serbs...*°

Mihailovi¢ strongly denied that he sided with those who wanted to ex-

pel the German occupiers from Serbia, claiming that the only reason for his

struggle was the desire that the Serbian people, “who love freedom”, do not

go over to the Partisans as liberation fighters.

Denying that he had ever used tricks, he said decisively:

I demand that I be allowed to continue the fight against communism
that began on 31 October.”’ We know how to fight in the forest,
especially against the elements that want to hide. Ammunition is
a must! Counting on that, I came here. Communism in the coun-
try represents a danger for the Serbian people and for the German
Wehrmacht, which has a different task than suppressing it here. I
was hoping to get a limited amount of ammunition this night and
I thought this matter would be addressed first! I am not aware that
my Chetniks used illegal means. The fight against the occupiers was
a necessary evil so that the masses would not go over to the side of
the communists.

20 When talking about the Partisan leadership, Mihailovi¢ sometimes gave the wrong names or infor-

21

mation, which indicates that even though he was an intelligence officer before the war, he did not
have basic information about the until recently Partisan allies, or that he deliberately misled the
Germans.

He is referring to the Chetnik attack on Partisan positions throughout the liberated territory of the
Republic of UZice.
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Mihailovi¢ emphasised that “I would never have engaged in raids if
there had not been communist raids” and if the Germans had not retreated.
Underlining that the Partisans had a weapons and ammunition factory in
Uzice, he begged the representatives of the German command “to deliver
ammunition to him tonight, if possible, in the interest of the Serbian peo-
ple, as well as in the interest of Germany.” He guaranteed that those weap-
ons would never be turned against the Germans, even if that struggle were
imposed on him. Mihailovi¢ also denied that he ordered the attack on Kral-
jevo on 1 November 1941, because that was not possible, since “I just or-
dered my troops to withdraw and gather for the fight against communism”,
referring to the order he issued the day before to attack Partisan positions.

Since the Germans, in addition to Nedié, also cited Kosta Pe¢anac as a
positive example of cooperation with the occupiers, Mihailovi¢ emphasised
that he did not agree with Pecanac, because he concluded “an open agree-
ment that the people could not accept”. Mihailovi¢ believed that Pe¢anac
had lost his legitimacy among the people. He stated as a key argument: “If
I had followed his example, I would also have lost my reputation and influ-
ence.” In the situation of an occupied country, Mihailovi¢ asked the repre-
sentatives of the German command, “can a person openly take the side of
the occupier, and want to openly fight against those who took the tempting
name of freedom fighters?” In order to avoid the stigma of betrayal, Mi-
hailovi¢ stated that one must “act secretly”, meaning that any cooperation
with the German Nazis in the joint fight against the Partisans had to remain
secret, so that the Chetniks would not compromise themselves and bear the
mark of treason like the quislings who came forward openly. Mihailovi¢
ended his address to the German occupation command with the words:

I suppose that after this statement, more trust can be placed in me
when it comes to my correctness and my intentions, as that I can
be provided with support. I ask my position to be understood as it
is beneficial for both parties. I am asking once again that a certain
amount of ammunition be delivered to me tonight! It goes without
saying that all this should be kept in the utmost secrecy on both sides.
I would like, if possible, to receive an answer tonight regarding the aid
with ammunition. All my forces are gathered to fight communism.*

22 ZNOR, XIV-1, 873-875.
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Despite Mihailovi¢’s insistence, Kogard’s answer was clear: the Chetnik
struggle was illegal, opportunities for cooperation had been missed, and
the only question that interested the German commander-in-chief in Ser-
bia was whether Mihailovi¢ was ready to capitulate unconditionally and
indulge in open cooperation with the Nazis. The leader of the Chetnik
movement was clearly depressed by the German intransigence and asked
for more time for a final answer, in order to consult with the commanders
in the field. Kogard emphasised that the fight against the Chetniks would
continue if Mihailovi¢’s response to the German conditions was negative.
To this, the commander of the Chetnik forces replied: “We will not fight
against the Germans, not even if this fight is imposed on us”*

Major Aleksandar Misi¢, one of Mihailovi¢s closest collaborators, in-
voked the German origins of his mother Lujza and the military honour
of his father Zivojin Misié, the most decorated commander of the Serbian
army from World War [; he asked the German officers to “trust” and give
weapons to the Chetnik commander, stressing: “We will not be unfaithful
to you” In order to support his claims with arguments, Misi¢ asked if the
Wehrmacht representatives were aware of the fight “that we are current-
ly waging against the communists?” After Kogard’s negative answer, Misi¢
proposed that the German occupation command send liaison officers to
the Chetnik headquarters, in order to ascertain the scale of the Chetnik
fight against the Partisans. This was the only proposal of the Chetnik dele-
gation that was not negatively received by the Germans. However, the Ger-
mans were interested in why the Chetnik attack on the Partisan positions
had come “so late” When Mihailovi¢ and his associates tried to explain
their tactics of simultaneous negotiation, cooperation and armed struggle
against both the occupiers and the Partisans, Kogard stated that further ex-
planations were “superfluous”, and a little less than an hour and a half lat-
er, the meeting ended with polite greetings but without a concrete result.*
Although this meeting did not produce the desired results, it was the de
facto beginning of Chetnik-German cooperation and Mihailovi¢’s clear and
direct collaboration. What followed after that was the establishment of the
trust that had been missing in the meeting in Divci. From the beginning of
1942, the Chetniks moved into increasingly open collaboration, which was
first reflected in their so-called legalisation within Nedi¢’s quisling appara-
tus, when a part of their units became auxiliaries of the Serbian State Guard.

23 1Ibid, 876
24 Ibid, 876-878.
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Another important document on this path was the Instruction of 20
December 1941, which Mihailovi¢ addressed to the field commanders Pav-
le Durisi¢ and Dorde Lasi¢, and wherein the then-commander of the Yu-
goslav Army in the Fatherland explained the movement’s objectives. The
instruction started with the statement that Yugoslavia was at war with “our
age-old enemies, the Germans and Italians”, while the members of the an-
ti-Hitler coalition were labelled as “our allies” The Chetnik movement’s key
goals were: the fight for the freedom of “our entire people under the sceptre
of His Majesty King Peter II”; the creation of a great Yugoslavia and, within
it, demarcating the borders of a great Serbia, which would be “ethnically
pure within the borders of Serbia - Montenegro — Bosnia and Herzego-
vina — Srem - Banat and Backa”. The instruction also went on to describe
the movement’s further goals as being: the struggle for the annexation of
“unliberated, Slovenian territories under the Italians and Germans (Trieste
- Gorica - Istria and Carinthia) as well as Bulgaria, northern Albania with
Shkodra”; the “cleansing the state territory of all national minorities and
non-national elements”; the creation of an “immediate common border be-
tween Serbia and Montenegro, as well as Serbia and Slovenia by cleaning
Sandzak from Muslim population and Bosnia from Muslim and Croatian
population”; and finally, to “punish all Ustase and Muslims who mercilessly
destroyed our people in the tragic days”* The instruction stipulates that
Montenegrins will settle in the territories where the inhabitants will have
been removed, but only “nationally correct and honest families”. The docu-
ment stated that “there can be no cooperation with communists-partisans,
which was an already-known position. In the special part of the instruction
that referred to Montenegro, the key task was to “clean Pester of Muslim
and Arnaut [term used for Albanians] population’, as well as the “cleansing”
of Metohija from the Albanian population. Specific emphasis was placed on
the “procedure with the Arnauts, Muslims and Ustashas”, who should be
handed over to the “people’s court” due to their “heinous crimes”*

Although revisionist historians repeatedly declared this Instruction to
be a forgery, latest research has refuted this claim.”” Ultimately, the actions

25 Ibid., 93-94.

26 Ibid., 97.

27 'The instruction was first published in ZNOR, III-1 (Beograd, 1953), with the explanation that it
is a copy of an authentic document and that the copy was certified by Pavle Durusi¢. It was also
published in Dragoljub M. Mihailovi¢, Rat i mir denerala: izabrani ratni spisi, eds. Milan Vesovi¢,
Kosta Nikoli¢ and Bojan Dimitrijevi¢, vol. 2 (Beograd. 1998), 359-363, with the claim that the
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of the commanders in the field, to whom the document was addressed, were
in complete agreement with the instruction’s stated goals. The commander
of the Chetnik movement manifested identical intentions, undoubtedly of a
genocidal character, in the program he sent to the government in exile Sep-
tember 1941. Although this document is less well-known and influential
than the above-mentioned Instruction, it also underlines that one should
not engage in “direct combat” with the occupier, and the creation of an
ethnically pure state is mentioned as the key goal. The main political task
during the war was to punish those who, while serving the enemy, “con-
sciously worked for the extermination of the Serbian people”. The second
most important war objective that Mihailovi¢ communicated to the Yugo-
slav government in London was: “To delimit the ‘de facto’ Serbian lands
and to make sure that only the Serbian population remains in them”, and he
especially underlined the need for “radical cleaning of the cities and their
filling with fresh Serbian elements”. In particular, a plan had to be made for
“clearing or moving the rural population with the aim of homogeneity of
the Serbian state union”. And finally, Mihailovi¢ cited the existence of the
Muslim population in this imagined greater Serbia as a “particularly diffi-
cult problem” that had to be resolved “at this stage”® It is clear that these
goals and objectives were by no means compatible with the ideas of anti-
fascism and could not be achieved in an alliance with the Partisans, and in
the fight against the occupier. These goals were rather compatible with the
occupier and the fight against the Partisans. The Partisan antifascist move-
ment, based on the leadership of the Yugoslav communists and its ideology
with national equality and social justice as its fundamental principles, have
to be legally and politically on a different level than the Chetniks, who were
the bearers of opposing ideas, values and goals.

The choices Mihailovi¢ made during the last three months of 1941
traced the path and destiny not only for him personally, but for the entire
Chetnik movement, and also much more broadly, for the mass casualties

document was a forgery fabricated with the intention of portraying Mihailovi¢ as “a man who
plans genocide against Muslims, Croats, Albanians and national minorities in general”. However,
the forgery narrative has convincingly been repelled by Milan Terzi¢, see: Milan Terzi¢, “Falsifikat
ili ne? Instrukcija Draze Mihailovi¢a od 20. decembra 1941. Pordu Lasi¢u i Pavlu Purisi¢u’, Voj-
no-istorijski glasnik, no. 1-2 (Beograd, 2004), 209-214.

28 “Program cetnickog pokreta od septembra 1941. za vreme i posle zavrsetka Drugog svetskog rata
upucen izbeglickoj Vladi Kraljevine Jugoslavije” ZNOR, XIV-1, 26-29; See: Arhiv Jugoslavije, Fond
Drzavne komisije za utvrdivanje zlo¢ina okupatora i njihovih pomagaca.
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that would follow, primarily among civilians.?” Collaboration, as the Chet-
nik movement’s strategy, was intensified from the beginning of 1942. The
German offensive on the free territory in western Serbia at the end of 1941
did not hamper this strategy but on the contrary strengthened it. The ad-
vice and instructions from the government in exile in London to expect
active resistance to the German offensive and to preserve a single front of
resistance between Chetniks and Partisans were worthless. In contrast, in
one of the last significant documents of 1941, Mihailovi¢ emphasised to
his commanders in the field that there could be “no cooperation” with the
Partisans. It was a rhetorical mirror image of the order of 31 October 1941,
that had been a declaration of war on the Partisan movement.

In mid-January 1942, the Chetnik High Command sent a dispatch to
its units in the field, which also stated that the “communist danger is one
of the greatest” and that the Partisans as “criminals and executioners” (zlot-
vore i krvnike) must be “destroyed without mercy”* This confirmed that
the antifascist forces of the Partisan movement were the only real enemy
of the Chetniks and that all means were allowed in the fight against them,
including, even primarily, cooperation with all occupying and quisling
forces that fought in a coordinated manner against the Partisans. Bearing
in mind that the vast majority of the Partisan army in Yugoslavia in 1941
was made up of Serbs, and almost exclusively in the territories of occupied
Serbia, the rhetorical and practical “destruction without mercy” practised
by the Chetniks destroyed the only, to some extent, rational argument for
their strategy of hesitation and “wait and see”, but not collaboration. That
argument was “preserving the biological substance” of the Serbian people.
Also, at the beginning of 1942, the mass legalisation of Mihailovi¢’s Chet-
niks in Serbia began, as well as the cooperation of Chetnik commander
Jezdimir Dangi¢ with the German command in eastern Bosnia and Serbia.
Synchronously, all other Chetnik commanders in the field, in Herzegovina,
Montenegro, Dalmatia and Lika, as if by order, started open cooperation
and more and more direct synchronisation with the different occupying
formations on the ground. It was a path of no return and confirmation
of collaboration-as-a-strategy in the actions of Mihailovi¢. The strategic

29 Vladimir Dedijer, Antun Mileti¢, Genocid nad Muslimanima 1941-1945 (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1990);
Milan Radanovi¢, Kazna i zlo¢in. Snage kolaboracije u Srbiji (Beograd: Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung,
2016).

30 ZNOR, XIV-1, 500, 558.
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decision from October 1941 was thus implemented in depth and on the
ground and irreversibly directed the former anti-occupation and liberation
movement towards a collaboration in which they would see the end of the
war in Yugoslavia.

Conclusion

As previously mentioned, in the first months of the war in 1941 in Yugo-
slavia, there were three major and clearly defined groups in Serbia: the
anti-occupation movement (the Chetniks), the antifascist movement (the
Partisans) and the quislings, i.e. fascist forces (as personified by Nedi¢ and
Ljoti¢). But while the positions of the Partisan movement and the quisling
forces were clear and consistent until the end of the war, this was not the case
for the Chetnik movement, whose attitude was the most ambivalent and
caused the most controversies, both during the war and later as part of revi-
sionist historiography and memory politics.” In comparison to the openly
quisling movements in Yugoslavia who believed in the victory of the Ger-
man Reich, until 1944, the Chetnik movement tied their aspirations for the
new Yugoslavia and the place of the Serbian people in it to the victory of the
Anglo-American allies. Rhetorically calling representatives of the anti-Hit-
ler coalition allies, and simultaneously directly cooperating with the Axis
powers was not the only irreconcilable contradiction when looking at the
ideology and practice of Mihailovi¢’s Chetniks. Their ambivalence tried to
reconcile rhetorical patriotism and collaboration, i.e. betrayal of their coun-
try; they proclaimed their desire to avoid German retaliations and “save the
people” and yet the slaughtered en masse that same people; they established
draconian punishments for military discipline but which was completely
absent in the field; they nominally accepted the Yugoslav program, while
at the same time rejecting the existence of Yugoslavia through open hatred
and striving for the planned destruction or “punishment” of other Yugo-
slav nations. Further contradictions concern their principled defence of the
pre-war order, yet their fierce criticism of the state and social organisation
of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, along with their plans for its radical restruc-
turing. Chetniks consistently pronounced the harshest condemnations of

31 Marko Skori¢ and Milivoj Beslin, “Politics of Memory, Historical Revisionism, and Negationism in
Postsocialist Serbia”, Filozofija i drustvo 28, no. 3, (2017): 631-649.
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Nedi¢ and Ljoti¢, yet cooperated with them in the fight against the Parti-
sans. Then there were the 1941 autumn negotiations with the Partisans on
joint actions against the Germans, whilst the same time requesting weapons
from the Germans to fight against the Partisans; they insisted on the mil-
itary character of the movement with the simultaneous aspiration to play
a primarily political role; a hard-right-wing ideological conception during
most of the war with an attempt at pseudo-leftist reorientation during the
congress organised in January 1944 in the village of Ba.**

By using, manipulating and subjectively interpreting historical facts,
these aforementioned contradictions and inconsistencies have become the
birthplace of revisionist narratives that attempt to reinterpret the history of
World War II in Yugoslavia in order to rehabilitate the Chetnik movement,
their commander and the ideological postulates on which it was based, and
attempting to define him and his movement as antifascist.”> Regardless of
whether the Chetnik cooperation with the German, Italian, Bulgarian oc-
cupiers, as well as with Nedi¢’s apparatus, was part of a strategy or just a
tactic, the historical facts and sources testifying to the time of World War
IT in Yugoslavia are unequivocal, as are historiographical results of nu-
merous Yugoslav and of foreign historians, all based on very meticulously
researched archival materials. Historian Branko Petranovi¢ summarised
these results in detail:

Regardless of motivations and tactical moves and strategic ideas -
Mihailovié is the head of the Chetnik counter-revolution, the bearer
of collaboration in the conditions of the occupied country, a sworn
anti-communist, interpreter of a different national policy, one of the
protagonists of national betrayal in a heterogeneous front of collab-
orationist forces conditioned by attempts to save the social system of

32 Marjanovi¢, Draza Mihailovi¢ izmedu Britanaca i Nemaca, vol.1: Britanski Sticenik, 11; Milivoj
Beslin, “Cetnicki pokret Draze Mihailovica — najfrekventniji objekat istorijskog revizionizma u
Srbiji’, in Politicka upotreba proslosti. O istorijskom revizionizmu na postjugoslovenskom prostoru,
ed. Momir Samardzi¢, Milivoj Beslin and Srdan Milosevi¢ (Novi Sad: AKO, 2013), 88. The congress
in Ba in January 1944 gathered 300 representatives from Mihailovi¢’s Chetnik movement and was
mainly organised to counter the post-war plans of the Partisan movement and to convince the Al-
lies to reverse their decision to switch their support to the Partisans from the Chetniks, a decision
they had taken after they had become aware of the Chetnik collaboration with Germany.

33 For more information on this rehabilitation, see: Skori¢ and Beglin, “Politics of Memory”, esp.
636-644, and Jelena Dureinovié, The Politics of Memory of the Second World War in Contemporary
Serbia: Collaboration, Resistance and Retribution (London: Routledge, 2020), esp. 129-164.
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their class, restore the monarchy and strengthen the primacy of the
Serbian citizenry in Yugoslavia.**

After the victory of the Partisans and the establishment of Socialist Yu-
goslavia, Mihailovi¢ was arrested in March 1946, put on trial in Belgrade
and sentenced to death in July 1946. The death sentence on the commander
of the Chetnik movement for war crimes and collaboration was a moral
and political verdict not only on the movement, but also on the ideology
of Serbian nationalism and monarchism in the broadest sense. And it is
precisely this fact that would condition several decades later the post-com-
munist, revisionist rehabilitation of the Chetniks and Mihailovi¢ in Serbia.

34 Branko Petranovi¢, “FetiSizam izvora i stvarnost’, in Metodologija savremene istorije, ed. Petar
Kacavenda (Beograd: Institut za savremenu istoriju, 1987), 74.
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Between Legalism and Convictions: The Langres” Section
of Gendarmerie and the Resistance in 1944

Marius Hutinet

In recent decades, studies of French law enforcement’s role during the Ger-
man occupation have tended to partially omit the Gendarmerie’s position
in the Franco-German repression scheme.' Rural gendarmes, due to their
profession and geographical situation — mainly operating in the country-
side — had a vastly different experience of the war than the police. Inter-
mingled amongst the local population, the men, living in brigades within
villages, became the only representatives of the state’s law enforcement in
remote areas of the French countryside. Therefore, they inhabited a du-
alism between a collaborating hierarchy and the pressures exerted by the
Resistance.

The case of the Langres’ section of Gendarmerie, located in the
Haute-Marne,” is a startling example of this balance, particularly in 1944.
Its location in eastern France and the late liberation of the area in Septem-
ber 1944 imbued these gendarmes with unique historical characteristics
and showcased several types of gendarmes’ behaviours regarding the de-
velopment and affirmation of organised resistance. The available sources
for studying the Langres’ gendarmerie section are both private and pub-
lic. The official Gendarmerie certification files stored in the French De-
fence archives gather all forms filled after the war by gendarmes to justify
their resistant past and obtain financial aid. Those files, linked to private
archives and published - or unpublished - accounts of the history of the
Haute-Marne’s Resistance, allow us to build a typology of the gendarmes’
engagement with the Resistance in 1944.

See: Claude Cazals, La Gendarmerie sous 'Occupation (Paris: La Musse, 1994).

2 Located on the road between Paris and southern Alsace, this rural department of 6.211 square
kilometres was divided from 1940 to 1944 by the demarcation line between the occupied zone and
the so-called German settlement area, in northeastern France, where the return of French evacuees
was prohibited.
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As well as looking at what it meant to be a gendarme during World War
IT in France, this paper looks at what commitment the Resistance repre-
sented for the profession and for these men as individuals. By focusing on
one section of the departmental Gendarmerie, we will be able to investigate
the complexity of defining the gendarmes’ position related to the Resist-
ance and collaboration.

The French Gendarmerie under German occupation

Before focusing on the gendarmes’ involvement in the Resistance, it is cru-
cial to highlight the gendarmes’ professional culture and the dilemmas they
faced as a result of the events of 1944.

On the eve of war: General organisation of the French
Gendarmerie

As officially part of the army, the French Gendarmerie was under the War
Ministry’s direct authority through the National Gendarmerie Headquar-
ters (Direction Générale de la Gendarmerie nationale). Those law enforce-
ment forces were divided into several main groups, each of them with their
own functions and missions throughout the territory. However, this paper’s
main focus is on a section of gendarmes belonging to the departmental Gen-
darmerie. These gendarmes were permanently settled in the heart of rural
communities, including the ones covered by other types of police forces.?

Speaking in hierarchical terms, departmental Gendarmerie was divided
on a geographical scale, each level being headed by an officer or a non-com-
missioned officer. This geographical division is represented by the below
pyramid diagram, depicting the minister as head and gendarmes as the
bottom of the hierarchy (Fig. 1).

This simplified diagram voluntarily omits the Direction Générale, which
was directly affiliated with the Ministry of War and represents this authori-
ty on top of the pyramid. This hierarchical modelling appears as it would on
all reports’ headers, helping chiefs distinguish provenances and gendarmes
identify their command chain, mainly for communication purposes.

3 Jean-Marc Berliéres, “La gendarmerie en question au début du XX¢ siecle’, in Gendarmerie, Etat et
Société au XIX® siécle, ed. Jean-Noél Luc (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 2002), 101.
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National level

Regional level

Departmental level

Departmental subdivision

Grouping of municipalities

Fig. 1: Hierarchy of departmental Gendarmerie, based on geographical and authority
criteria (before 1940). (Source: Author’s elaboration, based on official archives,
Service Historique de la Défense, Vincennes, France.)

In rural areas, gendarmes accomplished common law enforcement mis-
sions, all coordinated by brigade commanders holding either Adjudant or
Maréchal des logis-Chef ranks, responding to the authority of their section
superior and so on. In the field, they managed to ensure security among
communities and inhabitants of their definite areas, operating road assign-
ments, executing economic control, investigating acts of violence and rou-
tine patrolling. Despite their daily duty, gendarmes lived in a social and
physical sphere distinct from the village or city community in which they
were officially stationed. They had to keep a social distance from the latter
to maintain relative objectivity during their investigations for the sake of
legitimacy. Based on that social model, gendarmes had to minimise con-
tact with external people and maintain, with their family, a rigid regimen
of rules. Life inside barracks (casernes)* was akin to lock-up for gendarmes
and their families, leading historians to describe those places as true phalan-
steries.” The ambivalent relationships between gendarmes and their social

Caserne is the common name used to describe the gendarmes’ houses.

5  Marc Bergere, “Epouser un gendarme ou épouser la gendarmerie? Les femmes de gendarmes entre
controle matrimonial et controle social’, CLIO, Histoire, femmes et sociétés, n°20 (2004/2). Devel-
oped by the French philosopher Charles Fourier in the 19th century, the term phalanstery (phalan-
stére in French) means a large building structure conceived as self-contained living space for a
community.

297



Marius Hutinet

milieu, torn between institutionally imposed social isolation and visual ex-
posure for all to see, made them both spectacle, subject and object of order.

The Gendarmerie, as previously presented, reveals itself as a tool for the
French government to assert its influence on the national territory. How-
ever, this law enforcement group’s structural organisation suffered the con-
sequences of the 1940-1944 German occupation of France. As far as occu-
pation is concerned, the conditions of the Gendarmerie’s survival under
Vichy’s collaborating government and German authorities were constantly
under negotiation, as gendarmes proved themselves useful in implement-
ing Nazi and collaborationist policies in the country. This period was there-
fore marked by numerous changes in the corps’ organisation.

New transformations

The German invasion of France in 1940 drastically changed the fate of law
enforcement units. After the Armistice Commission held in Wiesbaden in
1940 and 1941, the agreement on keeping the departmental Gendarmerie
effective both in the occupied and the non-occupied zones led to a wave
of re-settlement of gendarmes in rural brigades, which had been cleared
during the German invasion of May-June 1940. Limited in number - on
a national level, around 40.000 men were allowed after the Commission,
compared to 54.000 in August 1939° - for strategic and security reasons,
they experienced constant changes in their command chains from their re-
turn to casernes to the German withdrawal of 1944 summer.

During four years of occupation, a hierarchical struggle occurred be-
tween the German and Vichy administrations to control the departmental
Gendarmerie. Firstly, concerning the Vichy government, the negotiations
on keeping this unit effective led to an agreement to transfer the authority
from the War Minister to the Ministry of the Interior, thus erasing all di-
rect links between gendarmes and the army. On 2 June 1942, Vichy’s chief
of government, Pierre Laval, decreed the attachment of the Gendarmerie
to his office.” He therefore became the new head of police forces, includ-
ing the Gendarmerie, which remained under his control until the end of

6  Jean-Francois Nativité, “La gendarmerie durant la Seconde Guerre mondiale: le piége d’'un engage-
ment légaliste”, in Le soldat volontaire en Europe au XX° siécle. De lengagement politique a lengage-
ment professionnel, eds. Hubert Heyrié¢s and Jean-Frangois Muracciole (Montpellier: Presses de la
Méditerranée, 2007), 3.

7 Cazals, La Gendarmerie sous 'Occupation, 101.
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1943. However, Joseph Darnand’s arrival as the head of the General Sec-
retariat for Law Enforcement (Secrétariat général au maintien de lordre)®
on 1 January 1944 marked the ultimate fascist turnaround of Vichy’s forces
and deepening collaboration between German and French security units.
This new title, specially created for the fanatical French Waften-SS, allowed
Darnand to lead the entire French police and Gendarmerie corps.
Secondly, German occupying forces placed themselves above the whole
French hierarchical scheme. On the French side, at a local level, prefects be-
came the direct superiors of their departmental gendarme’s units, bringing
them to refer all activities to the state official. More directly, gendarmes had
to report to the German administration, depending on the case they inves-
tigated, addressing their documents to both the Military Commander in
France (Militdrbefehlshaber in Frankreich) and Security Police (Sicherheit-
spolizei).” This link allowed the German Intelligence and administration
to gather a maximum of information about their “enemies”, French pub-
lic opinion and all elements that might have allowed them to secure their
position and if needed, to strengthen repression. Gendarmes experienced
double hierarchical pressure - triple if adding their proper direct superiors
(section commander, company commander and so on) - considering that
other law enforcement units such as the Milice' defied them increasingly.
These changes in how the departmental Gendarmerie engaged with
German forces impacted public perception of the gendarmes. As the Vichy
regime’s popularity declined, especially from 1943, so did that of the gen-
darmes. From the end of 1942, the sending of young French men to Germa-
ny as forced labourers under the Compulsory Labour Service (Service du
Travail Obligatoire - STO) laws - officially adopted in February 1943 - re-
sulted in a significant drop in people’s confidence in the Vichy regime. This
measure led many of those men to enter clandestine lives, hiding in forests
and farms, thus initiating the appearance of secret camps known as maquis.
This increase in desertion forced police forces to intervene and searching
for fugitives became one of the gendarme’s main activities. Gendarmes’
participation in such actions led to the development of a general defiance

8  The General Secretariat for Law Enforcement was head of all French repression forces from January
1944.

9  These organisations represented the heads of German repression forces in occupied France.

10 The French Milice, initiated by Joseph Darnand in January 1943, were fascist law enforcement
troops tasked with tracking enemies of the Vichy regime and German occupying forces, such as
Resistance members or even Jewish people.
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towards them, given how unpopular those laws were. Consequently, some
agents decided to slow down investigations or divert the attention of over-
zealous colleagues. Such defiance gradually became a general pattern in
1943-1944 France. As a result, their superiors, especially Joseph Darnand
in 1944, became more and more suspicious of gendarmes and doubtful of
their ability to follow increasingly fanatical orders.

To raise the impacts of the occupation on a departmental scale, work-
ing on the Langres section of Gendarmerie illustrates those changes at a
microhistorical scale. It also provides insights, at an individual or a brigade
level, into the gendarme’s position towards their hierarchy and their social
environment.

At the departmental level: The Langres’ Gendarmerie section
under the occupation

The German occupations impacts did not bypass the Langres’ section gen-
darmes, individually or as a group. German meddling in the Gendarmerie’s
internal affairs profoundly reshaped the professional attitudes and habits
that the institution used to teach to its men. At a local level, this influence
can be seen by studying gendarmes’ professional activities in 1944.

Adding the occupier’s administration to the equation highly weakened
the institution in the field. From then on, men became trapped between,
on the one hand, Germans and their thirst for information about their “en-
emies” and on the other hand, Vichy’s administration, which accentuat-
ed the surveillance over men who became less and less inclined to carry
out the most compromising missions in the public eye. The hardening of
rules and controls by the occupier and the Vichy regime resulted in the
progressive weakening of the gendarme’s power on the field. In southern
Haute-Marne, several incidents caused by German soldiers, either killings,
stealing, or other kinds of violence, led to investigations of the gendarmes.
Between 28 March and 25 August 1944, 25 reports were written by the sec-
tion’s personnel.! Considering that these reports were sent to German ser-
vices, gendarmes, in that case, acted more as informants than police agents,
considering that they directly sent these reports to German services. This

11 Data obtained from a self-elaborated database gathering reports found at Defence Historical Ser-
vice/ Service Historique de la Défense (Vincennes) - SHD, GD 52 E and at the Haute-Marne’s depart-
mental archives/ Archives départementales de la Haute-Marne (Chamarandes-Choignes), 342 W.
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situation at a brigade level can also be seen at the section level. When stud-
ying the section commander’s registers, it appears that gathering informa-
tion transmitted by the brigadiers'? remained the main subject pointed out.

As such, the Gendarmerie experienced a loss of capacity. On Vichy’s side,
the pressure over gendarmes appears pivotal to the war’s end in France. As
a distrust progressively developed between gendarmes and the Secrétariat
general, the latter reduced and/or seized the provision of resources needed
to operate a reliable service. For example, on 9 June 1944, Captain Pierre
Stanguennec, leading the section, pointed out that at Chalindrey’s brigade,
only five pistols were available between eight men." In a context of exten-
sive sabotages and attacks in the lead up to the summer of 1944’ fights for
liberation, scenarios such as these prevented gendarmes from defending
themselves against better armed partisan groups.

Adopting a new lens to studying the gendarmes’ informative mission
leads to the next point about how to understand some gendarmes’ involve-
ment in resistance. Reading registers written by Stanguennec or brigade
heads shows that agents tended to become spokespersons for the villagers,
highlighting their concerns and opinions on various subjects. It is easy to
imagine that, to get all that information, gendarmes had to take part in
discussions and that they established contact with their fellow citizens. In
some cases, the captain reported that most of Langres brigade’s gendarmes
stayed at locals’ houses in March 1944." Those hypothetical relationships
between them and their neighbours or landlords probably led them to, con-
sciously or not, be aware of the wide range of opinions, not to mention the
Resistance. There is no doubt that this, along with other factors, led, for ex-
ample, to an apprehension of obeying some orders by Germans or Vichy’s
regime such as tracking the réfractaires, as people dodging STO draft orders
were called. The main question, then, is for a gendarme, was disregarding
orders a concrete act of resistance at any point?

12 In this context, another name is used to define the gendarmes.

13 SHD, GD 52 E 46, section de Langres - registre de correspondance confidentielle au départ - 5
novembre 1940 au 7 juillet 1944, le capitaine Stanguennec (Pierre) commandant la section aux
commandants des brigades de la section, 9 juin 1944.

14 SHD, GD 52 E 46, section de Langres, registre de correspondance confidentielle au départ, 5 no-
vembre 1940 au 7 juillet 1944, rapport du Capitaine Stanguennec, (Pierre), commandant la Section
de Langres sur [état desprit du personnel de la section, 29 mars 1944.

301



Marius Hutinet

Being a gendarme in the Resistance:
Implications and levels of involvement

Before narrowly focusing on the Langres’ Gendarmerie section, it is impor-
tant to study and consider the different levels of gendarmes’ involvement
with the Resistance. These levels ranged from active to rather passive en-
gagement. When faced with the choice of supporting the Resistance or not,
it appears that these men wrestled with several problems of conscience, torn
between professional obligations and sometimes, personal convictions.

Breaking a professional vow

For this point, it is necessary to focus on the personal and professional
implications of gendarmes’ involvement. The first factor to consider when
studying gendarmerie and the Resistance is the strong opposition between
these two elements. When a gendarme decided to join the Resistance, his
choice implied a brutal rupture between him and his institution. One of the
first consequences was abandoning the inherent notion of “corps” From
the beginning of their career as interns, gendarmes learned to live as a par-
ticular group and developed forms of solidarity and group consciousness of
their own. Belonging to the institution as a group was constantly remem-
bered and officially settled by an oath.”” Considering that most gendarmes
began their career at an early stage of their life, it strengthened the difficulty
of changing their lifestyle and choosing a path diametrically opposed to the
one they had previously followed: obedience.

