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The Fate of the Professors 
of Belgrade University under 
German Occupation, 1941–1944

Dragomir Bondžić

Abstract

The University of Belgrade was one of the most important educational 
and scientific institutions in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. On the eve of the 
Second World War it employed some 300 didactic personnel. The present 
article depicts the typical experiences of distinguished Belgrade University 
professors during the Second World War and the occupation of Belgrade in 
the years 1941–1944. 

Overall, these fates were shaped by Nazi policy towards the intelligentsia  
of occupied countries, but they also depended on specific ideological and 
political attitudes, and particularly on the behavior of individual scholars. 
Professors who were reserve officers were taken into captivity after the 
Yugoslav capitulation. Later, several professors cooperated with the Serbian 
wartime administration. On the other hand, some gave direct or indirect 
support to the anti-Fascist movements participating in the country's  
Civil War (i.e. to the Partisans or the Royalists). But the majority of university 
teachers abstained from any public involvement, dedicating themselves  
to everyday life and survival. A large number of professors were placed under 
strict administrative control, with many being persecuted and arrested  
by the local police or Gestapo; two were shot in Banjica concentration camp. 

The present text forms part of a project entitled Serbian Society  
in the Yugoslav State in the 20th Century: between Democracy and Dictatorship  
(177016), which is financed by the Ministry of Education, Science  
and Technology of the Republic of Serbia.
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In the beginning of 1941, Yugoslavia was surrounded by the Third Reich and 
its allies, who following the defeat of France in June 1940 ruled over almost 
the whole of continental Europe. Austria was annexed in 1938, Hungary, 
Romania and Bulgaria joined the Tripartite Pact in the beginning of 1941, 
while Italy annexed Albania and attacked Greece. In an attempt to save his 
country, Prince Paul Karađorđević of Yugoslavia signed the Tripartite Pact on 
25 March 1941 in Vienna. But two days later mass demonstrations erupted in 
Belgrade, and a group of officers who had secured British support carried out 
a coup d’état and brought young Peter Karađorđević to the throne. Angered, 
Hitler ordered an attack on Yugoslavia, which was commenced on 6 April 
1941. After a short war, the Yugoslav army was defeated and capitulated on 
17 April. Large parts of Yugoslavia were divided between the German allies 
who had participated in the attack – Hungary, Bulgaria and Italy, with parts 
being incorporated into Italian-dominated Greater Albania. Much of the 
remainder was used to create the Independent State of Croatia (a German 
protectorate), while the Germans took over Serbia and the Banat, setting up 
a military administration centered in Belgrade (Pavlowitch, 2008, pp. 1–90; 
Onslow, 2005, pp. 1–57; Burgwyn, 2005; Williams, 2004, pp. 17–59; Petranović, 
1992, pp. 38–131; Ristović, 1991 etc.).

The newly-established German authorities operated with consid-
erable strength and brutality from the off, sparing no effort to enforce the 
“order” and “peace” necessary to secure lines of communication, efficiently 
exploit natural resources, and enmesh Serbia in the Nazi “Neue Ordnung” 
in Europe. Further, the German occupation policy in Serbia was based on 
anti-Serbian stereotypes from the times of the First World War and on the 
racist Nazi concept of the hierarchy of nations, in which Serbs formed 
the bottom tier. Accordingly, a domestic civil administrative apparatus 
was created, however it had no independence or jurisdictional powers, 
functioning under the strict direction and control of the German military 
administration. In the meantime, moved by traditions of liberty and anti- 
-German sentiment, a national uprising erupted in Serbia in the spring of 
1941, gaining momentum in the summer of the same year. It was conducted 
by two opposing ideological and political forces – the Royalist Movement, led 
by General Dragoljub Mihailović, and the Partisan Movement, which was 
supported by the Communist Party of Yugoslavia and its leader, Josip Broz 
Tito. The German reaction was fundamentally brutal. Propaganda measures, 
punitive actions on the part of the Gestapo and the local Special Police, 
widespread threats and punishments (among others the taking of hostages 
and detainment of persons in prisons and camps), as well as killings and 
mass liquidations, commenced in the summer and reached a culmination 
in the autumn of 1941. A German “retributive expedition” carried out in 
the autumn of 1941 brought the very existence of the Serbian nation into 
question – the Nazis routinely killed 50 or 100 Serbs in retaliation for every 
German soldier wounded or killed, and mass shootings were conducted in 
Kraljevo, Kragujevac, and other locations. In total, more than 30,000 Serbian 
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citizens were killed, while the German military authorities explored the idea 
of a radical solution of the Serbian issue – a mass collective punishment for the 
Serbian people. This concept called for the annihilation of the intelligentsia and 
the most socially prominent citizens, the resettlement of the entire Serbian 
population, and the division of the country’s territory between Germany’s 
allies. By the end of the year, the uprising had been brutally suppressed, and 
from then on the scale of repression was reduced (Koljanin, 2011, pp. 65–87; 
Dimitrijević, 2011, pp. 88–102; Kurapovna, 2010, pp. 32–100; Dimitrijević, 2007, 
pp. 181–206; Nikolić, 2007, pp. 153–180; Nikolić, 2011, pp. 177–236; Wheeler,  
2006, pp. 103–122; Pavlowitch, 2002, pp. 139–145; Petranović, 1992, pp. 132–288).

What was happening at Belgrade University at the time? First of all, 
it must be said that Belgrade University was not only one of the biggest 
and most important educational and scientific institutions in the King-
dom of Yugoslavia, but also a crucial Serbian national institution as such.  
It had been officially established in 1905, however its foundations were laid 
in the 19th century. Its founding fathers were distinguished teachers and 
scientists who had been educated at famous European universities and other 
centers of scholarship. They brought back to Belgrade a knowledge of var-
ious scientific disciplines and fields, instilling the spirit of learning and 
research. Most of the professors employed at Belgrade University supported 
the war aims of the Kingdom of Serbia during the First World War, and 
made an immense contribution to the creation of Yugoslavia. Some of them 
continued to be politically active in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia during the 
interwar period, representing various political and ideological options, 
however primarily the liberal and democratic (Trgovčević, 2005, p. 67; 
Trgo včević, 1999, pp. 159–173; Trgovčević, 2003a; Trgovčević, 2003b; Đurović, 
2004, pp. 255–276; Bondžić, 2004, pp. 19–53). On the eve of the Second World 
War, the University had approximately 300 didactic personnel. Put exa-
ctly, there were 93 regular professors, 68 associate professors, 68 contra - 
ctual professors, and 81 readers and lecturers. The staff  was rounded  
off by 140 assistant lecturers (Pregled predavanja, 1941).

After the demonstrations and coup on 27 March 1941, Belgrade Uni-
versity was closed and remained so throughout the occupation, in spite of  
attempts made by the Serbian administration to enable the enrollment 
of students and organize teaching. Several buildings of the faculties and 
institutes were demolished or damaged in the bombings conducted in April 
1941, and acts of destruction – and robbery – continued in successive years. 
As has been stated above, none of the faculties were open during the occu-
pation, there were no lectures, and no new students were enrolled; some 
shortened courses were occasionally held, however, as well as exams for 
final year and PhD students. Despite the opposition of the University au-
thorities and the majority of professors, basic legal regulations governing 
the academy’s functioning were changed – its autonomy was abolished and 
it was formally made subordinate to the Serbian civil administration. The 
intention was to establish an institution for the education of Serbian youth 

Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   172 2019-04-05   16:31:11



173

TH
E F

AT
E O

F T
HE

 P
RO

FE
SS

OR
S 

OF
 B

EL
GR

AD
E U

NI
VE

RS
IT

Y 
UN

DE
R 

GE
RM

AN
 O

CC
UP

AT
IO

N,
 19

41
–1

94
4

DR
AG

OM
IR

 B
ON

Dž
Ić

in a strong national spirit, with the concomitant eradication of the influences 
of Communism, Freemasonry, Liberalism, and Western democracy. However, 
all final decisions were made by the German military and police authorities, 
and these simply did not allow the University to operate. The Germans did 
not want a large number of youth to gather in Belgrade, especially con-
sidering that pre-war Belgrade students were predominantly left-leaning. 
Furthermore, the German authorities decided the fate of the University’s 
teaching staff primarily on the basis of their racial policy towards the in-
telligentsia of conquered nations; the Nazis viewed their stance as partially 
justified by the political and ideological attitudes displayed by the majority 
of the professors. Namely, the resistance of the University authorities and 
teaching staff to the reorganization of the institution clearly showed what 
the German and Serbian occupation authorities had assumed all along – 
that the didactic cadre was in the main anti-Fascist and anti-German, and 
contained a great many concealed or open opponents of the Nazi regime  
and ideo logy (Bondžić, 2012a, pp. 275–278; Škodrić, 2009, pp. 118–123; Bondžić, 
2004, pp. 53–56; Petranović, 1998, pp. 424–432).

The individual fates of the University’s didactic personnel varied. 
According to cumulative data, 206 teachers were dismissed or retired; 
82 were imprisoned in camps in Germany and Italy as prisoners of war; 
6 were interned; 2 professors became members of  the Royal Govern-
ment-in-Exile, while several cooperated with the Royalist Movement at 
home and abroad; 14 joined the Partisans, of  whom 1 was killed; almost 
50 were incarcerated at Banjica concentration camp, with two being ex-
ecuted; 8 died from natural causes; 5 provided indirect assistance to the 
Serbian occupation authorities, while several collaborated openly with 
the Serbian and German administration and performed managerial duties 
at the faculties. But most university teachers refrained from engaging in 
public activities, cooperating with the authorities, or taking up duties at 
the faculties. A large number of professors were subjected to strict control, 
which included political pressure, persecution, and arrests carried out by 
the local Special Police and Gestapo (Bondžić, 2012, p. 277; Petranović, 1992, 
p. 141; Đorđević, 1962/1963, p. 57). We will give some information about 
each of these groups, placing emphasis on those who were imprisoned 
and executed in Banjica.

During the short April campaign of 1941, around 370,000 Yugoslav 
soldiers and officers, mostly Serbs, were captured (Petranović, 1992, p. 108). 
The professors who participated in the fighting as officers of the reserve 
were captured and sent to Pow camps in Germany and Italy. Some were 
released within a few months, but others remained in captivity until the 
end of  the War. We will give only a few examples here. Mihailo Petro-
vić, a famous Serbian mathematician, was 73 years old but nevertheless 
responded to the call of duty; he was taken into captivity, released after 
several months, and died two years later in Belgrade (Milanković, 2005,  
pp. 463–467). The distinguished Serbian biologist and writer Stevan 
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Jakovljević (who had fought as an officer in the Serbian Army in the First 
World War) was captured in April 1941, spending the next four years in 
German and Italian prisoner of war camps. Released in April 1945, in August 
of the same year he was appointed Vice-Chancellor of Belgrade University 
(Bondžić, 2004, pp. 92–93).1 Milan Bartoš, Adam Lazarević, Dušan Pantelić, 
Milivoje Marković, Radomir Živković, Miodrag Tucaković and Slobodan 
Drašković – all professors at the University’s Faculty of Law – were detainted 
in Germany and Italy; thanks to the intervention of  the authorities of 
their alma mater, Lazarević and Marković were released in 1942, but the  
others remained in captivity until the end of the War.2 As a matter of fact, 
Yugoslav Pows included professors from all of the University’s faculties. 
Additionally, some who had gained prominence in politics were interned 
either domestically or abroad. A prime example would be Radenko Stank-
ović, a distinguished Serbian cardiologist, a Professor at the Faculty of 
Medicine, a politician and senator, and the Regent of Yugoslavia for the 
underage Peter ii between 1934 and 1941. Immediately after the breakup of 
Yugoslavia, he was arrested by the Germans and taken to Austria. There, 
they tried to convince him to form a Serbian Government, but he refused 
and was interned in Belgrade until the end of the War (Petranović, 1992,  
pp. 81, 134).

In May 1941, the Germans established military and administrative 
authorities in Serbia. It should be mentioned that from the beginning 
of  the occupation several professors from Belgrade University provid-
ed assistance to the Serbian administration and collaborated with the 
occupier in various ways. And thus, in the summer of  1941 the Serbian 
Council of  Commissars included Milosav Vasiljević from the Technical 
Faculty, Stevan Ivanić, a lecturer at the Faculty of  Medicine, and Lazo 
Kostić from the Faculty of Law, while the Serbian Government of General 
Milan Nedić, formed in August 1941, had two professors of  the Univer-
sity – Miloš Trivunac from the Faculty of  Philosophy, who was put in 
charge of education (he served for less than two months), and Jovan Mijuš- 
ković from the Faculty of Medicine, who was responsible for health until 
November 1942. Several professors supported the efforts of the Serbian 
authorities to build a political, legal, economic, cultural and educational 
system in the mold of the German “Neue Ordnung” (the jurist Ilija Pržić, 
the anthropologist Branimir Maleš, and others), however they were not 
involved in any formal capacity. Some agreed to perform administrative 
duties at the University and faculties, and participated in official cultural 
and public life. They had various motives for collaborating with the occu- 
pier: some were sincere supporters of Fascism, admired German culture,  

1	 Arhiv	Srbije	(AS),	fond	Beogradski	univerzitet	(BU),	f.	XLIV.
2 AS,	BU,	f.	III,	br.	1/41;	AS,	fond	Pravni	fakultet	(PF),	f.	IV;	AS,	PF,	f.	XV,	br.	8228/41;	AS,	

PF,	f.	XVI,	br.	52/42,	br.	198/42,	br.	2092/42.
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or supported political conservatism; a few belonged to the pro-Fascist 
“Zbor” movement; but many only followed their own personal and profes-
sional interests, without attaching any importance to ideology. After the 
War, some of them went into exile, while several were severely punished 
by the Communist authorities: four were executed, twelve were arrested 
and sentenced, while 37 were removed from University (by that time, 
however, 18 had already emigrated) (Stojanović, 2012, pp. 163–176; Bondžić, 
2012a, pp. 279–281; N.N., 1941c, pp. 1–4).3

On the other hand, some university professors left the country 
together with the Yugoslav Royal Government in April 1941 and went on 
to take part in the political life of  the Yugoslav emigration during and 
after the Second World War. There is no doubt that the most impor-
tant of  these was Slobodan Jovanović, Emeritus Professor of  the Facul-
ty of  Law and a prominent jurist and historian, who served as Deputy 
Prime Minister with portfolio in the Royal Government from 27 March 1941  
to 11 January 1942, and as Prime Minister from 11 January 1942 to 26 June 
1943. Another member of the government was the jurist Božidar Marković. 
In turn, the jurist Mihailo Konstantinović played an important role not 
only in the political life of the Yugoslav emigration, but also in building 
the new Yugoslavia after the War. The historian Dragoslav Stranjaković, 
philologist and Germanist Pero Slijepčević, and jurists Milan Žujović and 
Slobodan Drašković were members of the Central National Committee of 
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. S. Drašković was captured by the Germans and 
imprisoned in April 1941; although later released, he stayed abroad  
and remained in exile after the War. Let us also mention the distinguished 
historian Vladimir Ćorović, who died in a plane crash in Greece in April 
1941 while trying to emigrate (Bondžić, 2007, pp. 406–407; Žujović, 2007, 
p. 818; Popov, 2009, pp. 624–631; Krkljuš, 2011, pp. 209–210; Radojević, 2014, 
pp. 133–134; Nikolić, 2008, pp. 12–14, 105–111; Petranović, 1992, pp. 83–86, 
134–139, 168, 176, 215, 234, 376–383, 594).4

During the Second World War many of the professors of Belgrade 
University sympathized with the Royalist Movement or the Partisans, how-
ever only a few openly gave support, and fewer still actually took part in 
the fighting – as a matter of fact, there were no well-known professors 
amongst the Royalist Movement at all, although 14 fought on the side of the 
Partisans. One, Simo Milošević, a parasitologist and Professor at the Faculty 
of Medicine, joined the Partisans as a regular fighter in the uprising of 1941, 
and was killed by the Royalists in July 1943. A prominent role was played 
by Pavle Savić, a physicist and a pre-war collaborator of Irène Joliot-Curie 

3 AS,	BU,	f.	IV-34,	dosije	B.	Maleš;	AS,	Ministarstvo	prosvete	Srbije,	f.	III-39,	dosije	
M. Vasiljević;	Arhiv	Jugoslavije	(AJ),	Državna	komisija	FNRJ	za	utvrđivanje	zločina	
okupatora	i njihovih	pomagača,	110-85-766.

