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Foreword





My interest in Yugoslavia dates back to the year I spent as a teenage national service soldier in Trieste, the former Austro-Hungarian port whose population is largely Italian but partly Slovene. Although Tito had broken with Stalin by the time I arrived, he was still making noisy claims to Trieste as well as parts of Austria. During my pleasant sojourn, I met many Yugoslavs and started to learn Serbo-Croat as well as basic Italian and German.


On going to Cambridge University after my army service, I studied the history of the Balkan people and, during the summer vacation of 1951, I visited Yugoslavia for the first time, staying in Zagreb. Its famous archbishop Alojzije Stepinac was then serving a sentence in Lepoglava prison. In October 1953 I went on an eight-month postgraduate visit to Belgrade and Sarajevo, making a special study of the period around the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914, the most momentous event in twentieth-century history. From Sarajevo, in June 1954, I wrote my first article for the New Statesman, to mark the fortieth anniversary of the crime.


On the strength of more articles about Yugoslavia, I got a part-time job with the then Manchester Guardian, becoming its Yorkshire correspondent during the winter months, but spending the summers in the Balkans. During the 1960s, when I was spending much of my time in Africa, Latin America and South-East Asia, I kept returning to Yugoslavia for holidays and occasional journalistic work.


From the start of the 1970s, there were warning signs of renewed Serb-Croat tensions, and worries about what might happen when Tito finally went. From 1975, the new editor of the Spectator, Alexander Chancellor, frequently subsidised my visits to central and south-east Europe, as he did during the last years of Yugoslavia, when he was editor of the Independent Magazine. It was thanks to him that I got the chance to witness some of the tragic events of 1989–91 in Serbia, Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina.


My view that the breakup of Yugoslavia would lead to a civil war, first in Croatia and then in Bosnia-Hercegovina, did not conform to the popular wisdom, so that I found it difficult to get articles on Yugoslavia published, let alone acquire the financial means to return there. I therefore decided in the autumn of 1991 to write a book of Balkan memoirs. This would also include a historical study of what really happened in Yugoslavia during the Second World War. This book was a rather uneasy mixture of memoir and history. However, in early 1993 the publisher Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson came up with the simple but brilliant idea of writing a life of Tito, the very personification of Yugoslavia.


Whereas, when I first came back from Yugoslavia during the 1950s, people would almost invariably ask, ‘Is Tito a Communist or a Yugoslav nationalist?’, today they ask quite different questions: ‘Was Tito a Serb or a Croat?’ and ‘How did he hold these people together?’ These are some of the questions that this book is intended to answer.


Normally, in a foreword like this, I would mention by name some of the many people who have offered me hospitality, advice and criticism over the years. However, in view of the atmosphere of suspicion and bitterness now pervading the former Yugoslavia, I thought it best not to associate anyone else with views that are really my own.


However, I should like to thank my dear wife, Mary, who has supported me and borne with my moods of anger and gloom during the last few years, when it must often have seemed to her that the problems of Bosnia-Hercegovina were flooding her kitchen.
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1 The South Slav Lands 1815
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2 Yugoslavia on the eve of the First World War 
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3 The federated units of Yugoslavia after the Second World War 



























[image: ]





Pronunciation





The pronunciation of Serbo-Croat words was, until recently, rather mysterious to the foreign reader. Nowadays we are all too familiar with the pronunciation of names such as Sarajevo, Karadjić, and Milošević. I have everywhere adopted the Serbo-Croat spelling in Latin script except for the names of the Serb and Croat paramilitary organisations, the Chetniks and Ustasha (pronounced oostasha). Although the second of these should strictly be declined, I have preferred to use it unchanged as a singular, collective and plural noun, and also as an adjective.


The following simple notes on pronunciation are borrowed from Anne Kindersley’s The Mountains of Yugoslavia, in turn adapted from W. A. Morison’s The Revolt of the Serbs against the Turks.












	 

	c

	 

	
ts in ts in cats


	 






	 

	č

	 

	
ch in church

	 






	 

	ć

	 

	between ch in church and t in tune

	  






	 

	dj, dž

	 

	
j in jug

	 






	 

	g

	 

	
g in get

	 






	 

	j

	 

	
y in yes

	 






	 

	lj

	 

	
lli in million

	 






	 

	nj

	 

	
ni in minion

	 






	 

	r

	 

	always rolled; between consonants it becomes a vowel; ur in Scottish burn

	 






	 

	s

	 

	
s in sad

	 






	 

	š

	 

	
sh in shin

	 






	 

	ž

	 

	
s in pleasure

	 






	 

	a

	 

	
a in far

	 






	 

	e

	 

	
e in bed

	 






	 

	i

	 

	
i in give

	 






	   

	o

	 

	
o in for

	 






	 

	u

	 

	
u in push
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The History of the South Slavs





Josip Broz, the future Marshal Tito, was born in 1892 at the village of Kumrovec in Croatia, north-west of the provincial capital Zagreb, or Agram as it was then called. Although it had been a kingdom during the early Middle Ages, by the late nineteenth century Croatia was ruled from Budapest and belonged to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Hungarian was the official language, used even for buying a railway ticket; the middle classes in Agram spoke German; only the peasants were monoglot in their South Slav language, now known as Serbo-Croat. Josip’s mother came from across the River Sutla and therefore belonged to the Slovene branch of the South Slav people, speaking a different though closely related language. The Slovenes had never aspired to independence and now belonged to the Austrian province of Carniola, whose population was largely German or Italian.


As a young man, Tito acquired the Austro-Hungarian lingua franca of German and went to work in Slovene Carniola, the mainly Italian port of Trieste, Czech-speaking Bohemia and then the capital, Vienna. He joined the Austro-Hungarian army, and when the First World War broke out he went off to fight the Serbs, his fellow South Slavs. It was not until after the war, and the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian, Turkish, German and Russian empires, that Kumrovec became part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, or Yugoslavia as it was later called.


In April 1941, after the Axis conquest of Yugoslavia, Kumrovec became part of the Independent State of Croatia, under the Ustasha terrorists, but the Slovenes across the River Sutla were swallowed up in Hitler’s Reich or Mussolini’s Italy. During the next four years of civil war between Serbs, Croats and Muslims, Tito emerged as the one man offering unity to the South Slav peoples. In 1945 he set up a federation embracing the six republics of Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Montenegro, Macedonia and Bosnia-Hercegovina.


In 1991, eleven years after Tito’s death and one year before the centenary of his birth, Slovenia and Croatia declared themselves separate, sovereign and independent states, with their own armies, customs and excise, and immigration control. The River Sutla, separating the homes of Tito’s father and mother, was now the frontier between two not very friendly states. The breakup of Yugoslavia in 1991, as in 1941, led first to a rising of Serbs in Croatia, and then to a three-way slaughter in Bosnia-Hercegovina. In spite of what has been said by the foreign press and even by some of the South Slav demagogues, there is no ‘ethnic’ difference between the warring factions in Bosnia-Hercegovina, all of whom are alike in blood, appearance, language and bellicose nature. All that divides them is their ancestral religion, so that the Greek Orthodox call themselves Serbs, the Roman Catholics call themselves Croats, while the unhappy Muslims, who used to describe themselves as Yugoslavs or Bosnians, are now known by a faith in which many of them do not believe.