In addition to breaking their oath, involvement with the Resistance led
them to dispute and reconsider the missions they regularly undertook.
From its creation, the Gendarmerie had an important role in “the dissemi-
nation of the national idea, in the construction of the State and the perma-
nent exercise of its authority”'® As such, gendarmes were in charge of estab-
lishing standards in remote areas where they were assigned.'” The German
occupation structurally disorganised the previous missions, as well as the
state’s principles and standards. Stating this, in the case of a desertion in

15 Nativité, “Gendarmerie Guerre”, 6.

16 Alain Corbin, “Un objet historique aux multiples facettes”, in Gendarmerie, Etat et Société au XIX
siécle, ed. Jean-Noél Luc (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 2002), 486.

17 Ibid.
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favour of the Resistance, those gendarmes who had to ensure the political
continuity of the regime were finally denying it and participating in its fall-
ing, constituting the ultimate defiance to their home institution.

Further reflection on the implications of desertion deals with a more
personal dimension, considering the gendarme as a citizen and not a mem-
ber of his professional group. On a private level, breaking with the insti-
tution meant several consequences, each underscoring the idea of profes-
sional and personal risk-taking. Quitting a prestigious institution to live a
clandestine life, in addition to being considered an act of treason, repre-
sents a risky decision, often compared to “crossing the Rubicon™'® This idea
of a point of no return is particularly applied to the family situation of the
gendarmes who, as well as leaving their institution and colleagues, aban-
doned their families. This left the families in growing danger of possible
arrest by German troops or French police."” Adopting a clandestine lifestyle
implied periodic visits and inquiries by the occupiers, leaving families in
permanent fear of repression measures against them.” It shows how their
professional situation interfered with their personal lives, as deserting a bri-
gade was not discreet and was quickly notified by the authorities, leading to
a series of actions, even against family members, like investigations, search
raids and interrogations.

Previous research, seeking to point out those keys to understand the im-
plications of gendarmes’ involvement, focused on professional consequenc-
es, leaving out one crucial factor of desertion: the weight of public opinion.

The weight of public opinion

Since the 19th century, as most French regimes were centralised, rural

communities rarely established contact with the state’s representatives,

who mainly remained in an external social position. The gendarme’s ab-

sence during the slaughter in the village of Hautefaye in 1870 exemplifies

the lack of law enforcement presence in remote areas such as, in this case,

Périgord, in southwestern France.”' In this situation, representatives of the

18 Nativité, “Gendarmerie Guerre”, 6.

19 Ibid.

20 “Certificate from Madeleine Hutinet,” 8 mars 1948, Hutinet family archives.

21 Alain Corbin, Le village des cannibales, 2nd ed. (Paris: Flammarion, 2009). In his work, Alain
Corbin asked the question of the role of law enforcement forces in the slaughter of a young noble

by local peasants in the village of Hautefaye. Apparently, gendarmes of this area did not intervene
as they were unable to react effectively due to a lack of communication and means.
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state’s legitimate violence did not directly operate in front of the rural pop-
ulation. However, these relationships between rural people and authorities
were entirely reconsidered and transformed during the occupation.* The
strong presence of German soldiers in remote areas led the inhabitants to
develop a consciousness about a political situation that, this time, direct-
ly concerned them. Through this involvement process within the wartime
context, rural communities’ thoughts on the Resistance formed and spread.
Measuring the actions of German troops and Vichy’s regime — who, from
1942, forced young men to work in Germany - public opinion started to
evaluate the potential of armed struggle, amplified by an increase in repris-
als against the population.”? From then on, a form of solidarity was silently
settled between resisting groups and rural communities, leading to the es-
tablishment of a supportive network of good exchanges and concealment
of information.** The popular defence of clandestine groupings fighting
against the occupier or those who hid from the STO’s recruitment logically
did not go along with the tracking operated by French and German police,
including gendarmes. However, this defiance is not the only factor to un-
derstand the complexity of relationships between gendarmes and people
living in rural areas. Thus, studying historical representations of gendarmes
in French society and confronting it with the evolution of Vichy’s regime
image in public opinion can constitute a new mode of understanding.

The image of the Gendarmerie is central to the force’s concerns. Since
the 19th century, its military aspect helped to differentiate it from the “ob-
scure” French police.”® However, this situation changed during World War
IT and the Gendarmeri€s role in the repression overturned this status. As
the regime sank deeper into fascism and collapsed, the negative representa-
tion of the Vichy regime spread to its representatives on the field. The in-
crease of the Resistance’s actions in 1944 against gendarmes or other state

22 Despite the increase in the number of gendarmes - from 24.000 in 1870 to 40.000 in 1940, an in-
crease of 66.67% — the occupation imposed new difficulties on the ex-Third Republic Gendarmerie.
Challenges included a lack of communication between villages and authorities, which can be seen
in Hautefaye’s case.

23 Harry R. Kedward, In Search of the Maquis: Rural Resistance in Southern France 1942-1944 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1993), 117.

24 Pierre Laborie, Lopinion frangaise sous Vichy, 2nd ed. (Paris: éditions du Seuil, 2001), 308. This
assertion is, of course, nuanced by betrayals and denunciation that these types of groups often
experienced.

25 Jean-Pierre Chaline, “Uimage du gendarme’, in Gendarmerie, Etat et Société au XIX¢ siécle, ed.
Jean-Noél Luc (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 2002), 485.
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institutions strengthened the feeling that the state was dying. This is partly
why, progressively, the Resistance tried to isolate gendarmes from the rest
of the regime’s forces.” Nevertheless, other reasons encouraged gendarme
recruitment within clandestine forces, linkable with their position as mil-
itaries.

Isolating and recruiting members from Gendarmerie’s ranks benefited
the Resistance, who gained access to new information and limited weap-
onry. For dissemination, clandestine press and brochures were used ex-
tensively in order to carry out recruitment. For this purpose, the National
Front for the Liberation of France (Front National de lutte pour la libération
de la France)” published, from 1942 onwards, a leaflet entitled “Aux Gen-

darmes!”, calling them to join the Resistance. In this document, writers es-
tablished a list of possible resisting acts doable by Vichy’s law enforcement

men:

Turn away when the patriots act: warn those you know when a dan-
ger (search, investigation, arrest) threatens them; help those who are
arrested to flee; avoid carrying out rigorous controls; let the peasants
deliver nothing to the requisitions; let the townsfolk stock up freely.
On the contrary, look for every opportunity to harm the collabora-
tors; tear off their masks of false honesty; arrest their leaders who
steal petrol, drive without an S.P,, and indulge in black-market ac-

tivities.?®

This list emphasises the gendarmes’ potential integration into the Resist-
ance’s ranks. On the one hand, gendarmes would allow resisting forces to
interfere with the ongoing repression against them and other “enemies” of
the Germans. On the other hand, they were asked to directly attack Vichy’s
supporters in the field, using the legitimate power to “harm” them. The rest
of the flyer, filled with threats about consequences of collaborating acts for

26 Laborie, Opinion Frangaise, 309-310.

27 ‘The National Front for the Liberation of France was a resistance organisation created by the French
Communist Party.

28 Departmental Archives of Haute-Marne/Archives départementales de la Haute-Marne (Chama-
randes-Choignes) - ADHM, 342 W 298, inscriptions et tracts de propagande des mouvements de
Résistance ou des armées alliées: instructions, procés-verbaux denquétes et correspondance avec
les autorités frangaises et allemandes (24 octobre 1940-14 juillet 1944), tract “ Aux Gendarmes !
undated. S.P. stands for permis special, special authorization, which was necessary for driving a car.
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gendarmes who would follow Pétain’s regime until the end, constitutes a
pamphlet against those “traitors and cowards” This document is a vector
of the Resistance’s ambivalent thoughts on gendarmes. The Resistance con-
sidered gendarmes to be perfect recruits, but at the same time, threatened
those who would refuse to join their ranks.

This non-exhaustive list remains, however, optimistic, observing that
most French gendarmes did not get involved in direct fights before the
summer of 1944. However, it provides the researcher with information
on the several degrees of involvement in the Resistance between 1940 and
1944.

Levels of commitment

“We are not talking about the resistance of the Gendarmerie but the re-
sistance of a certain number of gendarmes”*® This quote sums up the sit-
uation of Gendarmerie and clandestine fighters during the war and settles
the difference between those men’s individual and collective involvement
in the Resistance. Gendarmes resisting as a group represented a minority
of those involved, as most of these cases were observable during the last
fights of the liberation on a national scale.’ Before this period, gendarmes
decided to get involved individually, joining groups or as informants or
helping the maquis. Among 267 fighting networks registered among the
Fighting French Forces (Forces Frangaises Combattantes),”> none were spe-
cific to the Gendarmerie.”> However, to nuance this monopoly of individual
commitment, it must be specified that brigades tended to react collective-
ly about the STO situation and largely ignored the presence of réfractaires
in their constituency. This reaction was heterogeneous and depended on
many contextual factors.”* Brigades were told to begin the surveillance of
young men in 1943. Some brigadiers, however, decided to prevent arrests of

29 Cazals, Gendarmerie sous I'Occupation, 237.

30 Jean-Marc Berlieres, Polices des temps noirs, France, 1939-1945 (Paris: Perrin, 2018), 443.

31 Emmanuel Chevet, “Gendarmerie et maquis en France sous 'Occupation (1943-1944): Force est
faiblesse” (PhD dissertation, Université de Bourgogne, 2001).

32 The Fighting French Forces gathered the Free French Forces (Forces Frangaises Libres — FFL),
organised outside France, and clandestine networks of the French Forces of the Interior (Forces
Frangaises de I'Intérieur — FFI), in occupied France.

33 Berliéres, Polices, 443.

34 Limore Yagil, Désobéir: des policiers et des gendarmes sous loccupation (Paris: Nouveau monde édi-
tions, 2019), 279.
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réfractaires and facilitate their placement in farms or other safe places, such
as the brigade of Beaumont-Hague in Normandy.* In this way, some gen-
darmes began slowing down investigations.’*® Concerning armed Resist-
ance, some contacts were established between gendarmes and clandestine
groups, allowing direct information sharing between them. Near Limoges,
the Eymoutiers and Chateauneuf brigades built an informational network
with nearby maquis, thus settling a modus vivendi between both groups.”

Another type of action in favour of the Resistance was, paradoxically,
inaction. As resisting groups were founded and started to develop, armed
attacks against gendarmes became more and more frequent. As mentioned
before, the lack of resources prevented brigadiers from reacting and de-
fending themselves, which incited them to surrender to those groups,
sometimes before the first shot. The recurrence of these events brought the
Secrétariat géneral to adopt new measures to avoid normalising such acts.
On 31 January 1944, Joseph Darnand published a circular defining sanc-
tions applied to gendarmes who did not defend themselves.* The sanctions
ranged from formal warnings to imprisonment. Additionally, on 15 June
1944, special courts were created to judge such passive actions.”

The Langres’ Gendarmerie section in the Resistance:
Convictions and obligations

As mentioned in the introduction, the sources collected to study the Lan-
gres Gendarmerie section allow us to establish a typology of the gen-
darmes’ behaviour, divided into two main attitudes, reflecting individual
and collective involvements. This tool helps analyse the paths of those men
in the Resistance and interrogate the concept of the “grey zone” of Resist-
ance linked to this chapter.

35 Yagil, Désobéir, 279.

36 Berlieres, Polices, 440.

37 Fabrice Grenard, Une légende au maquis: Georges Guingouin, du mythe a Uhistoire (Paris: Vendémi-
aire, 2014), 183.

38 ADHM, 342 W 171, Guerre 1939-1945 1928-1948 - Etat Francais 1938-1948 - Ordre public
1938-1948 - Police 1940-1945 - Instructions et correspondance générale (22 février 1940-2 aofit
1944), le Secrétaire Général au maintien de lordre & Monsieur le Directeur Général de la Gendar-
merie, 31 janvier 1944.

39 Chevet, “Gendarmerie et maquis’, 537.
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A minority of precursors

A distinct part of the gendarmes participated in the Resistance before the
fights for the department’s liberation in September 1944. Such participation
included both direct actions and less significant or direct ones. Without
judging which behaviour is better than the others, it is possible to designate
three categories among them. The notion of silence frames the first catego-
ry. As previously written, STO’s laws had a national effect on gendarmes,
including in the Haute-Marne, where many Parisian réfractaires were hid-
ing in farms, establishing the first maquis of the department, as for exam-
ple near the commune of Plesnoy. After the war, assisting réfractaires or
blocking information about their presence was one of the main arguments
used by the gendarmes to try to demonstrate their action in favour of the
Resistance and thus to secure their future within the post-war épuration
process.”” On 7 December 1944, Adjudant Poinot, commander of Chalin-
drey’s brigade, wrote a report on his and his men’s activity before their gen-
eral desertion to the magquis at the end of August 1944.*' Of the 22 activities
listed by Poinot, half consisted of assistance to réfractaires by dissimulating
their presence to German authorities. Between 11 April and 6 June 1944,
the brigades of the section redacted eight investigative reports about the
presence of fugitives, all concluded by unsuccessful searches. Despite this
general tendency, one brigade remained under serious suspicion after the
Liberation, as gendarmes of Laferté-sur-Amance reported the arrest of
many fugitives in 1944, thus making it impossible to establish a general
conclusion about a shared role in helping the réfractaires.

As rumours of a close liberation spread, some gendarmes progressively
established contact with the Resistance in the area, fearing direct fights with
the latter. This case is pointed out by Captain Stanguennec, who stated on
28 June 1944 that the weakening of the gendarmerie implies, in case of a di-
rect fight with an armed group, that “if there is a reaction, it may be an une-
qual fight, one against ten”.*” The case of individual gendarmes participating

40 France experienced a wave of legal and extra-legal cleansing after liberation to punish and judge
those who, during the war, collaborated with the German occupier.

41 SHD, GD 52 E 136, brigade territoriale de Chalindrey (section de Langres), registres de correspon-
dance courante au départ, 1 février 1944 au 4 aott 1945, compte rendu de 'Adjudant Poinot com-
mandant la brigade sur les services rendus a la Résistance par le personnel avant d’aller au maquis,
7 décembre 1944.

42 SHD, GD 52 E 46, Ibid., rapport du Capitaine Stanguennec (Pierre) Commandant la Section sur
Iétat desprit du personnel de la Section, 28 juin 1944.
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in meetings organised by the Resistance remained rare. George Erard from
Chalindrey was the first gendarme of the section who participated in sabo-
tage actions. On 10 June 1944, he and other resistance members destroyed
Heuilley-Cotton’s railway lines.* The certification files of the section’s gen-
darmes* show that only five of them were officially recognised as resisting
before 28 August 1944. However, according to the testimonies gathered for
certification purposes, the 32 gendarmes registered in the Resistance Of-
fice’s files mentioned actions before the collective defection to the magquis.
Those fragile and unbalanced numbers can also be nuanced through “un-
official’, i.e. personal testimonies, made by gendarmes of the area. Through-
out the documents and readings, it becomes clear that not all men decided
to demand compensation and thus never declared their actions to the state.
For example, considering the two gendarmes arrested for hiding refracto-
ries and weapons possession on 23 May 1944, only Paul Bauduret officially
registered for official certification after his return from deportation in Ger-
many. In contrast, the second one, Gilbert Faucher, cannot be found within
those files.

A collective movement?

On 17 August 1944, the first signs of potential group participation in the
Resistance appeared. The arrest of ten gendarmes of the section, including
the captain, by the German military police (Feldgendarmerie), marks the
initiation of a link between the Resistance and the section’s men. According
to Stanguennec’s report, this event led him to establish contacts with Lieu-
tenant Henry, the leading commander of the Resistance in the southeast of
Langres.*

From this moment, the section remained under the Resistance’s in-
fluence and waited until 28 August to collectively join the maquis in
Bussiéres-lés-Belmont, following Henry’s orders.*® Thus, they adopted a
43 SHD, GR 16 P 210169, dossiers individuels du bureau Résistance, dossier individuel de Georges

Erard.

44 Those certification files, compiled after the war, allowed the ex-members of the Resistance to obtain
financial compensation as veterans.

45 SHD, GD 52 E 42, section de Langres, registre de correspondance courante au départ, 18 septem-
bre 1944 au 22 juin 1945, rapport du capitaine Stanguennec, Pierre, commandant la section sur la

participation de la section a la Résistance, 28 décembre 1944.

46 Maquis designs resistance groups in rural areas, often hiding in forests. Members of these resistance
groups were called maquisards.
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(Source: Hutinet family archives, Paris.)

clandestine lifestyle, living in the Bussieres forest and facing the social and
political heterogeneity of the maquisards’ community.*” Their integration
within the maquis provoked mixed reactions from members of the latter
and gendarmes were dispatched in specific sectors, most of them placed in
the periphery of the camp. Two missions were devoted to the gendarmes
from their arrival. The first mission, linked to their professional skills, was
the area’s surveillance and prisoner custody, which mobilised most of the
gendarme’s force in the maquis.

After the prison’s relocation from Bagnotte’s house (Fig. 2) to another
place outside the forest, gendarmes remained separated from the rest of
the clandestine army. They thus constituted their proper organisation and
built an annex of the main camp. Some took advantage of the situation to
reconnect with their professional habitus by leading preliminary enquiries
about their convicts to facilitate their official judgement after the Liberation
and further their legitimacy in the clandestine world. The gendarmes’ sec-
ond task in the maquis was participating in armed attacks against the Ger-
man troops stationed in the region. This concerned only a tiny minority of

47 Stéphane Simonnet, Maquis et maquisards. La Résistance en armes, 1942-1944 (Paris: Belin, 2017),
82.
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gendarmes, but because of their military past, these gendarmes were often
placed as leaders of the FFI fighting units.*

Those two missions tend to show a partial integration of the gendarmes
in the clandestine society in Bussiéres. The case of the last-minute switch
of the Langres section to the Resistance emphasises the complexity of the
gendarmes’ collective involvement in the Resistance. On the one hand, it is
necessary to point out that, as long as Allied troops remained far from the
area, gendarmes were more useful within their brigades and allowed FFI
organisations to collect precious information about the occupier or even
about the activities of French law enforcement forces. The ambiguity re-
mains in the small number of men who provided those elements to the
Resistance and in those who were in direct and confident contact with the
latter. On the other hand, the general decision to join a resisting group can
also be considered as a moral switch between two legal authorities. As the
Vichy regime and German troops were openly overwhelmed by events fol-
lowing the Normandy landing, the gendarmes were left to reconsider their
legal hierarchy. On 21 July 1944, the Provisional Government (Gouverne-
ment Provisoire)* created a new Gendarmerie’s Direction, directly under
its command. This official statement allowed law enforcement personnel
to embrace a new legitimate institution. In that case, their shift under the
De Gaulle administration’s ruling can be seen as an official switch and not a
statement in favour of the Resistance. This interpretation reflects the diffi-
culty of labelling gendarmes as Résistants or collaborators. For those of the
Langres section, the real motivation seems to have stemmed more from a
group effect, led by men close to the Resistance groups, than from the con-
crete patriotic impulse that some individuals expressed.

Dealing with the “grey zone’:
The case of Captain Pierre Stanguennec

As said above, it seems impossible to categorise this group if seen as a whole.
This difficulty exemplifies Primo Levi’s concept of the “grey zone”* The
profiles’ plurality and complexities prevents the construction of a definite

48 For FFI, see footnote 32 above.

49 After the end of the Vichy regime, a provisional government was created in order to restore the
Republic.

50 Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, 2nd ed. (New-York: Summit Books, 1988).
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conclusion about behaviours as, in most cases, they were subject to evolu-
tion depending on general and local contexts. Establishing contact with the
Resistance before the collective passage of the section to the maquis did not
mean that those men always tended to support it, as shown in the case of
Captain Pierre Stanguennec. Studying his actions demonstrates the com-
plexity of that type of profile regarding his position during the Occupation.

Captain Stanguennec’s 1944 can be divided into four phases based on
his behaviour vis-a-vis the Resistance. The first phase, encompassing the
first six months of this year, can be defined as a professional period marked
by devotion and obedience to his hierarchy. Thus, a report addressed by the
captain to the legion commander assessed the “beautiful” and successful
operations led by the brigades, leading to the capture of five individuals
affiliated with the Resistance in January 1944.>' Completing this report, he
mentioned that the general activity of the brigades has been essentially cen-
tred on “terrorist” investigations.

Is it during the second phase, between June and August 1944, that the
complexity appeared. During those months, some elements make the his-
torian believe that the officer began to build links with the Resistance. In a
report to his hierarchy from 28 December 1944, Stanguennec mentioned
that he established contacts with the chief of Resistance in August 1944,
probably after his own arrest by German police, alongside some gen-
darmes. However, this story can be reconsidered through Stanguennec’s
certification files compiled after the war to prove his actions in favour of the
Resistance. Inside this file, the first document mentions that he participated
in the Resistance starting in July 1943. However, his official certification
file recognises his acts as a resistor from his desertion to the maquis from
28 August to 13 September 1944. About his arrival in the maquis, it is also
mentioned in many accounts by his former clandestine comrades that he
ordered his men to join the maquis in Bussiéres as a group on 27 August.
As these sources are contradictory, it is most probable that after his arrest,
he established contact with the Resistance to secure both his own position
and that of his men.

The third phase corresponds to his life in the maquis and his actions as a
commander, from 28 August to 14 September, instilling military discipline

51 SHD, GD 52 E 41, section de Langres - registre de correspondance courante au départ — 18 février
au 25 aolt 1944, rapport du capitaine Stanguennec, commandant la section de Langres, sur la
physionomie de la circonscription, 18 février 1944.
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inside the clandestine group. As such, his authority brought him to a posi-
tion close to the one he had when he commanded the section. In doing so,
it is arguable that utilising the Resistance as a bridge, Stanguennec aimed to
secure a passage between one legal authority, the Vichy government, to an-
other, the Gouvernement provisoire, as explained above. As such, he man-
aged to secure the actions of his men from accusations of collaboration by
suggesting that they always followed the path of legalism.

The last phase corresponds to his return as the section commanding
officer in the newly restored republic. During the épuration period, investi-
gations regarding his acts were launched without negative conclusions for
his position.

The Stanguennec case raises the question of the “grey zone” in the par-
ticular context of late participation in Resistance — a bit more than 15 days
actively in the field. It also shows the difficulty in defining what can be
considered patriotic or not, especially in the case of this profession, which
demanded blind obedience to the orders and the chief of state. However, it
is possible to state that, through his relationship with the chief of the local
Resistance, Stanguennec managed to obey a new legitimate authority and,
in doing so, he did not break the gendarmes’ vow of obedience.

Conclusion

The rural Gendarmerie’s position during World War II reveals itself to
be paradoxical and the role of gendarmes in the Resistance is constantly
thrown into doubt. Unlike other law enforcement units, this group adopted
a general behaviour that largely depended on the context of the ongoing
war, as the case of the Langres’ section shows. However, the Langres’ sec-
tion’s case points out a new challenge in studying French law enforcement
forces under the German occupation. This chapter, despite using the “grey
zone” concept as a basis, reveals the complexity of applying such a reflec-
tion to a subject in which the studied group reveals itself as heterogeneous
as a clandestine society can be, mixing a tiny minority of staunch patriots
with a majority of unconvinced followers. As such, this paper should be a
start to a complete redefinition of Primo Levi’s concept to find a new notion
that would better be applied to the history of this type of actor.
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Brigadistas, Maquis, Partisans: Yugoslav Veterans of
the Spanish Civil War in European Resistance Movements

Viadan Vuklis

At least 1.800 Yugoslavs fought for the Spanish Republic between 1936 and
1939, most of them as volunteers in the International Brigades.' Out of that
number, one quarter came from their homeland, while the rest travelled
from other countries where they had previously established their residence.
Individuals who fought the long battles away from home, as Robert Gildea
and Ismee Thames argue, “were more likely to engage in transnational re-
sistance activity if they were already people on the move, if not on the run,
before the Second World War’, either as economic migrants, students, or
political refugees.? Yugoslav volunteers fit all of these categories, as most
of them were men in their late twenties, proletarians with countryside
roots who went abroad in hope of finding better opportunities in desperate
times of the post-depression era. Many aligned themselves with left-lean-
ing labour unions and encountered communist ideas. Some were already
inspired by the October Revolution, but others were attracted by wider
currents of antifascism, fueled by altruistic motives and fears of the visible
reactionary upsurge and the threats of revanchist regimes.

About half of the Yugoslav volunteers in Spain were communists. Apart
from the smaller core of professional revolutionaries, many of them had
joined the movement recently, in the era of the “Popular Front”. They were

1 For a booklet-size text, see: Vjeran Pavlakovi¢, Yugoslav Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War (Bel-
grade: Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung Southeast Europe, 2017); for a more detailed approach, see un-
published dissertations: Vladan Vuklis, “Jugosloveni, Spanski gradanski rat i ratna emigracija’, PhD
diss., (University of Banja Luka, 2022) (Cyrillic), forthcoming as a book; also: Hervé Lemesle, “Des
Yougoslaves engagés au XXe siecle: Itinéraires de volontaires en Espagne républicaine”, PhD diss.,
(Universite de Paris I, Pantheon - Sorbonne, 2011). These works also treat the veterans’ participa-
tion in World War II in Yugoslavia.

2 Robert Gildea and Ismee Thames, “Introduction’, in Fighters Across Frontiers: Transnational Resis-
tance in Europe, 1936-48, eds. Robert Gildea and Ismee Thames (Manchester: Manchester Univer-
sity Press, 2020), 2.
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either members of the illegal Communist Party of Yugoslavia (Komunistic-
ka partija Jugoslavije — KP]), or of fraternal parties in other countries, most
notably the French Communist Party (Parti Communiste Frangaise - PCF).
Over 80 who had been residing in the Soviet Union were hand-picked by
the Comintern and sent to Spain to join the multinational cadre of the In-
ternational Brigades. Some were distributed to native Spanish units as in-
structors and guerrilla commandos, while others took over important po-
sitions in the headquarters in Albacete and in various international units.
In addition to two lieutenant-colonels and eight majors, the Yugoslav con-
tingent produced some 300-400 officers and non-commissioned officers.’

Of course, it was not only the Moscow cadres who attained leading
positions, but also younger men, including students from Prague, Zagreb
and Belgrade universities. In fact, the expectations that the “Muscovites”
would establish themselves as the leading figures often did not come to fru-
ition. Party seniority did play a crucial role in the formative days, but “the
struggle and its conditions created new arrangements and gave different
assessments”.* Thus, the new, young cadre that arose from the Spanish Civil
War provided the necessary manpower for the KPJ in 1941, as the Yugo-
slav communists established the Partisans as the most effective resistance
movement in occupied Europe.®

Certainly, an entire volume could be written about the role of “Span-
iards” (“Spanci”) - over 250 of them - in the People’s Liberation Movement
(Narodnooslobodilacki pokret — NOP), but for this occasion and far from
elaborating the detailed web of their commitment on the Yugoslav front,
we will provide a general overview supported with several examples. The
primary questions to be asked are: what was the real value of their role and
how did their transnational experiences contribute to the process? We will
also look at the participation of Yugoslav veterans from Spain in the French
Resistance, not only in a comparative purpose, but also to affirm the trans-
national character of resistance networks. The reason for choosing France
as a comparative case may seem obvious, since it has arguably produced

3 For the numbers, see: Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés”, 118-122, 164, 279, 385, 455-457; also:
Stanislava Koprivica-Ostri¢, “Jugoslavenski dobrovoljci u jedinicama $panjolske republikanske vo-
jske 1936-1939. godine”, C‘asopis za suvremenu povijest 19, No. 2 (1987), 15, 22.

4 Vlajko Begovié, “Iz Moskve u Spaniju”, in Spanija 1936-1939, ed. Cedo Kapor (Beograd: Vojno—iz-
davacki zavod, 1971), I, 371.

5  Vast guerrilla activity behind Axis lines in the occupied USSR should be considered a part of the
Red Army war effort and thus not as an autonomous resistance movement.
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the second most effective European resistance movement, with the second
largest concentration of Yugoslav “Spaniards” On the other hand, the very
different nature and dynamics of this movement created a different context
for their individual roles.

Before looking at the war, however, it is important to understand the
major intermission that occurred in the trajectories of the “Spaniards” with
the collapse of the Spanish Republic. After the fall of Catalonia in early
1939, the interbrigadistas who could not or would not be readmitted to
their countries — mostly Germans, Polish, Italians, Czechs and Yugoslavs
- joined the retreating Republican soldiers and civilians into France. They
were disarmed and placed in the improvised coastal internment camps of
Saint-Cyprien and Argelés. Among them were about 450 Yugoslavs. The
authorities soon transferred several thousand interbrigadistas to Gurs,
a new camp under the Pyrenees. The numerous communists quickly es-
tablished political and military structures.® The imprisoned international
volunteers elected as their military commander Ljubomir Ili¢, a Yugoslav
communist who headed one of the Spanish guerrilla squads, from which
the famous 14th (Diversion) Corps was created.”

With this concentration of the antifascist cadre, the camps became
“crucibles of transnational resistance”® As the conditions deteriorated with
the signing Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact in August 1939 and the consequent
banning of the PCF in France, the inmates had to close ranks. The Yugo-
slav group asserted itself in April 1940, when it successfully demonstrat-
ed its refusal to be conscripted into the French Army’s labour companies.’
Such exercises in discipline and unity, combined with prolonged intern-
ment, produced a long-term advantage: political work in the camps, much
more than in Spain, fostered cohesion among communists. While Spain

6  On camps, see: Gojko Nikoli8, Korijen, stablo, pavetina: memoari (Zagreb: Liber, 1981), 241-292;
Ljubo Ili¢, “Interbrigadisti u francuskim logorima’, in Spanija 1936-1939, 1V, 7-36; Ivan Gosnjak,
“Zivot i borba jugoslovena u francuskim logorima’, in Spanija 1936-1939, IV, 37-60; also other
texts in the same volume.

7 More on Ili¢: Vuklis, “Jugosloveni, Spanski gradanski rat’, 105, 114-118, 222-224, 256-258; Samuél
Kruizinga et al., “For your freedom and ours!’: transnational experiences in the Spanish Civil War,
1936-39’, in: Fighters Across Frontiers, eds. Gildea and Thames, 15-16, 23.

8 Robert Gildea, et al. “Camps as crucibles of transnational resistance’, in Fighters Across Frontiers,
eds. Gildea and Thames, 49.

9  Archives of Yugoslavia/Arhiv Jugoslavije (Belgrade) — SR AJ, 724, X-2, “Logori - II deo’, 14-16;
Gosnjak, “Zivot i borba Jugoslovena’, 46-51; Tli¢, “Interbrigadisti u francuskim logorima’, 20-23;
Veljko Kovaevi¢, “Pobuna u Girsu’, in Spanija 1936-1939, IV, 171-185.
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remained a military school for them, the French camps became party
schools par excellence.

From May 1940, as the remaining Republican veterans were moved to
the camps of Argelés and Le Vernet, the Yugoslavs were divided into two
groups, 90 in the former and 170 in the latter.'” After the German invasion
and French capitulation in June 1940, the imprisoned Yugoslavs started
devising plans for a breakthrough. Given the dangers of the occupation
and Philippe Petain’s collaborationist Vichy regime, they decided to use any
means necessary to return to their homeland." The escaping veterans who
made it to Marseille established a link with the democratically-oriented
Yugoslav consul general, who issued papers for legalising their residence
in France.

One of the escapees, Lazar Latinovi¢, established the first transit point
for other Yugoslav veterans in Marseille. The veterans also linked up with
the Foreign Workers Union (Main-dcoeuvre immigrée — MOI), the immi-
grant subdivision of the PCE Czech comrades in the MOI provided the
connection for crossing the demarcation line into the German zone. Lazar
Udovicki managed to establish a second transit point in Paris. The connec-
tion with Anka Mati¢, a doctoral student in Paris, was highly important.
Entrusted by the KPJ to keep in touch with the camps, she was already
connected with the MOL. These links were instrumental for the next phase:
veterans would rest and then use documents with fake names to apply for
work in the labour-hungry Third Reich. From there, they would find a legal
route back to Yugoslavia.'?

Uprising and Revolution: “Spanci” in Yugoslavia

In April 1941 Yugoslavia was attacked, occupied and carved up by the
Axis powers, resulting in the establishment of several puppet states, the

10 Report for the Central Committee, September 1940, in Spanija 1936-1939, IV, 269-277; 1li¢, “In-
terbrigadisti u francuskim logorima’, 25-33; Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés”, 522.

11 SR AJ, 724, X-2, “Logori - II deo”, 22-23; Ili¢, “Interbrigadisti u francuskim logorima’, 23-25.

12 Croatian History Museum/Hrvatski povijesni muzej (Zagreb) - HR HPM, No. 102881, Anka Matic,
“Jugoslaveni u francuskom pokretu otpora’, 1-7; Lazar Latinovié, “Centar u Marselju’, in Spanija
1936-1939, 1V, 338-347; Peko Dapcevi¢, Od Pirineja do Cetinja (Beograd: Prosvjeta, 1981) (Cy-
rillic), 57-206; Lazar Udovicki, Spanija moje mladosti: pismo mojoj deci (Beograd: Cigoja $tampa,
1997), 153-158.
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largest being the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvat-
ska - NDH). By then, some 180 “Spaniards” had already found their way
back from France.” The remaining internees stepped up their efforts toward
breakthrough and soon, the first major group of Yugoslav communists who
also applied for work in the Reich was transferred from the Le Vernet camp
to several German industrial towns. The arrivals wrote back, telling others
it was safe. “Spaniard” Veceslav Cvetko Flores, who already reached home,
was sent back to Germany, where he managed to track down many of his
comrades. They were all able to leave legally, using their rights to take va-
cation." By the end of 1941, the total of 260 “Spaniards”, including those
who came before the April war, were amassed in their war-torn homeland.
Dozens more arrived throughout the war.”