4 AS,	BU,	f.	II-62,	dosije	Slobodan	Drašković.
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in Paris, who served as a decoder at Tito’s General Headquarters and was 
a member of the Anti-Fascist Council of National Liberation of Yugoslavia. 
Other notable soldiers of the Partisan forces included the philosopher Dušan 
Nedeljković, the physicist Dragiša Ivanović, and Radivoje Uvalić, an eco-
nomist and veteran of the Spanish Civil War. The Partisan Movement was 
also supported by Kirilo Savić from the Technical Faculty, Toma Bunuševac 
from the Faculty of Agriculture, the biologists Stefan Đelineo and Siniša 
Stanković, the jurists Jovan Đorđević and Borislav Blagojević, and others 
(Bondžić, 2012b, pp. 239–250; Gulić, 2012, pp. 251–264; Rašo, 2014, p. 676; 
Savić, 1978, pp. 224–281).5

It should be stressed, however, that the majority of university lecturers 
abstained from any public involvement and dedicated their efforts to everyday 
life and survival. They held various political and ideological views (primar-
ily democratic, liberal and anti-Fascist), but didn’t expose them in public.  
At the beginning of the occupation, more than 200 university teachers were 
dismissed or retired, however many were soon reinstated. Those who were sus- 
pected of being Jews, Freemasons or Communists, or openly displayed anti- 
-Fascism, were permanently removed from the University. But both groups – 
i.e. those who remained in employment and those who were dismissed – faced 
a number of common concerns and problems during the occupation. Firstly, 
since their state salaries were insufficient for them to maintain themselves 
in war-torn Belgrade, they had to find alternative sources of income. Some 
relied on fees for professional services, such as lecturing, publishing books 
and articles, and so forth; many resorted to selling their possessions: furniture, 
jewelry, tableware, paintings, books, clothes, etc. The War confronted them 
with outright threats (occasional bombings, the risk of arrest), mundane 
and yet serious problems (the lack of shelter, food, or firewood), and even 
temptations of sorts (namely the burned out or damaged houses, which en-
ticed some people to seek loot that would, if anything, aid them in their own 
survival). Like other residents, university teachers were given vouchers for 
only limited quantities of food, clothing, fuel, etc. Nevertheless, even under 
such destructive conditions, individual scholars steeled themselves to work 
and write on their fields of expertise (Bondžić, 2012a, pp. 282–283; Kandić, 
2005, pp. 235–248; Milanković, 2005, pp. 455–475).

Just like other intellectuals and citizens in general, academics were 
subjected to strict control and huge propagandistic pressure by the local 
Serbian police and the German authorities, ably supported by the Gestapo. 

5	 Istorijski	arhiv	Beograda	(IAB),	Memoarska	građa	(MG),	MG-655,	sećanje	Tome	
Bunuševca;	MG-262,	sećanje	Selene	Bunuševac;	MG-708,	sećanje	Aleksandra	Đelinea;	
IAB,	Uprava	grada	Beograda	(UGB),	Specijalna	policija	(SP),	IV-11/26,	k.	193/16,	dosije	
Dušana	Nedeljkovića;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/39,	k.	193/29,	dosije	Jovana	Đorđevića;	IAB,	
UGB,	SP,	IV-11/56,	k.	194/15,	dosije	Tome	Bunuševca;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-117,	dosije	Siniše	
Stankovića.	
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The most far-reaching propaganda campaign was undertaken in August 
1941, after a bout of attacks on German soldiers and facilities in Serbia. The 
“Novo Vreme” newspaper – the mouthpiece of the occupiers – published an 
“Appeal to the Serbian People”, which was directed against the partisans, 
the Communists in particular, and called for obedience to authority and the 
existing system of law and order. The summons was signed by more than 
400 politicians, intellectuals, businessmen, clergymen, and representatives 
of other professions. Among them were 80 professors, readers and assistant 
lecturers of Belgrade University (actually more than 100 didactic personnel 
in total, if we include lecturers from colleges and art academies) (N.N., 1941a, 
pp. 1–3; N.N., 1941b, p. 3). Only a handful of professors openly refused to sign 
the document (among them Miloš Đurić, a Professor of Ancient Philosophy 
and Ethics, and Professor Aleksandar Kostić from the Faculty of Medicine) 
(Maricki-Gađanski, 2007, pp. 653–656; Bondžić, 2011, pp. 260–262).6 We could 
say that signatures to the “Appeal” were extorted under police pressure and 
intimidation, while some were most probably falsified. Whatever the case 
may have been, this brief propaganda success did not in any way alter the 
fact that the German authorities were patently distrustful of university 
professors and intellectuals in general.

Finally, a large number of  professors were subjected to persecu-
tion and arrest by the local police and the Gestapo. When the uprising 
in Serbia flared up in the autumn of  1941, the German authorities sup-
plemented military actions and retaliatory punishments administered 
on an ad hoc basis with the taking of  hostages from amongst the most 
prominent intellectuals (Koljanin, 2011, p. 76). The Gestapo already had 
a list of  “suspicious” intellectuals who were earmarked for incarcera-
tion (including Jovan Đorđević and Đorđe Tasić from the Faculty of Law, 
Viktor Novak, Siniša Stanković and Stefan Đelineo from the Faculty of 
Philosophy, and numerous others) (Božović, 1998, pp. 189–193), and on 
the night of  4/5 November 1941 its agents successfully arrested some 
150 intellectuals and prominent citizens and detained them as hostages 
in the concentration camp of Banjica near Belgrade. Among them were 
more than 30 Professors of  Belgrade University. They were accused of 
being Freemasons, and also of  displaying anti-German attitudes and 
cooperating with the Communists. This group included Aleksandar Be-
lić, a famous linguist and the President of  the Serbian Royal Academy; 
Miloš Đurić, a philosopher; the historians Viktor Novak, Nikola Vulić and 
Vaso Čubrilović; Toma Živanović, Borislav Blagojević, Mihailo Čubinski, 
Ljubomir Dukanac, Đura Popović, Đorđe Tasić and Mihailo Ilić, jurists; 
the philologist Radomir Aleksić; Miodrag Ibrovac, a linguist; Tihomir 
Đorđević and Jovan Erdeljanović, both ethnologists; Aleksandar Deroko, 

6  AS,	BU,	f.	III-101,	dosije	Aleksandra	Kostića.
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an architect; the mathematician Nikola Saltikov; Aleksandar Leko, a chem-
ist; Vojislav Mišković, an astronomer and a Member of the Serbian Royal 
Academy; Siniša Stanković, Ivan Đaja and Živojin Đorđević – biologists 
and Members of  the Serbian Royal Academy; Matija Ambrožić, Petar 
Matavulj, Milutin Nešković, Uroš Ružićič and Milan Fotić – physicians and 
lecturers at the Faculty of  Medicine; Petar Kolendić, a historian of lite- 
rature; Branko Popović, a historian of  art; etc. (Logor Banjica, 2009,  
pp. 140–147; Begović, 1989, pp. 156–164; Begović, 1988, pp. 245–261).7 Along 
with other intellectuals, they were placed in specially prepared rooms 
(nos. 3, 25 and 26) where they enjoyed better conditions than other pris-
oners. During their imprisonment, they tried to organize everyday life, 
holding lectures on various topics, playing chess, and so on. One of the 
hostages, Dr. Vladislav Pavlović, a civil servant, kept a secret diary in 
which he recorded events and described the people whom he encoun-
tered. Pavlović noted the names of those who shared his captivity in the 
“special” cells, jotting down the titles of their improvised lectures, the texts 
of their satirical jokes and songs, and indeed every event and all the goings- 
-on – religious ceremonies included – that he witnessed during his period 
of incarceration (Pavlović, 2003, pp. 1–115).8

At the end of 1941, the Germans completely suppressed the uprising 
in Serbia, thus making it unnecessary to hold hostages in the camp any 
longer. Accordingly, most of the imprisoned professors were released from 
Banjica by January 1942 (more than half were freed by the end of December 
1941). While they had been detained in the camp, many appeals and pleas for 
their release had been received from families and friends – and from certain 
German nationals, too, in some cases – but it is now clear that the single 
most important factor which brought about their liberation (and, indeed, 
secured their survival) (Logor Banjica, 2009, Vol. i, pp. 140–147)9 was the col-
lapse of the uprising. However, some professors were arrested and taken to 
Banjica at later dates: Ksenofon Šahović, Milan Marković, Aleksije Lebedev, 
Milivoje Sarvan and Stefan Đelineo in November and December 1941; Gojko 
Grđić and Milivoje Kostić in December 1942; Dušan Dohčević in March 1943,  
and Milan Žujović in August 1943; Dragoslav Stranjaković in February 1944, 

7 IAB,	Befellshaber	der	Sicherheitspolizei	und	des	SD	(BdS),	B-648,	B.	Blagojević;	IAB,	
BdS,	D-287,	M.	Đurić;	IAB,	BdS,	I-99,	M.	Ilić;	IAB,	BdS,	A-164,	R.	Aleksić;	IAB,	BdS,	A-7,	
M.	Ambrožić;	IAB,	BdS,	C-128,	M.	Čubinski;	IAB,	BdS,	D-286,	Lj.	Dukanac;	IAB,	BdS,	
D-289,	Ž.	Đorđević;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/66,	k.194/25,	Đ.	Tasić;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-117,	 
S.	Stanković;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/15,	k.	193/5,	S.	Đelineo;	IAB,	MG-708,	sećanje	 
A.	Đelinea;	IAB,	MG-465,	sećanje	V.	Novaka;	IAB,	Zbirka	memoarske	građe	Banjičkog	
logora	(BL),	933,	A.	Deroko;	IAB,	BL,	192,	S.	Đelineo.

8	 For	more	information	on	the	camp	in	Banjica,	cf.:	Begović,	1989.	The	list	of	23,637	
inmates	of	Banjica	has	been	published	in:	Logor Banjica,	2009.

9 IAB,	BdS,	B-648,	B.	Blagojević;	IAB,	BdS,	D-287,	M.	Đurić;	IAB,	BdS,	A-164,	R.	Aleksić;	
IAB,	BdS,	A-7,	M.	Ambrožić;	IAB,	BdS,	C-128,	M.	Čubinski;	IAB,	BdS,	D-289,	Ž.	Đorđević;	
IAB,	BdS,	D-286,	Lj.	Dukanac;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-2/25,	k.	166/1.
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and Siniša Stanković, again, in March 1944) (Logor Banjica, 2009, Vol. i,  
pp. 147, 151, 231, 273, 586, Vol. ii, pp. 21, 47, 63, 264, 428, 456; Begović, 1989, pp. 205, 
244, 274, 275, 282, 358).10 It should be stressed that expressions of loyalty 
towards German and Serbian authorities – or in fact outright cooperation – 
did not prevent university professors from being arrested and incarcerated 
in the camp. For example, most of the professors arrested in November 1941 
had signed the Appeal in August 1941 (A. Belić, V. Novak, M. Ilić, Đ. Tasić, 
I. Đaja, T. Živanović, M. Ibrovac, V. Mišković, etc.).

Further, certain professors of Belgrade University were arrested, 
but not sent to Banjica. They were jailed and interrogated on the basis of 
allegations, denunciations and imputations made by colleagues, associates, 
or police agents. And although they were accused of being Freemasons, 
Communist sympathizers, left-wingers in general, Anglophiles, and so 
forth, many succeeded in rebutting these charges, or otherwise conceal-
ing their real political activities and views. After being examined and 
spending several days or weeks in jail, they were released, nevertheless 
remaining under police supervision. For example, Branislav Nedeljković, 
a Reader at the Faculty of Law, was arrested in January 1942 by the Serbian 
Special Police on the basis of an anonymous allegation, however following 
an investigation and obligatory consultations with the Gestapo he was 
released in February 1942. Two other lecturers, Miljan Mojašević and 
Haralampije Polenaković from the Faculty of Philosophy, were arrested 
on 28 November 1942, duly examined by the Serbian Special Police, and 
freed on 1 December 1942, for it was not proved that they had cooperated 
with the Communists.11

But two other professors of Belgrade University perished in Banjica. 
The first, Đorđe Tasić (born in 1892 in Vranje), was a distinguished jurist and 
a Professor at the Faculties of Law in Ljubljana, Subotica and Belgrade. He 
specialized in state law, public law, the philosophy of law, sociology, rural 
sociology and other fields, also acting as President of the Society of Soci-
ology and the Social Sciences. Furthermore, as a member of the Agrarian 
Party, he was an anti-Fascist and a left-winger. He was arrested for the first 
time on 4 November 1941 and released on 27 November 1941. In December 
1942, in spite of strenuous efforts to remain in the employ of the Faculty, 
he was forced to retire. In the meantime, police agents accused him of be-
ing a Marxist, Communist, Freemason and Anglophile, however they had 
no evidence, and he successfully rebutted all the charges. Ultimately, and 
despite the fact that he was one of the signatories to the “Appeal” of August 
1941, he was arrested for a second time, on 25 August 1943, and executed 

10 IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-117,	S.	Stanković;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-2/25,	k.	166/1;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/15,	
k.	193/5,	S.	Đelineo;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-2/25,	k.	166/1;	IAB,	BdS,	M-1718,	Milan	Marković.

11 IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-13/24,	k.	203/3,	Branislav	Nedeljković;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/13,	k.	193/4,	
Haralampije	Polenaković;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/13a,	k.	193/4,	Miljan	Mojašević.

Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   179 2019-04-05   16:31:11



180
TH

E F
AT

E O
F T

HE
 P

RO
FE

SS
OR

S 
OF

 B
EL

GR
AD

E U
NI

VE
RS

IT
Y 

UN
DE

R 
GE

RM
AN

 O
CC

UP
AT

IO
N,

 19
41

–1
94

4
DR

AG
OM

IR
 B

ON
Dž

Ić
the next day (Logor Banjica, 2009, Vol. i, p. 140; Kandić, 2005, pp. 255–262; 
Begović, 1989, p. 160).12 

The other professor who lost his life in Banjica was Mihailo Ilić (born 
in 1888 in Belgrade). Like Tasić, he was a prominent jurist and a Profes-
sor at the Faculty of  Law. He occupied himself  with administrative law 
and the history of political theories. An anti-Fascist and a left-winger, he 
was a member of the Republican Party, an advocate of civil rights, liberal 
democracy, republicanism and federalism. Ilić also founded the “Politika 
i drustvo” publishing house, and worked as the editor-in-chief of the pro-
gressive weekly magazine “Napred”. He was arrested in November 1941. 
German intelligence had observed him even before the War, concluding 
that he was an influential left-wing activist and therefore potentially dan-
gerous to the Third Reich. Police agents accused him of being a Commu-
nist, a Freemason, an Anglophile, a sympathizer of the Soviet Union and 
a prominent opponent of Fascism and the Third Reich. Although they had 
no proof to support these allegations, he was kept in Banjica until 20 March 
1944, when he was shot. The numerous pleas for clemency submitted by 
his family were ignored (Logor Banjica, 2009, Vol. i, p. 143; Jevđević, 2007, 
pp. 151–152; Kandić, 2005, pp. 262–268; Begović, 1989, Vol. i, p. 160–161).13 
Both Ilić and Tasić were targeted by the Germans as avowed and hostile 
enemies of  the Third Reich and Fascism, and, unlike other professors 
of Belgrade University, they were not released from the camp, but exe- 
cuted.

We should also mention that on several occasions the Gestapo sent 
prisoners from Banjica to Mauthausen. Miloš Radojković, a Professor at the 
Faculty of Law in Belgrade, was deported there from Banjica on 25 March 
1943. He survived and returned home soon after the end of hostilities, in 
May 1945 (Zečević & Ćirić, 2015, p. 427; Kandić, 2005, pp. 270–272). But 
many others were not so fortunate. Among them was Dimitrije Đurović 
(born in 1882 in Danilovgrad, Montenegro), a distinguished philologist 
who was employed as a Professor at the Military Academy and the Trade 
Academy in Belgrade, and for a brief period as a Professor of Russian at 
the Faculty of  Theology in Belgrade. His research focused on issues of 
Slavic philology, and he wrote ten monographs and many scientific arti-
cles, being fluent in Russian, Czech, Polish, Bulgarian, German, English, 
French, Italian and Latin. Đurović was arrested in the summer of  1943, 
condemned as a Freemason and Communist, and sent to Banjica in De-
cember 1943. He was deported to Mauthausen in August 1944 and forced 
to work in the Wiener Graben quarry and in kl Gusen. Dimitrije Đurović 

12 IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/66,	k.	194/25,	Đ.	Tasić;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-15,	k.	192/26;	Logor Banjica: 
Logoraši,	I,	p.	140;	Lj.	Kandić,	Istorija Pravnog fakulteta u Beogradu,	pp.	255–262;	
S. Begović,	Logor Banjica 1941–1944,	I,	160.