In order to understand the career of Tito and how he tried to unite the South Slav people, we have to go back to the Middle Ages to see the origins of the great divide between the two Christian churches and Islam. Modern political commentators too often try to explain human conflict in sociological terms such as class struggle, racialism or male oppression of women. They either ignore or discount the influence on the human heart of history, myth and religion. As soon as one looks at these things, the once bewildering conflict of Serbs, Croats and Muslims becomes as clear as do the analogous conflicts in Northern Ireland and India. Anyone who approaches the Yugoslavs without some knowledge of their religious history is like a chicken trying to understand a ladder, as the Spanish proverb goes.


The South Slavs were one of a series of peoples who moved into Southern and Western Europe to fill the vacuum left by the breakup of the Roman Empire. At the height of their power, the Romans had colonised the Balkan region as far as the Black Sea, where modern Romanians still honour their name and speak a derivative of their language. Latin was used as the lingua franca down to a line running from northern Albania, through Niš in Serbia, east to the present Sofia. Beneath that line, Greek was the language of writing and civilisation.


With the establishment of the Eastern Empire at Constantinople in AD 330, and the steady decline in the power of Rome, a series of hordes from Asia and north-east Europe came south and west to prey on a feeble population. Some, like the Huns and Vandals, came only to burn, plunder and then withdraw, while others settled the land and adopted the Christian religion. Such were the Goths in Spain, the Magyars in Hungary and the Avars in Bulgaria.


The origin of the various Slavs such as the Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Czechs and Slovaks is still a matter of argument, but it seems that the South (or Jugo) Slavs came from what is now Poland, north of the Carpathian Mountains. During the sixth century AD, they started to cross the River Danube, continuing south towards Greece and west towards the Adriatic. In the course of their progress along the wide river valleys, into the Balkan mountain range and down to the Dalmatian coast, the South Slavs drove out or absorbed the existing people, known to the Romans as the Illyrians. Although some historians disagree, popular wisdom holds that these Illyrians were the ancestors of the modern Albanians, whose language does not resemble any other spoken in Europe.


The eastern wing of the South Slav migration gave a variant of its language to the Bulgarians, who are mostly an Avar people, and to some of the Macedonians, who are today a mixture of Slavs, Avars, Greeks and Albanians. The Slavs first tried to conquer and then were absorbed by the Eastern Empire, and such leading men as Emperor Justinian and the general Belisarius may well have been Slav in origin. The Slovenes, a smaller branch of the South Slavs, settled in the Carinthian and Julian Alps among the Germans and the Italians.


The great majority of the South Slav people, speaking the language now called Serbo-Croat, settled in what came to be called Serbia, Croatia, Montenegro and Bosnia-Hercegovina. It seems that the first political entities were established in what are now northern Albania, Montenegro and parts of Croatia just inland from the coast. In about the ninth century, foreigners first noticed that some of the South Slavs called themselves Serbs or Croats, though it is not clear whether these names derived from the people or from the places they inhabited.


In spite of later division, both political and religious, the language spoken by most of the South Slav people has stayed the same to the present day. A foreigner learning Serbo-Croat may notice peculiar dialects spoken in country districts such as eastern Serbia and the Dalmatian coast, but unless one is a linguistic expert one will notice little difference between the languages spoken in Belgrade, Zagreb and Sarajevo. The word for ‘what’ may vary; the vowel ‘e’ is shorter in Serb than it is in Croat; ‘bread’ is hleb in Belgrade and kruha in Zagreb. In the obscene and often blasphemous oaths that punctuate all South Slav conversation, the word for ‘vagina’ is pička in Serb and pizda in Croat. The Serbs have retained a few Turkish words such as varǒs (town) and para (money), besides borrowing others from English and French. The Serbs listen to muzika, the Croats to glazba; the Serbs play futbol, the Croats nogomet. Many Serbs disapprove of the Western names for the months, such as Oktobar, regretting the old Slav words such as Listopad, literally ‘leaf fall’, still used by the Croats. The Greek monks Saints Cyril and Methodius brought the Cyrillic script to the Serbs as well as the Russians and Bulgarians, but the Croats adapted the Latin script, so that for instance the sound ts became c, ch became č, and tch became ć.


The difference in alphabet shows that, from early on, the South Slavs were divided by the influence of the Pope in Rome and that of the Patriarch of the Eastern Church in Constantinople. By the eighth or ninth century, the Slovenes were following the customs and doctrines of Rome, while the Bulgars were just as firmly devoted to Constantinople. The main body of South Slavs were not yet committed. Today the Croats boast of their 1,300 years of loyalty to Rome but their first little dukedom during the tenth century owed its secular allegiance to Constantinople, which then controlled much of the Adriatic coast. In those days the Eastern Church was able to use the Latin rite, while the Roman Church was ready to use the Slavonic rite devised by Saints Cyril and Methodius. The little dukedoms in what are now southern Serbia and Montenegro were loosely divided by the influence of Rome and Constantinople.


The division among the South Slavs really began with the Great Schism of 1054 when, in the words of Edward Gibbon in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, the papal legate placed on the altar of Santa Sophia ‘a direful anathema, which enumerates the seven mortal heresies of the Greeks, and devotes the guilty teachers and their unhappy sectaries to the eternal society of the devil and his angels’.1 The main theological difference, then as now, was whether the Holy Spirit of the Trinity proceeded from God the Father alone, or from the Father and the Son (filioque). Besides its difference of opinion concerning the ‘filioque clause’, the Eastern Church also disapproved of some of the Roman innovations, such as the celibacy of the clergy and the shaving of priests’ beards.


In the Kingdom of Croatia around the time of the Great Schism of 1054, no clear distinction arose between the Greek and Latin churches. When the Bishop of Split was asked in about 1050 why he had a wife and children, he answered that marriage was authorised by the laws of the Eastern Church. A few years later, in 1060, the synod of Split forbade the use of the Slavonic liturgy and language in church, insisting that services could be held only in Latin or Greek. However, from a letter written by Pope Alexander II in 1067, we find that the Roman Church authority at Bar, in present-day Montenegro, allowed the use of Slav as well as Latin and Greek in its monasteries.2


At times the Eastern and Western churches united against the common threat from Islam, but resentment flared in Constantinople in 1183, as Gibbon tells us:




Neither age, nor sex, nor the ties of friendship or kindred, could save the victims of national hatred, and avarice, and religious zeal; the Latins were slaughtered in their houses and in their streets; their quarters were reduced to ashes, the clergy were burnt in their churches, and the sick in their hospitals; and some estimate may be formed of the slain from the clemency which sold above four thousand Christians in perpetual slavery to the Turks.3





At the beginning of the thirteenth century the French knights and Venetian merchants leading the Fourth Crusade turned aside from the purpose of freeing the Holy Land to vanquish and plunder Constantinople.