The potential value of the “Spanish” veterans may have been deduced
by the occupying Germans ahead of time. As Operation Barbarossa, the
Nazi invasion of the USSR, commenced on 22 June 1941, the head of the
German Military Administration ordered the so-called Commissar Gov-
ernment of Serbia to “as of tonight arrest all the veterans of Red Spain™'®
By then, most of the “Spaniards” who had successfully returned had al-
ready been activated. The KPJ established a network of clandestine military
committees necessary for the upcoming uprising. The “Spaniards” were not
usually co-opted into the KPJ’s top tier, but they were seen as instrumental
in setting up this underground military network. While over 90 were ac-
tive throughout the NDH, some 30 of them were put to work in occupied
Serbia.'” During June 1941, the KPJ Military Committee for Serbia ordered
several “Spaniards” to lead the future “Partisan detachments” or work as
instructors. While some remained in Belgrade, others were concentrated in
newly established units in northwestern Serbia. In one example, Danilo Le-
ki¢ was sent to the Macva Detachment upon a request of the regional party
instructor for one “militarily fully prepared Spaniard”. The same instructor

13 Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés”, 592-597.

14 SR AJ, 724, X-2, “Logori - II deo’, 24-25; Gosnjak, “Zivot i borba Jugoslovena’, 58-59; Dapcevic,
Od Pirineja do Cetinja, passim; Ivan Gosnjak, “Od Vernea do oslobodene teritorije’, in Spanija
1936-1939, 1V, 294-295; Vlado Popovi¢, “Organizovanje povratka u zemlju nasih drugova’, in
Spanija 1936-1939, 1V, 281-284; Udovieki, Spanija moje mladosti, 158-163.

15 Not all were active in the NOP. Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés’, 544, 556, 571, 593, 627, 666.

16 Zbornik dokumenata i podataka o narodnooslobodilackom ratu Jugoslovenskih naroda (Beograd:
Vojnoistorijski institut JNA, 1949), Volume I, Tome 1, documents 108-109 (further on as: Zbornik
NOR, without issue dates).

17 Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés”, 633-637, 646-647, 680.
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would soon report how the “comrade Sp[aniard] is on duty and already
his presence is commanding”'® The “Spaniard” name would soon bear
noteworthy symbolism: Zikica Jovanovié, a young journalist nicknamed
“Spanac”, the company commissar in the Valjevo Detachment, fired what
the communists considered to be “the first shots” of the uprising on 7 July
1941.7

During the early phase of the war, communists had to compete and
at the same time engage in an uneasy alliance with the Serbian royalist
Chetnik detachments who were led by regular Yugoslav Army officers. In
central Serbia, however, the Wehrmacht’s 714th Division quickly noticed
how, beside regular officers who failed to turn themselves in, one “Spanish
Red Army” officer had also been active. This officer was Milan Blagojevi¢,
who had received military education in the Soviet Union and was sent to
work as an instructor in the Spanish mixed brigades. Blagojevi¢ was among
the early evacuees to Paris, but instead of going back to Moscow, he was
granted leave for Yugoslavia. There, he was conscripted during the Axis
invasion, against which he demonstrated his anti-aircraft gunner skills. His
commanding officer, although informed about his political background, re-
fused to relieve him. Blagojevi¢ evaded capture and was soon named to lead
the First Sumadija Detachment. By mid-October, the detachment amassed
some 750 Partisans and thanks to their commander’s Spanish experience,
it did not shy away from engaging German tanks. But as his fame preceded
him, Blagojevi¢ became the first target in the ignited war with the Chetniks,
who captured and killed him on 29 October 1941.%

Still, Soviet-trained Blagojevi¢ was not necessarily a typical represent-
ative of the wider cohort of Spanish veterans. In fact, he was one of only
four major Partisan organisers in 1941 who had spent time in the USSR
before going to Spain. As a comparison, Konstantin Koca Popovi¢ is a
noteworthy example of a more nuanced personality. Popovi¢, a Sorbonne
philosophy student, was one of the more prolific minds of the Belgrade
Surrealist Circle, “arguably one of the most vibrant early-surrealist strong-
holds in Europe”?' In the mid-1930s, his political outlook, already shaped

18 Zbornik NOR, I - 1, documents 4, 11, 23.

19 Dojéilo Mitrovi¢, Zapadna Srbija 1941 (Beograd: Nolit, 1975) (Cyrillic), 82-86.

20 Milivoje Stankovi¢, Prvi Sumadijski partizanski odred (Beograd: Narodna knjiga, 1983) (Cyrillic),
passim.

21 Sanja Bahun-Radunovi¢, “When the Margin Cries: Surrealism in Yugoslavia’, in Revue des Littéra-
tures de I'Union Européenne 3 (2005), 37-38.
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by Marxism, became staunchly antifascist. As he would later explain, “I
commit to action... impressed by the increasingly obvious rise of fascism
which was a challenge that merits only one response: we have to fight. It
became pointless to keep writing some semi—understandable poetry, I have
to move”? As a KP] member, he went to Spain, where he served as an ar-
tillery lieutenant.”? He was quickly released from Saint-Cyprien camp with
the help of his French intellectual friends and stayed for a while in Paris’
19th arrondissement with his fiancée, from where he kept in touch with his
Party comrades. Politburo member Rodoljub Colakovi¢ later wrote how
Koca “did not look like a veteran of a defeated army”, but as someone fully
ready to go into “another battle for which Spain was only a preparation”*
Back in Belgrade, he was expelled from the KPJ due to his unclear posture
under police interrogation, but once the uprising started, he left for the
nearby Kosmaj Mountain where he was entrusted with commanding the
Kosmaj and then later the Posavina detachments.” Quickly reinstated to
the KPJ, he suggested separating the functions of political commissar and
party secretary, because, as he explained, “similar separation existed in the
Spanish Republican Army and it gave excellent results”* This proposition
was subsequently put into effect.

The spatial distribution of “Spaniards” suggests that the KP] quickly
focused on the western parts of occupied Yugoslavia, namely the NDH,
where spontaneous resistance by the Serb population against the Ustasha
regime’s genocidal policies sparked a massive rebellion. Taking control over
these masses was set as the primary political objective. In August 1941, Jo-
sip Broz Tito wrote to Vlado Popovi¢, a “Spaniard” and the Party instructor
for Croatia, telling him to coordinate as much as possible between different
areas, but also to take “those ten Spaniards you meant to send our way” (to
Serbia) and to direct them to the Bosnian-Herzegovinian Provincial Staff,
where more “capable commanders and polit-commissars” were needed.
The early predominance of the Serb partisans in most of the NDH and the
combat alliance with the Serb nationalists (which fell apart by early 1942)

22 Aleksandar Nenadovi¢, Razgovori sa Kocom (Zagreb: Globus, 1989), 13, 201-203.

23 Russian State Archives of Socio-Political History/Poccuiickuti zocydapcmeennviili apxus
coyuanvHo-nonumuyeckoii ucmopuu (Moscow) — RGASPI, 545-6-1529, biography 871.

24 Rodoljub Colakovi¢, Kazivanje o jednom pokoljenju, TII (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1972) (Cyrillic), 537.

25 Dusan Ckrebi¢, Koéa Popovi¢: Duboka ljudska tajna (Beograd: Sluzbeni glasnik, 2012) (Cyrillic).

26 Zbornik NOR, 1 -1, document 21.
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made Tito suggest that the capable cadre should be selected from “Spaniard

Serbs”?

Of course, this was elaborate military—political engineering, as “Span-
iard Croats” were reserved for the ethnically mixed or Croat-majority re-
gions, where their presence was intended to inspire the Croatian popula-
tion to join the uprising. In essential terms, however, the “Spaniards” were
internationalists and they involved themselves anywhere, as fast as it was
necessary. The Italian 5th Army Corps noticed their presence in southwest
Croatia in October 1941, where “the attacks have a seemingly sporadic
character, but in fact they are directed by a single centralized organization”,
whose staff is partially composed of “former Spanish combatants”* The
overview of the early phase of the revolutionary war clearly demonstrates
their exceptional role as military organisers. Their presence was notable
in the areas of Kozara, Moslavina, Slavonija, Banija, Kordun, Gorski Ko-
tar, Dalmatia, Lika, Western Bosnia (Krajina), as well as Slovenia, which
was carved up and annexed by Germany and Italy.” Five “Spaniards” also
formed the first six-member Provincial Staff for Croatia.”*® One Partisan
in Slavonija would later recall his impressions of Vicko Anti¢’s and Ciril
Dropulji¢’s arrival: “I was pleased. Most of us know very little about wag-
ing war. The arrival of ‘Spaniards’ was quite significant. They did a lot for
the development of our combat units. Experienced fighters and commu-
nists were of immense help to Slavonian Partisans in the first months of the
fighting”*' Of course, the “Spaniards” could not perform miracles. Among
many unfortunate events, they were unable to stop the fall of Lika and the
western Bosnian highlands in late 1941,%? or the encirclement of the Kozara
Mountain in the summer of 1942, followed by a significant loss of civilian
life.** Some local commanders even blamed them for misunderstanding
27 Zbornik NOR, II - 2, documents 14, 18; Tito, Sabrana djela, ed. Pero Damjanovi¢ (Beograd: Komu-

nist, 1982), IV, 81, 112.

28 Zbornik NOR, XIII - 1, document 164.

29 Vukli§, “Jugosloveni, Spanski gradanski rat’, 412-415.

30 Zbornik NOR,V - 1, documents 10, 71.

31 Dusan Cali¢, “Sje¢anja na ustani¢ku 1941. godinu u Slavoniji’, in Prilog gradi za historiju NOP u
Slavoniji 1941. godine (Slavonski Brod: Historijski institut Slavonije, 1965), 220; also quoted by:
Vjeran Pavlakovi¢, The Battle for Spain is Ours: Croatia and the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939 (Za-
greb: Srednja Europa, 2014), 329.

32 Zbornik NOR, IV - 1, document 222; also, IV - 2, document 8; Branko Bokan, Prvi Krajiski NOP
odred (Beograd: Vojnoizdavacki i novinski centar, 1988), 184.

33 For a personalised perspective, see: Kosta Nad, Ratne uspomene: cetrdesetdruga (Zagreb: Centar za
kulturnu djelatnost SSO, 1979).
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and exacerbating the “complex problem of inter-ethnic relations between
the Serbs and Croats in Croatia”**

Two questions arise. Were the “Spaniards” a cohort beyond their com-
mon transnational experience? And was there an archetypal “Spaniard”, a
“Spanish” strategy, a “Spanish” policy? Their primary value to the move-
ment was the fact that most of them were the only communists with experi-
ence in modern warfare. But that may be as far as we can go. First, they were
not all communists and certainly not all communists of equal pedigree.
Numerous diverging biographies testify to that effect. Second, they did not
bring one imported strategy. For example, during a discussion in the Banija
Detachment, Robert Domanji and Ivan Rukavina expressed opposite an-
swers to a question of essential importance to partisan warfare: should vil-
lages be defended?* Third, their shared ideologies were also individualised.
Although one “Spaniard”, Petar Drapsin, was among the key figures of the
so—called “Left Turns” in Montenegro and eastern Herzegovina, there was
nothing specifically “Spanish” about these events. Indeed, Draps$in admit-
tedly ordered the execution of “250 fifth—columnists” in a wave of “anti-
kulak” repression. He would remark how the “fifth column” was the reason
why Spain fell, so he would not let that happen again.** According to Enver
Cemalovi¢, however, the only other “Spaniard” in the two Herzegovinian
detachments at that time, Savo Medan, was against the “anti-kulak” cam-
paign, for which he was relieved of duty.””

More importantly, the general strategy of the NOP in itself represents
an added value which developed through revolutionary praxis. Wartime
experiences in Spain were limited to regular warfare. The vast majority of
the Yugoslavs were in infantry and artillery units, conducting front-line
operations, while only around 25-30 went through what the Spanish called
“guerrilla” formations.”® And these troops performed diversionary activity
in an auxiliary capacity. Indeed, one of the Yugoslavs in these units, Ivan
Hari§, was a quick-learning student of Ilya Starinov, the famous Soviet

34 Gojko Polovina, Svedocenje: secanja na dogadaje iz prve godine ustanka u Lici (Beograd: Rad, 1988),
81-82.

35 Zbornik NOR, V - 1, document 35.

36 Zbornik NOR, IV - 4, document 25; Punisa Perovi¢, “O ‘lijevim greskama’ u Hercegovini’, Istorijski
zapisi 3-4 (1983) (Cyrillic), 188-189; Savo Skoko, Krvavo kolo hercegovacko 1941-1942, 11 (Pale:
SPKD Prosvjeta, 2000) (Cyrillic), 151.

37 Enver Cemalovi¢, Mostarski bataljon (Mostar: Skupstina opstine Mostar, 1986), 136.

38 Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés’, 406; Koprivica-Ostri¢, “Jugoslavenski dobrovoljci’, 21.
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instructor. Hari§ demonstrated immense talent and skill in commando
tactics, which he will decisively use as a diversionary commander in occu-
pied Yugoslavia.” But these tactics became a part of the qualitatively higher
form of partisan warfare, which meant building a mobile army based on a
socio-politically transformative and totalizing basis of the “liberated ter-
ritories”.

The concept of “liberated territories” may have been introduced to the
“Spaniards” during their French internment. Ivo Vejvoda, a former archi-
tecture student in Prague who was allowed by his Yugoslav comrades to
join Czechoslovak units of the French Army in 1939, would later organ-
ise the fleeing Serb villagers around Dreznica and become the political
commissar of the Primorsko-Goranski Detachment.” “In the camps after
Spain”, he told historian Mihael Sobolevski, “from day to day we would look
at the maps to follow the movements of the Chinese partisans under Mao
and Chu Teh” Among other inmates, he said, there were “Chinese com-
rades, volunteers of the International Brigades, who explained the tactics of
partisan warfare in China. We were exceptionally interested in the concept
of the ‘liberated territory’ and the way it is defended. It was quite incom-
prehensible to us. Only when we've liberated Dreznica did I understand the
concept of a ‘liberated territory”*!

Of course, the theory of partisan warfare may have been partially taught
in Soviet and Comintern special schools. It was mixed with vivid folklore
traditions of the “hajduci” in the mountainous Balkans and then kept alive
in the form of “chetnik” and “komita” detachments, well known for their
activities in Macedonia.* It also intertwined with traditions of numerous
anti-feudal uprisings. All of these forms of knowledge came together in
the mass upheaval of 1941. They went hand-in-hand with the KPJ’s shift
from urban to rural areas, which was a step in an essentially uncharted
direction, where entirely new strategies had to be devised and learned. In
1944, “Spaniard” Ivan Gosnjak, the commander of the Provincial Staff for
mimofejev, Rusi i Drugi svetski rat u Jugoslaviji (Beograd: INIS, 2010) (Cyrillic), 199-204;

Ivan Hari§ Gromovnik, Diverzant (Beograd: Rad, 1960); Ivan Hari§ Gromovnik, Dnevnik diver-

zantskih akcija u Hrvatskoj (Zagreb: Spektar, 1977); Ilya G. Starinov, Zapiski diversanta (Moskva:

Vympel, 1997) (Russian Cyrillic).

40 See: Gojko Beri¢, Zbogom XX. stoljece: Sjecanja Ive Vejvode (Zagreb: Profil, 2013).
41 Mihael Sobolevski, Ivan Tironi, Dreznicki borac i Drugarica (Partizanska Dreznica: Spomen—-pod-

ru¢je Partizanska DreZnica, 1988), 67.

42 In more detail: Aleksej Timofejev, Milana Zivanovi¢, Udzbenik za Tita: Kominterna i pripreme par-
tizanskog rata u Evropi (Beograd: INIS, 2018) (Cyrillic).
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-

Fig. 1: “Spaniard” Danilo Leki¢, commander of the First Proletarian Brigade,
speaking to his unit on 6 June 1943, before the assault to break through the encirclement
on the Sutjeska River. (Photo: Museum of Yugoslavia)

Croatia, explained to Vladimir Dedijer in the simplest possible terms the
crux of their strategy: “The critical point of each enemy offensive is passed
when you pinpoint their exact direction and start to penetrate behind their
backs** There can be no mistake about it: no one could have learned this
in the Spanish People’s Army.

In the final overview, it is noteworthy to point out how the “Spaniards”
were on the forefront of forging the new Partisan army. The architect of the
central Partisan mobile medical service was Gojko Nikolis, a former medic
of the 11th International Brigade.** In this crucial endeavour, he assembled
a team of other “Spaniard” doctors. Among them was Borka Demi¢ (born
Luiza Pichler), whose vivid biography is an outstanding illustration of the
perplexing complexities that define the Partisan generation.* Likewise,
Koca Popovi¢ and Danilo Leki¢ would lead the first mobile “proletarian”
brigade and division, the Main Staff’s principal shock-troops. In Koca’s
words, Leki¢’s “audacity” and “bravery” enabled the critical penetration

43 Vladimir Dedijer, Dnevnik (Beograd: Jugoslovenska knjiga, 1951) (Cyrillic), 612.
44 Nikolis, Korijen, stablo, pavetina, passim.
45 See: Hervé Lemesle, “Demi¢ Lujza (dite Demi¢ Borka)”, Maitron (Online), Article No. 221240.
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through the deadly encirclement during the Battle of the Sutjeska in June
1943, arguably the most decisive battle of the Yugoslav partisans.*

If we look at the numbers, we see that the “Spaniards” accounted for
at least 35 detachment commanders in 1941-1942. Afterwards, they were
either commanders or commissars (or both) for all five “operational zones”
in Croatia during 1942. “Spaniards” comprised 15 out of 25 members of
all provincial staff headquarters, including nine commanders and commis-
sars. By the end of the war, “Spaniards” commanded each of the four Yugo-
slav Armies from their establishment in early 1945 until the final victory.”’

Few, but plenty: Yugoslav “Spaniards” in the FTP-MOI

Yugoslavs’ participation in resistance movements outside of their homeland
remains under-researched.*® The role of the “Spaniards” certainly demands
deeper attention, but we must also note contextual disparities that create
additional research challenges. While at least 500 Yugoslav volunteers went
to Spain as residents of France, the number of those who came back and
continued the antifascist struggle throughout the Axis occupation is sig-
nificantly lower. So far, we are familiar with about 60 who claim to have
been connected with the French Resistance.* In total, out of some twenty
thousand Yugoslavs with French residence just before the war,” at least 500
took part in the fighting,”' making the “Spaniard” contribution relatively
substantial, despite the fact that there must have been dozens of Yugoslav
veterans from Spain who resided in France at that time but did not engage
in resistance activities.

46 Nenadovié, Razgovori s Kocom, 80; see also: Ko¢a Popovié, Beleske uz ratovanje (Beograd: BIGZ,
1988).

47 Vukli§, “Jugosloveni, Spanski gradanski rat’, 420-423.

48 Notable exception is the early work of Mladenka Ivankovi¢; for France, see: Mladenka Ivankovi¢,
“Jugosloveni u antifasistickom pokretu i pokretu otpora u Francuskoj 1933-1945, Vojnoistorijski
glasnik 37, No. 3 (1986), 127-136. More recent work discusses “Spaniards” in France, such as: Le-
mesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés’, passim; Olga Manojlovi¢-Pintar, “Jugoslovenski interbrigadisti
u Francuskoj tokom Drugog svetskog rata’, Transnacionalna iskustva jugoslovenske istorije, I1 (Beo-
grad: INIS, 2019) (Cyrillic), 123-152.

49 Lemesle, “Des Yougoslaves engagés”, 556; also see the list.

50 An estimate based on the issues of Statisticki godisnjak — Annuaire statistique (Beograd: Drzavna
$tamparija Kraljevine Jugoslavije, 1930-1940).

51 According to: Historical Archives of Belgrade/Istorijski arhiv Beograda — SR IAB, 2821, Box 5, Be-
govi¢ to Rankovi¢, 20 January 1945.
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Those who did, however, left a notable mark. As foreigners, they worked
within the larger framework of what should be understood, not as “French”
resistance, but resistance in France.”® Self-preservation of foreigners in an
occupied land, especially among the Jews, was an early impetus for active
resistance. In fact, the actual Spanish refugees, with a vanguard of veterans,
comrades of Ili¢ and Hari$ from the Spanish 14th Corps, who had launched
guerrilla activity in the Pyrenees as early as spring 1941, were the spear-
heading force in the early stages.® Other foreigners were also activated and
the MOI itself was effectively militarised.* The acronym FTP-MOI signi-
fied its attachment to the PCF’s militia, Francs-tireurs et partisans (FTP). In
comparable symbolism to Yugoslavia, the “first shot” of the communist re-
sistance was fired on 21 August 1941 by a French “Spaniard”, Pierre Georges
(Colonel Fabien). As was the case with Zikica Jovanovi¢, he was also killed
in action.

It is important to understand, however, that the lower figures of Yugo-
slav “Spaniards” in the French Resistance, as well as the peculiar role of the
FTP-MOI in it, are indicative of the very significant differences between
resistance movements in Yugoslavia and France. While the uprising in Yu-
goslavia was massive and had a central guiding force that sucked in the
vast majority of the “Spaniards” (and indeed, purposefully brought them
home), the French Resistance was scattered, heterogeneous and based
on clandestine networks operating as “urban guerrilla” and the “Maquis”,
without anything comparable to the “liberated territories” in the Balkans.
Crucial contextual differences stand out. The PCF apparatus was effectively
shattered when the party was banned by the state in 1939. In contrast to the
fully clandestine KPJ, it had to rebuild itself in the wake of Nazi occupation
and as it did, it was more of an amalgam than a monolith. And for a long
stretch of time, the FTP-MOI was kept “at an arm’s length” from the PCE,
almost self-reliant, functioning internally in small isolated groups, usually
“triplets” (groups of three), that communicated with each other through

52 As argued by: Robert Gildea, Fighters in the Shadows: A New History of the French Resistance
(Cambridge MA: Belknap Press of the Harvard University Press, 2015), 205-239; see also: Denis
Peschanski, Des étrangers dans la Résistance (Paris: Atelier, 2002).

53  Yaakov Falkov et al., “The ‘Spanish Matrix: transnational catalyst of Europe’s anti-Nazi resistance’,
in Fighters Across Frontiers, eds. Gildea and Thames, 37-39; also: Emile Temime, “Les Espagnols
dans la Résistance”, in Mémoire et Histoire: la Résistance, eds. Jean-Marie Guillon and Pierre
Laborie (Paris: Editions Privat, 2000), 99-107.

54 Denis Peschanski, “La résistance immigrée”, in Mémoire et Histoire: la Résistance, 212.
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intermediaries.” Despite their initial isolation, the communists became the
most active part of the Resistance and eventually garnered massive support,
but they could not impose themselves on the other parts of the wider move-
ment. Likewise, many foreigners played exceptional roles as organisers, but
they were eventually swept by the tide brought with the Allied landings in
summer 1944.

Nonetheless, narrating their biographies demonstrates the French Re-
sistance’s complexities. Focusing on the French itineraries of four Yugo-
slav “Spaniards”, Olga Manojlovi¢-Pintar rightfully makes two distinctions:
geographic and temporal.® There is an understandable disparity between
“northern” (occupied) and “southern” (Vichy) zones, with their number
twice as high in the latter than in the former. Indeed, by the end of 1941,
Paris had already played out its transit role, which was functional due to a
direct link between Anka Mati¢ and Artur London, a Czech communist
code-name Gérard, who was in the leading “triangle” of the MOI.”” Mati¢
was in close contact with Udovicki, who also worked with German anti-
fascists of the Travail allemand. The Yugoslav group produced an illegal
bulletin called Nas glas (Our voice). The police soon cracked down on their
activities; their group of 19 was arrested in April 1942. Prior to these events,
Udovicki managed to secure employment in Germany.*® Upon return, he
reconnected with the FTP-MOI, which directed him to work as “inter-re-
gional” instructor in Lille in northern France, where he orchestrated acts
of sabotage and several hit-and-run attacks. He was arrested in 1943, sen-
tenced for missing proper paperwork and imprisoned in Germany until
liberation.”

There were several reasons why the “southern” zone was more suitable
for the “Spaniards” resistance activity. These reasons include the proximi-
ty of the internment camps from which they fled, the absence of German
troops until November 1942, the ongoing activity of the Spanish refugees,
the concentration of numerous immigrants, the French mass evasion of
Fldea,Fighters in the Shadows, 86, 223-224 and passim; see one example in: Guido Nonveiller,

Secanja jednog gradanina dvadesetog stole¢a, I (Beograd: Nadezda Nonveiller, 2004), 218-222.

56 Olga Manojlovi¢-Pintar, “Jugoslovenski interbrigadisti u Francuskoj’, 133-134.
57 Denis Peschanski, “La résistance immigrée”, 208.
58 Archives of the Police Prefecture/Archives de la Préfecture de Police (Le Pré-Saint-Gervais) — FR

APP PSG, 1 W 943-43718, Anka Matitch (Matié); also, GE 16, “Surveillances et arrestations”; HR

HPM, No. 102881, Mati¢, “Jugoslaveni u francuskom pokretu otpora’, 8-12.

59 Defence Historical Service/Service Historique de la Défense (Vincennes) - FR SHD, GR 16 P
580785; Lazar Udovicki, Spanija moje mladosti, 161-188.
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the Compulsory Labour Service (Service du travail obligatoire) and the to-
pography of these areas, which enabled the appearance of the countryside
“Maquis” and the “urban guerrillas”, that the Yugoslav veterans joined. One
notable example is that of Dimitrije Koturovi¢, a metalworker from Rak-
ovica, later known as “Commandant Cot”. Released in 1942 from a labour
company with the help of the Yugoslav Consulate in Marseille, Cot joined
a small group of “Spaniards” around Latinovi¢. Apparently, before leaving
for Switzerland, Latinovi¢ organised the first local “triangles” of the FTP-
MOI in 1942. Later in that year, Koturovi¢ took over and arranged sever-
al successful bombing attacks on the German installations.®® He was the
head technician responsible for the “inter-regional” weapons workshop,
connected primarily with the “Marat” group. He was also instrumental in
reestablishing armed groups in Var and Alpes—Maritimes, where he di-
rected several Armenian and Bulgarian communists (including veterans
from Spain), after a series of arrests that fell on the Italian antifascist groups
throughout mid-1943.¢' Similar to his “Spanish” comrade Matija Vidakovi¢
in Belgrade,*” “Commandant Cot” died by accident in April 1944 while dis-
mantling a bomb in his workshop.

If we are to find a turning point for “Spaniards” in France, the most
important moment came in September 1943 with the capitulation of Ita-
ly. A number of Italian antifascists left for their homeland to organise re-
sistance, leaving the FTP-MOI in sudden need of experienced militants.
As Jean-Yves Boursier argues, they could still be found in the Comintern’s
“reserves’, under the wing of unsuspecting French captors. Back in the Le
Vernet camp, a last ditch standoff between the remaining groups of com-
munists - who were too well known to police to go anywhere - and the
guards took place on 24 February 1941. Ili¢, alongside Guido Nonveiller,
who would later become a world-renowned Yugoslav entomologist, organ-
ised this riot to militate against the handover of Polish and Czech prisoners

60 Aleksandar Mezi¢, “Marselj”, in Spanija 1936-1939, 1V, 482-504; also: Robert Mencherini, “Nais-
sance de la résistance a Marseille”, in Mémoire et Histoire: la Résistance, 145; for chronicles of activ-
ity in Marseille, see: FR SHD, GR 19 P 13/1, “Bouches-du-Rhone: Dossier général’, A1/11, “Ci-
joint en bref des actions..”

61 Grégoire Georges—Picot, Linnocence et la ruse: des étrangers dans la Résistance en Provence (Paris:
Tirésias, 2000), 76, 104, 216, 224, 228, 233-236.

62 Rade Ristanovi¢, Beogradski komunisti: Komunisticki pokret otpora u okupiranom Beogradu 1941-
1944 (Beograd: Catena Mundi, Institut za savremenu istoriju, 2022) (Cyrillic), 161.

63 Jean-Yves Boursier, La guerre des partisans dans le sud-ouest de la France 1942-1944: La 35e bri-
gade FTP-MOI (Paris: LHarmattan, 1992), 65; also: Georges—Picot, Linnocence et la ruse, 185.
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Fig. 2: The four organisers of the Castres breakout: Milan Kalafati¢ (left),
Vlajko Begovi¢ (middle), Guido Nonveiller and Ljubomir Ili¢ (right), with captain

Vuckovi¢ (second from the left). (Photo: Museum of Yugoslavia)

to the German authorities. Ili¢ and Nonveiller were transferred to the pris-
on of Castres in Tarn. Others would follow in the later months. Finally, on
the night of 16-17 September 1943, in collusion with the MOI in Toulouse,
34 international prisoners escaped, including a group of Yugoslavs. Along
with Ili¢ and Nonveiller, “Spaniards” Vlajko Begovi¢ (Stefanovich) and Mi-
lan Kalafati¢ also broke through.®

As it turned out, their tasks were already assigned. Before departing for
Italy, Ilio Barontini, the commander of the FTP-MOI for “Zone Sud”, passed
his duties to Ili¢, while Begovi¢ was appointed as his political commissar.
After establishing a headquarters in Lyon, Ili¢ and Begovi¢ passed through
the cities of the “south”, inspecting units and rearranging commanders.
They introduced the practice of swapping commanders and combatants
between different units, to reduce the risks of exposure. Grégoire Georges—
Picot notes that after a low point in the summer of 1943, the “operations re-
sumed with a vengeance”.® While Nonveiller was directed to Saint Etienne
64 Robert Gildea et al., “Camps as crucibles of transnational resistance’, 56-59; Ili¢, “Interbrigadisti

u francuskim logorima’, 33-34; Manojlovi¢-Pintar, “Jugoslovenski interbrigadisti u Francuskoj”,

123-124, 135-136; Vlajko Begovi¢, “Bekstvo iz zatvora Kastre’, in Spanija 1936-1939, TV, 206-231;

Nonveiller, Secanja jednog gradanina dvadesetog stoleca, 1, 193-210.
65 Georges-Picot, Linnocence et la ruse, 185-186.
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as the “inter-regional” commander,*® Begovi¢ would move between Lyon
and Marseille. His own biography up to that point is an array of peculiar in-
tricacies. This Bosnian-born Prague student transferred to the Soviet Un-
ion, from where he was sent to Spain. He served as the intelligence officer of
the 15th International Brigade, in close contact with Soviet military intel-
ligence advisors. From October 1937 until February 1938, he managed the
frontline operations of the Control Department in Albacete, officially a part
of the Spanish intelligence services (Servicio de Informacién Militar — SIM).
But then, in agreement with the NKVD advisor André Marty relieved him
of duty and placed him under investigation for his previous contacts with
the purged KPJ leadership. Marty would later report to the Comintern that
Begovi¢ is “a suspicious element’, while his predecessor, Roman Filipcev,
accused him of an “inclination to align with the Trotskyists”*

Apparently, the case of Major Begovi¢ was immediately closed in Saint—
Cyprien by Luigi Longo and Franz Dahlem.®® He was again used for intelli-
gence activity in the camps,® and, with such credentials, assumed political
and organisational duties in the FTP-MOI. In Lyon, he was in contact with
the “Carmagnole” group.” Likewise, Begovi¢ lent his hand in Marseille,
where he reorganised the FTP-MOI groups, which was followed by a sig-
nificant increase in daring actions all around Provence, including sabotage
on the main railways, assassinations and bombings.”’ In contrast to his
Spanish endeavours, he did not leave a detailed account of his activities in
France after Castres, apart from a short manuscript titled Gazdarica (The
Landlady). In it, Begovi¢ describes his clandestine life in Lyon under the
false name of Viktor Firmin, an Ukrainian expat, who prays to God before
supper and tells his landlady how he dreams of returning to his father’s
factory once Ukraine is liberated from the Bolsheviks.”

66 Nonveiller, Secanja jednog gradanina, 1, 220-231.

67 SR IAB, 2821, Box 4; Vlajko Begovi¢, “Rat u Spaniji”, passim; RGASPI, 545-6-1536, 11, “Sur le
service de Streté Militaire..” 23 October 1939; RGASPI, 495-277-17, 66-67, Statement by Begovi¢,
10 February 1938; SR AJ, 724, I-B/10, KP]J Paris “Control Commission’, 43.

68 State Archives of Serbia/Drzavni arhiv Srbije (Belgrade) — SR DAS, Fonds BIA, CP 3/90, Notebook
115, Milan Kalafati¢, 9-10.

69 RGASPI, 545-4-1A, 88, “Informe No. 5, 25 February 1939.

70 See: Claude Collin, Carmagnole et Liberté: Les étrangers dans la Résistance en Rhone-Alpes (Greno-
ble: Presses Universitaires de Grenoble, 2000), 132-133.