13 IAB,	BdS,	I-99,	M.	Ilić.	
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died in Mauthausen on 10 May 1945 (Đurović, 2004, p. 393; Zečević & Ćirić, 
2015, pp. 184–187; Cupić, 2007, p. 68).14

Throughout the occupation, nearly 50 professors of Belgrade Uni-
versity were imprisoned in Banjica. The majority, however, spent between 
several days and a few weeks at the camp before being released. The ex-
ceptions were admittedly few: Mihailo Ilić was imprisoned in Banjica from 
November 1941 until March 1944, when he was killed; Đorđe Tasić was exe-
cuted there after his second incarceration in August 1943; Viktor Novak was 
arrested on 4 November 1941 and spent five months at the camp, being freed 
on 28 March 1942; Milan Žujović was detained in August 1943 and released 
in December 1943; Stefan Đelineo was incarcerated at the camp for nearly 
the entire occupation, from 25 December 1941 until 3 October 1943 – the 
day after the camp was abandoned by the Germans; Siniša Stanković was 
arrested for the second time on 1 March 1944 and remained in the camp 
until 3 October 1943, too. In actual fact, both Stanković and Đelineo were 
left-wing intellectuals, openly sympathizing with the Communists, and they 
were supposed to be shot, however they managed to flee the camp at the 
last moment (Logor Banjica, 2009, Vol. i, p. 231; Vol. ii, p. 456; Begović, 1989, 
Vol. i, pp. 162, 358; Vol. ii, pp. 84–91, 100–101, 259–265).15 

By that time, the occupation of Belgrade was drawing to a close. After 
hard fighting, on 20 October 1944, the Red Army and Partisan regulars cap-
tured the city and forced the Germans to retreat. The Partisans continued to 
fight for the complete liberation of Serbia and Yugoslavia. Concomitantly, the 
Serbian Communist Party assumed power in Serbia and started to establish 
the foundations of its regime (Petranović, 1992, pp. 642–657).

Belgrade University, being Yugoslavia’s largest educational and 
scientific institution, and therefore viewed as the country’s “factory of 
experts”, was to play an important role in this “new age”. Indeed, the pro-
cess of its restructuring and restoration had begun already in November 
1941, with special consideration being given to the academy’s didactic 
personnel. Namely, the Yugoslav resistance did its utmost to observe and 
analyze the paths taken by individual scholars during the German occu-
pation. Thus, the fate of the academics in “the new age” depended largely 
on their involvements during wartime. Those who had joined the Partisans 
as fighters (or in other ways supported Tito’s movement) became impor-
tant and influential coparticipants in the process of formation of the new 
postwar state and society (P. Savić, D. Nedeljković, S. Stanković, S. Đelineo, 

14 IAB,	BdS,	D-357,	D.	Đurović;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/81,	k.	195/6.	Đurović	was	not	
a university	professor	at	the	beginning	of	the	War,	hence	he	has	not	been	 
included	in	our	statistics,	but	has	to	be	mentioned	as	a distinguished	intellectual	 
and	academic	who	perished	in	Mauthausen.

15 IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-117,	S.	Stanković;	IAB,	UGB,	SP,	IV-11/15,	k.	193/5,	S.	Đelineo;	IAB,	
MG-708,	sećanje	Aleksandra	Đelinea,	sina	S.	Đelinea;	IAB,	BL-193,	sećanje	S.	Đelinea;	
IAB,	BL-750	Sećanje	Petra	Nikezića;	IAB,	BL-755,	sećanje	dr	Žarka	Fogaroša.
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J. Đorđević, etc.). They proved especially useful at the University and its 
faculties, where they both authored and implemented the new Communist 
policy in science and higher education, while some were advanced to posts 
of considerable political and social importance (for example S. Stanković, 
who was appointed Speaker of the Serbian Parliament) (Bondžić, 2004, 
pp. 238–250).

But those university teachers who had collaborated with the occupier 
or the wartime Serbian administration, or sided with the Royalists, faced 
continuing difficulties and hardship. The new regime subjected them to 
strict control and made every effort to punish those who had been in any 
way active or influential during the War. Within a few months of the liber-
ation of Belgrade, four professors of Belgrade University were sentenced 
for collaboration with the occupier and executed; twelve were imprisoned; 
37 professors and assistant lecturers were removed from the University; 
and a large number of Fascist collaborators and supporters of the Royalist 
Movement emigrated. Over the next few years, all university teachers in 
Belgrade faced continued political control, however its severity was reduced, 
for the new regime soon embarked on a policy of compromise with the old 
intellectual milieus (Bondžić, 2004, pp. 80–85, 250–270).
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From Annihilation of the Elites  
to Total Annihilation:  
Serbs in the Independent 
State of Croatia, 1941–1942

Milan Koljanin

Abstract

The Independent State of Croatia (isc) was created as a result of the 
aggression of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy against the Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia. It occupied the central part of Yugoslavia, an area that far 
exceeded ethnic Croatian territories. Although formally it was in the sphere 
of influence of Fascist Italy, the isc was much closer to the national-socialist 
Third Reich in terms of its organization and foreign policy position.

The isc’s internal organization was an expression of acceptance of the Nazi 
ideological-political principle of “blood and soil”, by which an area could  
be Germanized (in the case of the isc – Croatianized), but not the people who 
lived there. This led to the destruction of nationally, racially and religiously 
undesirable population groups – primarily the Serbs, who accounted  
for nearly a third of the population of the country, as well as Jews  
and, for the most part, the Roma. The first to be attacked were the most 
prominent Serbs, the bearers of national and political identity, and often  
the wealthiest citizens. Priests, monks and indeed the entire organization  
of the Serbian Orthodox Church also came under concerted attack.
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The establishment of the Independent State of Croatia (isc) was made pos-
sible after Nazi Germany and its allies launched their ultimately successful 
invasion of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia on 6 April 1941. Victory opened the 
way for putting in place the Croatian ultranationalist political program 
which had been taking shape since the second half of the nineteenth century.  
It soon became obvious that the ideological profile and political practice of 
the newly-created Ustasha Croatian state was much closer to the German 
Nazi model than to that of Italian Fascism.

The newly-established isc encompassed not only Croatia, but also 
areas which were neither ethnically nor historically Croatian (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Srem). This was made obvious by its own population cen-
sus: according to data gathered by the German Foreign Ministry and valid 
as on 1 May 1941, Croats made up slightly more than one half (52.46%), while 
Serbs accounted for nearly one-third (1,925,000 or 30,6%) of the country’s 
population of 6,290,300. Muslims were officially subsumed under Croats, 
while Germans, Magyars, Czechs, Slovaks, Jews and Slovenes constituted 
larger minorities.1

Alojzije Stepinac, the Archbishop of  Zagreb and Metropolitan 
Bishop of  Croatia, who had been a supporter of  the Croat “revolution-
ary movement” since 1936 (Ekmečić, 2007, pp. 415, 420, 423 and 431), 
extolled the new Croatian state as a divine creation. The Archbishop 
saw its inception as “God’s hand at work”, as he put it in his circular 
letter of  28 April 1941, inviting the clergy of the Diocese of Zagreb to set 
to “the blessed work of  preserving and improving the isc” (Novak, 
2011, pp. 720–721).2 This fitted in well with the Vatican’s plans for ex-
panding its jurisdiction over the “schismatics”, i.e. Orthodox Christian 
Serbs, a goal which was supposed to be served by the creation of a large 
Croatian Catholic state (Falconi, 1965; Manhattan, 1988, pp. 89–104). 

The annihilation of  the Orthodox Serb population within the bound-
aries of  that state, the obliteration of  their identity and of  all traces  
of their existence, was supported by the Roman Catholic hierarchy and 
clergy. And whatever measure of  disagreement there was between the 
Ustasha authorities and Archbishop Stepinac and a few other prelates – 
admittedly, such controversy did occasionally come to the fore – followed 
from divergent opinions on the methods of  achieving this shared goal, 
not on the goal itself  (Alexander, 1987, pp. 71–72; Steinberg, 1994, p. 183).

1	 Politisches	Archiv	des	Auswärtigen	Amtes,	Berlin,	Pol.	IV	2,555	g,	21	Mai	1941.
2 Katolički list No.	17,	Zagreb,	1941,	197–198;	V.	Novak,	Magnum crimen. Half a Century 

of Clericalism in Croatia. Dedicated to Unknown Victims of Clericalism, Vol.	II,	Zagreb	
1948,	rpt.	Jagodina	2011,	pp.	720–721.	The	Archbishop’s	circular	letter	was	broadcast	
over	the	radio	for	a number	of	days	in	a row,	either	in	its	entirety	or	in	excerpts,	thus	
ensuring	its	message	a much	wider	outreach	than	the	printed	version	alone	could	
have	had.
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As long as it was not a threat to German interests, the Serbian policy 
of the Croatian state enjoyed Hitler’s undivided support (Hillgruber, 1967, 
p. 577).3 The Italians had no doubts whatsoever that orders for the destruction 
of Serbs were coming from the government itself (Radogno, 2006, pp. 186–
187). As early as 11 June 1941, the Italian 2nd Army reported that Catholic 
priests and monks had been leading murderous raids on Orthodox Serbs 
and acting as promoters of Ustasha propaganda, expressing the conviction 
that the Catholic faith could not flourish and develop in strength unless all 
Serbs were destroyed (Radogno, 2006, pp. 186–187).

The premises of the ideology of the prewar Ustasha terrorist organi-
zation, notably its anti-Serbian and anti-Jewish component, were promptly 
incorporated into policies created by the newly-established power structure. 
These policies were pursued throughout the existence of the Croatian state 
in the Nazi “New Order”. State repression was dressed up in a pseudo-legal 
form, which opened the door to conducting a policy based on the concept 
of a homogeneous state of Croats (both Roman Catholic and Muslim). This 
was to be created through the destruction of Serbs, Jews and, somewhat 
later, the Roma, as well as of politically undesirable citizens – at first Yugo-
slav nationalists, and then also Communists (Jelić-Butić, 1978, pp. 158–184; 
Krizman, 1983, pp. 117–137; Koljanin, 1996, p. 30).

Immediately following the declaration on the establishment of the isc 
on 10 April 1941, the public discourse became saturated with ultranationalist 
and racist rhetoric, which was targeted against two main groups: Serbs and 
Jews, though principally against the Serbs (Krizman, 1983, p. 119; Yeomans, 
2013). Even though there were clear differences in the enforcement and final 
outcome of the policy of annihilating the “undesirables” (Serbs on the one 
hand, and Jews and Roma on the other), the key fact is that there was a publi- 
cly proclaimed state policy aimed at their destruction, and that it was pur-
sued using all available means, obviously depending on circumstances and 
resources. This is the reason why the Croatian policy towards these three 
groups had all the hallmarks of genocide throughout the existence of the isc.4

The plan for the extermination of Serbs brought the Ustasha state 
face to face with the fact that this national group made up about one-third 
of the population. Thus, its implementation required the full mobilization 
of existing state institutions and resources. In addition, new political bod-
ies were created for this specific purpose. The policy of annihilation was 

3	 Minutes	from	the	discussion	between	Ante	Pavelić,	the	leader	of	the	Croats,	and	
Hitler,	6	June	1941.

4	 In	the	opinion	of	Tomislav	Dulić,	the	extermination	of	Jews	and Roma	in	the	ISC 
was	a genocide	because	a “substantial	part	of	the	population”	was	destroyed,	while 
the	case	of	Serbs	can	be	designated	as	an	“attempted	genocide”	or	ethnocide	(Dulić, 
2005,	p.	365).	On	the	other	hand,	Alexander	Korb	expresses	the	view	that	the	crimes 
against	Serbs	were	not	a genocide	and	that	there	is	no	evidence	for	a planned	 
annihilation	(Korb,	2013,	p.	259	and	pp.	268–269).
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carried out both by the Ustasha movement – its organs (central and local) 
and its military and police forces – and by administrative bodies, from the 
government and ministries down to the lower levels of public administra-
tion in the counties and districts. The regular Croatian Army (domobranstvo, 
Home Guard) and gendarmerie (oružništvo) were also assigned a specific 
role in its implementation.5 This is in no way contradicted by the fact that 
Croatian Army officers sometimes voiced their disapproval of the methods 
used against the Serbs, or by the occasional cases of Ustashas being dis-
armed by Croatian Army units.6 The systematic and mass killing of Serbs 
was committed primarily by Ustasha military detachments (Ustaška vojnica) 
and, acting together with them or independently, armed civilians (the “wild 
Ustashas” or Ustasha militia) led by local Ustasha officials.7

Even though the methods, dynamic and means employed in the 
process varied, its ultimate goal was the physical annihilation of the Serb 
population and all traces of its group identity, notably its religious – Or-
thodox Christian – dimension. A series of laws banned all Serbian national 
symbols and institutions; their adoption was quickly followed by the seizure 
of Serbian public and private property and by increasingly frequent mur-
ders (Jelić-Butić, 1978, pp. 158–175). Initially, the policy was implemented in 
the cities and ethnically compact Serbian areas located along the former 
Austrian Military Frontier (Lika, Kordun, Banija, West Slavonia and Srem), 
and thereafter in Bosanska Krajina, Herzegovina and Eastern Bosnia, i.e. 
the areas bordering on Serbia and Montenegro. The Serb social elite was the 
first to be subjected to physical destruction. The Serbian Orthodox Church 
was outlawed, its priests and monks tortured, murdered or exiled, church-
es and monasteries systematically ravaged, and their properties looted or 
destroyed. In addition to the clergy, teachers too were seen as bearers of 
Serbian national identity, and were therefore exposed to equally ruthless 
repression. According to official Croatian records for the second half of July 
1941, “there still are 2,204 male and female teachers of the Greek-Eastern 
faith, and the Ministry of Education suggests that they be transferred to 
concentration camps” (Vukčević, 1993, pp. 392–393).

The program of destruction of Serbs had a foreign policy dimension to it. 
Namely, it fitted into the Nazi German plan for an “ethnic reorganization” 
of Europe, the long-term aim of which was the national homogenization 

5	 More	recent	Croatian	historiography	on	the	Ustasha	military	organisation	 
completely	ignores	this	role	of	the	movement’s	military	wing;	cf.	e.g.	Obhodjaš	2013.	
Works	on	the	regular	Croatian	Army	(domobranstvo)	are	almost	equally	silent	on	its	
role	in	the	destruction	of	Serbs,	cf.	Barić,	2003,	p.	84	and	pp.	455–459.

6	 Headquarters	of	the	Croat	Legions	to	the	Commander	of	the	Croatian	Army,	Main	
Headquarters,	Bosanski	Novi,	5	Aug.	1941,	(Vukčević,	1993,	pp.	454–456).	See	also:	
Barić,	2003,	pp.	455–459;	Šinko	&	Bošnjak,	1987,	pp.	150–151.

7	 Contemporary	Croatian	historiography	tends	to	ascribe	the	crimes	against	Serbs	to	
the	“wild	Ustasha”,	cf.	Barić,	2003,	pp.	455–459.
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of the Third Reich and the Germanisation of the annexed lands of occu-
pied states. And it was fully in keeping with that plan that Slovenes from 
the German-occupied part of Slovenia were expelled to the isc and the 
German-occupied part of Serbia. A conference of German and Croatian 
representatives held in Zagreb on 4 June 1941 decided on the resettlement 
(expulsion) to the German-occupied part of Serbia of an appropriate number 
of Serbs from the isc in addition to the Slovenes (Milošević, 1981, pp. 31–34; 
Ferenc, 1979, pp. 199–211).

The Croatian anti-Serbian discourse was essentially contradictory. It 
denied the existence of the Serbian people as such on the one hand,8 while 
calling for, and working on, their elimination on the other. The “theoret-
ical” basis for the dehumanization of Serbs was founded on the allegedly 
insurmountable civilizational differences existing between the Croats, an 
eminently “Western” people, and the Serbs, viewed as the embodiment of 
an inferior and odious “Byzantium”. Overt or oblique, such a discourse had 
become commonplace in Croatian public life already in the interwar period 
(Koljanin, 2008, p. 299), as had the thesis that the Croat people were being 
exploited and oppressed, with their physical survival imperilled by “greater- 
-Serbian” Yugoslavia and the Serbs as a nation.

In essence, the discourse on the necessity of  defending the very  
existence of the Croat people that became prevalent immediately upon 
the establishment of the isc came down to the following: the Croat people 
had been released from the unnatural and deadly political framework into 
which they were forced in 1918, thus returning to their natural, civilizational, 
ideological and racial (Germanic) context as epitomized by Nazi Germany.9 
Unlike the isc, the other Slavic nations that had been given a place in the 
Nazi “New Order” (Bulgaria and Slovakia) neither denied their Slavic ori-
gins nor sought to relate themselves to a Germanic ancestry. Continuing  
the 19th-century legacy of Ante Starčević, the originator of exclusive Croat 
nationalism, the ics widened its distance from the Serbs in racial terms 
as well.

Both the anti-Serbian and anti-Jewish elements drew on the theory 
that the Croat people were threatened by the Serbs and Jews who had been 
working together against the former’s vital interests. Thus, the Croats were 
compelled to secure their future by radically removing these threats from 

8	 This	part	of	Croatia’s	official	policy	was	presented	by	Pavelić	to	Hitler	during	their	
first	meeting	on	6	June	1941;	cf.	Hillgruber,	1967, p.	577;	Krizman,	1983,	pp.	48–49.