In the Cathedral of St Sophia, the ample veil of the sanctuary was rent asunder for the sake of the golden fringe; and the altar, a monument of art and riches, was broken in pieces and shared among the captors … A prostitute was seated on the throne of the patriarch; and that daughter of Belial, as she is styled, sung and danced in the church, to ridicule the hymns and processions of the Orientals.4





When the Latins seized temporal and spiritual power at Constantinople, the Serbian ruler Stefan Nemanja took the chance to throw off his vassal status. He pledged his support in arms to the Roman Catholic King of Hungary, then asked the papal legate to baptise him under the Roman rite. Thanks to this opportune change of faith, which does not appear in Serbian history books, the Nemanja dynasty built up a Serbian state that came to include most of Greece. However, Stefan Nemanja’s younger son, Sava kept to the Eastern faith, creating a Serbian Orthodox Church independent of Constantinople. Saint Sava, as he is known to his people, invented the slogan ‘Only Unity Saves Serbs’ (‘Samo Sloga Srbina Spasova’)‚ which is symbolised by a cross between four Cyrillic esses:
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The Serb and Croat kings in the Middle Ages had no permanent capital, court, administration or legal system. They were heads of a loose alliance of military chieftains who roamed the Balkans exacting tribute from their defeated rivals. Serbia and Croatia were not nation states but provinces like Wessex or Mercia in eighth-century England. At about the time of the Norman Conquest of England, the Magyars started to challenge the power of the South Slav rulers. In 1102 the Croatian nobles agreed to a Pacta conventa, pledging obedience to the King of Hungary, in return for which they were free from taxation, held equal status with their Hungarian counterparts, and retained their own feudal assembly, the Sabor, and their own governor, or Ban. The Pacta coventa remained formally valid until 1918.


During the Middle Ages the idea arose that Croatia comprised not only the geographical heartland around Zagreb but all Roman Catholic Slavs who spoke Serbo-Croat. The Catholics in Slavonia, Dalmatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina who had previously thought of themselves simply as Slavs, or took their name from the clan or region, began to identify with the kingdom that ceased to exist in 1102.


Both the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Croatian Catholic Church tried to impose their faith on the South Slavs in Bosnia and its adjoining dukedom of Hercegovina (from Herzog, the German for ‘duke’). To add to the problem, the mountains of Bosnia-Hercegovina had also afforded a refuge from persecution to a fanatical sect of Manichaean heretics whose creed had come from Bulgaria. They called themselves Bogomils, (‘dear to God’) but because of the origin of their faith, and the fear and hatred that it inspired, their name was perverted into a synonym for wickedness. In one of his famous footnotes, Gibbon pointed out that the French word bougre derived from a Bulgarian or Bogomil heretic, as does the English word, ‘bugger’.


The Bogomils were in fact a peaceful sect who believed in the equal power of God and the Devil, rejecting the Cross, the sacraments, the Virgin Mary, the Church’s hierarchy and its liturgy, except for the Lord’s Prayer. The elect, or ‘perfect’, had to forswear the things of the flesh but the Bogomil masses enjoyed the pleasures of love, music and wine. The rulers of Bosnia-Hercegovina, who were sometimes sovereign kings and sometimes Bans, or governors, owing allegiance to Hungary, attempted to keep the peace between their Bogomil, Orthodox and Roman Catholic subjects. In 1168 Governor Culin refused to obey the Pope and the King of Hungary when they told him to stamp out the Bogomil heresy.5 However, at that time the papacy was much disturbed by a wave of similar Manichaean heresies in western Europe, such as the Albigensians in the South of France, against whom Simon de Montfort led a crusade in 1209.


In 1238 the papacy launched a first crusade into Bosnia-Hercegovina under the leadership of the King of Hungary’s brother, Coloma. Pope Gregory IX congratulated Coloma on ‘wiping out the heresy and restoring the light of Catholic purity’, but he spoke too soon, for in 1241 the Tatars invaded, and all the crusading soldiers were called back for the defence of Hungary.6 In 1246 Pope Innocent IV Ordered Archduke Colocz to lead another crusade, which slaughtered many Bogomils but did not destroy their faith.


The Franciscans went into Bosnia-Hercegovina in 1260, building monasteries in the remote mountain regions where the Bogomils had gone to escape their tormentors. The Franciscans set up an inquisition in 1291, and also tried to impress the peasants with wonders such as these described by a papal chronicler.




One stepped into a large fire and with great hilarity stood in the middle of the flames, while he recited the fiftieth psalm … Upon the Eve of St Katherine in 1367, a mighty heavenly flame appeared in the East with an intense light apparent to the whole globe. At that time they say that the loftiest mountains, with all the rocks, cattle, wild beasts and fowl of the air, were miraculously consumed.7





All such efforts were unsuccessful, as can be seen from a letter written by John XXII in 1325 to Stephen, the Ban of Bosnia.




Knowing that thou art a faithful son of the church, we therefore charge thee to exterminate the heretics in thy dominion, and to render all assistance to Fabian, our Inquisitor, for as much as a large multitude of heretics hath flowed together into the principality of Bosnia … These men, armed with the cunning of the Old Fiend, and armed with the venom of their falseness, corrupt the minds of Catholics by the outward show of simplicity and the sham assumption of the name of Christians, their speech crawleth like a crab and they creep in with humility, but in secret they kill.8





The Bosnian rulers, if they were not themselves Bogomils, were tolerant to the heresy. King Tvrtko (1353–91), who threw off Hungarian rule and exercised partial sway over much of Serbia, Croatia and the Dalmatian coast, was even-handed in dealing with all three religious groups under his rule, and has since been acclaimed as a proto-Yugoslav. Bosnia-Hercegovina, in the fourteenth century, was an example to Europe of how people of different religions could live together in harmony.


As the popes crusaded against the Bogomils, a deadlier enemy of the Christian faith was advancing into the South Slav lands from Asia Minor. The Muslim Turks had not yet captured the ultimate prize of Constantinople but they were moving through Greece into the realm of the Serbs. On St Vitus’s Day, 28 June 1389, a Turkish army confronted a grand alliance of Serbs, Bosnians, Hungarians, Greeks, Bulgarians and Albanians at Kosovo Polje, the Field of Blackbirds, in what was at that time the largest battle ever fought in Europe. The Serbs were defeated and the Turks became the masters of south-east and central Europe. For the Serbs, St Vitus’s Day, or Vidovdan, became the symbol of national pride, sorrow and aspiration; on 28 June 1914 a young Bosnian Serb shot Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo. During more than five centuries under Turkish rule, the Serbs were determined not to forget the Battle of Kosovo. Bards sang of it to the sound of a one-string fiddle; painters and sculptors depicted the deeds of valour and treachery; churchgoers prayed for the souls of the fallen.