71 Mezi¢, “Marselj”, 502-507; see also: FR SHD, GR 19 P 13/7, “FTPE-MOI: Milices patriotiques”.

72 SRIAB, 2821, Box 5, Vlajko Begovi¢, “Gazdarica”.
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When Nonveiller returned to Lyon, the three-man FTP-MOI “Zone Sud”
headquarters became fully Yugoslav.” For his part, Milan Kalafati¢ remained
in the southwest. One of the more combative units of the FTP-MOI was
the one centred in Toulouse and commanded by Mendel Langer (Marcel),
a Galician Jew, who was a member of the Palestine Communist Party and a
captain in the “Dimitrov” Battalion in Spain. It was called the “35th Brigade”
in tribute to the Spanish 35th (International) Division.”* Combat activities
started in late 1942 and grew steadily, but Langer was captured and executed
in July 1943. After the setback caused by mass arrests in Toulouse in early
1944, activities were reoriented towards the countryside.” The recomposed
command staff would soon include the “Spaniards” Apolonio de Carvalho
(Edmond), a Brazilian and the Yugoslav Kalafati¢ (Fernand). Apparently, they
were crucial in organising the surrender of one “Vlasovite” (Soviet—collabo-
rationist) garrison in Carmaux in July 1944.° Kalafati¢, who came to Spain
from the USSR and at one point switched from combat to staff translator du-
ty,”” as one commendation indicates, used his polyglot skills to persuade the
enemy soldiers to lay down their weapons.” As Kalafati¢ himself would later
claim,” one propaganda novelette, Le capitaine des diables noirs (The Captain
of the Black Devils), describes his endeavours under his nom de guerre “Cap-
taine Fernand’, alongside “Volodya” (Russian for “leader”), the head of the
“Vlassovites” he had managed to turn and “Maurice”, the FTP commander
who died in combat.®’ Indeed, in a documented confirmation of their role, a
certain Colonel Raynaud reported that “the Yugoslav elements, few in num-
ber, but very active, took an important part in the fighting at Carmaux”.*'

Rise in resistance activity was complemented by the constant rise in
numbers. Initially, in October 1943, Ili¢ started exercising his command
over 80 combatants in Toulouse and 55 in Marseille,* but this number in-
creased over time and the FTP-MOI in the “Zone Sud” grew exponentially.

73 Nonveiller, Se¢anja jednog gradanina, 1, 231-236.

74 Rolande Trempé, “La Résistance dans le Sud-Ouest”, in De lexil a la Résistance: Réfugiés et immigrés
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(Paris: Presses Universitaires de Vincennes, 1989), 165-167.
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By mid-1944, according to an official recommendation, Ili¢ was respon-
sible for “nearly 200 Maquis camps” that “paralyzed troop transports” in
southwestern France.*> With some 35 military actions until 1 October
1943 and at least 90 after that date, the “Langer” Brigade alone would grow
to over 500 combatants.* Ili¢ was also involved in the rebuilding of the
FTP in the “north” after the demise of the “Manouchian” group. Then, in
mid-1944, as the FTP was amalgamated into a unified national resistance
movement alongside “Gaulists”, the MOI was fully integrated into the FTP
structures. Ili¢ was co-opted to the National Military Committee (Comité
Militaire National - CMN)* and from October 1944, delegated as liaison to
the Allied headquarters.* At one point he proposed parachuting anti-Nazi
Germans into the Third Reich to organise guerrilla units, an idea that was
turned down by the French commanders.*

This refusal was not exactly surprising. Partisan and guerrilla warfare
lost its place in the European strategic arena after the Tehran and Yalta ac-
cords and the conspicuous erasure of the Comintern.® In fact, the strategy
of insurgency devised by the PCF was never supported by other French
actors or by the Allies, notwithstanding the very limited aid provided to
the “Maquis” in the summer of 1944 to divert some German troops from
the beachheads.*” And as liberated France under De Gaulle was quickly
re-nationalising its narrative of the Resistance, even less surprising is the
fact that the foreigners were becoming a superfluous element in the na-
tional equation. Several Yugoslav “Spaniards” may have had an exceptional
organisational role, but they were nonetheless marginalised. Ili¢ is a telling
example, at least in formal terms: his rank of general, granted by both the
FTP and the Yugoslav Army, was never acknowledged by the French Min-
istry of War. In any case, Ljubo Ili¢ would stay in Paris as the president of
the Yugoslav expat antifascist council, Tito’s military attaché and later, the
Yugoslav ambassador to France.”® Most of the other “Spaniards”, with no

83 FR SHD, GR 16 P 301149, Ljubomir Ilitch (Ili¢).

84 FRSHD, GR 19 P 31/24, “FTPF: 35e Brigade Marcel Langer et 3402e Compagnie”.
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reason to remain, left for Yugoslavia, where many of them assumed impor-
tant positions in the political, military and diplomatic apparatus of the new
state, alongside their “Spanish” companions who fought in Yugoslavia and
elsewhere.

In lieu of a conclusion

Apart from at least 320 “Spaniards” active in occupied Yugoslavia and
France, dozens of others who managed to stay out of many concentration
camps and prisons lent their hands as regular combatants (in Allied armies
and the USSR), political workers, underground activists (in Belgium) and/
or guerrilla fighters elsewhere (most notably in Italy). The itineraries and
struggles of several hundred men and a dozen women, when compared to
the staggering and unprecedented loss of life measured in millions may
seem like a research subject that although captivating, carries the burden of
justification. As individual stories of “Spanish” veterans may be interesting,
by themselves, they do not tell us much beyond the vivid illustrations of
personalised destinies in World War II. Therefore, the understanding of
“Spaniard” biographies has to be pushed through the web of underlying
connections that created the resistance movements throughout occupied
Europe. Only then can we see the interconnection and interdependence be-
tween individuals and the collective matrix. As such, the personal stories of
Yugoslav “Spaniards” such as Roman Filipcev, who died defending Moscow
in 1941, or Milojko Teofilovi¢, who joined the US Army and embarked for
Sicily, may not tell us more than what we already know. But if we place them
on networked trajectories in a wider prosopography and find their place in
their historical context, the qualitative aspects of their engagements point
us toward a more structured understanding of World War II.

Indeed, the small number of Yugoslav “Spaniards” stands in an inverse
proportion to the “Spaniards” collective impact on events, not only in occu-
pied Yugoslavia from the summer of 1941, but also in France, in even less-
er numbers, especially from September 1943 onward. The results of their
engagements are clear. In Yugoslavia, the “Spaniards” became a part of the
already operational clandestine mechanism of the KPJ, which had managed
to seize control over the massive uprising of the oppressed population. The
“Spaniards” were crucial military organisers whose transnational experience
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was indispensable. In France, on the other hand, the Yugoslav “Spaniards”
may have been treated with the same sense of value, but this treatment was
confined to a relatively isolated movement composed of foreign antifascists.
Unable to materialise communist-directed insurgency before the Allied
landings, the agency of “Spaniards” in France thus remained limited.

In historiographical terms, their contextualised biographies help broad-
en the horizon. In the Yugoslav case, they support a position that is not
yet sufficiently present in academia, namely, that the histories of resistance
should not be written outside of wider, multilingual frameworks of un-
derstanding. In the French case, they confirm the research findings which
properly place foreigners within the wider history of the Resistance, while
also uncovering the need to expand sources and perspectives and interlace
different heuristic spaces. And in both cases, finally, the role of the “Span-
iards” demonstrates the unavoidable weight of internationalist perspec-
tives, ideologies and transnational experiences and networks.
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Raymond Schmittlein and Iréne Giron:
Two Crossed Trajectories in the French Resistance

Corine Defrance

Iréne Giron (née Roman, 1910-1988) and Raymond Schmittlein (1904-1974)
met for the first time at the French National Liberation Commissariat
(Commissariat frangais de la Libération nationale — CFLN) in Algiers in
November 1943. Their two trajectories converged in the service of Com-
bat, one of the most important French Resistance movements and General
Charles de Gaulle’s main relay in North Africa. For eight years, until 1951,
they worked together in the Resistance and, after the end of the war, in
the French military government in Germany (active from 1945 to 1949)
and then in the French High Commission in Germany (which lasted from
1949 to 1955). They were both responsible for education (Heads of the De-
partment of Public Education and then the Department of Cultural Affairs
from 1949): he as director, she as deputy director. Schmittlein returned
to France in June 1951 after being elected to the National Assembly as a
Gaullist deputy for the Territory of Belfort. Giron ensured the transition
with a new team and returned to France, at her request, at the end of 1951.

Apart from the connection between the Resistance and the post-war
French occupation of Germany that links these two individuals, there are
many similarities in their biographies. Both spent their childhoods in bina-
tional families; both had German roots, spoke German and had a remark-
able knowledge of Germany; both founded families with partners of a na-
tionality other than their own; and above all, Schmittlein and Giron became
aware very early of the Nazi regime’s anti-Semitic and expansionist nature
and clearly expressed their rejection of the Nazi takeover on Europe. How
did these factors influence their involvement in the Resistance and their ca-
reers as Resistance fighters?' The historian Robert Frank makes a distinc-
mborie, “Lidée de Résistance, entre définition et sens: retour sur un questionnement’, in

Les Frangais des années troubles. De la guerre d’Espagne a la Libération, ed. Pierre Laborie (Paris: Le
Seuil, 2003) 65-80.
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tion between transnationality and internationality: “International phenom-
ena and relationships are or become transnational when they transcend not
the state dimension, but the limits of national identities, when processes of
identification with others are put in place through mechanisms of transfer
and reappropriation”? Using this definition, it seems to us that the claim
to multiple identities and the ability to commit to international values, be-
cause they have a profound impact on players’ feelings of belonging - here
Schmittlein and Giron - can be described as transnational ones. This chap-
ter will study the impact of these factors — transnational families and early
experiences of Nazi Germany - on the decision to join the resistance and
the forms of resistance and willingness to participate in the occupation of
Germany in order to contribute to its democratisation.

Transnational families

When France declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, Schmittlein
and Irene Giron were aged 35 and 29 respectively. They both belonged to a
generation that had lived through World War I as children and came from
binational families. Schmittlein was born in Roubaix, in northern France,
on 19 June 1904, to an Alsatian mother and a German father born in Mainz
and naturalised as a French citizen in 1893.> Giron was born in Hamburg
on 22 September 1910 to a German mother and a British father. According
to the nationality rules in force at the time, she had British nationality.
Their age difference meant that they had significantly different child-
hood experiences of World War 1. Schmittlein was left an orphan in 1915
at the age of 11.* He was brought up by an older sister and Catholic institu-
tions: the Collége Saint-Louis in Roubaix and then the junior seminary in

2 Robert Frank, “Emotions mondiales, internationales et transnationales, 1822-1932”, Monde(s), no.
1 (Mai 2012): 67; Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History, eds. Pierre-Yves Saunier and Akira
Iriye (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).

3 National Archives/Archives Nationales - AN (Pierrefitte), “dossier de naturalisation de Charles
Ferdinand Schmittlein, BB/11/2183, extract no 9439x88”. The request was submitted in 1888 and
Charles Schmittlein was naturalised by decree in 1893.

4 Manon Pignot, “Expériences enfantines du deuil pendant et aprés la Grande Guerre”, Histoire@
Politique, no 3 (November-December 2007); Stéphane Audouin-Rouzeau, La guerre des enfants
1914-1918. Essai d’histoire culturelle (Paris: Colin, 1993); Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette
Becker, 14-18, Retrouver la guerre, (Paris: Gallimard, 2000).
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Haubourdin.’ For four years, he lived in a region occupied by the Germans.
As Manon Pignot points out, “the occupied zone constitutes [...] a specific
place and time from the point of view of children’s experience of war”* An-
nette Becker has described the occupied northern zone as the “laboratory
of total war”, because the region was so significantly affected: not only was
the occupation regime particularly rigorous, with numerous requisitions,
deportations and forced labour, but various atrocities, looting and rapes ter-
rorised civilians and traumatised children.” Schmittlein himself experienced
the evacuation of children from the northern zone and his older brothers’
involvement in the conflict. His childhood was rough and shaped by the war.

In 1924, he interrupted his higher education at the Missions Etrangéres in
Paris (a Catholic College preparing missionaries)® to do military service as a
Zouave in the Army of the Rhine, near Wiesbaden. At that time, France oc-
cupied the west bank of the Rhine with some bridgeheads on the right side,
as it had since 1918. He then entered the Reserve Officers’ School.” When he
left, he joined as an officer fighting in the Rif War, a colonial war that Spain
and then France were conducting in Morocco.'’ Seriously wounded at the

5 Diocesan Archives/Archives diocésaines (Lille), dossier 1H231 (petit séminaire d'Haubourdin),
1908-1968; Corine Defrance, “Raymond Schmittlein (1904-1974): Leben und Werk eines franzo-
sischen Griindungsvaters der Universitit Mainz”, in Ut omnes unum sint (Teil 1) Die Griindung-
spersonlichkeiten der Johannes Gutenberg-Universitdt der Universitit Mainz, eds. Michael Kissener
and Helmut Mathy (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2005), 11-30.

6 Manon Pignot, “Expériences enfantines doccupation pendant la Grande Guerre: pratiques et
représentations a travers le cas frangais”, Revue européenne d’histoire sociale Histoire ¢» Sociétés, no
17 (2006): 19; Enfants en guerre. “ Sans famille “ dans les conflits du xx° siécle, eds. Laura Hobson
Faure, Manon Pignot and Antoine Riviére, (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2023).

7  Larissa Wegner, Occupatio Bellica. Die deutsche Armee in Nordfrankreich 1914-1918 (Géttingen:
Wallstein-Verlag, 2023); James E. Connolly, The experience of occupation in the Nord, 1914-18. Living
with the enemy in First-World-War-France (Manchester: Manchesterhive, 2018); Annette Becker, Les
cicatrices rouges, 14-18. France et Belgique occupées (Paris: Fayard, 2010); Annette Becker, “Life in an
Occupied Zone: Lille, Roubaix, Tourcoing’, in Facing Armageddon. The First World War Experienced,
eds. Hugh Cecil and Peter H. Liddle (London: Cooper, 1996), 630-641; Philippe Nivet, La France oc-
cupée, 1914-1918 (Paris: Colin, 2011); Philippe Nivet, Les boches du Nord (Paris: Economica, 2004).

8  Archives of the Foreign Missions of Paris/ Archives des Missions Etrangéres de Paris - MEP, DB4011L,
Letter from Raymond Schmittlein to the MEP, 16 May 1922; Corine Defrance, “Raymond Schmit-
tlein”, in Dictionnaire du Monde religieux dans la France contemporaine, vol. 12, Franche-Comté, eds.
Laurent Ducerf, Vincent Petit and Manuel Tramaux (Paris: Beauchesne, 2016), 674-675.

9  Historical Service of the French Defence/Service Historique de la Défense - SHD (Vincennes), “dos-
sier personnel Raymond Schmittlein, état des services”

10 C.R. Peennell, A Country with a Government and a Flag. The Rif War in Morocco, 1921-1926, (Out-
well: Middle East and North African Studies Press Ltd., 1986); Mathieu Marly, “La guerre du Rif
(1921-1926), une guerre coloniale?”, Encyclopédie d’histoire numérique de 'Europe, https://ehne.fr/
fr/node/21489. All internet sources were last accessed 6 November 2023.
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end of 1925, he was repatriated to France. He abandoned theology, presum-
ably for disciplinary reasons, for German studies at the Sorbonne, as he had
been bilingual since childhood. He successfully passed the agrégation - the
competitive examination required to become a secondary school teacher in
France - in German in 1932 and became a teacher at a lycée in Chartres.
Irene Giron grew up in a wealthy protestant family that was also affect-
ed by the war. Her father, Walter Roman, a coffee trader in Hamburg, was
interned as a civilian in Ruhleben near Berlin from 1914 until 1918 because
he was British. When he was released, he moved to London with his family.
Irene attended school there for two years. The family returned to Ham-
burg in 1920 and Irene attended a secondary school for girls (Mddchen-
realschule). In 1927, her father committed suicide when his business went
bankrupt." The economic situation of the mother and her two children was
difficult and the family moved to Hesse, where she completed her school-
ing and passed her secondary school leaving certificate (Reifepriifung) in
1930 at the Reinhardswaldschule in Kassel-Land." Fully bilingual, she in-
itially studied German and art history, with minor specialities in history
and journalism, at the universities of Heidelberg and Hamburg."”” When
she registered at Hamburg in the winter semester of 1931/32, she indicated
that she wanted to study to become a journalist.!* She studied in France
from autumn 1932 to autumn 1933."° At the time, 28 percent of Sorbonne
students were women, 15-20 percent of whom were foreign nationals.'®
This was more than in Germany, where in 1932/33, across all universities
and all disciplines, only 18.6 percent of those registered at university were
female.”” So even if Giron was not exactly a pioneer, her student career was
still very atypical for women of her generation. This reflects the trajectory

11 Charles Giron, interviews with the author, Paris, 1992-1994.

12 University Archive Heidelberg/Universititsarchiv Heidelberg - UA Heidelberg, StudA Roman,
Irene (1933), handwritten note from Irene Roman, 4 May 1932.

13 Ibid., StudA Roman, Irene (1933), Anmeldung zur Immatrikulation an der Universitit Heidelberg,
13 November 1930.

14 University Archive Hamburg/Universititarchiv Hamburg, Roman, Irene G23368, form dated 30
October 1931.

15 UA Heidelberg, StudA Roman, Irene (1933).

16 Carole Christen-Lécuyer, “Les premiéres étudiantes de I'Université de Paris’, Travail, genre et so-
ciétés 4, no 2, (2000), 35-50.

17 Lothar Mertens, “Die Entwicklung des Frauenstudiums in Deutschland bis 1945”, APuZ 28, 1989,

https://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschriften/apuz/archiv/534903/die-entwicklung-des-frauenstudi-
ums-in-deutschland-bis-1945/.
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of a brilliant, independent young woman with deep interest in analysing
contemporary realities, keen to prepare for her professional career.

Education and early experiences of Nazi Germany

Irene Giron and Raymond Schmittlein had decisive early experiences of
Nazism and of the Nazi regime. These experiences shaped their path to-
wards the Resistance.

Schmittleins first direct contact with Germany dates back to when
he was studying for his degree in German studies. He went to Berlin in
1931/32 to prepare for the agrégation, financing his stay by teaching French
at the Berlitz School. It was there that he met a German woman, Gerta
Eichholz, whom he married in spring 1932. During his stay in Berlin, he
observed with concern the rise of nationalism, militarism and the National
Socialist German Workers” Party (NSDAP). Meeting the Catholic historian
and writer Jean de Pange, he confessed to being pessimistic about Germa-
ny’s future.'® In the Reichstag elections of 31 July 1932, the NSDAP made a
spectacular breakthrough, becoming the largest party with 37,3 percent of
the vote. The NSDAP had not only won over a significant number of voters
who had previously voted for the other parties, but had also managed to at-
tract first-time voters as well as a large number of people who traditionally
did not vote. And for the Reichstag elections in November 1932, despite
support dropping to 33,1 percent, the NSDAP organised SA marches in
Berlin and Brandenburg, demonstrating their power in the capital.

Schmittlein’s career then took him to the Baltic states. After obtaining
his agrégation, he began a PhD in linguistics at the Sorbonne and chose to
work on Baltic languages, in particular Lithuanian, which was considered
at the time to be one of the languages close to the so-called Indo-European
origins. This is why he applied to be a lecturer in French at the University of
Kaunas." Schmittlein and his family moved to the then-Lithuanian capital
in the autumn of 1934. In addition to working at the university, he became

18 Jean de Pange, Journal (1931-1933) (Paris: Grasset, 1967), 20 December 1931 and 8 January 1932,
80-86.

19 Lithuanian Central State Archives/Lietuvos Centrinis Valstybés Archyvas (Vilnius), 631/1 vol. 636,
“curriculum vitae de R. Schmittlein”; see also the book resulting from his PhD research, a PhD
that he never completed and defended): Raymond Schmittlein, Etudes sur la nationalité des Aestii
(Bade: Editions Art et science, 1948).
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involved in the Lithuanian-French Society and helped to develop cultural
relations between the two countries to ensure the “influence of France” in a
region that had not always been immune to German influences.** The begin-
ning of his career was therefore already marked by Franco-German rivalry.
What is more, as soon as he arrived in Kaunas, the French press agency
Havas recruited him as a correspondent.? Among other things, he reported
on the rise of Nazi influence in Klaipéda/Memel. Early on, he understood
the danger that Nazism represented for the European democracies, due to
Hitler’s expansionist aims. Well aside from his cultural mission and even his
role as press correspondent, Schmittlein informed Paris in 1935 about Ger-
man troop movements on the border between East Prussia and Lithuania.”

Giron had a very different career path, although there were some simi-
larities. While studying at the Sorbonne in 1932/33, she met a young law-
yer, Charles Giron, who later became her husband. In autumn 1933, she
returned to Germany, where she enrolled at the Institute for Translation
and Interpreting (Dolmetscher-Institut) at the University of Heidelberg. In
October 1934, she graduated with top honours as a trilingual translator and
interpreter of German, English and French.?® This institute was one of the
first structures at the University of Heidelberg to bring itself into line with
Nazi government objectives, a process known as Selbstgleichschaltung.** Re-
cent studies have highlighted the extent to which the role of interpreter’s
training and profession was politically sensitive; a large part of the inter-
preter-translator community placed hope in the “Third Reich” to obtain
a professional status.”” The Nazi regime needed ideologically reliable men

20 Corine Defrance, “Raymond Schmittlein (1904-1974): médiateur entre la France et la Lituanie’,
Cahiers Lituaniens, no 9, (Autumn 2008): 18-23, http://www.cahiers-lituaniens.org/Schmittlein.
htm; Julien Gueslin, “La France et les petits Etats baltes: réalités baltes, perceptions frangaises et
ordre européen (1920-1932)”, (unpublished PhD diss., University of Paris 1-Panthéon-Sorbonne,
2004), https://theses.hal.science/tel-00126331; Vygantas Vareikis, “Deutsch-litauische Beziehun-
gen in der ersten Hilfte des 20. Jahhunders”, Annaberger Annalen, no. 5 (1997): 6-25.

21 Antoine Lefébure, Havas. Les arcanes du pouvoir, (Paris: Grasset, 1992) 240-247; AN, 5AR/386 &
387 [agence Havas] dossiers Raymond Schmittlein.

22 The Political Archive of the Federal Foreign Office/Politisches Archiv des Auswirtiges Amtes (Ber-
lin), R 484947, Brief vom Reichspostminister an das Auswirtiges Amt, 1 February 1935.

23 UA Heidelberg, StudA Roman, Irene (1933), registration form dated 14 November 1933;
K-VI-51/72-1, Dolmetscher-Institut, Priifungsangelegenheiten, 1931-1937, Protokoll der Priifung-
sausschuss — Schlussitzung am. 12 October 1934.

24 Kilian Peter Schultes, “Die Staats- und Wirtschaftswissenschaftliche Fakultit der Universitit Hei-
delberg 1934-1946” (PhD diss. University of Heidelberg, 2010), 406.

25 Charlotte Kieslich, Dolmetschen im Nationalsozialismus: die Reichsfachschaft fiir das Dolmet-
scherwesen (RfD) (Berlin: Frank & Timme, 2018).
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and women for diplomacy, the judiciary, the army, and similar institutions.
With the war and the German occupations in Europe, the regime need-
ed such people in very high numbers and the number of students at the
Dolmetscher-Institut in Heidelberg exploded from 84 in 1934/35 to 643 in
1943.26 While Giron was studying at Heidelberg, the administrator of the
Dolmetscher-Institut, Heinz Walz, came under attack from the head of the
students’ organisation (Studentenschaftsfiihrer) who, in the spring of 1934,
called for his dismissal because of Walz’s Jewish origins.”

This case particularly impacted young Irene Giron because of her family
situation. Her mother, Alice Scheel, had remarried a German Jew, Walther
Hildesheimer, in 1932. Also in 1934, teachers and students at the Dolmet-
scher-Institut demanded that the Nazi ideological line be strengthened and
denounced the excessive weight of Romance languages at the expense of Ger-
manic ones. According to a former Heidelberg student, the female interpret-
ers and translators were particularly indoctrinated: “Our female guides were
largely recruited from the female interpreters. One of the reasons was proba-
bly that the interpreters were mostly really NS. [...]. You couldn’t get enough
foreign language experts for the border service and for checking letters”?

Giron probably went to London after graduating and attended the Lon-
don School of Economics, where she obtained a certificate, as she later at-
tested to the French authorities.” According to Charles Giron’s testimony,
Irene came back to Germany and then worked for two or three years for
various German companies as a translator and interpreter.”* We have no
further information about her motivations. Giron’s mother and stepfather
managed to emigrate to South Africa in 1937 to escape anti-Semitic perse-
cution in Nazi Germany. Irene decided to join them. These were very diffi-
cult years for the family. Walther died in January 1939. According to Alice’s

26 Schultes, “Die Staats- und Wirtschaftswissenschaftliche Fakultat”, 409.

27 1Ibid., 153.

28 1Ibid., 409.

29 No file for an “Irene Roman’, as her name would have been at the time, has been found in the LSE
archives, which is not unusual for a student who only passed a certificate at this institution. Corre-
spondence between the author and Daniel Payne, Curator for politics and international relations,
LSE Library, London, 19 and 20 May, 2022.

30 Giron, interviews with the author, Paris, 1992-1994; Corine Defrance, “Bericht aus einer ver-
lorengegangenen Quelle: Der Weg Iréne Girons in die Franzésische Militarregierung (1910 bis
1945)”, in Ut omnes unum sint (Teil 1) Die Griindungspersonlichkeiten der Johannes Gutenberg-Uni-
versitdt der Universitit Mainz, eds. Michael Kissener and Helmut Mathy (Stuttgart: Steiner Verlag,
2005), 43-55.
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correspondence, Irene Giron worked for two years as a journalist for two
newspapers and magazines published by the Union Magazine publishing
company: Monthly Diary of events and Pleasure. Her employer wrote an
excellent review.” There is no doubt that this experience of journalism and
editorial responsibilities was invaluable for the young woman’s future work
in editing and producing Combat-Algérie, the press organ of the Combat
resistance movement in North Africa.

Joining the Resistance and Resistance activities

In the summer of 1938, Schmittlein was reassigned to Latvia as a teacher
at the French lycée (Lycée frangais) and director of the French Institute (In-
stitut frangais) in Riga. When war was declared in September 1939, he was
mobilised there as head of the French intelligence services in the Baltic. In
December, at a time when the Latvian Republic was more fragile than ever,
caught between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, which had already
forced it to accept the installation of military bases on its territory, Schmit-
tlein was arrested by the police for espionage in the port of Riga.** Expelled
from the country after spending two weeks in Latvian jails, he left at the
beginning of January 1940 for the French embassy in Stockholm, where
he observed the Wehrmacht’s advance into Norway. Schmittlein joined the
Free French (Frangais Libres) in July 1940.>* From Stockholm, Schmittlein
joined the Free French organisation and his registration was symbolically

31 Private Iréne Giron fonds, formerly consulted by Charles Giron (1994): “Miss Roman has shown
her great gifts for journalism and her discernment and initiative in editing [...] Owing to her sound
judgement, her personality and the originality of her ideas in both the editorial and the commercial
side, she has, after a few months” work, created for herself a position for more independent and
responsible than the one primarily assigned to her in this concern”; Defrance, “Bericht aus einer
verlorengegangenen Quelle: Der Weg Iréne Girons in die Franzosische Militarregierung (1910 bis
1945)”,

32 Latvian State Historical Archive/Latvijas Nacionalais arhivs — LVA (Riga), Nr. 2570/3 vol. 1250;
Jean de Beausse, Carnets d’un diplomate frangais en Lettonie, 1939-1940 (Riga: Liesma, 1997).

33 Corine Defrance, “Raymond Schmittlein: un itinéraire dans la France Libre, entre activités mili-
taires et diplomatiques” Relations Internationales, no 108 (2001): 487-501; Corine Defrance, “Ray-
mond Schmittlein” in Ut omnes unum sint (Teil 1) Die Griindungspersonlichkeiten der Johannes
Gutenberg-Universitit der Universitit Mainz, eds. Michael Kissener and Helmut Mathy (Stuttgart:
Franz Steiner Verlag, 2005); see also private Raymond Schmittlein fonds, by his son Raymond
Schmittlein (junior), consulted 2001; Jean-Frangois Muracciole, Les Frangais libres. LAutre Résis-
tance (Paris: Tallandier, 2009); Dictionnaire de la France libre, eds. Frangois Broche, Georges Caitu-
coli and Jean-Francois Muracciole, (Paris: Robert Laffont, 2010).
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dated 14 July (the French national day). He was thus one of the very first

Frenchmen to join the Resistance organised from abroad by de Gaulle.

In July 1940, only 7.000 people had joined the Free French Forces (Forc-
es Frangaises Libres — FFL), a movement that at its peak, had 53.000 mem-
bers. Schmittlein did not fit the profile of most of the first Free French,
more than two-thirds of whom were under 30 years old, single and poorly
educated. The fact that he was already abroad and had been working for
France from abroad for six years certainly contributed to this extremely
early decision. According to research on the motivations for joining the
FFL, the main reason was patriotism, while a sense of adventure, ideology,
fear of persecution and training by comrades also played a more or less
important role, depending on the time of enlistment.* As with most Free
Frenchmen (joining the Resistance was often a discreet affair), Schmittlein
left no account of his reasons for joining the FFL in July 1940, but there
is no doubt that patriotism and rejection of Nazi ideology were powerful
driving forces. On De Gaulle’s orders, who was organising the Resistance
from outside metropolitan France, Schmittlein made the long and compli-
cated journey to Palestine where he set up a Free French radio station in
Haifa to counter the Vichy regime’s propaganda in Syria and Lebanon with
another diplomat and early Resistance fighter, Francois Coulet.”

The Middle East was a priority area of operation for De Gaulle and the
external resistance. Schmittlein then took part in disarmament operations in
Syria and Lebanon after Vichy troops were defeated by British troops helped
by FFL.* In March 1942, De Gaulle nominated him as the Free French dip-
lomatic representative in the USSR. He was the number two in the mission
led by Roger Garreau and relocated with the Soviet government to Kuiby-
shev (today Samara).” In the USSR, he played an important role in ensuring
34 “Who were the Free French’, Chemins de mémoire, Ministere des Armées, https://www.cheminsde-

memoire.gouv.fr/en/who-were-free-french; Frangois Broche, Georges Caitucoli and Jean-Frangois

Muracciole, La France au Combat: de lappel du 18 juin a la Victoire (Paris: Perrin, 2007).

35 Frangois Coulet, Vertu des temps difficiles (Paris: Plon, 1966).

36 Antoine Hokayem, “La France et le Levant de 1940 a 1943: I'indépendance du Liban et de la Syrie”,
Cabhiers de la Méditerranée no. 48, (1994): 83-118; Maurice Albord, L Armée francaise et les Etats du
Levant: 1936-1946 (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2000); Jérome Bocquet, “La France Libre, de Gaulle et le
Liban” in Le Cédre et le chéne. De Gaulle et le Liban, eds. Clotilde de Fouchécour and Karim Emile
Bitar (Paris: Geuthner, 2015), 118-119.

37 Frangois Lévéque, “Les relations entre 'Union soviétique et la France Libre (juin 1941-septembre
1942)” in De Gaulle et la Russie, ed. Maurice Vaisse (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2006), 17-31; Hen-

ri-Christian Giraud, De Gaulle et les Communistes, 2 vol., (Paris: Albin Michel: 1988/1989); Héléne
Carrére d’Encausse, Le général de Gaulle et la Russie (Paris: Fayard, 2017).
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that the Malgré-nous — men from Alsace and Lorraine who had been for-
cibly conscripted into the Wehrmacht - were separated from the German
soldiers who were prisoners of war of the Soviets. This led to the creation of
the Tambov camp, setting up a squadron of French airmen to fight along-
side the Red Army on the Eastern Front — the Normandie-Niemen — and in
negotiating diplomatic recognition of the CFLN set up by De Gaulle in Al-
giers.® Schmittlein received this recognition from Molotov in August 1943.
In November 1943, De Gaulle called him back to Algiers to join the CFLN.
When war was declared, Irene Giron left Johannesburg to travel by sea
on a Dutch cargo ship to her fiancé in Paris. It was a long and perilous cross-
ing to Le Havre.* When she arrived in Paris in November 1939, Charles
Giron had been mobilised. In May 1940, he served in the 4th Armoured Di-
vision (division cuirassée) led by De Gaulle. Charles Giron served De Gaulle
as a lieutenant until De Gaulle left for London on 17 June 1940. From De-
cember 1939, Irene Giron analysed German broadcasts and Nazi propagan-
da at the Centre d’Ecoute de la Radiodiffusion Nationale.”® She resigned on
the very day of the armistice, 22 June 1940, which was characteristic of the
early Resistance fighters and of De Gaulle’s followers. They recognised the
military defeat but refused the armistice - a political act — while France still
had an army and an empire from which they wanted to continue the fight.*!
Married in Le Puy in southern France at the end of September 1940, the
Girons joined one of the first resistance movements in the Massif Central,**
the Petites Ailes, founded by General Gabriel Cochet. Once more, we do
not have a document to understand her motivations. But it is clear that
she wanted to resist against Nazi Germany and its ideology. Her trajec-
tory — with her decision to leave South Africa and go to France after the
declaration of war and her symbolic resignation from her job on the day
of the armistice — shows that she came to Europe to fight against the Nazi
aggression and that her entry into the Resistance was not simply the act of
a wife “supporting” her husband. On the other hand, did their decision to

38 Jacques Bariéty and Corine Defrance, “Les missions de la France libre en Union soviétique et les ‘Mal-
gré nous, 1942-1944”, Revue d’Allemagne et des pays de langue allemande 39, no. 4 (2007): 549-566.