9	 As	reported	by	Edmund	Veesenmayer,	a member	of	the	German	diplomatic	staff	 
in	Zagreb,	to	Foreign	Minister	Ribbentrop	on	the	occasion	of	his	meeting	with	the	
designated	head	of	the	ISC,	Ante	Pavelić,	in	Karlovac	on	14	April	1941.	Pavelić	declared	
that	he	was	going	to	prove	that	the	“Croats	are	not	of	Slavic	but	of	Germanic	ancestry.	
And,	finally,	he	offered	assurances	that	Hitler	would	not	be	disappointed	in	him”	
(quoted	after	Milošević,	1991,	p.	47).	At	his	meeting	with	Hitler	on	21	July	1941,	Slavko	
Kvaternik,	the	Commander-in-Chief	of	the	Croatian	Army,	also	insisted	on	the	 
non-Slavic	origins	of	the	Croats,	cf.	Hillgruber,	1967,	Vol.	II,	p.	612.
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their body politic. The above notwithstanding, the Serbs continued to hold 
the place of honor on the list of enemies of the Croat people. Arrests and 
murders of Serbs were politically indiscriminate, and had started even 
before the mass detentions of Communists that ensued after 22 June 1941. 
The beginning of the “crusade” against the Soviet Union marked the onset 
of the large-scale internment and killing of Jews, who were identified with 
Bolshevism, one of the two archenemies of humankind (the other was 
plutocracy, i.e. liberal capitalism).

The attack launched by Nazi Germany, its allies and satellites on 
the Soviet Union gave another strong boost to the isc’s repressive policies 
towards the Serbs as well as the Jews. The anti-Bolshevik/anti-Communist 
strategy introduced at the time would become an essential part of the anti- 
-Serbian and anti-Jewish policies, too. The ideological label “Communist” 
was attached not only to the Communist opponents of the Croatian state, 
but also to the Serbs and Jews, irrespective of whether they actually were 
Communists or Communist sympathizers. Therefore, from 22 June 1941  
the policy of destruction of Serbs and Jews was pursued as an element of the 
struggle against Communism, in which the Croat people fought both at home 
and – together with the other peoples of the “New Europe” – in the East.10

The invasion of the Soviet Union led the Croatian leadership to mobi-
lize all resources to ensure the success of the principles of the “New Order”.
Croats were called upon to join the struggle of the great German nation in 
defense of Europe against “Jewish-Bolshevik savagery”, the greatest enemy 
of humankind and the Croats as a nation. On 2 July 1941, the Croat leader, 
Pavelić, issued a proclamation calling upon his countrymen to take part 
in the battle against Bolshevism, adding that they had one other – equally 
important – reason for joining the crusade: namely, “the Moscow power- 
-holders” had made an alliance with the “Belgrade power-holders” so as  
“to prevent”, at the last moment, “our national liberation and save the prison 
of the Croat people, the former Yugoslavia” (Pavelić, 1941, p. 51).

Until the end of the summer of 1941, the destruction of the Serbian 
population took the form of forced resettlement to the German-occupied 
part of Serbia, and thus so-called resettlement camps for Serbs operated 
for a few months in Sisak (Caprag), Slavonska Požega and Bjelovar. These 
camps were not intended expressly for extermination, but acts of torture 
were carried out there on a massive scale, and many Serbs were killed either 
during transportation or while incarcerated (Bijelić, 2008). The “resettle-
ment-to-Serbia” formula was useful in the process of physical elimination 
because it served as a pretext for concentrating Serbs in one place for sub-
sequent execution.

10	 Minutes	of	the	conversation	between	Hitler	and	Marshal	Slavko	Kvaternik,	held	at	
the	Führer’s	Headquarters	on	21	July	1941,	in:	Hillgruber,	1967,	Vol.	II,	pp.	575–580.
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The forced conversion of the Orthodox Serb population to Roman 
Catholicism was undeniably the main method of obliterating their national 
identity and bringing about Croatization, and it was there that the symbiotic 
relationship between the Ustasha state and the Roman Catholic Church 
found its full expression. The Church’s main motivation for supporting 
the isc lay in the fact that the new state was wholeheartedly involved in 
wiping out the Orthodox ecclesiastical organization, and was very much 
committed to converting the Serbs to Roman Catholicism even at the cost 
of their large-scale physical annihilation. Members of the Catholic clergy 
and religious orders performed the conversion rite with the assistance of 
Croatian military or police forces, under the grisly shadow of massacres 
and an aggressive anti-Serbian and anti-Orthodox propaganda campaign.

It was not by chance that the “Law on Conversion Between Faiths” 
was enacted as early as 3 May 1941.11 But no opportunity for conversion was 
to be given to members of the Serbian social elite. In its circular letter of 
30 July 1941, the Ministry of the Interior ordered that certificates of con-
version from Orthodoxy to Catholicism not be issued to members of the 
intelligentsia, save by exception (Vukčević, 1993, pp. 412–413); and the order 
for their transfer to the camp at Gospić followed shortly after. This went well 
with the policy of the Roman Catholic Church not to permit conversion to 
those who would do it out of “self-interest”, an allusion to Serbs of good 
financial and intellectual standing (Dulić, 2005, p. 94).

Nor was “voluntary” conversion to Roman Catholicism in itself a guar-
antee of survival; sooner or later, many a “convert” ended up murdered 
(Kolanović, 2003, p. 54). The main criterion for applying repression was 
affiliation, whether current or former, to Orthodox Christianity. In July 1941, 
the Ustasha Police Directorate ordered the counties to compile, this within 
fifteen days, a register not only of all local Serbs, but also of all those who 
had ever been Orthodox.12 In this way the religious-racial criterion was intro- 
duced into the annihilation process, for one’s Serbian descent was equated 
with one’s membership of the Orthodox Church regardless of any subse-
quent change of religion. The same criterion was applied to the Jews; namely, 
conversion was not enough to save them from annihilation.

The outbreak of a Serbian uprising in Herzegovina in early June 
1941, and with full force in Lika and Bosanska Krajina in late July 1941, was 
a development which increasingly influenced Croatian policy. Once Serbian 
ethnic areas were liberated by the insurgents, the majority of whom were 
Communists or had Communist sympathies, the process of annihilation 
was increasingly carried out under the umbrella of military actions against 

11 Zbornik zakona i naredaba Nezavisne Države Hrvatske, Zagreb	1941,	p.	56;	Narodne novine 
No.	19,	5	May	1941;	“Uputa	prilikom	prelaza	s jedne	vjere	na	drugu”,	in:	Zbornik zakona,	
122;	Narodne novine No.	37,	27	May	1941.

12	 Vojni	arhiv,	Beograd	[Military	Archives;	hereafter:	VA],	Fonds	NDH,	b.	179,	no.	13/2-1.
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insurgents. At first, these campaigns were executed by Croatian forces acting 
alone, however as time progressed the involvement of German and Italian 
military forces grew (Schmider, 2002, pp. 89–98).

The first camps were set up in the isc within a few days of its incep-
tion. The Ustasha authorities created an entire system of camps centered 
around Gospić. Apart from the facilities at Gospić proper, this camp included 
a network of provisional centers and execution sites, the most infamous 
being the environs of the village of Jadovno on Mt Velebit, and Slana and 
Metajna on the Adriatic island of Pag.

Since the only purpose of internment in Gospić was physical de-
struction, it must be classified as an extermination camp (Vernichtungslager) 
(Extermination camps, 1990, p. 461). Gospić (and by extension the Lika re-
gion) was chosen for several reasons. First of all, the location had a great 
symbolic significance for Croat extreme nationalism and for the Ustasha 
organization itself. Namely, the Ustashas already had a fairly strong foothold 
in Lika, which combined with agrarian overpopulation, poverty, religious 
fanaticism and a militarist tradition ensured the fast mobilization of local 
residents. Furthermore, the planned destruction of Serbs would be much 
easier on the karst terrain of Mt Velebit – dotted with sinkholes, it was an 
ideal location for conducting large-scale, systematic executions. Further back 
along the road leading to Gospić were the camps of Koprivnica (located at 
the abandoned “Danica” factory) and Zagreb (“Zagrebački zbor”, situated 
on the premises of a fairground). Political opponents were usually held in 
prisons (Kerestinec and Lepoglava) (Peršen, 1990, pp. 40–75). There were 
also smaller camps and temporary detention facilities (in Petrinja, Jablanica, 
Trebinje, Mostar, Sarajevo and Kruščica), where mass killings took place 
occasionally.13 As regards the “final solution to the Jewish question” in the 
isc, it should be noted that the process of annihilation was carried out in 
the camps almost without exception. In the isc, the Holocaust started off 
at Gospić, was subsequently moved – in the main – to Jasenovac, and found 
completion in the Nazi death camp of Auschwitz in August 1942 and May 
1943 (Sundhaussen, 1991, pp. 321–326).

Large-scale arrests of Serbs and Jews were stepped up in the second 
half  of June 1941, which coincided with the beginning of the war in the 
East and the propaganda campaign against Bolsheviks and their domestic 
following. By July 1941, the system of camps centered around Gospić was 
fully operational and integrated into the destruction process. On 8 July 1941, 
the Police Directorate instructed all of its subordinate departments that 
whenever required by interests of public security, all “Greek-Easterners” 
(i.e. Serbs) and Jews were to be sent to the Gospić police department, i.e. 

13	 Report	of	Major	Nikola	Mikec	to	State	Directorate	for	Reconstruction,	Zagreb,	7	Aug.	
1941,	in:	Vukčević,	ed.,	Zločini Nezavisne Države Hrvatske,	pp.	473–475.
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to the camp administered by that department, and no longer to the “Dan-
ica” facility in Koprivnica. This instruction also applied to those who had 
converted to Roman Catholicism after 10 April 1941.14 The process of anni-
hilation thus gathered momentum, and from then on Serbs and Jews were 
sent directly to Gospić.

The attitude of the Ustasha authorities towards the Communists would 
depend on their nationality. That this was so may be inferred from the Ustasha 
police instruction of 23 July 1941 not to send Catholics and Muslims to Gos-
pić,15 which implies that to be sent to Gospić meant a death sentence. Croat 
and Muslim Communists were exempted, at least temporarily, even though 
some groups of arrested Communists were still sent to Gospić (Peršen, 1990, 
p. 53). New instructions were soon issued on the sending of Serbs – both 
intellectually prominent members of society and those suspected (even if 
not proven guilty) of siding with the Communists – to the camp. The same 
applied to Jews. Croats and Muslims harboring Communist sympathies were 
still required to be arrested, but they were to be detained at the location of 
arrest, while Serbs and Jews were to be sent to Gospić forthwith.16

In the early period of its functioning, the majority of the camp’s Serb 
internees were male, ranging in age from adolescents to the elderly. In terms 
of status, they were in the main members of the social elite. Most of the 
interned Jews were youths, i.e. the community’s vital core. Later, from July 
to August 1941, Serbian women and children were also interned at Gospić; by 
and large, this did not hold true for Jews. According to research performed 
by Djuro Zatezalo, of the total number of 42,246 persons deported to the 
camp, as many as 40,123 (94.97%) were murdered, of whom 38,010 (94.73%) 
were Serbs, 1,988 (4.95%) Jews and 155 (0.28%) of other ethnic nationalities. 
Exactly 10,502 victims have been identified – 9,663 (92%) were Serbs of both 
sexes, including 1,014 children up to the age of fifteen, while among the 762 
(7.25%) identified Jewish victims there were 15 children. It is indicative that 
there were no children in the other groups of identified victims (77 or 0.74%) 
(Zatezalo, 2007, p. 373). The most numerous of the latter were Croats (55 or 
0.52%), who were persecuted for their political sympathies, however this 
did not entail the internment of their family members. Unlike them, Serbs 
and Jews were subjected to total destruction as collectives, which explains 
the presence of women and children in those two groups of prisoners.

The list of identified victims (Zatezalo, 2007, pp. 422–732)17 allows us to 
draw some conclusions as regards the dynamic of the process of destruction 

14 VA,	Fonds	NDH,	b.	180,	no.	10-1.
15 VA,	Fonds	NDH,	b.	189,	no.	31/7-1,	Circular	Letter	of	the	Ustasha	Police	Directorate,	

Zagreb,	23	July	1941;	Vukčević,	1993,	p.	366.
16 VA,	Fonds	NDH,	b.	169,	no.	8/2,	Circular	Letter	of	the	Directorate	for	Public	Order	and	

Security,	Zagreb,	23	July	1941.
17	 The	author	provides	the	names	of	the	10,502	victims,	along	with	their	ages,	 

occupations,	places	of	residence,	the	locations	and	dates	of	their	violent	deaths.
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in specific geographical areas of the Ustasha state. The largest number of 
victims came from the region of Lika, and indeed from that part of it which 
was in relative proximity to the camp itself. Of the total of 10,502 victims, 
4,335 (41.28%) were from Lika, mainly from the Gospić/Perušić district, 
but also from the districts of Korenica, Ogulin and Otočac. The number of 
victims from the Donji Lapac district, where Serbs accounted for the vast 
majority of the population, was conspicuously small. In the course of July 
1941, Ustasha and Croatian Army units joined by armed Croat and Muslim 
peasants engaged in the systematic destruction of the Serbian population of 
this district in order to break up the continuous ethnic area that it formed 
with neighboring Bosanska Krajina. From 1 July to 10 August 1941 some 
3,500 persons, mostly women, children and the elderly, were killed in this 
and adjacent districts with great cruelty. To give but one example: in early 
August 1941, 560 Serbs from Smiljan – the native village of the world famous 
inventor Nikola Tesla – were slaughtered. Understandably, this brutal policy 
engendered a reaction, and on 27 July 1941 a mass uprising broke out in the 
area of Donji Lapac and Bosanska Krajina, spreading rapidly to neighboring 
Serb-inhabited areas (Vezmar, 2005, pp. 152–182).

It is obvious that outside the towns and cities the process of annihila-
tion implemented in the isc targeted ethnically compact Serbian rural areas. 
Among the camps created for the specific purpose of facilitating the mass 
destruction of ethnic, religious, national and racial groups under the Nazi 
“New Order”, Gospić was by far the most important. The commencement of 
the “crusade” against the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 marked the beginning 
of the mass and systematic killing of Jews on occupied territories (Evans, 
2008, pp. 217–259), ushering in the last and most gruesome phase of the Hol-
ocaust: extermination. It was unleashed in all of its horror towards the end 
of 1941 and in the beginning of 1942, and thus at more or less the time when 
the Germans were still constructing their system of death camps in occupied 
Poland (Friedländer, 2008, pp. 294–560). Indeed, the isc’s “infrastructure 
of death”, centered first on Gospić, and from August 1941 on Jasenovac, was 
actually ready and operational before the Nazis had established their own. 
By the time the Germans were prepared for mass murder, the Holocaust in 
the isc had been for the most part completed, with the Ustasha state making 
full use of the means and resources at its disposal.

As the Serbian uprising developed in intensity, on 15 August 1941 the 
Italian High Command began the reoccupation of a large part of the isc 
(“Zone ii”), which happened to include the site of Gospić concentration 
camp (Nenezić, 1999, pp. 98–101; Burgwyn, 2005, pp. 72–75). As a result, the 
Ustasha authorities were compelled to dissolve the facility, as well as  
the camps situated on the island of Pag, and transfer their prisoners to 
a makeshift camp at Jastrebarsko (19 August 1941). On 2 September, Jewish 
and Serbian women and children were transferred from Jastrebarsko to 
the camp in Kruščica near Travnik, and thence to the camp of Loborgrad 
in Hrvatsko Zagorje (Löwenthal, 1957, p. 15). Jewish and Serb male internees 
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were taken from Jastrebarsko to Jasenovac railway station, from where  
they were transported to a newly-opened camp near the village of Krapje. This 
was the first in the Jasenovac system of camps, and was designated “Camp i”  
(Mataušić, 2003, p. 30). At the same time or shortly later another camp – 
“Camp ii” – was set up in the vicinity of the village of Bročice.

The camps in Krapje and Bročice soon began to receive new groups 
of arrestees from various regions of the country. Apart from Jews and Serbs, 
these included Croat Communists and other anti-Fascists (Jakovljević, 1999). 
In October 1941, the number of prisoners rose to between 4,000 and 5,000. 
Living and working conditions were horrendous. For example, prisoners 
building a levee along the River Strug were given only the most primitive work 
tools; many perished directly on the construction site, while others died from 
exhaustion or of the diseases which soon began to spread. The situation was 
aggravated by heavy rain and the fact that the locations of these two camps 
were regularly threatened by floods (Zločini u logoru, 1946, pp. 4, 40–41).

Work on setting up a new camp in the eastern part of predominantly 
Serbian Jasenovac began on 20 October 1941. The facility made use of build-
ings located on the seized estate of the Serbian Bačić family, which included 
a large brickyard, a sawmill, flour mill, and a chain factory. The transfer of 
prisoners from Krapje and Bročice to Jasenovac was preceded by a large-scale 
killing. As a result, the number of prisoners transferred by 20 November 
did not exceed 1,500. The estimated death tolls for these two camps range 
from 8,000 to 12,000 people (Miletić, 1986, Vol. i, p. 20; Vol. ii, pp. 898–900).