In their romanticising of Kosovo, the Serbs often forget that they were not the only warriors fighting the Turks that day. They also forget that the Turkish army included many Serb converts to Islam, now fighting as janizaries. As Gibbon observes: ‘The Janizaries fought with the zeal of proselytes against their idolatrous countrymen; and in the battle of Cossova, the league and independence of the Sclavonian tribes was finally crushed.’9 The Ottoman Sultan Bajazet completed the conquest of south-east Europe, and then, in the words of Gibbon, ‘turned his arms against the Kingdom of Hungary, the perpetual theatre of the Turkish victories and defeats’. After destroying an army of 100,000 Christians at Nicopolis in 1396, Bajazet threatened that he would lay siege to Budapest, then conquer Germany and finally feed his horse with a bushel of oats on the altar of St Peter’s in Rome. Gibbon says of Bajazet:




His progress was checked, not by the miraculous interposition of the apostle; nor by a crusade of the Christian powers, but by a long and painful fit of the gout. The disorders of the moral, are sometimes corrected by those of the physical world, and an acrimonious humour falling on a single fibre of one man, may prevent or suspend the misery of nations.10





As the Turks occupied Kosovo and the rest of the Serbian heartland, tens of thousands of Orthodox Christians fled north and west to the realm of the Catholic King of Hungary, most of them settling in what we would now call Croatia. Albanian converts to Islam took the land that had once been farmed by the Serbs and erected their mosques near the Serbian churches at Prizren and Gračanica. Islam also made converts among the South Slavs in the Sandjak region of south-west Serbia and to a lesser extent in Montenegro; but the Turks never entirely conquered the fierce mountain people living there. The city state of Ragusa, now Dubrovnik, and many Dalmatian towns protected by Venice were left alone by the Turks in return for a tax on their trade.


Even when the Turks had entered Bosnia-Hercegovina, the papacy still regarded the Bogomils as more of a threat than Islam. Extraordinary though it may seem to us, the popes in the fifteenth century, and many historians since, regarded Bosnia-Hercegovina as the breeding ground of Protestantism. They saw the Bogomils as the instigators of Huss in Bohemia, the Lollards in England and the Waldensians in France. There is an undisputed connection between the beliefs and practices of the Bogomils and those of the other Christian reformers. The rejection of bishops, liturgies, Holy Communion, the Virgin Mary and even the Cross have all featured at various times among the demands of reformers. Certain Bogomil attitudes – such as preferring St Paul to St Peter, belief in the power of the Devil, and perhaps most of all their sense of being ‘the elect’ – were to be found in the teachings of Luther, Zwingli and Calvin.


Gibbon was not quite clear about the location of Bosnia, but he was certain that the Bogomils, or ‘Paulicians’ as he sometimes called them, taught and inspired the Protestants in western Europe:




In the state, in the church, and even in the cloister, a latent succession was preserved of the disciples of St Paul; who protested against the tyranny of Rome, embraced the bible as the rule of faith, and purified their creed from all the visions of the Gnostic theology. The struggles of Wickliff in England, of Huss in Bohemia, were premature and ineffectual; but the names of Zwinglius, Luther, and Calvin, are pronounced with gratitude as the deliverers of nations.11





The independent and Protestant voice of the Bogomils comes across in the inscriptions carved on their tombs and reproduced by the modern scholar J. A. Cuddon. Here are three fine examples:




Here lies Radivoj Drašćić. I was a bold hero. I beseech you, touch me not. You will be as I am, but I cannot be as you are.




 





Here lies Vlatko, who prayed to no man however powerful, and who knew many countries, dying in his own. He leaves neither son nor brother.




 





Here lies Dragac. When I wished to be, I ceased to be.12





Throughout the first half of the fifteenth century, the Bogomils played an important role in the Reformation. They sent delegates to the Council of Basel in 1433 and numerous preachers to talk to the Hussites in Prague. In 1434 the Catholic Bishop of Bosnia-Hercegovina complained that his diocese was ‘swarming with Hussites and other heretics’. In 1459 King Stephen of Hungary launched yet another crusade into Bosnia, driving some 40,000 Bogomils into Hercegovina, whose duke at the time was sympathetic to them. King Stephen sent some of the captured heretics to Rome where, it is said, they were ‘benignly converted’. Yet still the heresy flourished, so that in 1462 Pope Pius II dispatched a group of scholars to Bosnia-Hercegovina to try to win over the Bogomils by peaceful disputation.13


By then it was too late. In the very next year, 1463, the Bogomil leaders made an arrangement with the Turks and in a single week handed to them the keys of twenty towns and fortresses. Although the Hungarians held out for a while at Jajce, which was to be Tito’s headquarters 480 years later, the rest of the province quickly became part of the Ottoman Empire. The majority of the Bogomils accepted Islam and were from now on the administrators, the owners of land and the dwellers in elegant towns such as Sarajevo and Mostar. The former Bogomils had the chance to revenge themselves on their former Catholic persecutors. Bosnian troops in the Turkish army that conquered Hungary loved to boast that the hoofs of their horses now trampled enemy earth.


The Christian Bosnians became the rayahs (vassals). However, in 1463, the year of the conquest, Sultan Mahomet granted the Franciscan Order an Atmane (Charter) exempting their monasteries and their land from taxation, and freeing the monks themselves from the poll tax that weighed so heavily on the other Christians. From then on the Franciscan friars in Bosnia-Hercegovina also enjoyed the right to carry a pistol and cutlass. They took over the duties of parish priests and even of bishops that elsewhere fell to the secular clergy.


By the beginning of the sixteenth century the Croatian nobles were losing faith in the military power of Hungary to resist the Turks, and in 1522 they appealed for help to the Austrian house of Habsburg. In that year Emperor Ferdinand created what came to be known as the Military Frontier, in German Militärgrenze, in Serbo-Croat Vojna Krajina (pronounced Voy-na-Kry-na). This was a broad buffer zone or cordon sanitaire extending along the borders of Turkish-occupied territory from the Adriatic coast to the Danube. The Military Frontier, which was soon almost as large and populous as civilian Croatia, comprised a network of fortified villages, blockhouses, watch-towers and entanglements, and its centre of authority was the newly created garrison town of Karlstadt, now Karlovac. The Military Frontier was ruled and officered by the Austrian Empire, but it depended upon an army of soldier-settlers known as the Grenzer, or Frontiersmen, almost all of whom were Orthodox in religion. Although some had always followed the Eastern rite, the majority were refugees from the Turkish invasion of Serbia. In return for perpetual military service, the Grenzer were given allotments of land, the right to choose their captains, and freedom to practise their own religion. The success of the Grenzer inspired the Russians to set up a similar frontier force, the Cossacks, to fight off the Turks and their Tatar allies.


As long as the Turkish army threatened, civilian Croatia accepted the Military Frontier, but when the danger receded complaints arose. Croat national pride resented the fact that the Military Frontier lay outside the control of the Sabor and Ban. The feudal nobility thought that the Grenzer, as freemen, were putting ideas into the heads of their serfs. The Roman Catholic Church disapproved of the toleration shown to ‘schismatics’, while almost everyone thought that the Grenzer were brigands.