39 Private Iréne Giron fonds, Correspondence between Alice Scheel, Iréne Giron’s mother and Eva
Hildesheimer, her stepdaughter; Defrance, “Bericht aus einer verlorengegangenen Quelle: Der Weg
Iréne Girons in die Franzdsische Militirregierung (1910 bis 1945)”.

40 Giron, interviews with the author, Paris, 1992-1994.

41 Jean-Frangois Muracciole, Histoire de la Résistance en France (Paris: PUF, 2020), 7.

42 A highland area in south-central France.
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marry facilitate their joint underground work? Did it allow her to go more
unnoticed than the presence of a young British woman would have done in
Vichy France? The sources do not provide a clear answer to this question.

While initially loyal to Marshal Pétain, Cochet was what is known as a
vichysto-résistant,” meaning that he was first loyal to the Vichy Regime, but
at the same time, supported the Resistance. Indeed, he was one of the first
to sign calls for Resistance distributed in the form of leaflets to the armistice
army.* Iréne Giron was in charge of propaganda and writing a clandes-
tine leaflet, Petites Ailes de France,” initially created in the northern zone,
then taken over in the southern zone by the Resistance fighter Henri Frenay
from mid-May 1941.% It was the forerunner of the underground newspaper
Combat. Towards the end of 1940, the first Resistance fighters began to pool
their efforts and set up the first movements and networks on a political or
professional basis.*” However, it is still necessary to speak of the Resistances
in the plural, given the diversity of currents. The Resistance was still very
much in the minority, as French society was Petainist and openly hostile
to the first Resistance fighters.*® In 1951, the French High Commissioner
in Germany, André Frangois-Poncet, testified that Iréne Giron had created
“the first meshes of a Resistance network in the Massif Central, ensuring
liaison herself, gathering the information requested, drafting and distribut-
ing leaflets against the enemy”*

Wanted by the Gestapo, the Girons fled to North Africa in May 1941.
Perhaps this was because it was more difficult to find them there, de-
spite the fact that the region was loyal to Marshal Pétain at the time,* or

43 Sébastien Albertelli and Johanna Barasz, “Un résistant atypique: le général Cochet, entre vi-
chysme et gaullisme”, Histoire@Politique, no. 5 (2008). https://www.cairn.info/revue-histoire-poli-
tique-2008-2-page-9.htm.

44 Muracciole, Résistance, 9, 35, 75; Harry Roderick Kedward, Naissance de la Résistance dans la
France de Vichy, 1940-1942. Idées et motivations (Paris: Champ Vallon, 1989).

45 French Diplomatic Archives/Archives diplomatiques francaises — ADE, (La Courneuve), dossier de
carriére d’Iréne Giron, 20 May 1947.

46 Bruno Leroux, “La presse clandestine d’'une guerre a l'autre, en France et en Belgique’, La Lettre de

la Fondation de la Résistance, no. 79 (December 2014), http://museedelaresistanceenligne.org/me-

dial0355-iLes-Petites-Ailes-i-journal-clandestin-cr-par-Jacques-Yves-Mulliez-en-septembre-1940.

47 Muracciole, Résistance, 9.

48 1Ibid, 14.

49 ADE dossier de carriére d’Iréne Giron, “proposition de nomination de Madame Iréne Emilie Gi-
ron, née Roman au grade de Chevalier dans I'Ordre national de la Légion d’honneur au titre de la
Résistance”, André Frangois-Poncet, 18 July 1951.

50 Iréne’s mother, in her correspondence with Eva Hildesheimer, refers to mid-May 1941 (letter of 26
July 1941, Private Iréne Giron Fonds).
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maybe because the Resistance and particularly De Gaulle wanted to estab-
lish a presence in these parts of the French empire. Iréne and Charles Gi-
ron worked for Combat. Combat was one of the first and most important
resistance movements created in Lyon in autumn 1940 by Henri Frenay
and his companion Berty Albrecht.”! From spring 1941, Combat expanded
into North Africa. In Algiers, one of its main leaders, René Capitant, set
up a local edition of the underground newspaper under the name Com-
bat-Algérie.>* Initially it was a handwritten and later a typed clandestine
newspaper. In its 1 December 1942 edition, Combat-Algérie presented itself
as “the irreconcilable enemy of the Vichy regime. It considers the armistice
a betrayal and a dishonour. [...] Combat is fighting for the liberation of
France. By this it means its liberation not only from the invader, but also
from the tyrants who usurped power through defeat and hold on to it with
the support of the enemy”.>

At Capitant’s side, Iréne Giron consolidated the clandestine movement
in Algeria and Morocco and took charge of the organisation of Combat-Al-
gérie. She was responsible for the newspaper’s editorial secretariat and
the movement’s secretariat.** Since the French authorities loyal to Vichy
learned about her underground activities, she had to leave and went to Mo-
rocco.” She was involved in the immediate aftermath of the Allied landings
in North Africa - Operation Torch - on 8 November 1942 which led in
the next months to the liberation of large parts of Algeria and Morocco.
In Morocco, Iréne Giron set up channels for young French fighters to pass
through Spain to Tunisia, where the FFL and the Allies were engaged in
fierce fighting with the German Africa Corps (Afrika Korps).*®

51 Sebastien Albertelli, Julien Blanc and Laurent Douzou, La lutte clandestine en France (Paris:
Seuil, 2019), 33; Robert Belot, Henri Frenay. De la Résistance a 'Europe (Paris: Le Seuil, 2003). See
Robert Belot’s article in this volume.

52 Muracciole, Résistance, 40.

53 Combat-Algérie, no 101, 12 March 1944, “Fidéles a nous-mémes”. - AN (645 AP) - René Capitant
Fonds.

54 René Capitant Fonds at the AN (645 AP) enables us to retrace some of Iréne Giron’s activities
during this period. It also contains an almost complete collection of Combat-Algérie.

55 “At the beginning of 1942, to escape the North African militia [the feared legionnaires’ order ser-
vice, SOL], she went to Morocco’, André Frangois-Poncet attests, 18 July 1951, ADE, “dossier de
carriere d'Iréne Giron”.

56 Frangois-Poncet reports that she “contributed, through her personal action, to the preparation of
[this] landing. She organised the reception centres in Tunis, Algiers, Oran and Casablanca for the
FFI and set up the chain of volunteers that led young French Resistance fighters from France via
Spain to Leclerc and Koenig’s Free French divisions”, André Frangois-Poncet attests, 18 July 1951,
ADFE, “dossier de carriére d’'Iréne Giron”.

350



Raymond Schmittlein and Iréne Giron: Two Crossed Trajectories in the French Resistance

The months following the landing were difficult for Combat and the
Gaullist resistance. The U.S. was distrustful of an unelected general who
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt suspected of dictatorial designs, es-
pecially as De Gaulle was inflexible and often rebelled against the decisions
that the U.S. wanted to impose. Washington imposed Admiral Darlan in
Algiers, who had been Pétain’s head of government from February 1941
to April 1942 and had helped to commit the regime to collaboration.”
All the Resistance groups were outraged and Darlan’s designation had the
countereffect of facilitating the unification of the Resistance.*® Initially, for
Combat-Algérie, this nomination meant repression and a return to the un-
derground.” It was only after Darlan’s assassination on 24 December 1942
and replacement by General Henri Giraud, imposed once again by the
Americans in an attempt to avoid De Gaulle, that Combat-Algérie was able
to resurface openly.

After De Gaulle established himself in Algiers on 30 May 1943 and the
CFLN was founded on 3 June, Giron worked as a press officer in the office
of the National Education Commissioner, René Capitant.® This is where
she first crossed paths with Schmittlein, who had also been appointed to
the National Education Commission on his return from the Soviet Union.®!
Giron and Schmittlein also worked together within the Combat movement:
she was a member of the steering committee and he was the general secre-
tary for North Africa. Together they organised the tour of a documentary
exhibition entitled “Kollaboration”, organised by Combat-Algérie in March
1944.5% The exhibition consists of thematic panels showing extracts from

57 Muracciole, Résistance, 42; Christine Levisse-Touzé, LAfrique du Nord dans la guerre, 1939-1945
(Paris: Albin Michel, 1998).

58 Guillaume Piketty, “La France combattante au coeur du maelstrém”, in 8 novembre 1942. Résistance
et débarquement allié en Afrique du Nord. Dynamiques historiques, politiques et socio-culturelles,
eds. Nicole Cohen-Addad, Aissa Kadri and Tramor Quemeneur (Vulaines-sur-Seine: Editions du
Croquant, 2021).

59 Combat-Algérie, editorial, 21 January 1943 - AN (645 AP): “We are once again using roneo to dis-
tribute our newspaper. We are being hounded again, as in the worst days of the Vichy dictatorship.
Our printing house is being watched and our issues confiscated. They want to silence us and make
us powerless. [...] We are being attacked because we are appealing for the arrival of General de
Gaulle, who has promised us freedom and the Republic, and who will give it back to us. They are
after us because we are republicans and we want freedom”.

60 AN, F/17/29322, Commissariat 4 I'Education Nationale, Alger, dossier Iréne Giron, “fiche de ren-
seignements’.

61 AN, F17/13335, Commissariat & I'Education Nationale, projet Schmittlein concernant lenseig-
nement du second degré (no date).

62 Combat-Algérie, “Linauguration de Iexposition Kollaboration”, n® 103, 26 March 1944 — AN (645 AP).
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collaboration newspapers, posters and photographs with critical commen-
taries. The aim was to denounce the collaboration of the Vichy regime and
demand the purging of those who had served that regime. This épuration
had already begun in liberated North Africa in 1943. Now the process of
purging those mainly responsible of the Vichy regime in metropolitan
France had to be prepared. Giron, along with Schmittlein, was commis-
sioned to promote the exhibition in the rest of North Africa and in Tunis
in particular.

Giron returned to Paris in September 1944 after its liberation. Schmit-
tlein had volunteered to go to the front. He landed at Toulon in August
1944 with the First Army under General de Lattre de Tassigny. He took part
in the fighting to liberate France, making his way up the Rhoéne valley and
distinguishing himself during the liberation of Belfort.®*

Continuing the mission in occupied Germany (1945-1951)

In July 1945, the French military government in Germany was set up and
Capitant, now Minister of National Education, appointed Schmittlein and
Giron to head the Department of Public Education (DEP), Schmittlein as
director, Giron as deputy because both were resistant fighters, remarka-
ble experts on Germany and its educational and cultural system and both
spoke perfect German. Their main mission was the “re-education of the
German people’, i.e. the denazification and the democratisation of Germa-
ny.** Young people, whose “chains had to be broken’,®> were the main focus
of their action, in order to ensure the future of a democratic Germany and
peace on the continent.

In Algiers, Schmittlein had already taken part in commissions to reform
the French education system and, in particular, to set up the future National

63 Schmittlein describes his campaign in France in his book: La Nationale 83. Extraits dun carnet de
route, (Mayence: Editions Art et Science, 1951).

64 Raymond Schmittlein, “La rééducation du peuple allemande’, in La dénazification par les vain-
queurs. La politique culturelle des occupants en Allemagne, 1945-1949, ed. Jérome Vaillant (Lille:
PUL, 1981), 139-145; Corine Defrance, La politique culturelle de la France sur la rive gauche du
Rhin (1945-1955) (Strasbourg: PUS, 1994); Corine Defrance, “Rééducation du peuple allemande’,
in Encyclopédie de la Seconde Guerre mondiale, eds. Guillaume Piketty and Jean-Frangois Muracci-
ole (Paris: Robert Laffont, 2015), 1094-1096.

65 Raymond Schmittlein, “Briser les chaines de la jeunesse allemande”, France-Illustration, no. 205
(September 1949): 17.
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School of Administration (Ecole nationale dadministration — ENA). These
thoughts in 1944 inspired his plans for the French zone in Germany after
1945.5 His project was characterised by a distrust of traditional universities,
which were considered nationalist and above all by a desire to create some-
thing new rather than attempt to radically reform what already existed. In
the French zone, Schmittlein and Giron founded a new university in Mainz,
inaugurated in May 1946, a high school of administration in Speyer and
an interpreting institute in Germersheim, both opened in January 1947, an
institute of European history and an academy of science and literature in
Mainz, created in 1950.%

Officially, the establishments in Speyer and Germersheim were intend-
ed to quickly train “qualified civil servants” at a time when épuration had
further exacerbated the shortage of administrative staff. They were also in-
tended to “break the monopoly of lawyers”, who Schmittlein considered to
be “Prussianised”. According to the DEP, the persistence of lawyers in the
administration under Weimar had hindered democracy and the republic.®
It was therefore necessary to open up an alternative training system for
administrators, as well as for interpreters and administrators.” The Speyer
Institute was inspired by the plan to create the ENA in Paris.

It is important to emphasise the extent to which the post-war period,
the reforms and in particular the desire to democratise the functioning of
societies, was prepared by the Resistance during the war. In the early 1950s,
the German Foreign Ministry (Auswdrtiges Amt) commissioned the school
to provide part of the training for the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG)’s
young diplomats. Although the Johannes Gutenberg University (JGU) was

66 Stefan Zauner, Erziehung und Kulturmission. Frankreichs Bildungspolitik in Deutschland 1945-1949
(Miinchen: Oldenbourg, 1994).

67 Corine Defrance, “Das Wunder von Mainz’: Die Franzosen und die Griindung der JGU”, in 75
Jahre Johannes Gutenberg-Universitit Mainz. Universitit in der demokratischen Gesellschaft (Re-
gensburg: Verlag Schnell & Steiner, 2021), 43-55, https://openscience.ub.uni-mainz.de/han-
dle/20.500.12030/9166.

68 Corine Defrance, “Mainz in der franzésischen Kulturpolitik, 1945-1951”, Mainzer Zeitschrift, Mit-
telrheinisches Jahrbuch fiir Archdologie, Kunst und Geschichte, 98 (2003): 73-84.

69 Corine Defrance, “La politique culturelle”, ed. Corine Defrance. Les Alliés occidentaux et les univer-
sités allemandes, 1945-1949 (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2000).

70 Peter Schunck, “Iréne Giron (1910-1988) und die Griindung der Mainzer Universitat’, in Ut omnes
unum sint (Teil 1) Die Griindungspersonlichkeiten der Johannes Gutenberg-Universitdit der Universi-
tit Mainz, eds. Michael Kissener and Helmut Mathy (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2005), 31-42;
Peter Schunck, Dokumente zur Geschichte der Dolmetscherhoschule Germersheim aus den Jahren
1946-1949 (Germersheim: Universitit Mainz, 1997).

353


https://openscience.ub.uni-mainz.de/handle/20.500.12030/9166

Corine Defrance

>«

Schmittlein’s “favourite child”, Giron was particularly committed to train-
ing translators and interpreters at the Germersheim School of Interpreting.”
She undoubtedly benefited from her own experiences in Heidelberg. She
took over the excellent technical language training, with modern facilities,
but created “her” school with a radically different spirit: teaching the “living
reality of foreign peoples” and encouraging exchange, whereas in 1933/34,
the Dolmetscher-Institut in Heidelberg taught “knowledge of the enemy” and
“German superiority”. In 1946, the training Giron had received at the Dol-
metscher-Institut in Heidelberg was partly a source of inspiration, but above
all a counter-model. At one of Giron’s last administrative evaluations, in 1950,
Schmittlein emphasised: “The success of the institutes in Germersheim and
Speyer, where German diplomats are now trained, are particularly attribut-
able to her””? The focus was now only on diplomats and Germersheim had
just as important a role to play as Speyer. For the Schmittlein and Giron
team, the Germersheim interpreting school was to be the favoured train-
ing centre for interpreters and translators for the new German diplomacy.
Without being explicitly stated, the aim was to compete with the Heidelberg
interpreting institute, which had failed under the Nazi regime. Iréne Giron’s
personal background, her anti-Nazi commitment and her experience of ex-
ile and the Resistance led her to rethink the profession of interpreter on the
basis of democratic principles and openness to others, contributing to the
(re)emergence of translators and interpreters as cultural mediators.

Conclusion

Raymond Schmittlein and Irene Giron are examples of transnational trajec-
tories in Resistance, not only because their Resistance activities took them
across many borders in Europe and beyond; not only because they joined the
fight against aggression by a country with which they both had strong family
ties, or, in the Giron’s case, because she joined the Resistance in a country of
which she was not yet a national. All this was of course important, but their
double commitment against the Nazi and Vichy regimes on the one hand
and for the democratic renewal of France and Germany on the other, re-
quires a capacity for analysis that goes beyond the national framework. For

71 Defrance, La politique culturelle; Schunck, “Iréne Giron™
72 ADE “dossier de carri¢re d’Iréne Giron™: job evaluation by R. Schmittlein, 1950.
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them, National Socialism and Vichyism belonged, to varying degrees, to the
same transnational fascist and anti-liberal movement. Resistance therefore
became a transnational act — both of them had friends among the German
émigrés and never harboured any hatred for Germans as a whole. This is
why they believed that the democratisation of Germany was possible — even
when Resistance movements were organised on an essentially national ba-
sis. This was especially true for them, because of their origins and the links
they forged with the Anglo-American allies for her and the Soviet allies for
him. Their mission did not end with the victory over fascism. It logically
continued with a commitment to democratisation, above all to offer a fu-
ture to German youth. Nazi Germany had to be defeated in order to create
a democratic Germany. Their actions therefore went beyond the national
framework, even if French political and security interests were important in
their function within the French military government in Germany.

Their particular trajectory is the result of early experiences of inter-
national mobility. This mobility was sometimes desired and sometimes
forced, especially during the war, with the hazards and perils of clandes-
tine action. Such mobility was undoubtedly encouraged by bi-national or-
igins, interest in international relations, a remarkable knowledge of several
languages and family choices. While an intercultural family may today be
an advantage for transnational work, Schmittlein and Giron experienced
the mistrust that affected Franco-German or German-British families in
the era of nationalism in the interwar period, but obviously not during the
years of Resistance. What they had in common was that their involvement
in the Resistance was the result of specific and early experiences of Nazism.
For Giron, it was her experience of the Gleichschaltung of the Translation
and Interpreting Institute in Heidelberg, in violation of all humanist values,
and, more importantly, her experience of anti-Semitism, which led her to
choose exile in 1937 out of solidarity with her family. For Schmittlein, it
was the Nazi regime’s expansionist and militaristic aims for northeastern
Europe that first alerted him to the regime’s nature. Another point in com-
mon was their immediate decision to serve France from the moment war
was declared - one from Riga, the other from Johannesburg - and to refuse
“political defeat” in June 1940. Both immediately joined the Resistance,
even though the number of Resistance fighters was quite small at the time.
They found themselves in Gaullist networks at both ends of Europe and on
its margins.
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Lastly, they were both largely forgotten figures of the Resistance: she in
particular — who ended her public career in 1951 on her return to France.
She had apparently been considering a second career as a journalist or
broadcaster. Recurring health problems forced her to give it up. In the
interviews I conducted in the early 1990s with key players in the French
occupation policy in Germany, while preparing my PhD, she was often pre-
sented as Schmittlein’s “secretary” in Germany and almost all the witnesses
were unaware of the role she had played in the Resistance.

Womens role in the Resistance has long been overlooked and has re-
ceived little recognition. Despite this, Giron is one of the 8,5 percent of
Resistance Medal awardees who were women, even as according to some
estimates, women accounted for at least 15 percent of Resistance fighters).
Giron, a particularly discreet personality, never highlighted her work in the
Resistance, unlike Schmittlein, who never ceased to take advantage of it.
Schmittlein has nevertheless been partly forgotten because he was a mar-
ginal and ambiguous figure in Gaullism as a Member of Parliament (as a
social left and pro-Israeli Gaullist).” After de Gaulle withdrew from politics
in 1969, Schmittlein came into conflict with most of his successors. But
throughout his political career, which began in 1951 and led him to differ-
ent positions in government and the parliament, he constantly emphasised
his role as a member of the Resistance because it was in those years the
most legitimate basis for a political career in France.”*

Today, in Belfort, a street in a suburban residential area bears the name
of Raymond Schmittlein, as does the adjacent bus stop. In June 2023, the
main square in front of the JGU in Mainz was named “Iréne Giron-Platz”
and a plaque with a photograph commemorates her life. The university
was keen to pay tribute to the French people who helped to re-found it.
Yet it was Schmittlein who was the JGU’s “founding father”, while Iréne
Giron was the “founding mother” of the Germersheim Interpreting Insti-
tute, which had long been part of the JGU. Today, as part of local policies
concerned with gender parity in the naming of public spaces, it is Iréne Gi-
ron’s name that has been put forward by the university and local authorities
as a reconstructor and a woman of Anglo-German origin involved in the
French Resistance against Nazism.

73 Pierre Viansson-Ponté, Histoire de la République gaullienne, vol. 1: La fin dune époque, mai 1958

juillet 1962, 2nd ed. (Paris: Fayard, 1994), 372.

74  Schmittlein was a long-time deputy for the Territory of Belfort, which he had helped liberate in

1944, briefly Secretary of State for the Associated States and Minister for the Merchant Navy and
for many years, Vice President of the National Assembly.
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Yugoslav Prisoners of War from Camp No. 43 in
Northwestern Italy: Civil Solidarity, Armed Resistance
and Post-war Legacies

Alfredo Sasso

Yugoslavs in Italy during World War II: Prisoners, escapers,
partisans

The presence of Yugoslavs in Italy as either civilian internees or prisoners of
war (POWs) during World War II was on such a scale that it warrants fo-
cused attention. This influx of Yugoslavs into Italy was among the most trag-
ic consequences of the April 1941 invasion of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia by
the Axis forces of Germany, Italy, and Hungary. The Yugoslav prisoners in
Italy were diverse. One group of prisoners were civilians detained as Par-
tisans, or suspected Partisans, or Partisan supporters. This sometimes led
to large scale internment of civilians in order to cleanse populations from
entire areas, particularly in the part of Slovenia annexed by Italy.! Another
such group was interned Jews hailing from Italian-occupied areas, coming
from there or as refugees from German-occupied areas and the Independ-
ent State of Croatia;* and prisoners of war (POWs) from the Yugoslav Royal
Army (Jugoslovenska Vojska) who were captured in the early stages of the in-
vasion in April 1941. The detention conditions varied based on the categories
above, the types of camps and the periods. Recent literature approximates

1 Carlo Spartaco Capogreco, Mussolini’s camps. Civilian internment in Fascist Italy (1940-1943) (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2019), 53-54. First Italian edition 2004; Andrea Martocchia, I partigiani jugoslavi
nella resistenza italiana (Rome: Odrarek, 2011), 25. A parallel internment also affected the Slovene
and Croat minorities who resided in the pre-1941 borders of the Italian Kingdom; fascist author-
ities defined them with the derogatory term allogeni (“allogeneic’, “different from the others”).
Capogreco, Mussolini’s camps, 59, 65.

2 Capogreco, Mussolini’s camps, 77; Barbara Costamagna, “I profughi ebrei jugoslavi in Piemonte e
Valle d’Aosta”, Quaderni no. 16 (2004): 373-374.
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the number of Yugoslav civilian internees to be around 100.000,® while Yu-
goslav POWs are estimated between 6.500 and 7.500.*

These issues have been, and continue to be, absent from Italy’s collective
memory. This is in line with the general omission of almost every aspect
related to the invasion of Yugoslavia.® Despite historical research debunk-
ing it, the collective and stereotypical representation of the “good Italian”
versus the “bad German” persists in popular opinion.® This amnesia also
has implications for the former detention camps for Yugoslavs. The vast
majority of them, including POW Camp No. 43 in northwestern Italy - the
case study of this article — are mostly devoid of any memorialisation action
Or process.

In the past two decades, while numerous works have specifically ad-
dressed the mass detention of civilians,” certain aspects about Yugoslavs
detained in the Italian fascist concentration system remain underexplored.
Notably, the imprisonment of Yugoslav POWSs and their fate during the war
has been the subject of valuable but isolated case studies.® By contrast, the

3 Carlo Spartaco Capogreco, Mussolinis camps, 59; Alessandra Kersevan, Lager italiani. Pulizia et-
nica e campi di concentramento fascisti per civili jugoslavi 1941-1943 (Rome: Nutrimenti, 2008),
8; Eric Gobetti, Alleati del nemico. Loccupazione italiana in Jugoslavia (1941-1943) (Bari: Laterza,
2013), 86. In 1946, the Yugoslav Commission for the investigation of crimes of occupiers reported
the figure of 109.437 civilian internees. Puro Puraskovi¢ and Nikola Zivkovié, Jugoslovenski za-
tocenici u Italiji 1941-1945 (Belgrade: ISI, 2001), 311.

4 The abovementioned commission reported the figure of 7.450 Yugoslav POWs. Official Italian data
ranges between 6.569 (May 1942) and 5.760 (March 1943). Costantino Di Sante, “Lorganizzazione
dei campi di concentramento fascisti per prigionieri nemici’, in Prigionieri in Italia. Militari alleati
e campi di prigionia (1940-1945), ed. Marco Minardi (Parma: MUP, 2021), 18.

5 In April 2021, on the 80th anniversary of the invasion of Yugoslavia, the National Network of
Institutes for History of Resistance in Italy issued an appeal, signed by about 130 scholars, experts
and entities. The document called for Italian institutions to acknowledge the army’s responsibilities
in the invasion, noting the lack of public awareness about those events. There has been no official
response nor statement on the appeal, which can be found at https://www.reteparri.it/comunica-
ti/6605-6605/. All internet sources were last accessed on 30 March 2024).

6  Filippo Focardi, The bad German and the good Italian. Removing the guilt of the Second World War
(Manchester: M.U. Press, 2023). First Italian edition 2013.

7  The main ones are: Capogreco, Mussolini’s camps; Kersevan, Lager italiani; ed. Costantino di Sante,
I campi di concentramento in Italia. Dall'internamento alla deportazione (1940-1945) (Milano:
Franco Angeli, 2001).

8 Some examples: Mauro Gelfi et.al, The tower of silence. Storie di un campo di prigionia. Berga-
mo 1941 - 1945 (Sestante: Bergamo, 2010) on Camp no. 62 in Grumello (Lombardy); Claretta
Coda, “Serbo-slavi in Canavese’, cnj.it, http://www.cnj.it/PARTIGIANI/TUGOSLAVI IN ITALIA/
NOVO/testi Coda Canavese.pdf, 2021, on Camp no. 127 in Locana (Piedmont); Mario Giulio
Salzano, “Qui anche i sogni sono morti’, in Prigionieri in Italia. Militari alleati e campi di prigionia
(1940-1945), ed. Marco Minardi (Parma: MUP editore, 2021), 179-223, on Camp no. 78 in Sulmo-
na (Abruzzo).
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experiences of Allied countries’ POWs in Italy have been more thoroughly
documented through abundant memoirs and recent systematic research,
especially about the over 70.000 British POWs.” Additionally, the role of
combatants from the dissolved Kingdom of Yugoslavia occupied an uneasy
position in socialist Yugoslavia, in which the Partisan movement was the
fundamental pillar of national liberation and social revolution. Conversely,
royal institutions were generally associated with class despotism, failure to
prevent the Axis invasion, and collaborationism.'

8 September 1943 was a watershed moment in Italy’s 20th century his-
tory. After Mussolini was overthrown and arrested on 25 July, the armistice
signed in Cassibile (Sicily) on 3 September — and made public five days lat-
er — between the Italian and the Allies’ military commanders was followed
by the disastrous collapse of the country’s military and civil institutions,
which were left without clear instructions. Less than two weeks later, Italy,
which had joined the conflict alongside Nazi Germany in June 1940, now
saw most of its territory occupied by the Wehrmacht, with a puppet Nazi
regime — the Italian Social Republic (Repubblica Sociale Italiana — RSI) -
installed in the northern and central half under Mussolini’s lead.

In the same period, the Allied forces that had landed in Sicily in July
seized control of the southern territory, where the Kingdom of Italy’s gov-
ernment had fled. The Allied forces prepared their further advance to
the centre-north, where they would act in variable cooperation with the
Committee of National Liberation (Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale -
CLN), which was formed on the day after the armistice was announced.
The CLN, a multifaceted umbrella organisation of antifascist parties rang-
ing from liberal-conservatives to communists, then began organising and
coordinating the Partisan movement (termed in Italian historiography and
public memory as Resistenza - the Resistance) which surfaced throughout

9 Isabella Insolvibile, La prigionia alleata in Italia, 1940-1943 (Rome: Viella, 2023). The 70.000 British
POWs included those from Britain proper and from British colonies (Indians, South Africans,
etc.). Estimates of the total number of POWs in Italy at the time of the armistice are generally
around 80.000.

10 Various studies on POWs date back to the final period of Socialist Yugoslavia or after its disso-
lution, e.g. the aforementioned Jugoslovenski zatocenici u Italiji by Puro Puraskovi¢ and Nikola
Zivkovi¢ or Slobodan D. Milogevi¢, “Zarobljavanje vojnika Kraljevine Jugoslavije u Aprilskom ratu
1941, Vojnoistorijski glasnik 1 (1991): 159-176. In the late 1990s, some studies were carried out in
the context of the intentions of the new Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (composed of Serbia and
Montenegro) to demand war compensations from Germany: ed. Bozidar Lazi¢, Zapisi o ratnoj Steti
i obestecenju ratnih vojnih zarobljenika 1941-1945 (Beograd: Survzj, 1999).
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the Nazi-fascist-controlled centre-north. The first armed resistance groups
concentrated in the mountainous and semi-mountainous territories. This
area between southern Piedmont and western Liguria is where the events
covered by this study occurred.

The sheer magnitude of implications from the state’s changing sides and
its sudden collapse opened a wide range of hope and opportunities and si-
multaneously disoriented and frustrated the Italian population.! This was
also a seminal point for the foreign prisoners. Besides their own choices
and actions, their fate depended, once again, on the type of internment, on
the specific camp situations and, above all, on their commanders’ attitudes.
While some of the Yugoslav internees and POWs in northern and central
Italy were handed over to the German occupying forces for re-deportation,
most managed to escape. Historian Roger Absalom referred to a “strange
alliance” when describing the relationship between the British and Ameri-
can ex-prisoners and the Italian peasants who rescued, hid and nourished
their former enemies.'” This assistance enabled thousands of fugitives to
avoid potential recapture by Nazi-fascists and offered the Italian population
in the countryside an opportunity to emancipate themselves from the con-
formism of a two-decade-long authoritarian regime. These acts represented
the first spontaneous, “instinctive and pre-political” forms of post-fascist
solidarity that would eventually evolve into widespread unarmed resistance
and, at times, cooperation with nascent partisan groups."

Against this backdrop, it is essential to consider the Yugoslav POWs,
noting both their similarities and unique characteristics in comparison to
the other POWSs. As will be shown in the context of Camp No. 43, they
were also a part of the “strange alliance”. What differs is that the ex-POWs
from Allied countries maintained institutional structures with hierarchies
and orders from their respective armies and governments, thus ensuring
continued loyalty and obtaining protection; special search and assistance
missions were deployed for them. By contrast, the Yugoslav POWs, who
had been captured two and a half years earlier as soldiers or officers of an
army that had since dissolved, were in limbo.

11 Claudio Pavone, A civil war. A history of the Italian Resistance (London: Verso, 2013). First Italian
edition 1991.

12 Roger Absalom, A Strange Alliance. Aspects of escape and survival in Italy 1943-45 (Florence:
Olschki, 1991).

13 Marcello Flores and Mimmo Franzinelli, Storia della Resistenza (Bari: Laterza, 2019), 145.
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Despite being politically delegitimised and institutionally weakened,"
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia’s government-in-exile in London still operated
a diplomatic network in autumn 1943. Various Yugoslav embassies, espe-
cially the one at the Holy See, actively provided aid and contacts to in-
terned Yugoslav citizens.'* However, no structured operation emerged after
the September 1943 armistice. To a large extent, the Yugoslav escapees had
to independently recreate social order, either as individuals or in affinity
groups. The way they renegotiated and rebuilt it after 8 September, together
with Italian civilians, demands particular attention.

Hundreds of these Yugoslav escapees, both former civilian internees
and POWs, joined the Italian resistance.'® Prominent authors in Resist-
enza memoirs and historiography have emphasised the Yugoslav antifas-
cist struggle’s practical and ideological inspiration for the Italian Partisan
movement and how it became a key component of the Italian movement’s
imagery."” This influence has been commonly linked to the impressions of
former Italian soldiers who, after coming back from fighting in Yugoslavia
during the invasion, later joined the Partisan movement in Italy. The enlist-
ment of Yugoslavs in the Italian resistance adds a more direct aspect to this
idealistic connection. However, compared with the more common case of
Yugoslav civilian and political internees, who contributed their ideological
background and guerrilla experience to the Italian resistance,'® the POWs
(many of whom were officers and career soldiers) present an additional
layer of complexity that merits detailed examination.

Camp No. 43 “Miramonti” in Garessio

On 6 October 1942, Second Lieutenant Spasoje Radovanovi¢ was trans-
ferred from POW Camp No. 78 in Sulmona (Abruzzo, central-southern

14 Stevan K. Pavlowitch, Hitler’s New Disorder: The Second World War In Yugoslavia (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2018).