The camp at Jasenovac was itself known as “Camp iii” (Ciglana, the 
“Brickyard”) or “Concentration Camp iii”. It was to become the largest such 
facility in the Ustasha camp system, playing a key role in the implemen-
tation of the isc’s repressive policies. The camp was a hybrid of sorts in 
that it served two main objectives: the physical destruction of undesirable 
population groups and the economically beneficial utilization of slave la-
bor; in practice, the former was achieved through the latter. In this respect 
Jasenovac was no different from the large German concentration camps, 
notably Auschwitz, which had the same purpose. Thus, since its primary 
function was physical annihilation, it may be classified as a concentration 
and/or extermination camp (Friedländer, 2008, pp. 337 and 495).18

During the setting up of “Camp iii” at Jasenovac, the question of 
internment received a quasi-legal regulation:19 the Decree on the Forced Con-
finement of Undesirable and Dangerous Persons in Concentration and Labor Camps 

18	 Richard	J.	Evans	classifies	the	Ustasha	camps	as	concentration camps,	however	
noting	that	their	role	was	not	to	confine	opponents	of	the	regime	but	to	destroy	
ethnic	and	religious	minorities	(Evans,	2008,	p.	159).	Whatever	the	case	may	be,	
the	camp	at	Jasenovac	cannot	be	classified	as	a “death	and	labor	camp”,	as	has	been	
proposed	by	Nataša	Mataušić	(Mataušić,	2003).

19 Zbornik zakona,	1941,	pp.	868–869;	Narodne novine No.	188,	25	Nov.	1941.
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of 25 November 1941 specified in detail which persons were to be sent to  
the camps and for how long, which authority was responsible for estab- 
lishing camps and deciding on internment therein, and who was responsible 
for the internal organization of individual camps. With the enactment of 
the law on internment, the treatment of undesirable groups – from their 
arrest to execution in camps – became fully regulated. The whole procedure 
was administered by two Ustasha executive bodies whose chief, Eugen 
Kvaternik, was answerable directly to the Head of State, Ante Pavelić. The 
conclusion appears inescapable that the policy of destruction of the Serbs, 
Jews and Roma was shaped in the highest echelons of the Croatian Fascist 
state and pursued under their direct control. Further, all the mechanisms 
– institutional, legal and otherwise – necessary for carrying out the policy 
were set in place in the course of 1941, with a central role being assigned to 
the extermination camps: first at Gospić, and later, from the autumn of 1941 
and spring of 1942 until the end of the War and the collapse of the Ustasha 
state, at Jasenovac.

Reference List

Alexander, S. (1987). The Triple Myth. A Life of Archbishop Alojzije Stepinac. New York:  
East European Monographs.

Barić, N. (2003). Ustroj kopnene vojske domobranstva Nezavisne Države Hrvatske 1941–1945. 
Zagreb: Hrvatski institut za povijest.

Bijelić, M. (2008). Sabirni ustaški logor u Slavonskoj Požegi 1941. godine. Beograd: Muzej žrtava 
genocida.

Burgwyn, H. J. (2005). Empire on the Adriatic. Mussolini’s Conquest of Yugoslavia 1941–1943.  
New York: Enigma Books.

Dulić, T. (2005). Utopias of Nation. Local Mass Killing in Bosnia and Herzegovina 1941–42. Uppsala: 
Coronet Books.

Ekmečić, M. (2007). Dugo kretanje izmedju klanja i oranja. Istorija Srba u novom veku 1492–1992, 
Beograd: Evro Book. 

Evans, R. J. (2008). The Third Reich at War 1939–1945. London: Penguin Books.
Extermination camps. (1990). In: I. Gutman (ed.), Encyclopedia of the Holocaust (p. 461). New York: 

Macmillan.
Falconi, C. (1965). Il silenzio di Pio XII. Milano: Sugar.
Ferenc, T. (1979). Nacistička politika denacionalizacije u Sloveniji u godinama od 1941. do 1945. 

Ljubljana–Beograd: Partizanska knjiga, tozd Založba.
Friedländer, S. (2008). The Years of Extermination: Nazi Germany and the Jews 1939–1945.  

New York: Harper Collins Pub.
Hillgruber, A. (ed.). (1967). Staatsmänner und Diplomaten bei Hitler. Vertrauliche Aufzeichnungen 

über Unterredungen mit Vertretern des Auslandes 1931–1941. Frankfurt am Main: 
Bernard & Graefe Verlag.

Jakovljević, I. (1999). Konclogor na Savi. Zagreb: Konzor.
Jelić-Butić, F. (1978). Ustaše i Nezavisna Država Hrvatska 1941–1945. Zagreb: Liber, Školska 

knjiga.
Kolanović, J. (2003). Dnevnik Diane Budisavljević 1941–1945, Zagreb: Hrvatski državni arhiv.
Koljanin, M. (1996). Zakoni o logorima Nezavisne Države Hrvatske. In: Jasenovac, sistem ustaških 

logora smrti. Beograd: Muzej žrtava genocida.
Koljanin, M. (2008). Jevreji i antisemitizam u Kraljevini Jugoslaviji 1918–1941. Beograd: Institut  

za savremenu istoriju.
Korb, A. (2013). Im Schatten des Weltkrieges. Massengewalt der Ustasa gegen Serben, Juden und Roma 

in Kroatien 1941–1945. Hamburg: Hamburger Edition.
Krizman, B. (1983). NDH izmedju Pavelića i Musolinija. Zagreb: Globus.

Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   197 2019-04-05   16:31:12



198
FR

OM
 A

NN
IH

IL
AT

IO
N 

OF
 TH

E E
LI

TE
S 

TO
 TO

TA
L A

NN
IH

IL
AT

IO
N:

 S
ER

BS
 IN

 TH
E I

ND
EP

EN
DE

NT
 S

TA
TE

 O
F C

RO
AT

IA
, 1

94
1–

19
42

M
IL

AN
 K

OL
JA

NI
N

Löwenthal, Z. (ed.). (1957). The Crimes of the Fascist Occupants and Their Collaborators Against Jews 
in Yugoslavia. Beograd: Federation of Jewish Communities of the Federative People’s 
Republic of Yugoslavia.

Manhattan, A. (1988). The Vatican’s Holocaust. The sensational account of the most horrifying 
religious massacre of the 20th century. Springfield: Ozark Books.

Mataušić, N. (2003). Jasenovac 1941–1945. Logor smrti i radni logor. Jasenovac–Zagreb: Javna 
ustanova Spomen-područje Jasenovac.

Miletić, A. (1986). Koncentracioni logor Jasenovac 1941–1945. Dokumenta, Vol. i. Beograd–
Jasenovac: Narodna knjiga.

Milošević, S. (1981). Izbeglice i preseljenici na teritoriji okupirane Jugoslavije 1941–1945. Godine. 
Beograd: Narodna knjiga.

Milošević, S. (1991). Nemačko-italijanski odnosi na teritoriji okupirane Jugoslavije 1941–1942. 
Beograd: Institut za savremenu istoriju.

Nenezić, D. (1999). Jugoslovenske oblasti pod Italijom 1941–1943. Beograd: Vojnoistorijski Institut.
Novak, V. (2011). Magnum crimen. Half a Century of Clericalism in Croatia. Dedicated to Unknown 

Victims of Clericalism, Vol. ii. Zagreb 1948, rpt.: Jagodina: Gambit.
Obhodjaš, A. et al., (2013). Ustaška vojnica. Oružana sila Ustaškog pokreta u Nezavisnoj Državi 

Hrvatskoj 1941–1945, Vol. i–ii. Zagreb: Despot Infinitus.
Pavelić, A. (1941). Poglavnik govori, Vol. ii. Zagreb: Naklada Glavnog ustaškog stana.
Peršen, M. (1990). Ustaški logori. Zagreb: Globus.
Rodogno, D. (2006). Fascism’s European Empire: Italian Occupation during the Second World War. 

New Studies in European History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Schmider, K. (2002). Partisanenkrieg in Jugoslawien 1941–1944. Hamburg: E. S. Mittler & Sohn.
Šinko, E. & Bošnjak, I. (1987). Drvarski dnevnik. Beograd: BiGz.
Steinberg, J. (1994). Types of Genocide? Croatians, Serbs and Jews 1941–5. In: D. Cesarani (ed.), 

The Final Solution. Origins and Implementation. London–New York: Routledge.
Sundhaussen, H. (1991). „Jugoslawien Der «Unabhängige Staat Kroatien» (einschliesslich 

Dalmatiens)”. In: W. Benz (ed.), Dimension des Völkermords. Die Zahl der jüdischen Opfer 
des Nationalsozialismus (pp. 473–475). München: Oldenbourg.

Vezmar, G. (2005). Ustaško-okupatorski zločini u Lici 1941–1945. Beograd: Muzej žrtava genocida.
Vukčević, S. (ed.) (1993). Zločini Nezavisne Države Hrvatske 1941–1945, Vol. i. Zločini na 

jugoslovenskim prostorima u Prvom i Drugom svetskom ratu. Zbornik dokumenata. Beograd: 
Vojnoistorijski institut.

Yeomans, R. (2013). Visions of Annihilation. The Ustasha Regime and the Cultural Politics of Fascism, 
1941–1945. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Zatezalo, Dj. (2007). Jadovno. Kompleks ustaških logora 1941, Vol. i. Beograd: Muzej žrtava 
genocida.

Zbornik zakona i naredaba Nezavisne Države Hrvatske. (1941). Zagreb.
Zločini u logoru Jasenovac. (1946). Zagreb: Zemaljska Komisija Hrvatske za Utvrđivanje Zločina 

Okupatora i Njihovih Pomagača.

Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   198 2019-04-05   16:31:13



Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   199 2019-04-05   16:31:13



The Soviet Intellectual in 
Vlasov’s Movement: the Cases 
of Zykov, Samygin, and Glinka

Boris V. Sokolov

Abstract

The paper examines the fates of three Soviet collaborationists: Mileti Zykov, 
one of the ideologists of General Andrei Vlasov’s so-called movement, and 
Mikhail Samygin and Gleb Glinka – the creators of Vlasov’s media.  
The author analyzes their publications, trying to determine their ideologies 
and approach towards Vlasov’s movement and Nazi Germany, as well as to 
point out the differences between their views, which he further explains as 
the consequence of dissimilar social backgrounds, differing experiences  
of Soviet life, disparate psychological types of personality, and the divergent 
philosophical concepts which influenced them. The impact of the  
abovementioned factors on the fates of the three collaborationists is also 
considered.
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The fates of three Soviet collaborationists will be considered: of Meleti 
Zykov, one of the ideologists of the so-called “movement” headed by Gen-
eral Andrei Vlasov, of Mikhail Samygin, and of Gleb Glinka. The last two 
were the authors of Vlasov’s media. After the War, Glinka became a rather 
prominent poet of the Russian emigration.

General Andrei Vlasov’s grouping, which was both anti-Stalinist and 
anti-Soviet in nature, was organized with the support of the Germans. In 1941 
Vlasov, at the time a Soviet general, had been in command of the 2nd Shock 
Army. He was taken prisoner in July 1942 and became a collaborationist. His 
movement included the so-called Russian Liberation Army (roa), which how-
ever was allowed by the Germans to form a limited number of combat divisions 
only in July 1944, and a political body – the Committee for the Liberation of 
the Peoples of Russia, which was constituted in November 1944 in Prague.  
Up to July 1944, Vlasov’s grouping was mainly a German propagandistic action. 
The roa was formed from both Soviet Pows and Russian émigrés.

I have given Zykov, Samygin and Glinka as examples because these 
Soviet intellectuals allow a very legible portrayal of the different levels of 
Vlasov’s movement: Meleti Zykov was its primary ideologist, while Mikhail 
Samygin and Gleb Glinka were run-of-the-mill collaborators, and worked for 
its media. At the same time, the three represented distinct segments of the 
Soviet intelligentsia. Namely, Zykov was a professional journalist and a for-
mer member of the Communist Party; Glinka – an accomplished philologist 
and poet, while Samygin a physicist. Samygin and Glinka had never been 
members of the Communist Party. Zykov, a Jew, stood very little chance of 
coming through the War alive – even if he was the main ideologist of Vlasov’s 
movement, his eventual execution by the Gestapo (or the nkvd, if caught by 
the Allies) was practically inevitable. Both Samygin and Glinka, however, 
survived, albeit utilizing different avenues of salvation. Thus, a comparison 
of these men’s fates and the means which they employed to save themselves 
(with greater or lesser success) will form the final element of the paper.

The main focus will be on an analysis of their publications in Vla-
sov’s media. Additionally, I will present their respective ideologies and ap-
proaches to both Vlasov’s grouping and Nazi Germany, and also highlight 
the differences between their views. I shall further attempt to explain these 
differences as the consequence of dissimilar social backgrounds, differing 
experiences of Soviet life, disparate psychological types of personality, and 
the divergent philosophical concepts which influenced Zykov, Samygin 
and Glinka. Finally, I will try to ascertain the influence of the abovenamed 
factors on the fates of the three.

Meleti Zykov was a Soviet journalist, however his career was not very 
successful. He worked mainly in the provincial media, and on several occa-
sions he was forced to leave the newspapers which employed him because of 
scandals. The son of a tradesman, Zykov had to hide his ideologically unsuit-
able social background. In 1936, he was accused of Trotskyism, but it is very 
doubtful whether this allegation had any substance in fact. In 1930, Zykov had 

Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   201 2019-04-05   16:31:13



202
TH

E 
SO

VI
ET

 IN
TE

LL
EC

TU
AL

 IN
 V

LA
SO

V’
S 

M
OV

EM
EN

T: 
TH

E 
CA

SE
S 

OF
 Z

YK
OV

, S
AM

YG
IN

, A
ND

 G
LI

NK
A

BO
RI

S 
V.

 S
OK

OL
OV

been criticized for having a “kulak bias”. In reality, however, he supported 
neither Leon Trotsky nor Nikolai Bukharin. Zykov’s articles published in the 
Soviet press were strictly in adherence with the Party’s general line. In 1930, 
he even accompanied Mikhail Kalinin, the formal head of the Soviet state, on 
his visit to collective farms in the Central Chernosem region (Zykov, 1930). 
So Zykov was not an ideological opponent of either Soviet power or Stalin.  
In 1923, he was expelled from the Communist Party for his “bourgeois origins” 
and the concealment of previous service in the White Army. But it should 
be noted that Zykov fought in the White Army for only a very short time: he 
soon contacted the Communist underground in the Crimea, was arrested, 
and thereafter sentenced by a White Court-Martial to 8 years of imprison-
ment. He was freed by the Red Army after the Whites evacuated the Crimea. 
Furthermore, it is not known for certain whether Zykov was repressed in the 
second half of the 1930s, and actually deported to a labor camp or exiled. But 
the possible fact of his repression seems very doubtful, because in 1942 he 
was conscripted into the Red Army from Moscow – and it would have been 
practically impossible for anyone to return to Moscow following any form of 
exile or imprisonment. Zykov was born Emil Jarkho and became Meleti Zykov 
only in 1910, after baptizing into Orthodoxy. Thus, Zykov was a Jew and had to 
conceal this fact after being taken prisoner by the Germans at the end of July 
1942 while a private and a politruk’s assistant; at the time, however, he declared 
that he was a battalion commissar.1 I therefore suppose that the chief reason 
for Zykov’s participation in the so-called Vlasov movement was his desire to 
survive. The importance of this grouping was mainly propagandistic. Thus, 
Zykov tried to prove his value to the Germans as an experienced propagandist 
who had an excellent understanding of the psychology of the Soviet people. 
Samygin cited Joseph Goebbels’ reported remark about Zykov: “Let me know 
if he is a Jew or not; [but whatever the case may be,] he is necessary for me 
and he will work” (Kitaev, 1970, p. 33). Zykov’s German commanders, as well 
as his comrades in Vlasov’s movement, indeed suspected that he was a Jew. 
But from the point of view of the former, he was a useful Jew. Interestingly, 
some of his articles published in the collaborationist press were strongly 
anti-Semitic. For example, in the essay entitled Leiba Mekhlis – General, Zykov 
stated thus: “This is a great shame – Leiba Mekhlis is a lame, bowlegged Jew 
– and now a Lieutenant-General!” (Rom, 1943b). Mekhlis was considered by 
Zykov as Stalin’s supervisor of the Soviet war leaders. Zykov also parodied the 
alliance of the Bolshevik state with the Orthodox Church, correctly predicting 
the restoration of the patriarchate and the Church’s legalization (Rom, 1943a).

Zykov was a Marxist, but for obvious reasons he could not dissem-
inate such views directly through Vlasov’s media. However, his critique of 

1 Zykov’s	biography	before	his	capture	by	the	Germans	was	reconstructed	by	Ella	
Maksimova,	Igor	Petrov	and	Gabriel	Superfin	(Maksimova,	1997;	Petrov,	2015).
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the introduction of epaulettes in the Red Army may have been a reflection 
of his genuine feelings, for during the Russian Civil War he fought against 
the Whites, who wore gold epaulettes (Rom, 1943c).