As the Turks retreated, so the Military Frontier extended south and east, gaining in size and population. In the early eighteenth century, the Habsburg armies drove the Turks out of Hungary, then crossed the Danube deep into Serbia. The Turks fought back and recaptured Belgrade but no longer threatened to cross the river. To safeguard his frontier and repopulate his land, the King of Hungary opened his border to tens of thousands of Serbs who settled in what is now the Vojvodina. The Orthodox Serbs had welcomed the Habsburg army to rid themselves of Turkish rule but the Bosnian Muslims fought the Christian invaders, and even created their own Krajina, or frontier zone, to repel attack. An old Muslim song from the Hercegovina Krajina expresses the character of the stony region where Tito was later to fight some desperate battles:






Such is the way of the bloody Frontier,


Blood with dinner, blood with supper,


Everyone chewing bloody mouthfuls,


Not one day of repose.14








During the eighteenth century the Habsburg Grenzer came to be used as crack troops against France or Prussia. When Austria was allied with England, the Duke of Marlborough’s army consisted largely of ‘Croatians’, whose passion for rape and plunder horrified public opinion and fired the rage of Marlborough’s enemies such as Jonathan Swift.


The ideas of the French Revolution reached the South Slavs during the first decade of the nineteenth century, when Napoleon conquered Venice and its Dalmatian possessions, the independent city state of Ragusa and then, in 1809, all of Slovenia and most of Croatia including the Military Frontier. Calling their conquests Les Provinces Illyriennes‚ after the Roman name for the Balkans, the French emancipated the peasants from forced labour and feudal tax, encouraged the growth of trade and industry, and built proper roads. They also abolished the ancient Croatian Sabor and the office of the Ban as worthless trappings of the feudal past. Because of their abstract, rational thinking and their disregard for religion, history and tradition, the French were the first to see the potential unity of the South Slavs in general, and Serbs and Croats in particular. It was the French who inspired the idea of Yugoslavia.15


After the fall of Napoleon and the restoration of Habsburg rule, many Croats and Slovenes looked back nostalgically to the Provinces Illyriennes. The Croats especially suffered from the ever-increasing rivalry in the Empire between Budapest and Vienna, which divided them under two separate rules. With the French withdrawal, Austria took over Venice and its territories on the Adriatic coast, but inner Croatia and Slavonia were once more governed by an increasingly nationalistic Hungary. Croat writers such as Ljudevit Gaj protested against the Magyarisation of cultural life and worked towards a revival of national literature and art. The Croatian Catholic clergy also stood out against foreign cultural repression, remembering the days when Croatia was hailed by the popes as Antemuralis Christianitatis, the outer bulwark of Christendom. A National Party was formed in the 1840s demanding the unification of all Croatian lands, as well as establishing contact with ‘Illyrians’ in Belgrade.


Like the Croats, the Serbs were also trying to rediscover or even invent their own cultural heritage. In the early part of the nineteenth century, Serbia and Greece were the first countries to try to free themselves from Ottoman rule, with a series of bloody revolts, followed by still more bloody reprisals. Just as the Greeks looked back to Thermopylae and the conquests of Alexander, the Serbs recalled the Battle of Kosovo. A remarkable scholar and linguist, Vuk Karadjić, brought out a lexicon of the Serbo-Croat language based on the pure dialect spoken in Hercegovina by Serbs, Croats and Muslims alike. Karadjić also roamed through Serbia and Bosnia-Hercegovina listening to and transcribing Serbian poems and ballads, especially those concerning the Battle of Kosovo. These ballads caught the imagination of some of the best-known writers in Europe, including Goethe, and a number of classical scholars who saw in this oral history, sung to the sound of a one-string fiddle, an explanation of how the Greeks came to receive the Iliad and the Odyssey.


The Kosovo ballads became an issue in the debate on whether the poems ascribed to Homer were written by one man, or woman, or by a number of different bards who added their own embellishments to the story. Those who favoured the second theory continue to seek out old Serb gusla singers, recording their songs in the hope of finding fresh evidence for their argument. The debate on the Kosovo ballads continues still in Homeric circles and in the pages of journals such as the New York Review of Books. In a lighter vein, Vuk Karadjić also compiled a collection of funny but wildly indecent Serbian women’s songs, which remained unpublished until the 1970s when it appeared in Belgrade under the title The Red Knight, one of the many expressions used for the penis.


While Gaj was at work in Zagreb, and Karadjić in Belgrade, the Prince Bishop of Montenegro, Petar Njegoš, was writing his epic poem The Mountain Wreath, the expression and inspiration of much that is good and bad in the Serbian national character. The Prince Bishop was six feet eight inches in height, which made him tall even by Montenegrin standards, and he further impressed his subjects with his parlour trick of having a lemon thrown into the air and then drilling it with his pistol. He had travelled widely and filled his mansion at Cetinje with furniture, books and works of art from all over Europe, including a billiard table that had been dragged up the mountain from the sea.


The theme of The Mountain Wreath, as of Montenegro’s history, was the struggle against the Turks and the South Slav converts to Islam. In particular the poem celebrates an occasion in 1704 when the Montenegrins slaughtered a whole Muslim community. Verse after verse proclaims the message that Bairam, the Muslim feast, cannot coexist with Christmas:






So tear down minarets and mosques,


Kindle the Serbian yule logs


And paint the Easter Eggs.16








The political aspirations of the South Slav people were roused by the commotion of 1848 when national, liberal and even socialist revolutions broke out in Germany, France, Italy, Austria and Hungary. Although the Croats had chafed at rule from Budapest and resented efforts at Magyarisation, they disliked even more the Hungarian revolutionary leader Lajos Kossuth, who had said that he knew of no Croat nation and certainly could not find it on the map. At a meeting of the Sabor the Croats appointed as ban Baron Josip Jelačić, a scholar, poet and general commanding the Military Frontier. Asserting his loyalty to the Emperor Franz Joseph, Governor Jelačić led his army of Grenzer to crush the rebels in Hungary. Since he was not a good general, Jelačić failed to accomplish the task, which was later performed by the Russian army, so he took his Grenzer to crush the liberal rising in Vienna, the home of Franz Joseph. At the same time, Grenzer were helping to put down Garibaldi’s revolt in Italy. In this way the ‘Croatians’, as they were generally known, became, like the Cossacks, the bogymen of the Left and the darlings of the Right in Europe. Ironically, Adolf Hitler, who grew up hating the Serbs second only to the Jews, admired the military prowess of the ‘Croatians’, although they were Orthodox Christians and later came to regard themselves as Serbs.