15 Puraskovi¢ and Zivkovié, Jugoslovenski zatocenici, 243-250.

16 The definitive reference on this subject is the aforementioned work by Andrea Martocchia. It is
the only work that offers a systematic analysis on a national scale, although it primarily focuses on
central and southern Italy.

17 Ada Gobetti, Diario Partigiano (Torino: Einaudi, 1956), 31; Pietro Chiodi, Banditi (Torino: Einau-
di, 1975), 13; Claudio Pavone, A civil war, 106.

18 Martocchia, I partigiani jugoslavi, 17.
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Map 1: Northern Italy in the summer of 1942 (including the annexed parts of Slovenia and
Croatia), with the town of Garessio, where Camp No. 43 was located in 1942-43.
(Map designed by Iris Buljevi¢ for this publication.)

Italy) to the newly established Camp No. 43" in Garessio, situated in the
Tanaro Valley, a mountainous region of the Maritime Alps bordering Pied-
mont and Liguria. Camp No. 43 was one of more than 70 POW camps in
Italy; at least 15 of them contained Yugoslav POWSs.* It eventually housed
about 400 detainees, all POWs from the Jugoslovenska Vojska who had been
captured at the start of the invasion.”' Most of them were officers, including

19 The POW camps’ numeration does not seem to correspond to the order of establishment or to
alphabetical, geographical or other discernible criteria. As Di Sante explains, the Italian Army Gen-
eral Staff (Stato maggiore Regio Esercito - SMRE) introduced this numeration in early 1942 to keep
the sites’ place hidden in order to limit the chance that, through POWS’ correspondence, the Allies
could locate relevant military targets. Di Sante, “Lorganizzazione dei campi’, 16.

20 According to a SMRE document from 30 June 1943, at that date there were 10 “concentration
camps” and 5 “working camps” in Italy with Yugoslav POWs. The camps were located through-
out Italy. In that moment, Camp No. 43 was the third largest “concentration camp” with Yugoslav
POWs, with 381 prisoners, behind Camp No. 62 in Grumello in Piano (near Bergamo, in the north,
with 1.672 Yugoslav POWs) and No. 71 in Aversa (near Napoli, in the south, with 442) and the
sixth overall, also behind the “working camps” No. 110 in Carbonia (in the island of Sardinia, with
1.554) and No. 115 in Morgnano (in Umbria, in the centre, with 436). Some camps that housed
Yugoslav POWSs before June 1943 do not appear in this document: they either had them relocated
elsewhere and replaced by POWSs from other nationalities or had been dismantled. SMRE, “Situazi-
one Prigionieri di Guerra nemici al 30 Giugno 1943/XXT", Campifascisti.it, https://campifascisti.it/
documento doc.php?n=4366.

21 According to documents of the SMRE, the number of prisoners in Camp No. 43 ranged between
381 and 389 (campifascisti.it, https://campifascisti.it/elenco documenti.php. After the war, Spasoje
Radovanovi¢ compiled a list of 481 former camp prisoners, specifying that about 80 had been freed
or transferred before 8 September. Historical Archive of Citta di Garessio/Archivio Storico Citta di
Garessio - ASCG, XLVII-S, 1, 1-9.
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professionals and reservists, along with a few dozen conscripts — predom-
inantly Serbs, Slovenes and Montenegrins, but also Croats and Bosnian
Muslims.

Radovanovi¢ welcomed the transfer in his diary, writing: “Yes, the ‘Mira-
monti will embrace us, unite us and give us a well-deserved break after so
much suffering in Germany and other concentration camps in Italy.’*

This passage marks a shift: the preceding entries in the diary describe a
tumultuous journey of captivity, similar to that of many fellow prisoners, in
Nuremberg (April-October 1941), Rijeka/Fiume (October 1941-July 1942)
and Sulmona (July-October 1942). Widespread mistreatment, cruelty and
punishment are reported, particularly during the first and third stages.”
Radovanovics entries regarding Garessio, like those from other diaries and
letters, depict more tolerable imprisonment and fair treatment.*

Beyond subjective appraisals, two contingent factors likely contributed
to this perceived difference. The first is the relatively good material con-
dition of the internment site, the Hotel Miramonti, which was located in
the centre of the small town and had been abandoned shortly before being
converted into a military site. It was a stark contrast to the overcrowded
camp in Nuremberg and the dilapidated barracks in Sulmona. The second
is the non-hostile behaviour of the camp command, which avoided puni-
tive attitudes and allowed decent treatment in terms of food and recreation.
The camp’s military chaplain also played a role, often interceding with the
command itself on behalf of the prisoners.”

These factors were byproducts of the urgency with which Italian fascist
camps were set up, as well as the discretion afforded to individual com-
manders. In the case of Camp No. 43, this situation incidentally led to a
positive outcome; in the rest of the country, however, the improvised and
inadequate management of the whole camp system and the arbitrary nature
of command generally resulted in ill-treatment and torture.*® Already at

22 Spasoje Radovanovi¢, “Diario’, Il presente e la storia no. 60 (2001): 124.

23 For more on camp no. 78 in Sulmona: Salzano, “Qui anche i sogni sono morti”.

24 Radovanovi¢, “Diario’, 124-126; Lazar Jovanci¢ and Milan Milutinovi¢, “La vita degli ufficiali
jugoslavial Campo del Miramonti”, 8 July 1964, in ASCG, XLVII-S, 6, 1; “Intervento dell’Avv. Svetoraz
[sic] Maksimovic”, 6 September 1970, ASCG, XLVII-S, 4; “Intervento del sig. Alexandar [sic] Ta-
mindzic”, 6 September 1970, ASCG, XLVII-S, 4, 12.

25 Radovanovi¢, “Diario”, 124-126; Jovanci¢, “La vita degli ufficiali’, 1.

26 Isabella Insolvibile, “Prigionieri nel paese del sole”, in Prigionieri in Italia. Militari alleati e campi
di prigionia (1940-1945), ed. Marco Minardi (Parma: MUP, 2021), 47. The Yugoslav POWs in Italy
suffered worse treatment than the already harsh and systematically degrading conditions faced by
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this stage, cooperation began forming between prisoners and the popula-
tion of Garessio, as some inhabitants helped prisoners covertly exchange
correspondence with the outside world, and several women expressed con-
cern for the prisoners’ condition.”

“Towards the same destiny”: Escapers and helpers

On 9 September 1943, the day after the armistice was announced, the pris-
oners in Camp No. 43 asked the command to be released before the expect-
ed arrival of Nazi German troops, who were swiftly occupying northern It-
aly. After some hesitation, which incited fierce protests from the prisoners,
Commandant Vincenzo Ardu ultimately ordered the gates to be opened
on 10 September.?® Hundreds of prisoners began escaping, heading in the
direction opposite the valley floor, where the Germans were to arrive. They
dispersed through the woods of the semi-mountainous territory between
southern Piedmont and western Liguria, covering a range of tens of kilo-
metres. Lazar Jovanci¢ and Milan Milutinovi¢ recall how also Italian prison
guards escaped with them: “We were surprised and delighted to see next
to us some of the officers from the camp, some of them already in civilian
clothes; like us, they wanted to save themselves from the Germans. We now
became a kind of ‘allies’ in the common danger, but with one big difference:
they were at their home, and we were far from ours””

Radovanovi¢ echoed this, writing: “Together with us, arm in arm, es-
caped Commander Ardu, officials, sub-officers and sentries, all united
towards the same destiny. We were true brothers, as if wed always lived
together and no one thought of what we had been considered until 10 Sep-
tember 1943

Shortly thereafter, in early October 1943, Ardu joined the first Partisan
groups forming in the Tanaro Valley area, the same groups later joined by
some ex-POWs. The importance of Ardu’s choices becomes evident when
considering what happened at the various camps that the commanders

American or British POWSs. However, their treatment was generally less severe than that of Yugo-
slav civilian internees, who lacked formal protection under international conventions.

27 Radovanovi¢, “Diario’, 125; Jovanci¢, “La vita degli ufficiali’, 1.

28 Vasa Dolinka, “All'Ill.mo Signor prefetto della provincia di Cuneo”; ASCG, XLVII-P, 59, 1, 10 July
1945; Jovan¢i¢, “La vita degli ufficiali’, 1.

29 Jovancié, “La vita degli ufficiali’, 1.

30 Radovanovi¢, “Diario’, 126-127.
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retained control of and handed over to the Nazis, who then re-deported the
prisoners to Germany.”

Then, the escapers encountered local civilians. All testimonies show how
the population of the Tanaro Valley and its surroundings spontaneously
provided the escapees with essential survival resources for weeks, months
and, in some cases, the entire duration of the war: shelters in houses, farm-
houses and drying sheds; food; clothing; guidance and orientation in places
unknown to them; alerts about Nazi-fascist patrols; and other crucial meas-
ures to ensure the escapers’ safety.’” These actions, which the civilians took
at high risk of retaliation by the Nazi-fascists, combined with the prisoners’
ability to self-mobilise for survival, proved decisive.”> Cross-referencing
available sources and testimonies reveals that none of the prisoners from
Camp No. 43 were captured or deported in the initial weeks following the
escape; even in the months that followed, captures and subsequent depor-
tations were relatively limited.*

31 For example, almost 1.000 prisoners were re-deported from the concentration camp for Slovene
and Croat civilians in Cairo Montenotte, located a few kilometres from Garessio, to Mauthausen.
Milovan Pisarri, “Cairo Montenotte - Campo di concentramento, campifascisti.it. https://campi-
fascisti.it/scheda_campo.php?id campo=179. Thousands of British POWs were re-deported, ei-

ther immediately or after their escape and subsequent recapture. Janet Dethick and Andrea Giusep-
pini, “British Prisoners of War ceded to Germany”, https://lavoroforzato.topografiaperlastoria.org/
temi.htmI?id=23&cap=30&l=en.

32 Among others: Desimir Cvetkovi¢ et. al., “Al signor sindaco di Garessio”; ASCG, XLVII-P, 46, 1,
15 May 1945; Vasa Dolinka, “AllTll.mo Signor prefetto’, 1-5, 10 July 1945; Aleksandar Tamindzi¢,
“Diario di un prigioniero di guerra’, Il presente e la storia, no. 60 (2001): 102-117; Radovanovi¢,

“Diario’, 126-129; Jovanci¢, “La vita degli ufficiali’, 1-3; Maksimovi¢, “Intervento”.

33 The ongoing data collection on the helpers of Camp No. 43 POW’s helpers, compiled by the author
for the scope of this research, currently includes around seventy names of individuals and families,
as identified across various sources. Researchers in the field suggest that each escaper received
assistance from at least two or three different families: Claretta Coda, A strange alliance. Linattesa
alleanza della gente di Castiglione Torinese con 126 prigionieri di guerra inglesi del Campo PG 112/4
di Gassino (Torino: Citta metropolitana di Torino, 2021), 19.

34 Tamindzi¢ reports a few captures at the end of October 1943 and another four in January 1944. See
“Diario”, 112-113. One confirmed case is that of Captain Vasa Dolinka, born in 1882 and the oldest
prisoner in Camp No. 43, who was captured in June 1944 and subsequently deported to Germany
with three compatriots. Dolinka explained this in a report he wrote in July 1945 in Garessio, where
he briefly returned before going back to Yugoslavia. See: Dolinka, “All’'TlL.mo”, 3. Among former
Camp 43 POWs, there were two confirmed deaths in Garessio: one due to illness (Adolf Mencak,
on 17 January 1944) and one from capture and execution by the Nazis (Miodrag Aleksi¢, on 20
November 1944). While some sources hint at the death of a third ex-prisoner, Milo§ Nikoli¢, there
is no conclusive evidence at this point.
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Map 2: Localities nearby Garessio where escapers from Camp No. 43 have been hiding and
receiving support in the aftermath of the 1943 armistice. Elaboration from the author’s
data collection. (Map designed by Iris Buljevi¢ for this publication.)

Research on the aid provided by Italian civilians to Allied prisoners typ-
ically highlights peasants’ significant role.” Indeed, many people from the
countryside offered solidarity and local knowledge, driven by a traditional
mistrust towards state actors and state intrusion ranging from requisitions
to forced recruitment. The Camp No. 43 area, in which many of the helpers
were peasants, was no exception. However, it is important not to overlook
the contribution of social sectors of small town centres. In a territory as
semi-mountainous but moderately industrialised as Garessio and the en-
tire Tanaro Valley were at the time, industrial workers, shopkeepers and
small professionals played a key role in providing material and monetary
resources. These helpers did not see the ex-prisoners as strangers, seeing
them instead as somehow familiar figures because of their everyday pres-
ence in the recent human landscape of the town and valley, which was now
ravaged by post-armistice turmoil.

35 Absalom, A Strange Alliance; Eugenia Corbino, “Contadini brava gente”, in Prigionieri in Italia
militari alleati e campi di prigionia (1940-1945), ed. Marco Minardi (Parma: MUP, 2021), 66-98.
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Many helpers offered aid that was unrelated to the ensuing Partisan
struggle, but others would later become supporters or members of the re-
sistance. A crucial figure in the link between civil solidarity and armed re-
sistance was Roberto Lepetit, the owner of a small pharmaceutical company
in Garessio. Lepetit’s anti-fascist orientation initially led him to coordinate
and participate in aiding the Yugoslav POWs. Later, he offered substantial
resources and funding to the first local Partisan groups.’

The roles of two social categories are particularly noteworthy. The first
is that of women, who assumed significant responsibilities, often defying
authority. On 20 October 1943, a German patrol searching for Yugoslav fu-
gitives raided the Hotel Paradiso, which was owned by Flora Corradi. With
a rifle to her back and the patrol about to discover the seven Slovenian of-
ficers she was hiding, Corradi distracted the soldiers with a pretext, thus al-
lowing the fugitives to escape.’” This and other behaviours exemplify what
historian Anna Bravo has termed “mass mothering” in post-8 September
Italy, describing the role of women not as sources of undifferentiated pity,
but rather as specifically protective figures for vulnerable males. If taking
responsibility for the lives of strangers’ endangered by the Nazi-fascist oc-
cupation is acknowledged as a practice of civil resistance, then the “mass
mothering” represents its distinctly female form.*

The second notable category is local clergy. In the post-armistice tur-
moil, parishes offered protection and the tools of a social organisation. The
first to contribute in the Camp’s area was the former military chaplain, Don
Giuseppe Divina, a figure the prisoners recognised and deeply appreciat-
ed.” Later, priests from different towns and villages coordinated aid cen-
tres through the territory; most of them would eventually cooperate with
Partisan formations. This approach highlights the Italian Catholic Church’s
contradictions in confronting the war. On the one hand, the church sought
to maintain social order and diplomatic equidistance between fascists and
anti-fascists, mainly (but not exceptionally) expressed by the high clergy;
on the other hand, it had the duty of solidarity and the urge to take sides
against perceived injustice, mostly manifested by the lower clergy.*’

36 Susanna Sala Massari, Roberto Lepetit. Un industriale nella Resistenza (Milano: Archinto, 2015),
60-74; Dolinka, “All'Tll.mo”, 3.

37 Dolinka, “All'Tlll.mo”, 2.

38 Anna Bravo and Annamaria Bruzzone, In guerra senzarmi (Bari: Laterza 2000).

39 Dolinka, “All'TlL.mo” 2.

40 Pavone, A civil war, 338-341.
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The account of Bogomil Lilija, who hid for five months in the town of
Lisio together with three comrades of Slovenian origin, illustrates the con-
struction of a shared aversion to fascism through his sharing of mutual
backgrounds, living experiences and worldviews with parish priest Don
Antonio Ansaldi:

Every evening we would visit the parish priest to listen and discuss
events at home and in the world. He was very interested in what
life was like in Slovenia, and what our nation and culture were like.
We told him everything: how we [there] had rebelled against the re-
gime at the time, and how the people here [in Italy] had also rebelled
against the fascists and other criminal occupiers. We also listened to
bulletins from London, from where Slovenian journalists and others
described the situation on the frontline.*!

Solidarity was widespread, but not universal. While many testimonies
are filled with expressions of support and gratitude, there was also at least
one significant episode of the opposite behaviour. In June 1944, following
a tip-off from a young man from Garessio, militiamen of the Italian Social
Republic arrested several escapees. Among them was Captain Vasa Dolin-
ka, who, along with three fellow PoWs, would later be deported to Germa-
ny. They also arrested typographer Luigi Odda, who had been producing
identity cards and passes that enabled many escapers to travel to Yugoslavia
or Switzerland.*” Odda was subsequently deported to Mauthausen, where
he died on 28 April 1945.%

“What should we do now?”: Partisans in Italy

Like thousands of escapees across Europe, the ex-prisoners of Camp No.
43 were confronted with decisions that carried uncertain prospects. The
prisoners’ first priority was pure survival, and material, idealistic and ex-
istential choices followed: whether to stay, what to do and with whom, or

41 Bogomil Lilija’s letter to the Lisio parish bulletin, 15 September 1977, reported in L'Unione
Monregalese, no. 1, 5 January 1978, 3. Don Ansaldi actively cooperated with the Partisans.

42 Dolinka, “AlPTll.mo”, 4; Tamindzi¢, “Intervento’”, 13.

43 Renzo Amedeo, Storia partigiana di Garessio e della prima Valcasotto (Torino: AVL, 1982), 112.
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to set out and where to go. The range of possibilities is vividly illustrated
in Aleksandar Tamindzi¢’s diary entry from 26 September 1943, which he
wrote while in hiding in the woods above Garessio:

Now that we have regained our freedom, we often ask ourselves:
‘What should we do now?” There were many possibilities and [...]
the idea of potentially heading south to meet the Allies, but also of a
departure for Yugoslavia and a passage to Switzerland, has become
topical. Even the possibility of staying where we were now, waiting
for the Allies to land on the Cote d’Azur, was not ruled out. But all
departures come with a risk. [...] Staying where we are, waiting for
the Allies to land near Genoa, seemed less risky and would offer us
the opportunity, in the event of them landing, to participate hon-
ourably in the struggle against our common enemy. So, if we stayed
in place, waiting for the Allies to arrive, we would have to organise
ourselves: to collect weapons, make contact with the Italian fighters
in the surrounding area and help each other.**

Tamindzic¢’s reflections align with his background as a career officer. De-
spite everything he experienced, he still retained a degree of loyalty to his
former institutional affiliation. He also took a leading role in a group of
ex-prisoners who were hiding together or nearby, and he maintained con-
tact with other small groups or individual POWSs. Their connections with
the local Partisans, who were setting up a formation later known as Valca-
sotto, were facilitated through ex-commander Ardu and other members of
the former Camp 43 command who had joined the Partisans by then. Once
again, this connection between those who were previously prisoners and
guards proved to be essential.

In his diary entry on 4 November 1943, Don Emidio Ferraris, a parish
priest close to the Valcasotto Partisans, notes the following: “This group of
partisans [Valcasotto] is joined by some Serbian officers, formerly prison-
ers at the Miramonti Hotel in Garessio, [...] they are gentlemen and, like
[all] the partisans, enjoy the sympathy of the population.*

44 Tamindzi¢, “Diario’, 103.
45 Don Emidio Ferraris, Valcasotto nella vita partigiana (Mondovi: Avagnina, 1947), 12. This excerpt
is followed by a list of eleven names.
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This small cell likely disbanded soon afterwards, but at least a couple
of sub-groups of Yugoslavs re-emerged later on, participating in several
combats in the valleys of southern Piedmont. Notably absent among these
names is Tamindzi¢. In his diary, again with the typical mindset of a career
officer, he expresses frustration over some misunderstanding with the Parti-
sans, whom he criticises for lack of preparation. These circumstances prob-
ably contributed to his decision to head to Switzerland in early 1944, via the
Allies” escape lines. Dozens of his fellow Camp No. 43 POWs also took this
path, supported in their movements and logistics by local citizens.*

After the war, about thirty Yugoslav ex-POWSs from Camp No. 43 would
be officially recognised by Italy’s Ministry of Post-War Assistance of the
Italian government as “combatant partisans” in the 4th Alps Division, the
Partisan unit that included the Valcasotto group.*” The 4th Division, part of
the “autonomous” (Autonomi) Partisans, was formally apolitical and drew
from a diverse social base. However, its leadership generally came from the
Royal Italian Army, and it had a classically hierarchical conception, leaning
towards liberal-conservative ideals. One can assume an affinity in military
approaches and, perhaps, in political ideals, between this formation and
the Yugoslav ex-POWSs. Nonetheless, few traces remain of this experience.
The Autonomi’s organisation and narrative was imbued with a tradition-
al national patriotism that often persisted in their commanders’ memoirs;
this approach might contribute to explain why, in the war and post-war
documentation about the 4th Division, little attention was devoted to the
presence of foreign Partisans in its lines.*

While some acted in groups, others followed individual paths. Kre$imir
Stojanovi¢, one of the few simple soldiers in Camp 43, was detained there
with his father Aleksandar. Together, they escaped and took refuge in Ga-
ressio for five months. In February 1944, when his father left for Switzer-
land, Kre$imir opted to stay. He initially wandered among different Partisan

46 Tamindzié, “Diario”, 112-117.

47 'The author’s data collection on Yugoslav Partisans in the resistance movement in Piedmont and
Liguria is based on the Ricompart Archive (Archive of the Italian Partisans’ Service for recognition
and rewards) https://partigianiditalia.cultura.gov.it/.

48 A similar but distinct case, also from southern Piedmont, is that of ISLAFRAN (an acronym for
“Italians, Slavs, French”, where “Slavs” covered Yugoslavs, Soviets and Czechoslovaks). This bat-
talion, integrated into the Garibaldini, was characterised by a clear and explicitly internationalist
ideological stance. The Yugoslav members of ISLAFRAN were former political prisoners who had
escaped from the prison in the town of Fossano. Ezio Zubbini, Islafran. Storia di una formazione
partigiana nelle langhe (Alba: Ilmiolibro, 2015).
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groups before joining the Val Tanaro Brigade as “Cresci’, his battle name.
In this Autonomi’s formation, part of the 4th Division, he rose to the posi-
tion of vice-commander of the assault squad. Stojanovi¢’s participation lat-
er gained major recognition in the collective memory of local resistance.*
One account describes his struggle as being motivated by the Nazi-fascist
persecutions in Yugoslavia. He talked about these events to civilians and fel-
low Partisans, who were still largely uninformed about events in occupied
Europe and found his stories of “unimaginable cruelties” hard to believe.*

Another distinct individual journey is that of Mihailo Palevi¢, whose
battle name was “Micio”. He fled from Camp No. 43 to the southern slopes
of the Maritime Alps, on the Ligurian side, an area where local Partisan
formations were mostly “Garibaldini” aligned with the Communist Party.*!
Palevi¢ initially served as political commissar and later became command-
er of the 3rd Garibaldi Brigade. His path, along with the following recol-
lections of a brigade comrade, indicates that he had robust political beliefs,
leaving a lasting impression on his fellow Partisans. This suggests that he
might have had a prior affiliation with the Yugoslav communists:

The Yugoslav Micio, a man of solid culture and a communist, proved
to be an exceptional political commissar. With him, the discussion
was always open, ready, and rich in teachings [...] He explained to us

» «

the significance of concepts like “democracy”, “popular power”, “free-

» <« . . s> « . »
dom”, “social justice”, and so on. “Ideas are as important as weapons’,
he used to tell us.*

[...] Our commissar, Micio, had told us many times during the
evening meetings: “The reasons why we engage in the partisan strug-
gle are not only to fight against the fascists. Yes, first of all we must
confront Nazi-fascism and fight it. But with the same resolve, we

49 Renzo Amedeo, Storia partigiana della 13° Brigata Val Tanaro (Cuneo: Istituto Storico della Resis-
tenza di Cuneo, 2009).

50 Bruno Catella, I suoni dell'incudine (Garessio: self-published, 2017), 144. Catellas uncle, Alfredo
Bernasconi, hid Kre$imir and Lazar Stojanovi¢ in his house for five months, as stated in the original
statement written and signed by KreSimir and Lazar Stojanovi¢. This statement, in both Serbo-Cro-
atian and Italian, is reproduced in the book.

51 Seven ex-POWs from Camp 43, including Palevi¢, joined the Garibaldi brigades in Liguria (Au-
thor’s data collection).

52 Enrico De Vincenzi, O Bella Ciao. Il distaccamento Torcello (Milano: La Pietra, 1975), 45. I am
grateful to Anna Traverso of ISREC Savona for providing me with this source.
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must also oppose the return of those conservative ideas and forc-
es that want to restore the old bourgeois society of exploitation and
privilege. Otherwise, what will the Resistance have been for?”*

The post-war legacy: Returnees and emigrants

In a letter dated 15 May 1945, seven former prisoners from Camp No. 43,
all of whom had been combatants in Italian Partisan forces, expressed their
gratitude to the mayor and the people of Garessio for the various kinds of
assistance they had received during their stay. The letter recalled “the long
and hard months of struggle against the enemy, the cold, and difficulties of
all kinds when, united by a common ideal with the best Italians, we fought
relentlessly against the hated oppressor.”>* The letter concluded with wishes
that “cordial and friendly relations will unite the two nations that border
the same sea and are joined together in the Alps.”>

However, it was the turbulent course of Italian-Yugoslav relations since
the war’s immediate aftermath, influenced by the territorial claims and bor-
der disputes over Trieste, as well as the severing of relations between the
respective communist parties after the Tito-Stalin split in 1948 that initially
influenced the reception of the events related to Camp No. 43.

There were also specific consequences regarding the status and the
choices of former POWSs. Most available evidence suggests that the ma-
jority came back to Yugoslavia. However, dozens of former prisoners, in-
cluding many who had participated in the Italian resistance, chose not to
return. In the Arolsen Archives, one can find the applications that many of
them submitted to the International Refugee Organization (IRO) for care,
maintenance, and resettlement. Some of them found a home in Switzerland
(where many had fled in the winter 1943-44), in North and South America,
and in Australia.”

In these applications, many former POWs cited idealistic motives,
sometimes along with safety concerns, arguing that as former soldiers of
the Yugoslav Royal Army they would suffer systematic reprisals in Socialist

53 De Vincenzi, O Bella Ciao, 136.

54 Cvetkovi¢ et.al., “Al signor sindaco’, ASCG, XLVII-P, 46,1.

55 Ibid., 1.

56 Online Archive of the Arolsen Archives International Center on Nazi Persecution: https://collec-

tions.arolsen-archives.org/en/archive/3-2-1-2.
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Yugoslavia. It might be assumed that, in some cases, emphasising ideolog-
ical reasons was intended to enhance their resettlement applications, al-
though these concerns were often aligned with socio-economic or self-re-
alisation motives. In any case, many continued to identify as political exiles
in later decades. This geographic dispersion did not contribute positively to
preserving the memory of the events at the camp.

The re-establishment of contacts between former Yugoslav prisoners
and their Italian helpers began spontaneously. Since the mid-1950s, there
have been reports of visits by former prisoners to the camp’s surround-
ings and renewed correspondence between them, their helpers, families,
groups and Partisan associations.”” These connections were maintained for
years, in some cases until the early 1990s. A pivotal event took place in
1970, when Garessio’s mayor, Renzo Amedeo,*® aided by ex-prisoner Spa-
soje Radovanovi¢ who had settled in Liguria, organised an “Italian-Yugo-
slav meeting” inviting the ex-POWs that they could locate to celebrate the
25th anniversary of the liberation of Italy. More than 30 of them, mainly
from Yugoslavia and Switzerland, attended the event on 6 September 1970,
along with local and national authorities, including the Yugoslav consul in
Milan.”

Letters and messages surrounding the meeting, as well as the speech-
es of former prisoners — which were carefully distributed to “returnees”
and emigrants — describe an overall serene atmosphere filled with mutual
gratitude. There was also an opportunity for more openly internationalist
expressions. Ex-POW Muharem Paripovi¢ connected civil solidarity with
armed resistance, highlighting them as inseparable parts of the struggle for a
“progressive and democratic Europe” against oppression. For Paripovi¢, the
Italian-Yugoslav cooperation that began in 1943 continued into the present,
providing a safe basis for exchanges that, he noted, made the border between

57 Some examples: Boris San¢in, “12 let pozneje”, Demokracija, 27 January, 1956, 3; N.N., “Ritorno in
Val Mongia”, LUnione Monregalese, 19 September, 1964, 2.

58 Renzo Amedeo played a crucial role in preserving the memories and networks related to the events
at Camp No. 43 events. He contributed in various capacities: as an institutional representative, as a
partisan veteran (as a former member of the Val Tanaro Brigade) and as a prolific author on resis-
tance in southern Piedmont.

59 ASCG, XLVII-S, “Incontro Italo-jugoslavo — documenti”, 6 September 1970; Archives of Yugo-
slavia/Arhiv Jugoslavije — AJ, Fond SUBNOR-a - Savezni odbor, Fasc. 50, Milan Milutinovi¢ and
Muharem Paripovi¢, “Izvjestaj povodom proslave 100. godisnjice proglasenja Garessia za grad i 25.
godisnjice pobede pokreta otpora u Italiji’, 6 October 1970, 1-11.

373



Alfredo Sasso

1940-1945 ,

UGosLAYl o |TALIAN] (7
Comumnqgue : FRATE LLy

|

8 speemnza ¥ a
€ L sressh ’ t LIBERTA
o

Fig. 1: Panel displayed at the Italian-Yugoslav meeting, 6 September 1970.
(Source: Archivio Storico della Citta di Garessio (ASCG), XLVII-S, 5,
“Album fotografico sull'incontro italo-jugoslavo”)

the two countries “one of the most open in Europe”® While the conflicts of
the “old” war seemed to have been resolved, the tensions of the “new”, Cold
War came to the fore on that occasion. One testimony recounts protests by

60 ASCG, XLVII-S “Incontro Italo-jugoslavo — documenti”.
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right-wing, nationalist-oriented individuals against the Garessio council for
inviting “communist Slavs”.** Another account recalls moments of discom-
fort during the 6 September official ceremony, with some Yugoslav emigres
complaining about the display of Socialist Yugoslavias flag and symbols.®

Despite these episodes, the event’s overall optimism remained unaffect-
ed, in line with the state-level Yugoslav-Italian rapprochement that culmi-
nated in the Treaty of Osimo in 1975, which finally settled the border issue
between the two countries. The period between late 1960s and early 1980s
saw the establishment of several monuments, memorials and commemora-
tions on both sides of the Adriatic, held on the initiative of municipalities
and local organisations.®> Many of these events, however, were still framed
in a national-institutional context and focused more on the armed Partisan
struggle. The peculiarity of initiatives related to Camp No. 43 events lies in
their local spontaneity, political plurality and explicit reference to the link
between civil solidarity and partisan resistance. The significance of these
exchanges is also highlighted by their occurrence in the Piedmontese-Lig-
urian Maritime Alps, a region peripheral to the traditional geographical,
cultural and economic links between the two countries.

The last institutional event related to Camp No. 43 events took place in
May 1983. During the awarding of the Italian state bronze medal to the mu-
nicipality of Garessio for its contribution to the resistance (which explicitly
mentioned the aid provided to Yugoslav escapers), the town also received a
medal from the Yugoslav SUBNOR (Association of Fighters in the Yugoslav
War of Liberation).® A few months later, during one of his frequent visits to
Liguria, “Micio” Palevi¢ was honoured by the City of Savona for his role as
a Partisan commander in the liberation of the city.®

61 Author’s interview with Sisto Bisio, then town council member in Garessio; Garessio, 26 January
2019.

62 Author’s interview with Adelmo Odello, then town council member in Garessio; Ormea, 26 Janu-
ary 2019.

63 On municipal co-operation between Italy and Yugoslavia and its connection with historical mem-
ory and bilateral relations, see: Borut Klabjan, “Twinning across the Adriatic: history, memory and
municipal co-operation between Italy and Yugoslavia during the Cold War”, Urban History (2023):
1-14; Eloisa Betti and Vladimir Unkovski-Korica, “Town twinning in the Cold War: Zagreb and
Bologna as ‘détente from below’?” (Conference paper, ECPR Conference, Prague, Czechia, 10 Sep-
tember 2016), 1-6.

64 “Decorato il gonfalone comunale di Garessio’, Rivista Autonomi 28, no. 3 (1983), 20-22.

65 “Cosi Savona non sarrese ai tedeschi”, La Stampa - Ed. Savona e Provincia, 8 September 1983, 17;
Emira Karabeg, “Podvizi partizana Mice, Politika, 4 August, 1984, 8. Karabeg’s article explains that
Palevi¢ returned to Yugoslavia in May 1945 and had lived in Belgrade for decades.
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Conclusion

The mutual trust that developed between Yugoslav POWSs and Italian civil-
ians near Camp No. 43 was formed despite the asymmetrical relationship
between the two sides, as the Yugoslavs POWs were dependent on the help
of the Italian civilians after their escape. The cooperation was built after the
armistice as a response to the breakdown of institutional and social order.
The Yugoslav prisoners had encountered this collapse in April 1941, while
the Italian civilians faced it in September 1943. This dual capitulation led
to a shared construction of meanings and survival tools. Many of the for-
mer POWS’ testimonies are conciliatory and, implicitly or literally, adopt
the stereotype of the “good Italian”, or the notion of good “mountain” or
“Alpine” people. However, it is important to consider both the structural
and the material factors in these events by distinguishing between their
ordinary and extraordinary elements. The latter might include the camp
command’s active cooperation, a network of local people supporting both
escapers and partisans, and the positive social acceptance of POWs among
the population, possibly influenced by the predominance of officers, some
of them with relatively mature age and middle-class backgrounds.