Mikhail Samygin stated that Zykov was Vlasov’s speechwriter and the 
main ideologist of the movement as such (Petrov, 2011). Samygin was of the 
opinion that Zykov had managed to transform the Russian Liberation Move-
ment “from a propagandistic trick to an actual political organization” (Kitaev, 
1970, p. 31). I think that here Samygin was strongly idealizing both Zykov and 
Vlasov’s grouping. For Zykov himself, this movement was a means of survival, 
and its political importance was negligible even after the establishment of 
two Russian Liberation Army divisions following Zykov’s disappearance.

In his cycle of diaristic articles entitled Po ukhabam sovetskoi kultury 
[Through the Wilderness of  Soviet Culture], published in September –  
October 1942 in the old Russian émigré newspaper “Novoe slovo”, Zykov 
stated that Soviet journalism was based on the principle of lack of talent 
and elementary literacy (Moskvich, 1942).2

It should be stressed that Zykov began working as a propagandist in 
Vlasov’s media in January 1943, when following the Stalingrad encirclement 
and the German’s reverse in the Battle of El-Alamein the defeat of the Third 
Reich in the Second World War became inevitable, and this perspective was 
becoming more and more obvious both to Soviet prisoners of war and the 
population of the occupied Soviet territories. Furthermore, from the begin-
ning of 1943 the number of Soviet Pows captured on the front decreased 
greatly, for by then the Red Army was mainly on the offensive, while the 
Wehrmacht was primarily on the defensive. As Samygin recalled, the most 
important single factor that led Soviet soldiers to capitulate en masse in 
the years 1941–1942 was the hopelessness of the military situation and the 
futility of continuing the fight – not their hostility to Soviet power. He further 
stressed that, likewise, the mass surrenders of German troops towards the 
end of the War were brought about by the deteriorating strategic position of 
the Third Reich, and not their opposition to the Nazi regime (Petrov, 2013b).

Thus, the main audience for Zykov’s propaganda were perforce  
the inhabitants of occupied territories, Soviet Pows, the Ostarbeiters, and the 
soldiers and officers of the collaborationist units, not – however – the sol-
diers and officers of the Red Army. It is difficult to determine if Zykov really 
believed in German victory. But he could have believed that he would be able 
to successfully escape to the Western Allies once the War came to a close.

Towards the end of June 1944, however, Zykov was kidnapped by agents 
of the Gestapo in the village of Rangsdorf near Berlin – even though just two 
weeks earlier his participation in propaganda activities aimed against the Red 

2 The	pseudonym	Nikolai	Moskvich	was	associated	with	Zykov	by	Igor	Petrov	(Petrov,	
2013c).
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Army had been approved by Heinrich Himmler himself. Whatever the case 
might have been, such actions stood no realistic chance of success, especially 
following the Allied landings in Normandy and the great Soviet offensive in 
Belorussia. Zykov’s fate remains unclear. The most probable version is that he 
was executed by the Gestapo shortly after being kidnapped. Possible reasons 
for his liquidation include his Jewish descent and his potentially dangerous – 
at least in the eyes of the Gestapo – Marxist influence on Vlasov’s movement 
(Steenberg, 1974, pp. 144–151, as cited in Petrov, 2013a).3

Mikhail Samygin was the son of a well-known Russian writer, Mikhail 
Vladimirovich Samygin, who wrote under the pseudonym Mark Krinit-
sky. In the 1930s, ferocious censorship and vociferous attacks launched by 
ideological critics practically halted the publication of his father’s works. 
In fact, Krinitsky lived in a state of internal emigration, even though in the 
1920s he had tried to accept the October Revolution of 1917 and authored 
some pro-Soviet writings. He subsequently fell into severe depression. 
Mark Krinitsky was arrested in 1949 for sending letters to Stalin, and died 
in a psycho-neurological hospital of the Ministry of the Interior in Gorky 
on 23 February 1952 (Mezentseva, 2002).

Mikhail Samygin was born in 1915. He was captured by the Germans 
in August 1941, while serving as a Junior Lieutenant or an Army Engineer, 
Third Class (the equivalent of Captain). His first wife was a Jewess, Deborah 
Moiseevna Levina, so one could surmise that he was not an anti-Semite.4 
But, as we shall see, he went on to publish anti-Semitic articles in Vlasov’s 
media. His scientific career in the Ussr had been rather successful, while his 
father – who had not enjoyed much fortune as a writer after the Revolution 
– suffered repressions only towards the end of the 1940s. Thus, Samygin had 
no obvious reason to engage in an armed struggle against Soviet authority. 
It is quite possible that his participation in Vlasov’s movement, as well as his 
earlier cooperation with the Germans, were just means to help him survive 
captivity. He became an officer of the okw Propaganda Department (which 
conducted active propaganda in the East). In the autumn of 1942, he joined 
Vlasov’s grouping and went on to publish numerous articles in the news-
papers “Zarya” and “Dobrovolets”; in July 1944, however, he left and took up 
employment with the Germans as a chemist. Samygin was by all accounts 
a very talented chemist – before the War he had been a researcher at the 
Moscow Institute of Physical Chemistry of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, 
authoring some 10 scientific articles in the years 1937–1941.

One of Samygin’s most interesting essays, which was devoted to 
the prominent Ukrainian female poet Lesya Ukrainka and in many ways 

3 The	Russian	translation	of	Himmler’s	letter	to	Standartenführer	Guenter	d’Alquen	
of	14	June	1944,	in	which	the	Reichsführer	SS	approved	Zykov’s	participation	in	the	
large-scale	propaganda	action	on	the	Eastern	Front.

4 See:	www.obd-memorial.ru.
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continues to be current today, was published in Zarya. It ends with the 
following conclusion:

Lesya Ukrainka always associated the national liberation of 
her people with social justice. There is nothing to divide the 
Russian people from the Ukrainian people. We go to the com-
mon fight together with them, as if they were our brothers. 
We sing about their heroes as they sing about ours – common 
military songs (Chaikin, 1943).

In actual fact, Samygin was not an ideologist of Vlasov’s movement. 
He worked as a journalist for Vlasov’s media, however most of his articles 
were educational in nature. Those which he wrote under the pseudonym 
of “Afanasy I. Chaikin” were in the main biographies of persons who had 
achieved renown in science, culture, or military service. In addition to 
Lesya Ukrainka, mentioned above, Samygin’s heroes included “the fa-
ther of Russian aviation”, Nikolai Zhukovsky; the German writer, Ernst 
Theodor Wilhelm Hoffmann; the Russian writer and revolutionary, Al-
exander Gertsen (the fact that his mother had been a German strongly 
influenced Samygin’s selection); the Russian composer, conductor and 
pianist, Sergei Rakhmaninov; the famous Russian military commander 
from the period of the Patriotic War (1812), Mikhail Kutuzov; the German 
composer, Johannes Brahms; the Russian composer, Petr Tchaikovsky; the 
Russian writer, Ivan Goncharov; and the German military theoretician, 
Carl Philipp Gottlieb von Clausewitz. Besides these biographical essays, 
Samygin also wrote a memoir entitled Annabel Lee, in which he mentioned 
(but no more than mentioned) the problem of unsuitable social origin and 
Soviet political repressions.

Samygin’s sole political article that is known to the present day is 
Russkaya intelligentsyia [The Russian Intelligentsia], which although aca- 
demic in nature was nevertheless strongly anti-Semitic. Samygin criti- 
cized the collection of articles entitled Vekhi for their negative presentation  
of the intelligentsia, and connected this with the Jewish origins of their au-
thors:

It is difficult to believe that a Russian could write such a text. 
And were those people, the authors of the Vekhi, Russians? 
Among the four authors of the collection of articles only Ber- 
dyaev, married to a Jewess, has a Russian name. The rest of 
them, the Franks and the Gershensons, are not credible for 
us due to their names (Muromtsev, 1943a).
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Samygin went on to state:

Russia has always had a progressive, healthy and creative in-
telligentsia. It could not have been otherwise among healthy, 
young and capable people. However, the dark forces of the court 
aristocracy, corrupt and alien to the interests of the people, 
considered the intelligentsia as the enemy of their parasitic 
existence and tried to turn its attention away from the people. 
The dark forces of Jewry were interested in dividing the Russian 
people. They used all the political parties to discredit the intelli-
gentsia. Bolshevism, which gave intellectuals a disparaging and 
shameful definition, proceeded to dominate the intelligentsia 
mentally and destroy it physically, however it – just like tsa-
rism and capitalism – could not do without the intelligentsia 
(Muromtsev, 1943a).

Samygin also stressed the role of the Russian intelligentsia in devel-
oping cooperation with Germany on an equal footing:

We know for a fact that Russian engineers enjoy a very good 
reputation in German industry. A significant number now 
work in the aviation industry, in electrometallurgy, and in var-
ious fields of  geology. Russian doctors at the front and in 
rear-echelon areas are considered as highly qualified surgeons, 
and have been given high praise by their German counter-
parts, while many Russian scientists have received degrees 
from German universities and excel as laboratory managers 
(Muromtsev, 1943a).

In his memoirs, which were written in 1947 and published posthu-
mously, Samygin stated thus: “The history of the Russian people in the 
20th century is the history of their struggle against the totalitarian regime 
and of their demands for democratic freedoms” (Kitaev, 1970, p. 14). Here 
he also criticized the anti-Semitism of the German propaganda leaflets 
(Kitaev, 1970, p. 24).

According to the editorial preface to his book entitled Russkoe osvo-
boditelnoe dvizhenie [The Russian Liberation Movement], from mid-1944 
Samygin worked in Halle, Germany, as a laboratory researcher, having first 
resigned from the roa (Kitaev, 1970, pp. 7–8). In one version of his mem-
oirs Samygin stated that in July 1944, immediately after the liberation of  
Lvov by the Red Army, he found employment as an Associate Professor 
of  Physical Chemistry at the University of  Halle (Petrov, 2017). And in 
1949 – according to information contained in his letter to “Novyi Zhur-
nal” – Samygin was a Professor of Physical Chemistry at the University 
of Munich (Petrov, 2013b).
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Samygin’s only propaganda article that has survived to the present 
day is Ulovka vraga [A Trick of the Enemy] (Muromtsev, 1943b), in which 
he wrote thus:

By now, the Bolsheviks not only know of  the existence 
of the Russian Liberation Army and have been made aware of 
the growth of the Russian Liberation Movement, but have also 
started to feel its power. They clearly see that despite the con-
comitant difficulties, our ideas penetrate through the frontline 
and turn the Red Army and, indeed, the Soviet population into 
a most volatile material. Having become aware of the danger 
which it poses them, they [the Soviets] are making attempts 
to suppress it. And in this struggle they now send well-trained 
agents, in the guise of prisoners of war, to conduct Bolshe-
vik propaganda.

Samygin stressed that such propaganda was primarily anti-German. 
He was convinced that “the only way in which the Russian people can bring 
about the fulfilment of their aspirations and thus complete the people’s 
revolution that began in 1917 is by destroying Bolshevism and strength-
ening the trusted alliance with Germany, which is based on the historical 
friendship of the two peoples”. We may infer that Samygin was a supporter 
of the democratic, non-Marxist ideas of the February Revolution. After all, 
in his memoirs he strongly criticized both the monarchists and the vari-
ous Communist fractions, such as the Trotskyists, that were in opposition 
to Stalin (Kitaev, 1970, pp. 14–15). Samygin also stressed the artificialness 
of the Russian Liberation Movement (i.e. of Vlasov’s grouping), for there 
was no denying that it had been created by the Germans (Kitaev, 1970,  
pp. 18–19).

After the War, Samygin lived for some time in Munich. Towards the 
end of the 1940s he emigrated to Indonesia, where he was appointed Pro-
fessor of Chemistry at Bandung University. He died in 1964 (Petrov, 2018). 
Looking back, one cannot but observe that his chosen profession – the study 
of chemistry – in all probability saved him from a much grimmer fate.

Gleb Alexandrovich Glinka (1903–1989) was a poet and a philologist. 
He was a member of the Pereval [The Pass] literary circle, which was closed 
down by the authorities in 1932. Glinka originated from an old Russian noble 
family. In 1941, his wife was deported from Moscow due to the fact that she 
had German relatives. Following the commencement of the Great Patriotic 
War, Glinka volunteered for the Moscow militia. In the autumn of 1941, 
however, his 8th People’s Militia Division was destroyed near Vyazma, and 
he was taken prisoner by the Germans.

Glinka proceeded to publish a number of  articles and poems in 
“Klich”, a Russian-language newspaper for Pows. Namely, during the period 
May – September 1942 he wrote the poems K proshlomu net vozvrata and  
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Na Elbruse, as well as an article entitled O russkom folklore.5 The first and third 
of these are strongly anti-Semitic; in the poem, Glinka wrote thus: “And 
now the sons of the Great Germany have begun the Crusade against the 
Jewish clique which has enslaved our people”. In the article, in turn, which 
is devoted to Soviet political anecdotes, he ironically mentioned “Israel 
Moiseevich Katsman, a researcher – or so I presume”. Na Elbruse, finally, 
extends a greeting to the group of German mountain troops who hoisted 
Nazi flags atop Mount Elbrus: “And now the German flag flies proudly among 
the snows and winds, having overcome the darkness of gorges”. It may have 
been that Glinka was actually a supporter of Germany.

The end of the War found Glinka in Belgium. There he married a Polish 
woman who had been displaced from her homeland during the conflict, and 
soon after moved to France; in 1952 he traveled to the United States, where 
he lived until his death in 1989 (Rossiyskoe zarubezh’e, 2008, p. 375). His son, 
also Gleb, married a prominent Russian philanthropist, Elizaveta Glinka, 
who was known among the émigré community as Doctor Liza.

In terms of ensuring their survival, participation in Vlasov’s move-
ment proved a successful tack for Samygin and Glinka, however not for 
Zykov. The latter’s Jewish descent and – possibly – his advocacy of Marxism 
were a fatal combination. But even if he had lived through to the end of 
the conflict as a member of the rla, his role was too prominent for him to 
have had any chance of avoiding extradition to the Soviet Union and certain 
death. Thus, his situation differed greatly from that of Samygin and Glinka, 
who were ordinary journalists of the collaborationist press, publishing their 
articles under pseudonyms and known by name only to a few.

For all three, a display of anti-Semitism had been necessary to prove 
their loyalty as quislings to Nazi Germany. So, it is impossible to determine 
with any degree of certainty whether the anti-Semitic essays authored by 
Zykov, Samygin and Glinka were in fact genuine.

Neither Zykov nor Samygin were supporters of Germany. Indeed, the 
latter strongly criticized Germany and the Germans in his book, while at  
the same time emphasizing certain positive features of Russian culture. Spe- 
cifically, Samygin considered that Soviet (Russian) natural science textbooks 
for schools were better than their German equivalents (Kitaev, 1970, p. 22). 
Samygin also stressed that Zykov did not want to learn German on principle 
(Kitaev, 1970, p. 35). But Glinka, whose pro-German emotions were laid bare 
in his poems, could have possibly been a genuine advocate of Germany.

Both Samygin and Glinka came from the “former people”, i.e. those 
with “non-proletarian” and “non-peasant” backgrounds. They did not  

5 The	scans	of	these	texts	were	published	by	Igor	Petrov,	who	convincingly	attributed	
them	–	signed	as	“PoW	G.G.,	offlag	57”	or	only	“G.G.”	–	to	Gleb	Glinka	(Petrov,	2012).	
Boris	Ravdin	wrote	about	Glinka’s	period	of	work	for	the	Zarya	newspaper	(Ravdin,	
2012,	pp.	294–318).	
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attempt to make careers for themselves in the Communist Party or in the 
state administration – in fact, they were “internal emigrants”. Thus, they 
could have been genuine enemies of Soviet power. Zykov was their opposite, 
for despite his somewhat inappropriate social background, he had tried to 
become a respected Soviet journalist and ideologist. He wanted to be a part 
of the Soviet nomenklatura and was ideologically unscrupulous, while his 
involvement in the Russian armed opposition to the Ussr was no more than 
a ploy aimed at ensuring his survival.
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Henryk Sławik as 
a Patron. Reviving the 
Memory of KL Gusen

Grzegorz Łubczyk

Abstract

The article presents the person of Henryk Sławik, a Polish journalist and 
political and social activist who following the outbreak of the Second World 
War, together with tens of thousands of Poles, found refuge in Hungary.  
He rendered great service in organizing care and assistance for his fellow 
countrymen, and played a very important role in saving the Jews of Europe. 
His bearing and actions led to him being hanged at the German extermination 
camp of Gusen. The text summarizes years of efforts aimed at reinstating  
the memory of this “Righteous” Silesian, and goes on to describe their results 
and future plans, which include the establishment of the Henryk Sławik 
European Center of Education in Gusen.
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“God’s messenger” (Cipora Lewawi), “a paragon of honesty, kindness and 
friendship” (Tamás Salamon-Rácz), “an angel” (Stefania Pielok), “he knew 
that what he did would cost him his life” (Henryk Zvi Zimmermann) (Łub-
czyk, 2008, pp. 9–13) – these are the words that Polish refugees (some of 
them of Jewish descent) who found themselves in Hungary after September 
1939 used to describe Henryk Sławik, a Silesian and one of the victims of 
the German concentration camp of Mauthausen-Gusen. It was there, in 
picturesque Upper Austria, that approximately 190,000 people from Ger-
man-occupied Europe were imprisoned and over 120,000 murdered. No 
other Nazi extermination site consumed the lives of so great a number of 
Polish intellectuals. And for these reasons alone it is hard to believe that in 
2016 some people actually advocated the demolition of the few surviving 
– and by that time dilapidated – buildings of the former Gusen subcamps; 
fortunately, these structures continue to stand as proof of German crimes.