After the suppression of the 1848 revolution, Austria showered General Jelačić with honours and presents, including the bronze statue of the hero on horseback, with outstretched sword pointing at Budapest, that stands on Jelačić Square in Zagreb. However, the Croats did not for long enjoy the reward for their loyalty to the Emperor. After defeat by Prussia in 1867, Austria had to let Hungary once more govern the South Slav parts of the Habsburg Empire. Governor Jelačić himself was a kind of proto-Yugoslav and admirer of Serbia. He thought that the Slavs in the Habsburg Empire were looked upon as inferiors by the Germans, Hungarians and Italians: ‘I would prefer to see my people under the Turkish yoke than to live under the complete control of its educated neighbours … Educated people demand from a people over whom they are ruling also their soul, that is to say their nationality.’17


Governor Jelačić’s closest adviser during the crisis of 1848 was Ljudevit Gaj, the leader of the Illyrian Movement. In May of that year both men appealed to the Serbian Prince Alexander Karad-jeordjević for moral, military and financial help, although with slightly different objectives. According to Gaj’s latest biographer, ‘Jelačić wanted Serbian co-operation in order to save Croatia and the dynasty. Gaj wanted to create a South Slav kingdom with Serbia at the centre, a plan he had been cultivating since 1842.’18


It was the Croats rather than the Serbs who looked to Yugoslavia as a means of finding their own identity. The foremost champion of the idea was the Roman Catholic bishop, historian and linguist Josip Strossmayer, who founded a Yugoslav Academy in Zagreb in 1867. Strossmayer wanted first a union of the Illyrian people of inner Croatia, Dalmatia and Slavonia to serve as a nucleus for a confederation of all the South Slavs. He wanted above all spiritual reconciliation between the Orthodox and the Roman Catholic faiths. At the Vatican Council of 1869–70, Strossmayer opposed to the very last moment the dogma of papal infallibility because he knew the offence this dogma would cause to the Orthodox Serbs. On his death in 1905, at the age of ninety, Strossmayer was mourned throughout the entire Slav world.


A much less admirable character, Ante Starčević, came to be seen as the father of Croat nationalism. An academic philosopher and a journalist, Starčević had moved from an early belief in Illyrianism to outright hatred of Serbs. He based his theories on the continued legal validity of the tenth-century Croat kingdom to which he looked back with romantic ecstasy. He believed in the Sabor’s absolute sovereignty over a state comprising at least inner Croatia, Slavonia, the Military Frontier, Dalmatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina, where the Muslims were to be seen as ‘Croatian blood brothers’. Ultimately Croatia would include all Serbia, provided the people there acknowledged themselves to be Croats.


English writers on the Balkans in the ninteenth century frequently wrote the word ‘Slav’ as ‘Sclav’ and ‘Serbia’ as ‘Servia’, though there is no orthographic justification for either spelling. As Gibbon had pointed out, the enemies of the Serbs employed these spellings to make a connection with sclavus and serous, the two Latin words for ‘slave’. Although Gibbon himself referred to Sclavonia he knew that the word came from slava (celebration) and had ‘been degraded by chance or malice from the significance of glory to that of servitude’.19


Ante Starčević used this play on words to suggest that the ‘Slav-Serbs’ were doubly slaves, and he used this term to include all people he saw as inferior or of ‘impure blood’, as well as political enemies. From this he deduced that the Croats were really Goths who had somehow slipped into speaking a Slav-sounding language. Starčević was deft at twisting his own racial theories. For instance he said that the Serbs were an evil, inferior race yet nevertheless included them in the Croat nation. The Serbs were acceptable when they saw themselves as Croats, but as soon as they showed their own national consciousness, they were once again ‘Slav-Serbs’. Starčević wrote of the Serbs as ‘a breed fit only for the slaughterhouse’ and popularised the punning slogan ‘Srbe na vrbe’ (‘Serbs to the willow trees’), meaning ‘String them up’. In 1871 his Party of Croatian Rights started an insurrection in the Military Frontier, where there were many ‘Slav-Serbs’.


In July 1875, after more than four centuries of Ottoman rule, Bosnia-Harcegovina flared in revolt. The crops had failed in the previous year in the district of Nevesinje, twelve miles from Mostar, and when no taxes were paid the government sent in troops to punish the Orthodox Christian peasants, provoking riot. The rebellion spread to Trebinje, just inland from the Austrian port of Ragusa and close to the independent and Orthodox Princedom of Montenegro. The events in this obscure province plunged all Europe into a state of crisis that recurred in 1887 and 1908, before the Sarajevo assassination in 1914 led the whole of Europe into war. During the Second World War Bosnia-Hercegovina was the scene of the worst religious massacres in European history, and it was as a result of the carnage that Tito rose to power.


During the first Bosnia-Hercegovina crisis of 1875–8, the two main contenders for taking over the dying Ottoman Empire in Europe were Austria-Hungary and Russia, which also saw itself as the guardian of Orthodox nations like Serbia, Montenegro, Greece, Bulgaria and Romania. The Germans, the French and the Tories in Britain tended to side with Austria-Hungary and Turkey, largely for fear of the Russians advancing on Constantinople.


Allegations of Ottoman cruelty told by Orthodox refugees from Bosnia-Hercegovina fired Serbia and Montenegro into a war against Turkey in 1876. The Turks drove them back, then crushed a revolt in Bulgaria by killing some 12,000 Orthodox Christians. Hundreds of Russians volunteered to fight in the Serbian army, including Tolstoy’s fictional Count Vronsky, who set off on a troop train racked by remorse and grief over the death of Anna Karenin, and also by toothache. In London the Tories bellowed for war against Russia and Serbia, chanting the latest music hall ditty:






We don’t want to fight, but by Jingo if we do,


We’ve got the ships, we’ve got the men, and got the money too.


We’ve fought the Bear before, and while we’re Britons true,


The Russians shall not have Constantinople.








The old Liberal statesman William Gladstone came out of retirement to champion the Orthodox peasants in Bosnia-Hercegovina and Bulgaria, and to call for the Turks to be thrown out of Europe ‘bag and baggage’.


A Manchester Guardian correspondent, the young Welsh archaeologist Arthur Evans who later won fame and a knighthood as the excavator of Knossos, reported that 250,000 refugees had been driven from Bosnia-Hercegovina, and that 50,000 had died from cold, disease or starvation. When Evans reported that Orthodox women had suffered ‘the usual fate’ from Muslim soldiers, questions were asked in the House of Commons, and the British consul in Sarajevo made things worse by suggesting that ‘in a country like Bosnia, where morality is at such a low point, this last grievance … is not their greatest’.20


Evans described how the women in Montenegro were hauling ammunition up from the coast to use in the latest twelve-and-a-half-pounder guns. After the Montenegrins captured the Slav Muslim town of Nikšić, Evans found there was ‘hardly a house that has not been struck by a shell, and it is not by any means safe to knock too hard on a friend’s door when paying a visit’.21 The Montenegrins took their artillery into Hercegovina to shell the Muslims there as well, but in 1878 the political leaders of Europe ended the war by handing over the province to Austria-Hungary. The Orthodox peasants once more rose in revolt, supported this time by many Muslims. The largely Muslim city of Sarajevo, which had opposed the revolt in 1875, became the headquarters of opposition to Austria. An army of 90,000 men, only one-sixth of whom had any formal military training, took on 150,000 Habsburg regulars. After the pacification, Evans complained that the Orthodox inhabitants of Trebinje were treated by the Austrians ‘not as a liberated but as a conquered and inferior race’, but he had to admit that Trebinje had ‘gained in some material ways from its new drill-masters’.22