In every case, this story aligns with a broader pattern of solidarity
throughout Italy towards POWs of various nationalities. The episodes of
civil resistance that have been documented are, most probably, less than
those that actually occurred. However, instances of denied aid and denun-
ciations (like the Odda and Dolinka case) might have been underreported
as well. It is always essential to consider what the existing testimonies might
not have known, or chose not to reveal.

The Miramonti’s post-war legacy illustrates a complex and multifaceted
interaction between institutional and informal, local and (trans)-national,
as well as political and pre-political elements. The connection between civil
and armed resistance which vitalised the post-war ties and formed the basis
of their common language was central to this interaction. Grassroots rela-
tionships motivated events, communications and friendships over several
decades. However, these did not outlast the disappearance of the genera-
tion of direct protagonists, nor the direct and indirect consequences of the
dissolution of the Yugoslav state in the 1990s.5

66 The building that hosted Camp No. 43, the Hotel Miramonti, was completely destroyed by fire in
1986 and has been in ruins since then. There are no monuments or plaques in its vicinity. There
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Fig. 2: The metal plaque as in January 2019. (Photo: Alfredo Sasso)

The only lasting “monument” to the story of Camp 43 that is still visible
today reflects the spirit of initiative and the profound significance of hu-
man values it conveyed to those involved, while also highlighting its tran-
sient legacy: a simple, small metal plaque with an inscription. It was craft-
ed during a break in the September 1970 Italian-Yugoslav meeting by four
ex-prisoners, and placed on the door of the Ghiglia family’s drying shed,
located in the woods above the Miramonti. The plaque reads:

After escaping from the Miramonti on 10 September 1943, we found
refuge in this drying shed. Thanks to the spontaneous and great help,
here we experienced the greatness and generosity of all the people of
Garessio, Eternally grateful, Yugoslav officers Alexandro / Lazaro /
Giovanni / Vasco. Garessio 6 September 1970.¢

were no official commemorations regarding Camp No. 43 and following events until 2021. To cel-
ebrate 25 April (Liberation Day) that year, the Garessio library and municipality released a short
documentary titled “Garessini e jugoslavi, testimonianze di solidarieta”, authored by Pierandrea
Camelia, Giuliano Molineri and Alfredo Sasso. Comune di Garessio, Youtube, 27 April 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=djuoy4-6Xrc.

67 The original names, presented in their Italianized forms on the plaque, are: Aleksandar Tamindzi¢,
Lazar Ceni¢, Jovan Pejanovi¢ and Vasilije Ivanisevic.
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From a Zionist Dream to a Transnational Rescue Network
for Jewish Children: Youth Aliyah, 1932/3-1945

Susanne Urban

Jewish resistance against Nazism, antisemitism, persecution and the Shoah
had many faces: Among the best-known examples is the Warsaw Ghetto
Uprising in 1943. Less known is the participation of Jews in different re-
sistance movements throughout Europe. They fought as national citizens
and also in separate ranks, since resistance groups were not free of anti-
semitism.' Besides armed resistance, there were many forms of civic resist-
ance, most notably active attempts to help and rescue fellow Jews.>? Among
the general public the rescue of Jews is mostly associated with non-Jews,
such as Oskar Schindler, many of whom have been honoured as “Righteous
among the Nations” by Yad Vashem.” Much less known is how Jews, wheth-
er individually, in groups or through networks and with varying degrees
of support of non-Jews, actively organised their own survival and that of
other Jews.*

One of these networks was Youth Aliyah, an educational left-wing Zion-
ist movement created in 1933 in Germany by Recha Freier to offer Jewish
youth from Germany a way of reestablishing their lives in Palestine.> During
the second half of the 1930s, the organisation developed into a network of
Jewish organisations in other European countries affected by antisemitism,
under threat or already annexed by Nazi Germany. From 1939 on, Youth
Aliyah became a rescue organisation for Jewish youth in which a number
Tefor]ewish resistance: Arno Lustiger: Zum Kampf auf Leben und Tod! Das Buch vom Widerstand

der Juden 1933-1945 (Koln: Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1994).

2 See for example Julius H. Schoeps, Dieter Bingen and Gideon Botsch, eds., Jiidischer Widerstand in

Europa (1933-1945): Formen und Facetten (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2016), 89-105.
3 See the website of Yad Vashem: The World Holocaust Remembrance Center, located in Israel.

https://www.yadvashem.org/righteous.html. All quoted internet sources were last accessed 15 Oc-

tober 2023.

Some cases are for example dealt with in Schoeps et al., Jiidischer Widerstand.
5  Aliyah is a Hebrew term for immigration to then-Palestine and today to Israel, meaning ascent.
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of European countries were involved, among them Great Britain, Denmark
and Yugoslavia. With the support of other mainly Jewish organisations on
the ground, Youth Aliyah organised the training and flight of young Jews to
Palestine or transit countries. Youth Aliyah is an illustrative example of how
Jewish resistance cannot be defined only as armed resistance in national or
Jewish groups. In Jewish history, rescuing the young generation was always
important to start anew after persecutions and massacres — Youth Aliyah is
therefore defined in Jewish historiography as resistance.®

The Youth Aliyah network can be seen both as a national and transna-
tional movement. It encompassed various political tendencies from social-
ist to religious and was active in various European countries and in Pales-
tine, developing links that stretched beyond the European continent. The
people involved in Youth Aliyah were not a homogenous group, but most
of them saw no future in Europe for Jewish people and had one aim: the
creation and upholding of a Jewish state in Palestine. At the same time, es-
pecially once the war began in 1939, they were divided about where to set
the priorities, whether to focus on developing Jewish society in Palestine or
the rescue of as many Jewish juveniles as possible.

Recha Freier: Youth Aliyah’s creator

Youth Aliyah is closely connected to the personality and biography of Recha
Freier. She was born in 1892 in Norden in northern Germany. Her father,
Menasse Schweitzer, was a rabbi and her mother Bertha was a teacher. Very
early in her life, Freier was confronted with antisemitism. When she was
five years old, the family was strolling through Norden when they saw a sign
forbidding the entrance of Jews to a public park. Decades later, she wrote

a poem on this antisemitic incident that had an enormous impact on her:

Earthquake: The city garden
The golden lattice

closed

A large white cardboard sign
A frame made of black paper

6  Arno Lustiger, Rettungswiderstand. Uber die Judenretter in Europa wéihrend der NS-Zeit (Géttin-
gen: Wallstein, 2011).
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Entry for dogs
and Jews forbidden!”

After the family moved to Glogau, Freier transferred from a public
school there to a private one in Breslau, because as the only Jewish pupil
she had been repeatedly insulted by her teacher. In 1897, the family moved
to Glogau in Silesia and after graduating high school in 1912, Freier studied
philology, pedagogy and ethnography in Breslau and Munich. She earned
money teaching German, French and English and also gave piano lessons.
In 1919, she married Rabbi Moritz Freier (1889-1969), who she had met in
Breslau. After living in Eschwege and in Sofia, Bulgaria, the family moved
to Berlin in 1925, where Freier’s husband was appointed as rabbi. Between
1920 and 1929, Freier gave birth to four children.®

Freier became a devoted Zionist through her childhood experiences
and her exchange with Jewish communities beyond Germany: “That meant
that I understood that the existence of the Jew, both the individual and the
existence of the whole people, depends on one thing, that they must free
themselves from slavery and from being tolerated ... To do that, they would
have to go to Palestine”” Her deep bonds with Judaism and Zionism were
reflected in the names of her children. When her first son was born, in
1920, she did not follow the usual custom of giving the child a German first
name followed by a Hebrew name. Instead, the newborn was named Shal-
hevet (flame). The subsequent three children were named Ammud (pillar),
Zerem (thunderstorm) and Maayan (source).

Following historian Hagit Lavsky, Freier belonged to the second gen-
eration of German Zionists, who experienced antisemitism from an ear-
ly age and therefore were less convinced of a future in Germany and that

7  Recha Freier, Auf der Treppe (Hamburg: Hans Christians Verlag, 1976), 62.

8 For more information on Recha Freier’s life: Shalheveth Freier, “Alijath haNoar: Recha Freier
und Testimonium”, https://www.hagalil.com/israel/deutschland/freier.htm; Elizabeth Hudson,
Recha Freier and the Youth Aliyah, The Holocaust and European Mass Murder (HGS 51, 20 Oc-
tober 2020), https://www.academia.edu/46923582/Recha Freier and the Youth Aliyah; Gudrun
Maierhof, “Recha Freier — Zwischen Zionismus und Widerstand”, in Wege von Pidagoginnen vor
und nach 1933, eds. Inge Hansen-Schaberg and Christian Ritzi (Hohengehren: Schneider Verlag,
2004), 139-150.

9  Monika Ogorek, Recha Freier - Die Griindung der Jugendalija und das Portrait einer ungewohnli-
chen Frau, Radio Broadcast: Sender Freies Berlin, 1986, Typoscript, no page numbers.
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assimilation was a means of securing that future.'” The third generation,
born after World War I, turned in significant numbers away from their par-
ents’ attitudes and joined Zionist organisations which developed signifi-
cantly after 1933."

The decisive moment that prompted Recha Freier to launch activities to
help Jewish youth came in spring 1932."

When in 1932 some young people came to me and told me that Jew-
ish youth had been expelled from their workplaces only because they
were Jews, I felt two things: on the one hand, there was this over-
whelming sense of despair in the face of the young people who stood
before me so helpless and lost, and on the other hand, there was a
joyful inner voice that told me ... the dream began to become reality.
I first founded an organisation to settle disadvantaged Jewish youth
on the soil of Erez Israel ... I realised that the movement grew out of
the experiences of my own past ...">

For Recha Freier, the incident was not connected to economic and so-
cial problems in the decaying Weimar Republic, but rather an antisemitic
act. “With an almost uncanny sense of things to come, Recha Freier con-
cluded - [...] before Hitler came to power - that there was no future for Jews
in Germany. Against the wishes of their parents and the Jewish community,
one of the most solidly anchored in the entire world, she began to organize
what was to become Youth Aliyah” wrote her son decades later.*

10 Hagit Lavsky, Before Catastrophe: The Distinctive Path of German Zionism (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 1997), 27 f.

11 Jehuda Reinharz ed., Dokumente zur Geschichte des deutschen Zionismus 1882-1933 (Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 1981); Stefan Vogt, Subalterne Positionierungen: Der deutsche Zionismus im Feld des
Nationalismus in Deutschland 1890-1933 (Gottingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2016).

12 See also the testimony of Nathan Hoxter: Nathan Hoxter, “70 Jahre Jugendalijah: Als Pionier in
Paldstina’, interview by Iris Noah, 2003, http://www.berlin-judentum.de/kultur/hoexter.htm. Hox-
ter recalls that for him, Recha seemed “like the prophetess Debroah”

13 Recha Freier, “Wurzeln schlagen’: Die Griindung der Jugend-Alija und ihre ersten Jahre’, in Aus
Kindern werden Briefe: Die Rettung jiidischer Kinder aus Nazi-Deutschland, eds. Gudrun Maierhof,
Chana Schiitz and Hermann Simon (Berlin: Metropol-Verlag, 2004), 268.

14 Freier, “Alijath haNoar”.
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The first steps toward Youth Aliyah (1932)

When Freier developed her plans to bring young Jews from Germany to
Palestine after spring 1932, she faced various obstacles: the Zionist move-
ment preferred trained professionals to develop the Kibbutzim!® and vil-
lages in Palestine. Representatives of the Jewish community declared that
the homeland of German Jews was Germany. Parents hesitated to let their
children leave. Moreover, they often insisted that antisemitism and the Na-
zis would eventually be overcome.'® Nathan Hoxter recalled: “Recha Freier
had many difficulties in her struggle to organize Youth Aliyah, since many
leaders of Jewish organizations in Germany were against her plans. In addi-
tion, Henrietta Szold, an American Jew who already lived in Palestine and
was a member of the “Vaad Leumi," also acted to scupper Freier’s plans.
She thought it was inappropriate to send Jewish children from Germany to
kibbutzim '8

Nevertheless, Recha Freier organised her first Youth Aliya group in late
1932. She travelled back and forth between Berlin and Palestine to find the
resources to bring her plans to fruition and started to seek out people who
later would become her allies."” In Berlin, Freier met educator Siegfried
Lehmann (1892-1958), director of the children’s village Ben Shemen. Af-
ter Kibbutz Ein Harod withdrew its commitment to take in the first Youth
Aliyah group, Lehmann approved Freier’s plans. As a next step, financial
guarantees and certificates for entry to the British Mandate of Palestine
had to be obtained. Ben Shemen also needed assurance that the children’s
living expenses would be covered for two years.*® Money came from the
Zionist organisation in Konigsberg, Wilfrid Israel (1899-1943), owner
of a well-known department store in Berlin (Kaufhaus N. Israel) and an

15 A Kibbutz is a collective rural settlement with common ownership and grassroot-democratic
structures.

16 Recha Freier, Let the Children Come (New York: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1961), 10-21; Freier,
“Wurzeln schlagen’, 271-275.

17 Official representation of the Jewish citizens of Palestine.

18 Haoxter, “70 Jahre Jugendalijah”.

19 For instance, she met Enzo Sereni: Ruth Bondy, The Emissary: A Life of Enzo Sereni (Boston: Little,
1977).

20 Beate Lehmann, “Die Jugend-Alija als Herausforderung fiir das Kinder- und Jugenddorf Ben Sche-
men’, in Hachschara und Jugend-Alija. Wege jiidischer Jugend nach Paldstina 1918-1941, eds. Ulrike
Pilarczyk, Ofer Asjenaziand Arne Hofmann (Gifhorn: Gemeinniitzige Bildungs- und Kultur GmbH
des Landkreises Githorn, 2020), 165-194, https://doi.org/10.24355/dbbs.084-202104201055-0.
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acquaintance of Recha who sold her jewellery. Over the course of successive
years, Wilfrid Israel provided the young pioneers with clothing, suitcases,
backpacks, boots and other items, as many parents could not afford to buy
them.” On 12 October 1932, the first group of seven boys from Berlin and
five boys from Konigsberg left the German capital.”

Members of all the various youth movements lined the platforms at
Anhalter Bahnhof singing Hebrew songs. Many adults were there
as well, and everyone present was excited. Wilfried Israel whispered
to me: “This is a historic moment!” The platform seemed to tremble
under my feet. Now the work had begun: No one could interfere with
it anymore; it would progress and develop ... The children rejoiced as
the train departed. The parents cried.”

On the organisational level, in late 1932, Freier founded first Jewish Youth
Aid (Jiidische Jugendhilfe) in order to have a legal basis for her initiative and
to act as a serious partner for other institutions. On 30 January 1933, when
the NSDAP took power, Freier founded the Youth Aliyah Consortium
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Jugendaliyah) and the legal process was formally
completed in May. In September 1933, Freier became a board member of
Jewish Youth Aid, which came into being within the newly founded Reich
Representation of German Jews (Reichsvertretung der deutschen Juden).** In
the meantime, the American Jewish Congress, as one of the predecessor or-
ganisations of World Jewish Congress (established 1936), had approved the
aims of Youth Aliyah. Within one year, Freier had built up an impressive
organisational structure. Youth Aliyah was placed under the Department of
Migration of the Reichsvertretung which included:

21 Naomi Shepherd, Wilfrid Israel (Berlin: Siedler, 1985).

22 The Jewish Community in Kénigsberg agreed to support the group, dependent that five boys would
be sent from their community. Girls were part of the Youth Aliyah scheme without any distinction
to boys after it was institutionalised.

23 Freier, Let the Children Come, 17

24 Created in reaction to the increasing antisemitic measures by the NSDAP government, the aim of
the Berlin-based Reichsvertretung was to represent the interests of the Jewish population in Ger-
many, with all movements under one roof. Cf. Otto Dov Kulka, ed., Deutsches Judentum unter dem
Nationalsozialismus, Volume 1: Dokumente zur Geschichte der Reichsvertretung der deutschen Juden
1933-1939 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997). On the importance of the year 1933 as turning point
for the Jews in Germany see: Marion A. Kaplan, Between Dignity and Despair: Jewish Life in Nazi
Germany (Oxford University Press, 1998).
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o Palestine Agency (Paldstina-Amt),

« Jewish Migration Aid (Jiidische Wanderfiirsorge),

o Aid Committee for Other Countries (Hilfsverein fiir andere

Linder) and
o Youth Aliyah Consortium (Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Jugendaliyah),
which consisted of three more subdepartments:
— Ahawah Children’s Home (Kinderheim Ahawah),”
— Jewish Orphans Aid (Jiidische Waisenhilfe e.V.) and
— Jewish Youth Aid (Jiidische Jugendhilfe).*

Youth Aliyah was financed by the Reichsvertretung, Hadassah, Jewish
communities and the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC).

For the development of Youth Aliya, it was indispensable to also have
someone on the ground in Palestine. That task was taken over by Henrietta
Szold (1860-1945). Born in Baltimore, she founded Hadassah in 1912 in the
United States. Hadassah was a Zionist women’s organisation dedicated to
health care in Palestine, where she had lived since 1920.* Szold had reject-
ed assistance for the first Youth Aliyah group in 1932 and even though she
and Freier met in June 1933, she remained sceptical because so many poor
Jewish children lived in Palestine. But she was finally won over because of-
ficial Jewish organisations confirmed the importance of Youth Aliyah and
asked her to fulfil the work started by Chaim Arlosoroff (1899-1933).

In the spring of 1933, Arlosoroft, who represented the Jewish Agency,
travelled to Berlin to discuss the immigration of German Jews to Palestine
with officials of the Zionist Movement there. He visited the Youth Aliyah
office and spoke with the staff, as Freier was in Palestine at that time. Ar-
losoroff was enthusiastic and promised to provide several hundred immi-
gration certificates. The newspapers in Palestine reported about his visit.
Revisionist Zionists accused Arlosoroft of collaborating with the Nazis®;
he was shot dead on the Tel Aviv beach in June 1933. Henrietta Szold was
devastated, as were many Jews. Szold took over where Arlossoroff had left,
obtaining the first 500 certificates for Youth Aliyah children and in Novem-
ber 1933 agreed to head the office of Youth Aliyah in Jerusalem.

25 Ayelet Bargur, Ahawah heifit Liebe: Die Geschichte des jiidischen Kinderheims in der Berliner August-
straf$e (Miinchen: dtv, 2006).

26 Lehmann, Die Jugend-Alija als Herausforderung, 166.

27 Joan Dash, Summoned to Jerusalem: The Life of Henrietta Szold (New York: Harper & Row, 1979).

28 On Revisionist Zionism, see: “Zionism: Revisionist Zionism”, Jewish Virtual Library, https://www.

jewishvirtuallibrary.org/revisionist-zionism.
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Many documents and personal accounts make clear that a conflict was
smouldering between Szold and Freier. Szold focused on working accord-
ing to the regulations within a functioning administration. Tasks were di-
vided: Freier was networking and collecting money, while Szold prepared
the papers and lodging.

From Hachshara to emigration

If a Jewish boy or girl decided to join Youth Aliyah, they first had to be reg-
istered through their parents or a guardian. The age of acceptance was 15 to
16 - a regulation based on British rules for certificates and for pedagogical
reasons. The sum of RM 2.000 Mark (130 Palestinian Pound, in 1933 ca.
USD 350) per individual had to be secured and covered Hachshara,” travel,
equipment, housing, food and more, for a period of two years. Additional-
ly, the British mandatory asked for an annual financial guarantee for each
candidate. Many parents applied for funding because of impoverishment of
Jewish families linked to the antisemitic politics in Germany. Hadassah and
other organisations helped.

More than 40 Hachshara centres offered training in Germany until 1939.
After 1938, 16 centres opened in Austria. Youth Aliyah and Hechaluz*® ran
most Hachsharot together. Youth Aliyah training lasted four to six weeks
and consisted of four hours each day of agricultural work such as plough-
ing, seeding, breeding animals and housework. Four hours a day were ded-
icated to lessons in Hebrew, Jewish history and Zionism. Hachshara was
also a time to redevelop self-esteem. Esther Deutsch wrote on Hachshara in
Ahrensdorf: “We felt like we were on an island, far away from all the terrible
events that were happening in this country at the time”

After Hachshara, the children had to pass an exam and a medic had
to testify to their physical and psychological fitness. When confirmed and
materially equipped, Youth Aliyah members needed certificates for immi-
gration to Palestine. To obtain these from the British authorities, a kib-
butz or another Youth Aliyah institution had to request the immigration

29 Hachshara = training.

30 Hechaluz = Pioneer; it was the umbrella organisation of all Zionistic Youth Organizations.

31 Herbert Fiedler, “Trdume und Hoffnungen”; Vol. 1: Ein Kibbuz in Ahrensdorf (Nuthe-Urstromtal:
Forderverein Begegnungsstitte Hachschara-Landwerk Ahrensdorf, 2000), 18.
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of these youths and confirm the guarantees. The Jewish Agency, the op-
erative branch of the World Zionist Organization established in 1929 was
part of these organisational procedures. After Henrietta Szold received the
Kibbutz requests, she ordered the certificates. The British also demanded a
questionnaire from the parents on income, health and more, with a special
paragraph in which they promised to support their child. They had to attest
through signature that their child would stay in the settlement in which he
or she was placed and that they as parents did not expect to get to Palestine
through their child’s request or help.*

The young Jewish pioneers travelled in groups through Italy and across
the Mediterranean to Palestine, settling together after their arrival. Nearly
all Youth Aliyah groups were welcomed personally and accompanied to
their destination by Henrietta Szold, until her death in February 1945. The
great majority of the young immigrants were sent to kibbutzim, while oth-
ers went to moshavim® or other vocational training centres.*

On 19 February 1934, the first official group of 43 (mainly boys) from
Germany arrived.” The number of young Jews who desired to register with
Youth Aliyah increased steadily until 1937.”° Beginning in 1934, Georg
(Giora) Josephthal (1912-1962), was employed by Youth Aliyah and in
1936 served as secretary general of Hechaluz in Germany. In January 1936,
he underlined in a letter to Szold that Youth Aliyah seemed to be the only
truly successful Zionist emigration organisation.”” Relations between the
offices Berlin and in Jerusalem remained tense.

32 Regarding topics such as social structure, age, percentage of girls and boys etc: Susanne Urban,
“Die Jugend-Alijah 1932 bis 1940: Exil in der Fremde oder Heimat in Erez Israel?” in Kindheit und
Jugend im Exil: Ein Generationenthema, ed. Claus-Dieter Krohn, (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2006), 34-61,
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783112422960-003.

33 A Moshav is a cooperatively organised form of rural settlement.

34 More detailed: Axel Meier, “Die Jugend-Alijja in Deutschland 1932 bis 1942”, in Aus Kindern
werden Briefe. Die Rettung jiidischer Kinder aus Nazi-Deutschland, eds. Gudrun Maierhof, Cha-
na Schiitz and Hermann Simon (Berlin: Metropol-Verlag, 2004), 70-95; Brian Amkraut, Between

Home and Homeland: Youth Aliyah from Nazi Germany (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press,
2006), 47-60.

35 After the founding of the State of Israel in May 1948, this day was declared “Children’s Day”.

36 Central Bureau for the Settlement of German Jews in Palestine, Report to the Twentieth Zionist
Congress and to the Council of the Jewish Agency in Zurich (Jerusalem, 1937). The report shows a
figure of 1.650 for 1935-37 compared to 612 for 1933-35. The document was shown to the author
by Ella Freund (1909-2012) in Tel Aviv in 2004. Freund was a Youth Aliyah Emissary in the 1940s.

37 Giora Josephthal to Henrietta Szold, 23 January 1936, Central Zionist Archive, S75/116.
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Networking in Europe (1935-1939)

In 1935, Recha Freier proposed expansion of Youth Aliyah to Poland, Aus-
tria, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Romania, as she sensed Nazi Germany’s
aggressive intentions and the burgeoning threat to Jewish life in Europe.
Jidische Jugendhilfe agreed and connections were made with Jewish repre-
sentatives in the other countries. Szold, however, rejected the idea. Accord-
ing to Freier, she said: “We do not yet know the results of Youth Aliyah from
Germany, whether good or bad, and already you want to plan ahead?”**

Nevertheless, in May 1938, Youth Aliyah was extended to Austria, in
the fall of 1938 to the Sudeten territories and in March 1939, to Prague,
all of which had been seized by Germany. “Now functioning from three
organizational centers, Youth Aliyah leaders from Germany, Austria, and
Czechoslovakia established a joint council”**

In September 1938, a fundraising office was opened in England. It was
headed by Eva Michaelis-Stern (1904-1992)* who had been employed
in the Berlin office before her emigration. Hannah Arendt (1906-1975)*
worked for Youth Aliyah France after having fled Germany in 1933 and
secured transit centres in France for. Jewish youth from German-occupied
Czech lands.

By 1938-1939, Youth Aliyah was active in Poland, Romania, Lithua-
nia, Slovakia, Yugoslavia, Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands and Luxem-
bourg. Recha Freier was critical of the idea of establishing transit camps in
countries such as the Netherlands and Denmark, as only few children were
billeted in Jewish homes and Hachshara was not provided everywhere. She
feared that war was looming and in 1939 negotiated vainly with Zionist
and Jewish organisations to establish transit camps closer to Palestine, in
Turkey, Cyprus or Greece.*

38 Freier: Wurzeln schlagen, 293.

39 Ambkraut, Between Home and Homeland, 116.

40 Sara Kados, Eva Michaelis Stern, https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/stern-eva-michaelis.

41 Thomas Meyer, Hannah Arendt. Die Biografie (Miinchen: Piper-Verlag 2023); Stephen J. Whitfield,

Hannah Arendt, https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/arendt-hannah.
42 Freier, Wurzeln schlagen, 300 f.
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1939-1940: Turning points

After 1933, the worsening situation of Jews in Germany also affected Recha
Freier’s family. Between 1937 and 1939, her husband and sons emigrated
to England, while Recha decided to remain in Germany with her daugh-
ter Maayan. Maayan later described her mother as “a woman either with
her head in the clouds or with her head through the wall”** From autumn
1938 on, Recha Freier made no secret of the fact that she was prepared to
support or set up illegal activities for rescuing children. She found allies
such as Nathan Schwalb (1908-2004), head of Hechalutz Geneva and Aron
Menczer (1917-1943), who took the post of Youth Aliya director in Vienna
in September 1939.** After Germany invaded Poland on 1 September 1939,
several thousand Youth Aliyah members, youth counsellors (madrichim)
and office staff were spread all over Europe. From October 1939, the Man-
datory authorities no longer issued certificates to German Jews, as Germa-
ny and Britain were at war. The British, however, still granted Youth Aliyah
certificates for children from Germany and Nazi controlled lands who had
been in transit before September 1939.

Because of insecurity regarding the departure of Youth Aliyah groups
in war, Recha Freier convinced the Palestine Agency to set up Special
Hachshara/SH (Sonder-Hachashara) for clandestine immigration to Pales-
tine. Between November 1939 and November 1940, seven SH transports
were organised,” mainly financed by the American Jewish Joint Distribu-
tion Committee.* For example, trainees from Ahrensdorf arrived in Pal-
estine with SH in March 1939, November 1939 and in May 1940. Around
1.800 Jews arrived with SH in Palestine, travelling to Vienna, on the Dan-
ube to Yugoslavia and onward to Palestine; about 20 percent of the passen-
gers were Youth Aliyah members.*” Szold argued vehemently against these
transports, out of legal reasons.

43 Zerem and Maayan Freier, interview with the author, Jerusalem, September 2002.

44 Israelitische Kultusgemeinde Wien, ed., Trotz allem! Aron Menczer 1917-1943 (Wien: Bohlau,
1993).

45 Clandestine immigration was named “Aliyah Beth”, meaning “B-immigration”. Artur Patek, Jews on
Route to Palestine 1934-1944: Sketches from the History of Aliyah Bet - Clandestine Jewish Immigra-
tion (Krakow, Jagiellonian University Press, 2012).

46 Yehuda Bauer, American Jewry and the Holocaust: The American Jewish Joint Distribution Commit-
tee 1939-1945 (Jerusalem: The Institute of Contemporary Jewry/Hebrew University, 1981).

47 Ferdinand Kroh, David kimpft. Vom jiidischen Widerstand gegen Hitler (Reinbek: Rowohlt 1988),
22-33.
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In the meantime, Freier was active on behalf of Polish Jews who re-
mained in Berlin after more than 5.000 men had been arrested and tak-
en to concentration camps (Buchenwald, Dachau and Sachsenhausen) in
1938-1939.*8 Their wives and children were left behind. Freier’s request to
help them fell on deaf ears at the central council, now named Reichsverein-
igung.® The Reichsvereinigung did not feel responsible for Jews of Polish
nationality and feared attracting the attention of the Nazi authorities. Freier
knew that release from concentration camps was possible if a permit issued
by the Reichsvereinigung indicated that the person would leave Germany
within 24 hours. Together with Rudolf Pick from the Palestine Office, she
stole 100 permits and Pick signed them. Polish-Jewish men were released
and rescued through SH.*

The Reichsvereinigung rejected Freier’s methods. In January 1940, the
SH Commission demanded her exclusion. On 9 February 1940, the Pales-
tine Office and the board of the Jewish Youth Aid suspended Freier from all
her responsibilities. Edith Wolff (1905-1997), a colleague and supporter of
Freier, was also dismissed. Wolft later joined an underground group around
Yizchak Schwersenz, a Youth Aliyah teacher.” After the war, Schwersenz
wrote:

Alfred Selbiger, and Dr. Paul Eppstein, as the person in charge of the
Reichsvereinigung, accused Recha Freier of endangering our work
by “stepping out of line:” ... Today I ask myself: What could have en-
dangered us more at that time than what happened and what affected
us all a short time later? What did “legality” mean when thousands
were torn apart and deported under the arbitrariness of a political
system?>?

48 On the expulsion of Polish Jews, see: Alina Bothe and Gertrud Pickhan eds., Ausgewiesen! Berlin,
28.10.1938: Die Geschichte der “Polenaktion”, (Berlin: Metropol 2018).

49 On 4 June 1939, all Jewish associations and Jewish communities were forcibly merged into the
Reichsvereinigung der Juden in Deutschland. This marked the end of the Reichsvertretung and an
elected Jewish representation in Germany. Nazi authorities used the Reichsvertretung to control the
Jewish population.

50 Many of them joined Sonder-Hachshara No. 6 and boarded the unseaworthy Pentcho. “The refugee

%

ship ‘Pentcho”, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/in-
dex.php/content/en/photo/the-refugee-ship-pentcho.

51 Jizchak Schwersenz, Die versteckte Gruppe. Ein jiidischer Lehrer erinnert sich an Deutschland (Ber-
lin: Wichern, 2000).

52 Schwersenz, Gruppe, 62.
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Fig. 1: Recha Freier and her daughter Maayan, around 1939.

(© Private, Courtesy of Freier Family.)

Freier’s daughter Maayan recalled:

When the Reichsvereinigung was informed of what my mother had
done, she was suspended from all positions. She was summoned
to Adolf Eichmann, Head of ‘Reichszentrale fiir jidische Auswan-
derung’™ in Berlin. Her passport had already been withheld ... Eich-
mann took my mother’s passport, stamped it invalid and threw it in
her face. We assume, she was denounced, and then left right- and
defenceless, completely on her own.**

After several warnings, Recha Freier fled Berlin in July 1940 with her
11-year-old daughter. She first went to Vienna and from there to Zagreb,
arriving in Jerusalem in June 1941.%

Parallel to this dramatic development in Freier’s life, transportation
routes, visas and the travel costs were the main obstacles to keeping Youth
Aliyah going. Until June 1940, Youth Aliyah candidates could cross the
53 Reich Headquarters for Jewish Emigration, see: Gabriele Anderl, Dirk Rupnow and Alexandra-Ei-

leen Wenck, Die Zentralstelle fiir jiidische Auswanderung als Beraubungsinstitution (Oldenbourg:

Miinchen, 2004).

54 Zerem and Maayan Freier, interview with the author, Jerusalem, September 2002.

55 At the same time, Rudolf Pick resigned from all positions in the Palestine Office in Berlin. He was
deported to the Riga Ghetto on 27 November 1941 and murdered there.
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Mediterranean to Palestine. After Italy’s entry into war in May 1940, groups
had to travel through the Soviet Union, Turkey, Greece, Syria and Lebanon.
It took months to receive Soviet and Turkish transit visas. Youth Aliyah
candidates stuck in Denmark, Sweden and Lithuania failed to leave Europe
because no route was open after the German invasion of the Soviet Union
in June 1941.

After 23 October 1941, the Nazi regime forbade emigration. The re-
maining Hachshara institutions were closed. Youth Aliyah members were
sent to the “Jewish labour camp Paderborn” from which they were deport-
ed to Auschwitz on 1 March 1942.%

Transnational escape routes: The role of Yugoslavia after 1938

Szold underlined in mid-1940 that Youth Aliyah was not a rescue organi-
sation but meant to contribute to the upbuilding of the Jewish Community
in Palestine.”” This was seen differently by Freier and her supporters, who
knew that they were continuing the work and that it had transformed to a
rescue mission. Historian Sara Kadosh wrote:

Youth Aliyah administration, like the rest of the Yishuv in Eretz Is-
rael, failed to comprehend the situation in Europe during the early
years of war, and did not adapt its policies and procedures to war
conditions. In many cases, rescue activity succeeded only because
Youth Aliyah leaders in Europe ignored the rules and structures of
the Jerusalem office.®

Yugoslavia played an important role in organising the escape routes.
Youth Aliyah rescue activities in Yugoslavia started in 1938. Recha Freier
had done outreach work with the Jewish communities there because she
recognized their political awareness. Emissaries from kibbutzim were sent

56 Correspondence and lists (Gestapo files) on the “Jewish retraining and work camp” in Paderborn
(1941-1943), Arolsen Archives, Doc-ID: 11199809-16; Correspondence and telexes concerning the
deportation of prisoners and the planned dissolution / sale of the camp, 27 February to 15 March,
1943: Arolsen Archives, Doc-ID: 11199827/8.