Had it not been for the timely protest of former prisoners from many 
countries, including Poland, we would now have nothing to save from obliv-
ion. Moreover, we owe the fact that material traces of this site of human 
debasement were not obliterated altogether to the praiseworthy attitude 
of the local community and the efforts of the Gusen Memorial Committee, 
set up some thirty years ago. It is therefore a good moment for the Founda-
tion for Polish-German Reconciliation to come forward with a proposal for 
establishing the Henryk Sławik European Center of Education in Gusen. 
Today, we have an excellent opportunity to put a stop to the eradication of 
memory about the camp’s tragic contribution to European heritage – and lest 
we forget, Gusen was the site of indescribable suffering of 71,000 victims 
of 27 nationalities. This important message came across very clearly during 
an international academic conference entitled Killing Intellectuals. European 
Intellectual Elites Under German Occupation, 1939–1945, which was organized 
in May 2017 at the Polish Institute in Vienna by the Witold Pilecki Center 
for Totalitarian Studies.

It was in Mauthausen-Gusen that on 23 August 1944, at 3–3.15 p.m., 
the German murderers hanged among others five members of the war-
time émigré Polish leadership in Hungary: Andrzej Pysz, Professor Stefan 
Filipkiewicz, Józef Fietz-Fietowicz, Kazimierz Gurgul and Henryk Sławik 
– the President of the Citizens’ Committee for Help to Polish Refugees in 
Hungary and the main delegate to this country of the Government-in-Exile 
of  the Republic of  Poland (Łubczyk & Łubczyk, 2012, pp. 393–402). As 
a long-standing promoter of his in many ways remarkable person, I be-
lieve that Henryk Sławik, a Polish patriot from Silesia who fell victim to 
Nazi terror, would be a fitting patron for the future European Center of 
Education in Gusen.

But who was this man and what exactly did he achieve? 

Rocznik 2 PL_Eng.indd   211 2019-04-05   16:31:13



212
HE

NR
YK

 S
ŁA

W
IK

 A
S 

A 
PA

TR
ON

. R
EV

IV
IN

G 
TH

E 
M

EM
OR

Y 
OF

 K
L G

US
EN

GR
ZE

GO
RZ

 ŁU
BC

ZY
K

From Szeroka to Katowice 

Henryk was born in Szeroka (now a district of Jastrzębie-Zdrój) on 16 July 
1894 in the poor, large family of Jan Sławik, a small farmer, and his wife 
Weronika née Sobocik. Because of his parents’ poverty, Sławik was able to 
complete only Prussian elementary school. To earn a living and help out 
his loved ones, he took up various jobs – some of them far from home, for 
instance near Hamburg. It was there that, having turned eighteen, Sławik 
joined the Polish Socialist Party in the Prussian Partition. At the beginning 
of the First World War, just like other Silesians, he was forced to don a Ger-
man uniform. While serving on the Eastern Front, he was taken captive by 
the Russians.

Towards the end of 1918 he returned to Silesia and involved himself 
in the activities of the local Polish Socialist Party, also joining the Polish 
Military Organization. During the First Silesian Uprising of 1919, he took 
part in military action in the Pszczyna district; this marked the beginning of 
his active campaigning for a Polish Silesia. He also took part in the Second 
and Third Silesian Uprisings, during which he was charged with readying an 
insurgent regiment from Rybnik for combat. According to Dr. Tomasz Kur-
pierz from the Katowice Branch of the Institute of National Remembrance, 
the District Workers’ Committee of the Polish Socialist Party in Katowice 
recommendet that Sławik be appointed a member of the Executive Branch 
of the Supreme Insurrectionary Authority, where he went on to serve as 
a press liaison in the theater of operations of the Third Silesian Uprising 
(Kobiela & Kurpierz, 2014, pp. 13–14). 

He was chosen for this position because since 1920 he had been collab-
orating with the “Gazeta Robotnicza”, a newspaper of the Silesian socialists. 
His earnest articles on patriotic and social issues drew the attention of the 
editorial board, and in 1922 he assumed the post of a full-time editor. Sławik 
must have put a lot of effort into self-education, for only six years later, in 
1928, he became the editor-in-chief of “Gazeta Robotnicza”. He remained at 
the helm of this gazette until the outbreak of the Second World War, often 
acting as a mouthpiece for the poor – particularly miners, who lived lives 
of privation.

In addition, Sławik held a number of other positions: from 1928 until 
September 1939 he was one of the top leaders of the Polish Socialist Party 
in Upper Silesia, and for many years he co-headed the Syndicate of Polish 
Journalists in Silesia and the Dąbrowskie Basin; in 1928 he was voted into 
the Katowice City Council as a representative of the socialists, and during 
his tenure as councilor and member of the Silesian Voivodeship Council he 
was engaged in social work and the distribution of aid to the poor. He used 
his mandate to supervise the establishment of the Association of Workers’ 
Universities and Workers’ Sports Clubs, going on to administer the activites. 
Finally, for several years he served as President of the Silesian Cultural and 
Educational Association of the Workers’ Youth “Siła” [Strength].
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When asked for a succinct characterization of Sławik, Professor  
Mirosław Fazan, an expert on the history of Silesia whose research focuses 
around the fates of distinguished Silesians, had this to say: 

Sławik epitomized all the virtues ascribed to Silesians: re-
sponsibility, industriousness, and – what should be particu-
larly emphasized – a quality displayed by practically every 
representative of the generation born in captivity: ideological 
devotion. He belonged to the generation about which Profes-
sor Wyka wrote so beautifully: “our country’s independence, 
so recently regained, was for us an immense obligation”. For 
Sławik, Poland’s sovereignty was actually a personal obligation 
– one in fulfilment of which he would not hesitate to sacrifice 
his life (Łubczyk, 2003, p. 191).

As far as Sławik’s pre-war life is concerned, it should be noted that 
he fell in love with Ms. Jadwiga Purzycka from Warsaw, and that the cou-
ple exchanged vows on 21 July 1928 in the Church at Trzech Krzyży Square 
in Warsaw. Two years later, Sławik’s wife gave birth to their only child – 
a daughter, Krystyna. 

An Indomitable Guardian of War Refugees 

The attitude and behavior of Hungarians towards Poles in September 1939 
(and indeed throughout the War) were another example of true brotherhood, 
in this instance going back many centuries. Despite the fact that they were 
bound by a political alliance with Germany, the Hungarian authorities – 
headed by the Regent, Admiral Miklós Horthy, and Prime Minister Pál Teleki 
– first rendered Hitler’s planned attack on Poland from the south impossible, 
while a short time later, on the day following Soviet Russia’s invasion of 
Eastern Poland (which took place on 17 September 1939), they decided to 
open Hungary’s border to Polish citizens. In total, some 120,000–130,000 
Polish refugees availed themselves of this opportunity.

Among them was Henryk Sławik, who due to his pro-Polish cam-
paigning in Upper Silesia had found himself on the list of people to be arres- 
ted in first order by the Germans. His stay in Hungary proved to be the 
most spectacular time of his life – a time when he made world history. It so 
happened that in October 1939 the camp in Miskolc, in which Sławik was 
located, was visited by József Antall, the Director of the 9th Social Affairs 
Department of the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior, who was shortly to 
assume the position of government plenipotentiary for war refugees. The 
fact that both spoke fluent German definitely made matters easier, and 
Sławik wasted no time in briefing Antall about the precarious material 
situation of Polish refugees. Eventually, Antall returned to Budapest in 
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Sławik’s company. Their official acquaintance quickly warmed into one of 
the most incredible male friendships of the Second World War – one that 
only death proved capable of tearing apart.

Already in November 1939, supported by Antall and his minister, Ferenc 
Keresztes-Fischer, Sławik established the Citizens’ Committee for Help to Pol-
ish Refugees in Hungary, which was made up of representatives of the major 
pre-war Polish political parties and chaired by Sławik himself. At the begin- 
ning of 1940, this organization was granted proper authorization by General 
Władysław Sikorski’s government. The Citizens’ Committee occupied itself 
with social and health care issues and the educational and cultural needs of 
refugees, and it also cooperated in the establishment of the Polish Chaplain-
cy for Refugees, which was officially set up in the autumn of 1939 by Michał 
Zembrzuski, a Paulite. Further, Sławik’s Committee published a number of 
press titles, including the leading émigré newspaper, “Wieści Polskie”. Exactly 
661 issues of this title appeared before the Germans occupied Hungary on  
19 March 1944. Thanks to the goodwill of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, this newspaper was delivered through diplomatic channels to several 
German-occupied countries. Right until the German take over of Hungary, 
the Citizens’ Committee was the principal Polish partner of Antall’s office, 
while after the Legation of the Second Republic was shut down in January 1941 
(sic!), the Committee functioned as an unofficial Polish embassy in Hungary.

Both Sławik and Antall took particular care of the youngest refu-
gees, numbering several thousand, who were able to attend a dozen or so 
elementary and secondary schools, as well as Hungarian universities. The 
secondary and high school in Balatonboglár became renowned as the best 
and largest wartime Polish school outside of Poland. As many as 600 young 
Poles studied there, and over 100 became its graduates.

A Masterstroke of Camouflage

From the beginning of 1940 up until 19 March 1944, when the Germans oc-
cupied Hungary, Sławik availed himself of the help of Antall and his office 
to issue new documents – with typically Polish names and surnames – for 
a great many Polish Jews. In order for these papers to be handed over to 
their new holders, appropriate birth certificates were forged by Polish and 
Hungarian Catholic priests. The Yad Vashem Institute has estimated that 
about 5,000 Jews were thus saved from the Holocaust, but according to some 
people who were in the know on this clandestine operation – for instance 
Henryk Zvi Zimmermann – their number was far higher.

Sławik and Antall’s idea to set up an Orphanage for the Children 
of Polish Officers in Vác on the Danube – which in actual fact housed about 
100 Jewish orphans, who had reached Hungary at the beginning of 1943 with 
the last wave of almost 5,000 Jews from southern Poland – was a master-
stroke of camouflage. Among these orphans were children who had been 
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thrown by their parents from wagons heading to Auschwitz-Birkenau. Polish 
teachers and a Catholic priest taught the youngsters to cross themselves 
and say basic prayers so that they would not betray their origin in front of 
Fascist agents. It is hard to believe that all these children actually survived, 
but their evacuation was excellently organized and faultlessly implemented 
– even though by that time Hungary had fallen under German occupation. 

In 2004 in Israel, during the filming of the Polish Television docu-
mentary entitled Henryk Sławik. Polski Wallenberg, one of those miraculously 
saved – Cipora Lewawi née Cyla Ehrenkranz – was asked who Sławik was 
for her. After a moment’s silence, she said: 

I believe that he was a messenger of God. Because of what the 
Germans did I was left all alone. I am alive today and live in 
Israel with my own large family – children, grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren, over thirty people in total – only because 
Sławik saved my life (Łubczyk, 2008, pp. 9–10).

A Friendship for Life and Death

Sławik and Antall were not immediately caught by the Gestapo. Sławik’s 
wife, Jadwiga – whom Countess Erzsébet Szapáry spirited out of Warsaw 
along with her daughter, Krysia, in December 1943 – was less fortunate. 
She was arrested and incarcerated at Ravensbrück. Left all alone, 14-year- 
-old Krysia was placed in a school boarding house by Father Béla Varga, 
the charismatic guardian of Polish students in Balatonboglár. One night, 
during her last meeting with her father in a hideout at Lake Balaton, Krysia 
recalled a conversation between her parents which she had overheard soon 
after she had arrived with her mother from Warsaw. At the time Henryk had  
reassured Jadwiga – who was filled with apprehension – that he had three 
visas to Switzerland and that the family would find refuge there in case of 
imminent danger. Krysia asked, “Daddy, Mother was arrested by the Ger-
mans and you are hiding. Why didn’t we leave for Switzerland [before this 
happened]?” Surprised, her father fell silent for a while before responding, 
“Honey, it is difficult for you to understand, but I couldn’t leave the people 
who had been entrusted to my care and simply go away...” (Łubczyk, 2008, 
p. 61).

After several weeks in hiding, and despite the fact that they changed 
their places of stay frequently, Antall’s and Sławik’s luck finally run out. The 
Germans organized a confrontation of the two men. Even though he was 
tortured, Sławik denied all the charges made against Antall, which included 
participation in smuggling Polish soldiers to France and – following its fall – 
to the Middle East, and also saving Polish Jews, though of course these were 
not the only accusations. When after their interrogation the two men 
were being transported from Gestapo headquarters back to prison, József 
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squeezed the cuffed hands of the half-dead Henryk and said, “Thank you, my 
friend, you saved my life!” Henryk whispered, “This is how Poland repays...” 
(Łubczyk, 2008, pp. 62–61).

We should mention at this point that it was only in 2012 that the actual 
date of  Sławik’s death and the way in which he was murdered by the 
Hitlerite thugs were made publicly known: namely, he was executed by 
hanging on 23 August 1944. This information appeared in the 2nd volume of 
the Polish-Hungarian album Pamięć/Emlékezés. Polscy uchodźcy na Węgrzech 
1939–1946 [Memory. Polish Refugees in Hungary 1939–1946] authored by 
Krystyna and Grzegorz Łubczyk. It had been previously believed that Hen-
ryk Sławik had been dispatched by firing squad on 25 or 26 August 1944. 
The truth was discovered in the U.s. National Archives after many years of 
efforts by the family of Kazimierz Gurgul, another important figure of the 
Polish underground in Hungary, who was hanged together with Sławik. 

Uncovering the Truth 

Another long unknown truth about how “the boy from Szeroka” – as his 
daughter Krystyna used to call Sławik – saved Jews was revealed to me 
by a Polish Jew from Haifa, Henryk Zvi Zimmermann (Łubczyk, 2008,  
pp. 70–75). A graduate of the Faculty of Law at the Jagiellonian University, 
following the outbreak of the War he had been incarcerated at the labor 
camp in Bieżanów, but managed to escape; from September 1943, after he was 
successfully smuggled by Polish couriers to Hungary, Zimmermann helped 
Sławik in saving Jews right until March 1944. I had a chance meeting with 
him in Warsaw in mid-2001, during which Zimmermann said that Sławik 
was a “Polish Wallenberg”; his remark astounded two other participants of 
this encounter, Jan Stolarski and Bogumił Dąbrowski, both war refugees from 
Hungary. Zimmermann’s dramatic story motivated me to ensure – and my 
efforts are on-going – that Sławik gained a place worthy of his achievements 
in the global collective memory and in world history.

The moving account of Krystyna Sławik-Kutermak, whom I met with 
in Katowice and who told me about both the tragic wartime fates of her par-
ents and the painful postwar experiences of her family, provided further 
incentive to return this incredible man from years of oblivion. It was then, 
too, that I discovered that in 1946 Zabrska Street in Katowice had been Sławika 
Street – but only for three days. Councilors of the city for which Sławik had 
done so much before the War were forced to revoke their decision, effective 
immediately. The authorities of the Polish People’s Republic considered it 
inadmissible that a representative of the Government-in-Exile of the Polish 
Republic and, worse still, a supporter of the independence-oriented fraction 
of the Polish Socialist Party should have a street in Katowice named after him.

Basing on what I learned at the time – with equally invaluable help 
from the daughter of the other hero, Edith Antall-Héjj Lászlóné – in 2003 
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I penned my first book about Sławik: Polski Wallenberg. Rzecz o Henryku Sła-
wiku [The Polish Wallenberg. The Story of Henryk Sławik]. This publication 
served as the basis for a documentary titled Henryk Sławik. Polski Wallenberg 
[Henryk Sławik – The Polish Wallenberg], which was written and directed 
by Marek Maldis and myself (tvP 2004). During the preview of the film, 
held in the Presidential Palace, the granddaughter of Henryk Sławik, Jad-
wiga Kutermak, accepted a posthumous award from President Aleksander 
Kwaśniewski on behalf of her grandfather – the Commander’s Cross with the 
Star of the Order of Polonia Restituta. A second book about Sławik – Czerwony 
ołówek. O Polaku, który uratował tysiące Żydów [Red Pencil. About a Pole Who 
Saved Thousands of Jews] – was published by Elżbieta Isakiewicz in 2003.