In his reports to the Manchester Guardian, frequently written on mountainsides to the sound of gunfire, Evans displayed a profound understanding of Bosnia-Hercegovina’s past, present and future, for his predictions all proved correct. Unlike most modern observers, Evans saw that the South Slavs were alike in blood, language and even appearance:




In an English school there would be a much greater variety of type, physical, moral and intellectual. Suppose the master is a pure-blooded Anglo-Saxon, he may have to deal with scholars whose blood is partly Celtic or partly Norman or partly French, or of other nationalities. But the Bosnian schoolmaster has to deal with a less mixed breed.23





Because Evans had studied Bosnian history, especially the Bogomil question, he understood the all-important role of religion in politics. He noted with some amusement that Orthodox peasants were starting to call themselves ‘Serbs’, in sympathy with the now independent kingdom. He saw the Serbs as the agents of progress towards a union of all South Slavs:




The silent advance of the Serbian Orthodox Church, borne onwards on a tide of nationality, at the present moment invading Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia simultaneously, is fraught with pregnant consequences, and a few generations hence may make the dreams of South Slav union, vain today, easier of realisation than they were in the days of the greatest Serbian Czar.24





Evans noted that the Catholic Croats, ‘under the denationalising influence of the Romish priesthood’, held themselves back from their Serbian kinsmen:




But – and I have never yet seen this most pregnant fact pointed out – over half the Grenze, the old Military Frontier of Croatia, containing the most warlike and not the least civilised part of the population, is peopled by what is in fact a separate and purely Serbian nationality. By Serbian nationality is meant rather a difference in political tendencies and religion rather than in blood and language.25





Although Evans did not believe in an imminent war between Austria and Russia; ‘That Austrian interests must eventually clash with Russia seems to me certain … And when that day arrives it will be well for Austria, and for Europe, if she has made her peace with her own Slavonian subjects and sapped by conciliatory means the solidarity today existing between the Serbs and Russians.’26


Having predicted the First World War, Evans went on to warn against papal intolerance of the Orthodox Church:




Students of history will point out that in the fifteenth century, Romish bigotry, by throwing Puritan Bosnia into the arms of the more tolerant Turks opened the way for the Asiatic into the heart of Europe. So in this nineteenth century that same intolerance bids fair to escort the Russians in triumph to the Adriatic shore.27





This was exactly what happened during the Second World War.


Yet, in his brilliant, uncanny reports for the Manchester Guardian, even Evans could not predict that the man destined to bring the South Slav people together after the Second World War would not be a Serb but the son of a Croat father and Slovene mother, born Josip Broz in the village of Kumrovec in 1892.


Notes


To understand the troubles of modern Yugoslavia, there is still no better introduction than Edward Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, especially the volumes describing the time from the coronation of Charlemagne in AD 800 to the fall of Constantinople in 1453. Gibbon explains how the barbarian hordes from Asia and north-east Europe, including the South Slavs, first tried to destroy the remains of the Roman Empire, were slowly Christianised and finally came to continue the ancient civilisations. The last part of the book is largely taken up with the three-way conflict between the Orthodox Church, the Catholic Church and Islam, a conflict that continues to this day in Bosnia-Hercegovina. Gibbon’s eighteenth-century humanism serves as an antidote to the modern Marxist and sociological schools of history, which vainly try to interpret Yugoslavia in terms of class or race. Two hundred years after the death of Gibbon, we see he was right to suggest that ‘history is little more than the register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind’.


The early history of the South Slav peoples is thin on fact but rich in fantasy. Modern Croat nationalists may exalt the power and majesty of their kingdom, which lasted from 925 to 1102, yet Vjekoslav Klaić, in Povijest Hrvata, his history of the Croats from 641 to the mid-sixteenth century, devotes less than 50 pages out of more than 2,000 to this kingdom. Little about it is really known. We are better informed on the medieval Serbs because their kingdom, or empire, started after that of the Croats had ended. The first history of the Serbs, by the great German historian Leopold von Ranke, is still the best. There are good essays by William Miller on the medieval Serbian empire and on Bosnia before the Turks. The two books on Bosnia by Arthur Evans remain the best in English about the South Slavs. In his very long introduction to Through Bosnia and the Herzegovina on Foot, Evans provides a masterly study of medieval Bosnia and the Bogomil heretics, based largely on the ecclesiastical records. No other writer, before or since, has grasped the huge significance of the Bogomils in the religious disputes of Europe. A brilliant study of the Bosnian Muslims by Husein Ćišić was published in Sarajevo in 1991, just before the destruction of the civilisation he loved. A cynical but entertaining view of the Ottoman Empire is found in Turkey in Europe by ‘Odysseus’.


Among background books on the history of the South Slavs, Rebecca West’s Black Lamb and Grey Falcon is best known and still worth reading, especially on art, architecture and the remote regions like Macedonia. Some object to her anti-Habsburg, anti-Croat and pro-Serb bias. (Perhaps I should mention that Rebecca West is no relation.) J. A. Cuddon’s Companion Guide to Yugoslavia covers the same ground, is less pretentious but more learned. Useful books for understanding the Serbian Orthodox Church are Anne Kindersley’s The Mountains of Serbia and Timothy Ware’s The Orthodox Church.


The fullest study of the Serb-Croat ‘nationalities problem’ is Ivo Banac’s The National Question in Yugoslavia. Aleksa Djilas’s The Contested Country: Yugoslav Unity and Communist Revolution, 1919–1953 shrewdly debunks the claims of the Serb and Croat chauvinists and gives a good history of the ‘Illyrian’ idea.
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Youth





Tito’s own account of his early life, published in Tito Speaks by his friend and disciple Vladimir Dedijer, starts with a characteristic blend of frankness and mystery: ‘I was born Josip Broz in May 1892, in the Croatian village of Kumrovec, which lies in a district called Zagorje (“the country behind the mountain”).’1 Nine out of ten people reading that sentence will feel frustrated at not having been told the actual day of Tito’s birth. Those who were themselves born in May will want to know if they share his birthday. Those who believe in the stars will want to know if Tito was born under Taurus or Gemini. And we need to know the day of Tito’s birth to work out his age at the time of his death, which also happened in May.


In fact Tito was born on 7 May but, extraordinary as it may seem to us, he did not celebrate or even remember the day in his childhood and early life. Perhaps it was not the local custom. Towards the end of the Second World War, when Tito was turning into a national hero, his colleagues decided to make his birthday a Day of Youth, and hit on the date of 25 May. So much publicity was given to this official birthday that in 1944 the Germans chose it as the date for their attempt to kill or capture Tito in ‘Operation Rösselsprung’ (‘Knight’s Move’). When Dedijer checked with the parish register after the war and found that Tito was actually born on 7 May, it was too late to change the official birthday and Day of Youth. This was one of the puzzles, gaps and inconsistencies in Dedijer’s book that contributed to the persistent rumour that Tito was not the same person as Josip Broz.