57 Henrietta Szold to Youth Aliyah London, 28 May 1940, Central Zionist Archive, A125/94.

58 Sara Kadosh, “Youth Aliyah Policies and the Rescue of Jewish Children from Europe”, Proceedings
of the World Congress of Jewish Studies (1997): 95-103. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23535811, 97.

392


http://www.jstor.org/stable/23535811

From a Zionist Dream to a Transnational Rescue Network for Jewish Children: Youth Aliyah, 1932/3-1945

to support the activities there. Zionist ideas were widespread in the Jewish
community in Yugoslavia and Yugoslav Zionist organisations had called
since the 1920s to oppose the rising antisemitism in Germany and Europe.
They also actively helped Jewish refugees from Germany and elsewhere
during the 1930s.”

In July 1940, Freier, along with her daughter, was smuggled from Vien-
na to Zagreb and realising that this was a viable escape route, developed
plans to rescue more children. They first travelled to Vienna, where Aron
Menczer prepared their way to Yugoslavia. Josef Schleich (1902-1949) was
a crucial person in this plan. Schleich had a chicken farm that was used at
request of the Jewish community after 1938 for agricultural training and
issued training certificates. After 1940, he used his network of smugglers
to organise thousands of Jews’ journeys from the Styrian-Slovenian border
to Zagreb. This was tacitly and strategically tolerated by the Gestapo until
Jewish emigration was forbidden in October 1941. In 1941, Schleich was
arrested for foreign exchange offences, probably on the grounds that he was
paid by agencies or individuals for each Jew he accompanied.®

Between summer 1940 until February 1941, small groups reached Yu-
goslavia from Germany and Austria with the help of Freier, Menczer and
Schwalb. Maayan Freier recounted her experiences:

We arrived in Zagreb and the same day my mother met representa-
tives of the Zionist Association and the Jewish community. She said,
“My daughter and I crossed the border illegally together, then others
can do it too. I want to get children out of Germany, and especially
children whose fathers have already died in concentration camps.”
The Jewish community in Zagreb was immediately on fire. There was
talk of taking in 100 children. Local families were willing to house
them in their homes. My mother sent the list of names to the Reichsv-
ereinigung and asked that the children be sent to her. It went back
and forth, but the children were stuck. My mother sent a telegram to

59 Marija Vulesica, “Formen des Widerstandes jugoslawischer Zionistinnen und Zionisten gegen die
NS-Judenpolitik und den Antisemitismus”, in Jiidischer Widerstand in Europa (1933-1945): Formen
und Facetten, eds. Julius H. Schoeps, Dieter Bingen and Gideon Botsch, (Berlin: De Gruyter Old-
enbourg, 2016), 89-105.

60 Hannelore Frohlich, Judenretter — Abenteurer - Lebemann: Josef Schleich. Spurensuche einer Toch-
ter (Berlin: Verlag Dr. W. Hopf, 2007); Walter Brunner, Josef Schleich. “Judenschlepper” aus Graz,
1938-1941: eine Dokumentation (Minster: LIT Verlag, 2017).
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Berlin. It said something like, “I have Palestine certificates by name
for 100 children, and if you don't send the children right away, I'll
make a huge scandal” The Reichsvereinigung knew my mother and
it was impossible in 1940 to let 100 certificates expire. She didn’t have
a single certificate, of course. But she didn’t care about that. Anyway,
the first group came and then the second. Both groups were boys.
The last group consisted of 16 girls. They were caught at the border
by Yugoslav border guards and taken to Maribor. After the inspector
of Maribor questioned the girls and learned what happened in Nazi
Germany and Austria, he was desperate. He informed newspapers
about their fate and brought them to a hotel for accommodation. In
the end, the mayor of the city decided not to send the children back
but informed the Jewish community in Maribor.*!

From Maribor, the girls were brought to Zagreb in early April 1941.%

The Jewish community in Zagreb took responsibility for the more than

120 children. Most of them came in organised groups, some on their own,

psychologically devastated after having experienced atrocities in Poland.

Regarding schooling and other activities, the socialist-Zionist Hashomer

Hazair partly took over. Freier taught Hebrew classes. Despite the harsh

policies on refugees in Yugoslavia, these children were relatively free and

the police even warned the community about raids.

61
62

63

My mother had brought them to Yugoslavia and moved heaven and
hell to get certificates. Henrietta Szold didn’t want to do anything
illegal and said, “These children of Recha Freier will never see Pal-
estine” One version is that Hans Beyth, Szold’s associate, sent my
mother 90 certificates to Yugoslavia. When my mother met him in
Palestine, he told her that Henrietta Szold did not know that. Anoth-
er version says that Szold did know about the certificates and that
they were sent on their way by the Jewish Agency representative in
Turkey and not by Beyth. To this day, it is not known for sure.*®

Zerem and Maayan Freier, interview with the author, Jerusalem, September 2002.

Klaus Voigt ed., Joskos Kinder: Flucht und Alija durch Europa. Josef Indigs Bericht (Berlin: Arsenal
Verlag, 2006), 25 f., 40 f.

Zerem and Maayan Freier, interview with the author, Jerusalem, September 2002.
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Recha Freier left with Maayan in March 1941, after certificates were se-
cured for 90 children. They left a month later, after the German invasion of
Yugoslavia began on 6 April 1941. Kalman Givon recalled: “Of course, we
feared falling into German hands again and Recha Freier ... managed to get
our whole group from Zagreb to Belgrade by train” In Belgrade, they were
hosted for some days by the Jewish community. “At that time, we heard that
Germans had invaded Zagreb. Shortly thereafter, we managed to leave Bel-
grade on the last train bound for Greece and Turkey”®* The group arrived
by train in Beirut via Aleppo.

However, the number of certificates was insufficient; more than 30 chil-
dren remained in Zagreb. Given that the newly established Croatian fascist
Ustasha regime collaborating with the Germans was a willing helper in the
persecution and murder of Jews, another escape route had to be found.
Youth Aliyah leader Joseph Itai Indig (1917-1998), born in Osijek, Cro-
atia, organised the groups flight in July 1941 to the Italian-annexed part
of Slovenia, where they spent a year in an old derelict hunting lodge near
Ljubljana. “From Recha Freier ... I took over in Zagreb the children she
had rescued from Germany and Austria. From her I learned unconditional
faithfulness in service to them. It was this faithfulness that made me perse-
vere alongside the children”®® Freier assisted Indig whenever possible in the
following months.® He succeeded in obtaining an entry permit from the
Italian authorities for the 43 girls and boys and their adult companions. He
was also helped by Nathan Schwalb and different Jewish aid organisations
while he spent three weeks travelling across Slovenia in an attempt to secure
housing.®” Everything was financed by the Delegation for the Assistance
of Jewish Emigrants (Delegazione per I’Assistenza degli Emigranti Ebrei —
DELASEM), the aid organisation of Italian Jews.®® As partisan struggle ex-
panded, the group found itself in the middle of the combat zone in 1942.
Indig again turned to DELASEM and the group was allowed to move to

64 Kalman Givon, “Die Flucht von Deutschland nach Paléstina (Eretz Israel) tiber Jugoslawien: Ich
wurde von Recha Freier gerettet’, HaGalil, 30 November, 2004, http://www.schoah.org/zeitzeugen/
givon.htm.

65 Voigt, Joskos Kinder, 15.

66 “Letters and documents regarding the ‘Villa Emma’ children, 1940-1944”, Yad Vashem, https://
collections.yadvashem.org/en/documents/3699087.

67 Voigt, Joskos Kinder, 46-170.

68 Laura Bava, “Aiding gli Ebrei’ - Delasem under fascism, 1939 to 19457, M.A. thesis (Universi-

ty of Notre Dame Australia, 2016), https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?arti-
cle=1129&context=theses.
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Nonantola near Bologna in July 1942, where they were accommodated in
Villa Emma and later joined by Jewish refugee children from Croatia. After
Germany invaded Italy in summer 1943, with the help of the Swiss Zionist
Federation, Schwalb arranged the entry of the entire group to Switzerland,
where they were assembled in the Youth Aliyah Home in Bex. On 29 May
1945, after the end of the war in Europe, the “Villa Emma group” left for
Palestine with official certificates in their pockets.

While these attempts by Youth Aliyah and other organisations to rescue
young Jews were successful, others were not. One dramatic example is the
fate of the SH 5 transport, which got stranded at the Yugoslav river port of
Kladovo.” In November 1939, the SH 5 passengers, a third of whom were
Youth Aliyah-trainees, left Berlin and boarded the boat in Vienna. When
they reached Bratislava, the emigrants were interned and guarded by the
fascist Slovak Hlinka Guard. The local Jewish Community provided the ref-
ugees with food. As more refugees streamed in, additional 280 Jews from
Germany joined SH 5. The boat was eventually released and reached a vil-
lage near Budapest, where, with the help of the Association of Jewish Com-
munities of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia (AJCY) and of Mossad Aliyah Bet,
those aboard were transferred to three smaller vessels flying the Yugoslav
flag.”! After two weeks on the Danube, going back and forth between Roma-
nia and Yugoslavia, SH 5 was finally denied entry by Romanian authorities.
The boats reached Kladovo near the Romanian border at the end of Decem-
ber 1939. All efforts to continue the journey failed. The Danube froze and

69 Cp. Sonja Borus, Sonjas Tagebuch. Flucht und Alija in den Aufzeichnungen von Sonja Borus aus
Berlin, 1941-1946, ed. Klaus Voigt (Berlin: Metropol Verlag 2014); Voigt, Villa Emma - Jiidische
Kinder auf der Flucht; Voigt, Joskos Kinder. See also Jakob “Jakica” Altaras, “Crossing the Adriatic
with the children’, in We Survived: Yugoslav Jews on the Holocaust, vol.1 (Belgrade: Jewish Histori-
cal Museum of Federation of Jewish Communities in Yugoslavia, 2005), 167-174.

70 See for details: Zeni Lebl, Tragedy of the Kladovo-Sabac Transport Refugee Relief Board, 467-531;
Chaim Schatzker, The Kladovo-Sabac-Affair (two books and a third reflection), in Kladovo Trans-
port: roundtable transcripts, Belgrade, October, 2002 (Belgrade: Jewish Historical Museum of Fed-
eration of Jewish Communities in Yugoslavia/Savez jevrejskih opstina Srbije = Federation of Jewish
Communities in Serbia), CC BY-NC-ND, 559-585; Mordecai Paldiel, “Toward Palestine, the Land
of Israel: Boat People on the Danube with the Connivance of the Nazis”, in Saving One’s Own: Jewish
Rescuers during the Holocaust, ed. Mordecai Paldiel, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2017):
316-44, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.cttlmtz4tx.17.

71 Mossad Aliyah Bet was created to bring Jews from Europe to Palestine; it organised a network of of-

fices throughout Europe, bought ships and brought clandestinely around 20.000 Jews to Palestine,
using ca. 50 cruises. See: Dalia Ofer, “The Rescue of European Jewry and Illegal Immigration to
Palestine in 1940. Prospects and Reality: Berthold Storfer and the Mossad Le’Aliyah Bet”, Modern
Judaism 4, no. 2 (1984): 159-81, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1396459.
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Fig. 2: A group of the youth movement “Akiva” on the immigrant ship “Tzar Dushan”
in Kladovo, 1940. (© Yad Vashem, 4531/66.)

the Yugoslav authorities did not let them pass. The boats, anchored in the
winter port, were internment camps more than anything else. The people on
the ships dealt with poor, crowded shelter and very harsh living conditions.”

As there was no Jewish Community in Kladovo, AJCY emissaries had to
travel back and forth under difficult conditions. In spring 1940, the number
of refugees had grown to 1.200. In September 1940, they were finally able
to leave, but they were unable to continue the journey towards the Black
Sea. Instead, they headed 300 kilometres up the Sava River to Sabac. After
their arrival, the AJCY, the Women’s Zionist Organization (WIZO) and the
small local Jewish Community worked together in an “Action Committee”
72 See for example the testimony by Herta Reich, “Zwei Tage Zeit, um zwanzig Jahre meines jungen

Lebens zuriickzulassen’, in Zwei Tage Zeit. Herta Reich und die Spuren jiidischen Lebens in Miirz-
zuschlag, ed. Heimo Halbrainer (Graz: CLIO Verein fiir Geschichts- & Bildungsarbeit, 1999), 41.
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Fig. 3: Luggage of the Youth Aliyah group in Sabac, 1940.
(© Yad Vashem, 4531/20.)

that raised money and provided the refugees with clothing, food, books
etc.. Living conditions improved, there was more freedom of movement
and the Zionist youth movements kindled the flame of hope again. “Even in
dire circumstances like these, they had strength for culture, education and
music. Some wrote poetry, others wrote music (“The Refugee Song), ‘Aliyat
Hanoar March; “Thank you, Yugoslavia’)””?

Shortly before the German invasion in April 1941, a small number of
the Kladovo refugees were able to escape. About 200 certificates were sent
for members of Youth Aliyah and around 50 for accompanying adults, ob-
tained through WIZO or guarantees of relatives. In addition, passports
were needed as well as transit visas for Bulgaria, Turkey, Syria and Lebanon.

73 Lebl, Tragedy, 510.
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Since Bulgaria had joined the Axis in February, transit through Bulgaria
was blocked and the refugees had to go through Greece. Many travelled
on interim passports issued by Yugoslavia. Among the rescued was Chaim
Schatzker (*¥1928) who had been compelled to leave his mother behind.
As a renowned historian, his judgement on Youth Aliyah Jerusalem - not
Recha Freier - is adamant: “.. deliberating the need and justification to
transform Youth Aliyah into a rescue enterprise become not only utterly
irrelevant, but also categorically immoral, stupefying and hard-hearted.””*

More than 1.100 Jewish refugees stayed behind: adults and those over
the age of 17. The men from the Kladovo group were murdered in early
October 1941 as retribution for a Partisan attack on Germans. 805 Jews and
Roma were taken from Sabac and shot in Zasavica. In January 1942, the
women were transferred, as were Serbian Jewish women, to the Sajmiste
concentration camp near Belgrade. Many were killed in gas vans, among
them Schatzker’s mother.

“Let the children come...”:
Commemorating Recha Freier and her work

Between 1933 and 1939, Youth Aliyah had rescued over 5.000 children and
young Jews from Europe. Between autumn 1939 to the end of the war, an
additional 9.000 children were rescued.” It can be estimated that by May
1945, a few hundred had still not reached Palestine, but remained in transit
countries, having survived the Shoah there. During the war, two groups
reached Palestine and were absorbed by Youth Aliyah, the Teheran Chil-
dren’ and Children from Transnistria.”” After the end of the war, Youth

Aliyah cared for thousands of Jewish children who had survived.

74 Schatzker, Kladovo-Sabac-Affair, 581.

75 Child and Youth Aliyah Bureau, Jerusalem, Monthly Statistical Statement, March 1, 1945, Central
Zionist Archive, S75/1364; Jewish Agency for Palestine, Child and Youth Immigration Bureau,
Statistical Statement for the period February 19, 1934 to September 30, 1944, in Statistical Bulletin,
Central Zionist Archive, $25/2542.

76 Mikhal Dekel, Tehran Children: A Holocaust Refugee Odyssey (New York: Norton 2019); Dvorah
Omer, The Teheran Operation: The Rescue of Jewish Children from the Nazis (Washington DC: Bnai
Brith Books, 1991); Jutta Vogel, Die Odyssee der Kinder. Auf der Flucht aus dem Dritten Reich ins
Gelobte Land (Frankfurt am Main: Eichborn, 2008).

77 Dana Mihiilescu, “Early Postwar Accounts on Jewish Orphans from Transnistria’, Holocaust and
Genocide Studies 36, no. 3, Winter 2022, 353-371, https://doi.org/10.1093/hgs/dcac056.

399


https://doi.org/10.1093/hgs/dcac056

Susanne Urban

After she reached Jerusalem in Spring 1941, Recha Freier was ready to
continue her work for Youth Aliyah. Shockingly, the office in Jerusalem
refused to take her on. Freier never stopped following the Jewish concept
of “Tikkun Olam” (“repairing the world”’®) and that same year founded the
“Agricultural Training Center” for neglected Jewish children. In 1958, she
created “Testimonium” to inspire compositions on the history of the Jewish
people. Recha Freier died in Jerusalem in 1984. During the war, Freier’s role
in Youth Aliyah was already being marginalised and a narrative developed
that Szold was the founder of Youth Aliyah. It had been Szold who was
in Palestine to greet the arriving groups, while Freier operated behind the
scenes and had been cast aside both in Germany and in Jerusalem. The
debate continues — who is the “mother” of Youth Aliyah” and whose ap-
proach was the right one. Albert Einstein, acquainted with Freier, “pro-
posed Youth Aliyah for the Nobel Peace Prize ... before his death in 1955.
He wrote: ‘T have the honor to propose for the next Nobel Peace Prize the
international organisation known as the Youth Aliyah. Through it, children
from 72 countries have been rescued and incorporated into Israel’ The No-
bel Committee decided otherwise.”®

From the mid-1970s, Freier started to gain her well-deserved recogni-
tion. She was awarded an honorary doctorate from Hebrew University in
1975. In 1981 she received the Israel Prize, Israel’s highest cultural honour.
After her death in 1984, a square in Jerusalem was named for her. Out-
side of Israel, Recha Freier’s deeds remained largely unrecognised. One of
the rare tributes was a commemorative plaque at the Jewish Community
Center in Berlin, which was put up in 1984 for “Recha Freier, the Founder
of Youth Aliyah”

Youth Aliyah remained widely unknown, especially in comparison with
the Kindertransporte, another transnational rescue initiative. Nearly 10.000
Jewish children from Germany and Austria were brought to Britain and the
United States through the Kindertransporte in 1938 and 1939.%' That rescue

78 Levi Cooper, “The Assimilation of Tikkun Olam’, Jewish Political Studies Review 25, no. 3/4 (2013):
10-42. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43150877.
79 The Hadassah Website recounts the story as such: “At the dawn of the Holocaust in Europe, in the

1930s, Henrietta Szold and a German colleague organised the rescue of thousands of Jewish chil-
dren to safety in Palestine through Youth Aliyah.”

80 Freier, “Alijath haNoar”, https://www.hagalil.com/israel/deutschland/freier-recha.htm.

81 Amy Williams and William Niven, National and Transnational Memories of the Kindertransport.
Exhibitions, Memorials, and Commemorations (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2023).
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operation better reflects the generally more accepted narrative and image
of non-Jews helping Jews (although Jewish organisations were involved in
the Kindertransporte as well).

Another reason could be the explicit connection of Youth Aliyah to Zi-
onism. For the wider public in Europe, a mainly humanitarian and non-na-
tional operation is more palatable than a Zionist one. In modern-day Eu-
rope, there is little sympathy for Zionism or the Jewish State that emerged
from it.
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The Partisan Resistance Goes Global:
Yugoslav Veterans and Decolonisation

Jelena Dureinovic

Introduction

In May 1959, a ship with 26 wounded fighters of the Algerian National
Liberation Front (Front de Libération Nationale - FLN) arrived in the port
of Rijeka on the Croatian coast. They were part of a group of 50 men in
need of medical rehabilitation and prostheses, who would spend the next
months in hospitals, rehabilitation centres and orthopaedic clinics across
Yugoslavia. Desanka Perovi¢ from the Nursing School of the Red Cross
accompanied the wounded fighters together with other medical profes-
sionals and representatives of the Yugoslav Red Cross. Too young to have
experienced the People’s Liberation War (Narodnooslobodilacki rat - NOR),
she identified with “the suffering, difficulties, heroism and sacrifice” of the
Partisans through reading about it."! Arriving at Tangier, Morocco, where
they would pick up the FLN fighters, she saw her imagination of the NOR
in practice, impressed and admiring the Algerian people who, just like Yu-
goslavs, “stood up against colonialism for the bright cause of the future”?
During her stay in Morocco, Perovi¢ was impressed by how much Algeri-
ans knew about the Yugoslav struggle.

The long trip to Yugoslavia was accompanied by expressions of friend-
ship and mutual solidarity and statements about the shared struggle for
liberation. There were not enough beds for the wounded passengers, so
a part of the Yugoslav crew gave up their beds and slept on the floor. Ac-
cording to Perovi¢, there were not two nations on that ship, but only one. A
19-year-old Algerian, “a fiery young man called Ali”, could not contain his

1 Archives of Yugoslavia/Arhiv Jugoslavije — AJ, fond 731, Crveni krst Jugoslavije (CK]J), box 468,
“Utisci sa puta’, 12 May 1959.
2 AJ-CK], £.731, k.468, “Utisci”.
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excitement about going to Yugoslavia. It did not only feel like going home
to their family, he said, but “your liberation struggle has been a model for
us in our hardest times, what the fight should be, what sacrifices should be
made and what to go through for freedom”?

The 24 men on the ship Rumija were a part of the first group of wounded
FLN fighters transported from Morocco or Tunisia to Yugoslavia. By 1962,
almost 300 would go through medical treatment and rehabilitation in Yu-
goslavia, after which they returned to Tunisia or, later, post-independence
Algeria. The care for the wounded was a medical dimension of the broader
Yugoslav support for the FLN war efforts, which was financial, military, po-
litical, diplomatic and humanitarian and developed after the initial caution
stemming from a desire to avoid a diplomatic conflict with France.* The
Algerian War was the first conflict in which Yugoslavia became directly
involved,” by providing diplomatic, financial, military and humanitarian
support to the Algerian struggle.

The Red Cross implemented the large-scale initiative of transporting
the wounded men and organising their treatment, accommodation, pocket
money, entertainment and courses of Serbo-Croatian, while the Yugoslav
Committee for Helping Algeria coordinated and managed it as an aspect of
the broader assistance to the Algerian liberation struggle. The Committee
involved state institutions and socio-political organisations including the
Confederation of Trade Unions of Yugoslavia (Savez sindikata Jugoslavije
- SS§J) and the League of Associations of the Fighters of the People’s Lib-
eration War (Savez udruzenja boraca narodnooslobodilackog rata - SUB-
NOR).® While the state institutions provided funding and support, the so-
cio-political organisations had direct contact with the FLN and shaped the
assistance during the Algerian War of Independence (1954-1962). These
organisations remained the main drivers of the Yugoslav initiatives of anti-
colonial solidarity throughout the 1960s and 1970s.

3 AJ-CK]J, £.731, k.468, “Izvestaj sa sluzbenog puta u Split i Rijeku po pitanju alzirskih ranjenika u
vremenu od 5. do 13. maja ove godine”.

4 Alvin Z. Rubinstein, Yugoslavia and the Nonaligned World (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2015), 86.

5  Dora Tot and Stipica Grgi¢, “The FLN 1961 Football Tour of Yugoslavia: Mobilizing Public Support
for the Algerian Cause’, Soccer & Society 24, no. 2 (2023): 236, https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2
022.2064452.

6  Until 1961, SUBNOR was called the Association of Fighters of the NOR (Savez boraca narodnooslo-
bodilackog rata). In this chapter, for conciseness purposes, SUBNOR refers to the veteran associa-
tion before and after 1961.
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This chapter examines the afterlives of World War II resistance, explor-
ing the role of memory and legacies of the People’s Liberation War in the
context of Yugoslav non-alignment and decolonisation. It focuses on the
agency of veterans — the Partisans — and their relationship with the antico-
lonial liberation movements.” The chapter centres on the narratives of the
common struggle for liberation and the sharing of the Yugoslav experience
of the NOR and the postwar building of state socialism in the postcolonial
world. The Partisans constitute a valuable lens of analysis as key political
actors in socialist Yugoslavia, leading agents of the culture of war remem-
brance and as women and men with a direct experience of war and revo-
lution. Their agency in the decolonisation context transpired through, on
the one hand, SUBNOR as a socio-political organisation involved in all sol-
idarity initiatives and, on the other, individually as the Partisans occupied
leading positions in state institutions, embassies, and other socio-political
organisations. By focusing on memories, legacies and veterans of the NOR
during decolonisation, the chapter probes a connected, or entangled, histo-
ry of antifascism and anticolonialism.®

As the above-mentioned story around the transfer of the wounded FLN
fighters shows, the narratives about the parallels between the Yugoslav and
anticolonial struggles for liberation underpinned the Yugoslav actions of
assistance to anticolonial liberation movements. The efforts to provide
medical rehabilitation and treatment to the FLN represent an example of
socialist medical internationalism,” which was - in the Yugoslav case - in-
tertwined with the experiences of the war and revolution and the care for
wounded fighters during the war and for disabled veterans after its end. Af-
ter the introduction of the broader context of Yugoslav non-alignment and
relationship with anticolonial liberation movements and of the war memo-
ry and the role of veterans in Yugoslav society, the chapter engages in a brief

7 In this text, I use “(Yugoslav) Partisans” to refer to the Yugoslav veterans of the People’s Liberation
War. It is important to note that the Yugoslav public or official discourses did not use the terms “war
veterans” (veterani) or adjective “former” to refer to the Partisans, signifying that their struggle was
not over.

8  Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Connected Histories: Notes towards a Reconfiguration of Early Modern
Eurasia”, Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 3 (1997): 735-62; Sebastian Conrad, Shalini Randeria and
Beate Sutterliity, Jenseits des Eurozentrismus: postkoloniale Perspektiven in den Geschichts- und Kul-
turwissenschaften (Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag, 2022).

9  Dora Vargha, “Technical Assistance and Socialist International Health: Hungary, the WHO and the
Korean War”, History and Technology 36, no. 3—4 (2020): 400-417, https://doi.org/10.1080/073415
12.2020.1863623.
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discussion on entanglement and multidirectional memory of antifascism
and anticolonialism. The chapter centres on these two aspects of the ex-
changes between Yugoslavia and the Global South and between antifascist
and anticolonial fighters: war memory and narratives of the shared struggle
and the transfer of knowledge and assistance in the sphere of medicine. The
Yugoslav relationship with Algeria and the FLN serves as the main case
study for illustrating the multidirectional war memory and connection be-
tween antifascism and anticolonialism.

Yugoslav non-alignment and anticolonial solidarity

Non-alignment represents a key context in which exchanges between Yu-
goslavia and the postcolonial world and, as demonstrated in this chapter,
between Yugoslav and Algerian veterans, developed. After the 1948 break
with the Soviet Union and expulsion from the Cominform, the Yugoslav
leadership gradually turned to non-alignment and the Global South, seek-
ing to break away from isolation and reposition itself in the international
context. During the 1950s, socialist Yugoslavia started establishing the first
diplomatic relations with independent and decolonising states across Afri-
ca, which accelerated in the following decade.'’ The networks in the Global
South that emerged in the 1950s culminated in the establishment of the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) “as a counterweight to the blocs of the
Cold War” in Belgrade in 1961, with Yugoslavia as one of the co-founders."
The ideas of non-alignment, peaceful coexistence and self-determination
that were central to the NAM preceded the establishment of the organisa-
tion, circulating within global networks of the internationalist and anti-im-
perialist movements since the late 19th century."

All NAM member states were situated outside of the European space,
except Yugoslavia.”® As a key initiator of the NAM, Yugoslavia exemplifies a

10 Nemanja Radonji¢, Slika Afrike u Jugoslaviji (Beograd: Institut za noviju istoriju Srbije, 2023), 58-59.

11 Jirgen Dinkel, The Non-Aligned Movement: Genesis, Organization and Politics (1927-1992) (Leiden:
Brill, 2019), 1.

12 Nataga Migkovi¢, “Introduction’, in The Non-Aligned Movement and the Cold War: Delhi - Bandung
- Belgrade, eds. Natasa Miskovi¢, Harald Fischer-Tiné and Nada Boskovska (London: Routledge,
2014), 1.

13 Paul Stubbs, “Introduction: Socialist Yugoslavia and the Non-Aligned Movement: Contradic-
tions and Contestations”, in Socialist Yugoslavia and the Non-Aligned Movement: Social, Cultural,
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specific positionality in the global Cold War context. Yugoslavia’s position
was characterised by its “in-betweenness” and by the liminal hegemony
within the movement - the combination of “soft power” leadership in the
NAM and “liminal positionality in relation to the developing world”'*

The NAM as an international organisation can also be understood as a
network that facilitated relationships, flows and trajectories across multiple
nodal points.”” The NAM represented both a top-down interstate initia-
tive and international organisation but there was also non-alignment from
below. The latter encompassed “relatively autonomous spaces created for
meaningful transnational exchanges in the realms of science, art and cul-
ture, architecture, education and industry”.'® The relations of Yugoslav in-
stitutions and organisations with and their assistance to anticolonial liber-
ation movements throughout the 1960s and 1970s functioned similarly at
multiple levels: as interstate initiatives and diplomatic relations and as, of-
ten autonomous, spaces for exchanges from below. Finally, non-alignment
was also “a living practice, refined through involvement in peace-keeping
missions, in business practices, education, film, art, cultural exchange, and
activism™"’

One of the main priorities of the policy of non-alignment was the un-
conditional support to the process of decolonisation and liberation move-
ments from Africa and Asia.'® Yugoslav officials saw important future allies
and partners among the leaders of the liberation movements and decolo-
nising countries."” In the case of Algeria, Yugoslavia deemed providing as-
sistance and building its influence in the country that would soon become

Political, and Economic Imaginaries, ed. Paul Stubbs (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
2023), 3.

14 Stubbs, “Introduction: Socialist Yugoslavia and the Non-Aligned Movement: Contradictions and
Contestations”, 11; Vladimir Kuli¢, Maroje Mrduljas and Wolfgang Thaler, Modernism In-Between:
The Mediatory Architectures of Socialist Yugoslavia (Berlin: Jovis, 2012); Tvrtko Jakovina, Treca stra-
na Hladnog rata (Zagreb: Fraktura, 2010).

15 Paul Stubbs, “Yugocentrism and the Study of the Non-Aligned Movement: Towards a Decolonial
Historiography”, History in Flux 3, no. 3 (2021): 142, https://doi.org/10.32728/flux.2021.3.6.

16 Stubbs, “Introduction: Socialist Yugoslavia and the Non-Aligned Movement: Contradictions and

Contestations’, 4.

17 Ljubica Spaskovska, James Mark and Florian Bieber, “Introduction: Internationalism in Times of
Nationalism: Yugoslavia, Nonalignment, and the Cold War”, Nationalities Papers 49, no. 3 (2021):
49, https://doi.org/10.1017/nps.2021.19.

18 Dragan Bogeti¢, “Podrska Jugoslavije borbi alZirskog naroda za nezavisnost u zavr$noj fazi Alzirsk-
og rata 1958-1962, Istorija 20. veka, no. 3 (2012): 155.

19 Ibid, 155.
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independent as crucial for actualisation of the novel ideas of non-align-
ment.” Moreover, as the Algerian War of Independence broke out only
nine years after the end of World War II in Yugoslavia, the recent war ex-
perience forged a bond and understanding for the Algerian struggle, as this
chapter will discuss later.

Yugoslav multifaceted assistance for the FLN and Algerian independ-
ence involved diplomatic support, including the opening of a FLN Bureau in
Belgrade in the spring of 1960.2' This was not an embassy, as Yugoslavia led a
policy of de facto, but not de jure, recognition of the Provisional Government
of the Algerian Republic, but its staff engaged in conversations and meet-
ings with the Yugoslav leadership and attended events with diplomats of
other countries.”” Josip Broz Tito and Yugoslav representatives campaigned
for Algerian independence in the United Nations. The official, de jure, rec-
ognition of Algerian independence came during the first NAM summit in
Belgrade in 1961, when Yugoslavia became the first European country to
recognise independent Algeria.”® In his speech, Tito presented the recogni-
tion as the expression of the deepest wish of the people of Yugoslavia, which
had nurtured sympathies and feelings for the Algerian people.**

Other concrete forms of Yugoslavia’s support for the FLN encompassed
education and training in different spheres organised for Algerians in Yu-
goslavia, medical aid and direct financial and military assistance, includ-
ing multiple large shipments of weapons, munition and vehicles produced
in Yugoslavia. The support for the FLN became a pattern upon which
the later Yugoslav anticolonial solidarity initiatives that developed in the
1960s and 1970 were built,” either by following the practices or learning
from mistakes, limits and difficulties of the past efforts. From Algeria to
liberation movements of Portuguese colonies of Angola, Mozambique and
Guinea-Bissau as well as Southern Africa, socio-political organisations

20 Ljubodrag Dimi¢, Jugoslavija i hladni rat, Ogledi o spoljnoj politici Josipa Broza Tita (Beograd:
Arhipelag, 2014), 287.

21 Bogeti¢, “Podrska Jugoslavije borbi alZirskog naroda za nezavisnost u zavr$noj fazi Alzirskog rata
1958-19627, 163.

22 Ibid., 163-64.

23 Ibid., 165. The recognition provoked France to withdraw its ambassador from Yugoslavia and tem-
porarily break diplomatic relations with Yugoslavia.

24 Josip Broz Tito, Govori i clanci XVII, 1961/62 godina (Zagreb: Na