The first step towards reinstating the memory of Sławik had been 
made years earlier, in 1977, when Isaac Brettler, an Israeli lawyer and one of 
the teachers at the famous orphanage for Jewish children in Vác, petitioned 
for its founders and teachers to be awarded the honorary title of “Righteous 
Among the Nations”. However, the fact that he gave incomplete data in his 
petition to the Yad Vashem Institute and that Poland did not have diplomatic 
relations with Israel at the time resulted in a considerable delay; eventually, 
it was the previously mentioned Henryk Zvi Zimmermann, by then a former 
Deputy Speaker of the Knesset, who saw the case through to its successful 
conclusion on 6 November 1990.

The first Silesian city to truly commemorate Sławik, one of the re-
gion’s most famous sons, was Jastrzębie-Zdrój, within the borders of which 
– as it happens – lies the old village of Szeroka, Sławik’s birthplace. On  
29 September 2004, Secondary School No. 3 in Jastrzębie-Zdrój–Szeroka 
became the first in Poland to have Henryk Sławik as its patron. Secondary 
School No. 17 in Katowice and the Secondary Building Engineering School 
in Rybnik followed suit in 2008 and 2012 respectively, while the Red Cross 
Blood Donors’ Club in Jastrzębie-Zdrój was named after Sławik in 2016. The 
key role in these initiatives – crowned in 2010 with Henryk Sławik being 
awarded the Order of the While Eagle by President Lech Kaczyński – was 
played by the Henryk Sławik – Pamięć i Dzieło [Memory and Work] Associa-
tion, which was established in 2008 through the efforts of Aleksander Fiszer, 
Grzegorz Łubczyk, Michał Luty and Zbigniew Kutermak, Sławik’s grandson.

Numerous meetings with readers both in Poland and abroad en-
couraged me to write another book: Henryk Sławik. Wielki zapomniany Bo-
hater Trzech Narodów [Henryk Sławik. The Great Forgotten Hero of Three 
Nations], which was published in 2008; like the first, this volume too was 
also published in Hungary. Let me just add that Senator Andrzej Misiołek 
(who provided substantial assistance) and I managed to convince the Polish 
Postal Service to include Sławik and Antall among the preeminent figures 
of the 20th century, which led to the issue in 2010 of a postcard with the 
following inscription in both Polish and Hungarian: “Sprawiedliwi wśród 
Narodów Świata / A Világ Igaza: Henryk Sławik i József Antall” [Righteous 
Among the Nations: Henryk Sławik and József Antall].
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The Campaign for “the Boy from Szeroka” – Continued

The year 2014 proved to be very successful as regards promoting the ac-
complishments of “the boy from Szeroka”. Since that year marked the 70th 
anniversary of Sławik’s death at the German extermination camp of Maut- 
hausen-Gusen, the Silesian Regional Assembly adopted a resolution pro-
claiming 2014 as the Year of Henryk Sławik in Silesia. The list of initiatives 
endorsed by the Municipal Offices of Katowice and other Silesian cities, 
all of which were focused on uncovering, promoting and honoring the life 
and work of Sławik and his Hungarian friend, József Antall senior, without 
whom Sławik would never have earned his place in world history, is indeed 
impressive. Among the projects were exhibitions, school competitions, 
concerts, religious services, sports events, press publications (including 
a special supplement to the “Gość Niedzielny”), and popular science dis-
cussion panels, such as the one held at the University of Silesia, which was 
followed by a publication entitled Henryk Sławik. Śląski bohater trzech narodów 
[Henryk Sławik. The Silesian Hero of Three Nations].

It was in 2014, too, that a commemorative plaque was unveiled in 
front of the local church in Sławik’s beloved Szeroka, and the first perma-
nent exhibition dedicated to the man himself – the Henryk Sławik Room 
(arranged in accordance with my proposal) – was opened at the Gallery 
of History of the City of Jastrzębie-Zdrój. I was also fortunate to be able to 
join in on the celebrations of Sławik’s Year with a suitably timed fictionalized 
documentary, Życie na krawędzi. Henryk Sławik–József Antall senior [Life on 
the Edge. Henryk Sławik–József Antall Senior], which featured a number 
of accomplished actors (Krzysztof Globisz as Sławik, Olgierd Łukaszewicz 
as Antall, and Piotr Fronczewski in the role of the narrator).

Luckily, efforts aimed at raising public awareness of the achievements 
of this eminent Silesian and perpetuating his memory are being continued 
with vigor. In 2013, on the initiative of the Council for the Protection of the 
Memory of Struggle and Martyrdom, the presidents of Poland and Hun-
gary, Bronisław Komorowski and János Ader, unveiled a plaque in Maut- 
hausen-Gusen commemorating the heroic death of Henryk Sławik and his 
closest associates, while in 2015 in Katowice they unveiled a monument to 
the Silesian hero and his friend József Antall. Over the past couple of years 
commemorative events have also taken place in Hungary: plaques were put 
up at the former seat of the Citizens’ Committee, which had been headed 
by Sławik, and at the orphanage that he had helped establish for Jewish 
children in Vác on the Danube; moreover, one of the wharves on the side 
of Buda was named after him.

In Poland, Sławik’s name was given to streets in Warsaw and Jastrzę- 
bie-Zdrój, as well as to a roundabout in Katowice. In mid-2015, together 
with Dr. Józef Musioł, the President of the Association of Friends of Silesia 
in Warsaw, I set up a Public Committee for the Erection of Statues to Hen-
ryk Sławik and József Antall Senior in the Cities of Warsaw and Budapest.  
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The body received support from the City of Warsaw, the Office For War 
Veterans and Victims of Repression, and the Polish History Museum, which 
provided us with a grant from the Ministry of Culture. A year and a half 
later, on 8 November 2016 to be precise, a monument dedicated to both he-
roes – designed and executed by sculptor Władysław Dudek – was unveiled 
in Dolinka Szwajcarska in Warsaw. The event was preceded by a mass held 
at the Warsaw Archcathedral by Cardinal Kazimierz Nycz and Archbishop 
Wiktor Skworc, the Metropolitan of Katowice, for the two men and for all 
Hungarian protectors of Poles. The unveiling of the monument was at-
tended by senior state officials, chief among them Marek Kuchciński, the 
Speaker of the Polish Sejm, and Piotr Gliński, the Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister of Culture, as well as by the heads of the two capitals: Hanna 
Gronkiewicz-Waltz, the Mayor of Warsaw, and István Tarlós, the Mayor of 
Budapest. In accordance with the founding idea of the Public Committee, 
a monument to Henryk Sławik and József Antall Senior – identical to the 
one in Warsaw – was officially unveiled on 26 June 2017 at the Goldmann 
György Square in the Xi District of Budapest as a token of remembrance and 
gratitude to the Hungarian nation for providing help and support to tens 
of thousands of Polish refugees throughout the War. Guests included the 
Speaker of the Polish Sejm, Marek Kuchciński, the Speaker of the National 
Assembly of Hungary, László Kövér, the mayors of Warsaw and Budapest, 
people who had found refuge in Hungary during the War, and a dozen or 
so Polish mPs. 

Never the Final Word

Summing up, during my presentations devoted to Sławik and his work, 
which are usually accompanied by film screenings – and I have organized 
more than 250 such events both in Poland and abroad (Hungary, France, 
Canada, Austria, Lithuania) – I am often asked a question that is like a pang 
of conscience: “Why do we learn about such a hero this late?” One of par-
ticipants in these meetings, Zbigniew Ringer, wrote thus in the New York 
“Centrum” monthly: “We have diamonds, but we don’t know how to make 
use of them. This is one of our Polish faults – we have no clue about self- 
-promotion”.

It seems, however, that what we have managed to do so far to pro-
mote knowledge about Sławik has contributed to a gradual improvement 
of the wartime image of Poland, which in some countries is still tarnished 
and not true to fact. This is why it is so important for the Polish Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage to 
actively engage in the popularization of persons such as Henryk Sławik. 
It is truly good news, then, that the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent 
an exhibition devoted to Sławik and Antall, available in several languages, 
to its cultural institutions and embassies; it has already been displayed in 
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Vilnius (January 2017), Budapest (June 2017), Paris (September 2017) and 
Bratislava (April 2018).

Henryk Sławik, however, is bigger than the Polish national interest. 
Let me repeat: this man is the perfect candidate for patron of the European 
Center of Education in Gusen. The establishment of such a Center – and 
with such a patron – will undoubtedly help and indeed make it easier to 
introduce kl Gusen into the collective European memory. It is our moral 
duty to ensure that lessons are drawn from his tragic legacy, so that history 
shall not repeat itself.
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Gusen: Oblivion, Memory 
and the Future

Marek Zając

Abstract

The text is an abridged and edited version of a paper which was presented 
together with photographic materials at the international scientific 
conference entitled “Killing Intellectuals. European Intellectual Elites under 
German Occupation, 1939–1945”, held on 8–9 May 2017 in Vienna and  
accompanied by commemorative events organized in Gusen on 7 May 2017. 
It presents issues concerning the commemoration of the victims of the 
concentration camp of Mauthausen-Gusen – a location infamous even  
by the standards of the Second World War – and the proposal to establish  
a Henryk Sławik European Center of Education in Gusen.
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In the autumn of 2016 Professor Magdalena Gawin, Undersecretary of State 
at the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, turned to the International 
Auschwitz Council at the Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Po-
land with a request for expert support in matters concerning the former 
concentration camp of Gusen. The International Auschwitz Council is an 
independent body comprising more than 20 persons from all over the world, 
who represent the most important institutions and circles engaged in per-
petuating Holocaust memory and commemorating the victims of other 
major atrocities committed during the Second World War. Its members come 
from various nations and include former prisoners of the camp, scholars, 
museologists, social activists, as well as officials of Jewish communes and 
Christian Churches. In the discharge of its duties, the Council is guided 
by the need to protect its independence and credibility, and has thereby 
gained and consolidated the international prestige and authority required 
to settle many difficult problems concerning not only the Auschwitz- 
-Birkenau Memorial, but also other former German Nazi concentration and 
extermination camps located within the present-day borders of Poland. 

The initiative authored by Minister Gawin allowed us to familiarize 
ourselves in detail with issues pertaining to the present condition of the Gu-
sen camp complex, and we soon decided to enter into cooperation with the 
Foundation for Polish-German Reconciliation, at the time headed by Dariusz 
Pawłoś. This body, which enjoys considerable standing both in Poland and 
abroad, was piloting a project – in many ways groundbreaking – for a new 
memorial on the grounds of the former German extermination camp in So-
bibór. Following introductory discussions, we elected to pool our experience 
and draw up a proposal for what could be established in Gusen in the future 
in order to provide the site with a worthy form of commemoration and ensure 
that it played a proper role in shaping memory.

For after all, if we take into consideration the number of victims, this 
is the largest crime scene in contemporary Austria. Further, it was the sole 
category three – that is, the most severe – concentration camp in the whole 
Third Reich. By way of comparison, even kl Auschwitz, as regards its con-
centrative function, was only a category two camp. In turn, in the postwar 
era a great many groups and communities – by no means only in Poland 
– came to view Gusen as a symbol of the destruction and obliteration of 
memory. If you enter the name of this former camp in Google, you will be 
immediately directed to photographs showing how – for example – the old 
camp gateway, where the ss administrative echelon was located and in the 
cellars of which prisoners were tortured, has been turned into an exclusive 
private villa. Whether we like it or not, we should all be aware of this sorry 
development. And we must confront the issue. 

Gusen presents a challenge for both Austrians and Poles, and indeed 
for European society as a whole, since it is the place of death and suffering 
of nearly 30 nationalities. It is not by chance that I mentioned Poles, who 
accounted for the majority of victims; indeed, even the ss men called Gusen 
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“the extermination camp for the Polish intelligentsia”. In consequence, 
Poland feels particularly obligated to care for the cultivation of memory at 
this site – just as our Jewish friends care for Auschwitz-Birkenau, Treblin-
ka, Bełżec, Sobibór, and Chełmno on the River Ner. And just as the Romani 
and the Sinti, with whom the International Auschwitz Council has been 
cooperating closely for a great many years, perpetuate the memory of their 
kinfolk in Auschwitz-Birkenau – the largest cemetery in their history. But 
the attention shown by Poland to preserving the present material condition 
and securing the future of Gusen – and this fact I would like to emphasize – 
is in no way an attempt at the Polonization or nationalization of this place 
of memory, although unfortunately such opinions, unfair and completely 
unjustified, have reached us.

Each project implemented at this location must treat all the victims 
with the utmost respect, irrespective of their nationality or religion. And in-
deed, the integrity of Polish intentions is best proved by the abovementioned 
initiative of the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, which calls for 
inviting the International Auschwitz Council – a body that invariably acts in 
the name of truth to perpetuate the memory of all victims, without consid-
eration of any political interests – to participate in numerous expert tasks. 

When thinking about the future of the place of memory in Gusen, 
we should take one other aspect into consideration: namely, that during 
the War the camp functioned as a gigantic quasi-industrial concern, with 
scores of businesses making use of the slave labor of inmates. Many of these 
companies exist to the present day, although some under different names. 
That would be all as regards the conclusions which may be drawn from the 
wartime and postwar history of Gusen.

The second important reference point for those who want to create 
a worthy memorial in Gusen is the testament of former prisoners. I think 
that at this point we should cite a short, shocking and very to-the-point story. 

In May 1945, Stanisław Nogaj, a Polish inmate of Gusen, a writer and 
journalist, decided to return home. On foot. No more than 11 kilometers 
from the camp, he stopped at the house of a blacksmith, who received him 
warmly and gave him food and drink. The man admitted that he knew full 
well what went on in that terrible place... Mauthausen. But he had never 
heard of the camp in Gusen. Not once. 

In his memoirs, which he proceeded to write down soon after the end 
of hostilities, Nogaj observed that he found it nearly impossible to believe 
the man’s words. During the long years spent in incarceration he had come 
to be convinced that the whole world knew about Gusen. That this was 
a place as well-known as Dachau. And yet so near the camp he met a local 
resident who had never heard of Gusen. 

While considering the event as symbolic, we should note that its 
meaning remains current. For decades, the most significant efforts at saving 
the memory of Gusen were undertaken by former prisoners themselves. But 
while a museum and a place of memory were established in Mauthausen, 
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the former Gusen complex became the location for an estate of single-family 
houses; incidentally, the layout of its streets is modeled after that of the 
camp. Acting on their own initiative, former inmates collected funds and 
purchased three allotments so as to save the crematorium, itself left standing 
by a miracle. And it was the ex-prisoners who funded the first Memorial, 
located amongst the detached houses, in the 1960s. The Austrian Ministry 
of Internal Affairs took custody of the site only in 1997. 

Inmates of the facility, whose numbers dwindle by the day, view 
two issues as being of fundamental importance. Firstly: to preserve every 
possible trace of the suffering of thousands of people, to save their history 
from oblivion. Because for former inmates oblivion is like a second death, 
or even a death worse than the one they would have suffered in the camp. 
And secondly: it is the dream of ex-prisoners that, when they are no more, 
and most unfortunately this moment is inescapable, Gusen becomes a focal 
point for the shaping of the young generations, so that similar tragedies are 
never repeated. 

The third point of reference in our deliberations on the future of the 
place of memory in Gusen, additional to the historical dimension and the testa- 
ment of former inmates, are the guidelines of international experts. Namely, 
in April 2017 leading specialists from Unesco, the International Auschwitz 
Council, Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum in Washington, and other 
institutions of international stature held a meeting in Wannsee, a location 
of equally symbolic importance. The conference was organized with the 
support of the Polish Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, and also 
with the significant participation of the Witold Pilecki Center for Totalitar-
ian Studies (currently the Pilecki Institute). Its most important result was 
the unanimous adoption of recommendations for all places of memory in 
Europe. 

These guidelines have come to be known as the three golden rules of 
Unesco. The first is that of authenticity. We must save the ruins, the former 
camp buildings, the artifacts, archives – all things materially tangible – at 
any cost. The importance of these physical remains grows with the passage 
of time, as following the demise of the last eye-witnesses objects alone will 
remain as the direct point of connection with historical events. The second 
rule of Unesco concerns retaining the integrity of archives, artifacts and 
locations, while the third calls for the development of international coop-
eration at places of memory. Obviously, the states within the borders of 
which these places of memory lie are first obligated to ensure their main-
tenance, because without them we would cease to be able to comprehend 
contemporary Europe. They remain as a sign of the suffering and death of 
representatives of many nations, and for this reason international dialog 
must be viewed as a sine qua non – particularly as regards such delicate 
matters as, for example, conducting archaeological research.

Now let us move on to the reality of Gusen. It is possible to purchase 
three historical allotments from private owners – provided that we want to 
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