Since Tito Speaks is almost the only account we have of Josip Broz before he acquired his more famous persona, it is well to examine the weaknesses and far more important virtues of what has become a classic work of biography. It was written six years after the end of the war and three years after the quarrel with Stalin, at a time when Tito wished to assert himself as a Yugoslav national leader, both by reuniting a sorely divided country and by demonstrating defiance of the West as well as the Soviet Union. Most of the gaps in Tito Speaks concern what has come to be called the ‘nationalities problem’, especially the quarrel between Serbs and Croats. But if the book was discreet on domestic matters, it was for its time outspoken and even sensational in its attacks on the Soviet Union. Although in the early 1950s Yugoslavia was itself a police state, running concentration camps, Tito Speaks was one of the first and by far the best-informed denunciation of Stalin and by implication the system he had inherited. After the death of Stalin in 1953, and the restoration of Yugoslav–Soviet friendship, Tito wanted to tone down some of the rude things said about Russia in Dedijer’s book.2


Although Tito glossed over or left out many important matters in what he allowed to be published about his life, he does not seem to have told any serious lies. He was not one of the great majority of politicians and soldiers who tinker with history to show that they were always right. On the contrary, Tito was able to look back on his early life with humour and even self-deprecation. He does not attempt to disguise his weaknesses, such as ostentation in his dress, a certain fecklessness and imprudence with money. Although he does not parade his countless sexual affairs and illegitimate children, he never pretends to have been a respectable married man. The book also reveals Tito’s very considerable charm and humour. Above all, the man who comes across in the parts of Tito Speaks that are told in the first person singular sounds and behaves like the Tito we know from his greatest biographer, Milovan Djilas, and from the memoirs of others who knew him, such as Fitzroy Maclean.


The Broz, or Ambrose, family came from Dalmatia, fleeing the Turks in the sixteenth century and possibly joining the peasant revolt of 1573. Its leader, Donja Stubica, was executed by having a red-hot crown placed on his head, thereby becoming a hero in Tito’s history books. During the insurrection, the serfs at Kumrovec stormed the castle of Cesargrad and cut off the head of the bailiff, but failed to capture the wicked Hungarian Baroness Barbara Erdödy. She later took her revenge by hanging hundreds of serfs from trees in the village. ‘Three centuries later,’ Tito recalls, ‘whenever as children we awoke at night, our mother threatened that the Black Queen of Cesargrad would take us away if we did not go back to sleep at once.’3


Tito dwells on 1573 as the only acceptably radical year in Zagorje’s otherwise tranquil history; the Turks never succeeded in taking Zagreb. He mentions with pride that one of Napoleon’s wounded soldiers took refuge in Kumrovec on the retreat to France. When the Habsburgs won back Les Provinces Illyriennes in 1814, they reintroduced the feudal system throughout the South Slav lands of the Empire. Count Erdödy was required to maintain fifty horsemen and two hundred foot soldiers to serve in the Habsburg army, mostly recruited from idlers, according to Tito: ‘I have heard tell there were no soldiers from the Broz family except one, and he was a sentinel on the Drava bridge, during the Hungarian rebellion of 1848.’4 Here Tito is studiedly vague about the occasion when Governor Jelačić led an army from the Croatian Military Frontier to crush the uprisings in Budapest and Vienna. In Communist history books published after the Second World War, Governor Jelačić is shown as a reactionary, and in 1947 his statue was taken away in the night from its plinth in Zagreb.


Although the rebellions of 1848 ended in failure, they led to the abolition of serfdom throughout the Habsburg Empire, and the departure of the Erdödys from Kumrovec. Tito’s paternal grandfather, Martin Broz, was one of the serfs to be given his freedom, on the strength of which he married ‘a tall, strong woman who was extremely proud of coming from a family of peasants who had been freemen for more than two centuries’.5 Martin had one son, Franjo, and six daughters, who, under a new Hungarian law, all had a share in the family’s land. As a result of this, Franjo was forced into debt in trying to buy out his sisters. However, when he was twenty-four and working as a blacksmith, Franjo married a Slovene girl of sixteen, Marija, the oldest of fourteen children of Martin Javersek, who owned sixty-five acres of farm and woodland across the River Sutla. Tito recollects:




She was a tall, blonde woman with an attractive face … A hard life awaited my parents. Fifteen acres of land, which dwindled as my father’s debts came due, were insufficient to feed the family. When the debts became intolerable, the soft and good-natured Franjo gave it up and took to drinking, and the whole burden fell upon my mother, an energetic woman, proud and religious.6





Franjo and Marija had fifteen children, of whom Tito was seventh and one of the seven who survived childhood. Although the family’s house was the largest in Kumrovec, they shared it with cousins and wanted for space as well as for food. From the age of seven Tito was put to work driving the cattle, hoeing the corn and weeding the garden:




But the hardest task of all was not physical. It was when my father would send me round the village with the IOU to ask someone to endorse it for him. The other peasants were, like my father, deep in debt, hungry, with many children. I had to listen to curses and complaints and then, at last, almost always, they would endorse the IOU.7





Seventy years later, Tito was to take his country’s IOUs for endorsement by ever more angry international bankers.


Tito spent much of his boyhood at his maternal grandfather’s house in Slovenia, looking after the livestock and horses:







This was the job I liked best, for as early as I can remember, one of my greatest pleasures was to be with horses. I was already riding bareback when my head barely reached the horse’s belly…. I learned in those days that the better you tend a horse, the better he will serve you. During the war, I made a point of dismounting from my horse Lasta (Swallow), when climbing a hill, and I urged my men to save their horses for the plain.8





Tito was miserable when his father traded their sheepdog Polak for two cords of firewood. When the dog sneaked back from its new master, the children hid it in a cave until their father relented and bought it back. Polak lived to be sixteen and helped to give Tito his lifelong affection for dogs. ‘I had one with me whenever I could,’ he said in Tito Speaks, ‘and later a dog called Lux saved my life.’9 In fact Tito knew perfectly well that Lux was pressing against him in terror when they were hit by the shards of an exploding shell, but he did not want to cast doubt on a harmless legend.


Kumrovec was lucky enough to have a school, so that Tito acquired a basic education, although he was handicapped by knowing Slovene better than Serbo-Croat, and never got to speak either faultlessly. His mother made him become an altar-boy but, according to Tito, the priest gave him a slap and after that he never went into a church again. This attitude must have upset his mother, who hoped that Tito would become a priest himself; since Tito loved his mother, we can assume that the matter troubled him also. Although we can never know anyone else’s feelings about religion, there are indications that Tito was not such a dogmatic atheist as he claimed.


The boys of Zagorje started to earn a living at the age of twelve and Tito became a cowherd for his mother’s brother: ‘For this I received my food, and a promise from my uncle that he would buy me a new pair of boots at the end of the year. But he did not keep his word; he took my old boots, which had ornaments on them, repaired them for his son, and gave me a pair which were far worse than my old ones.’10 This is the first mention of Tito’s lifelong passion for clothes and footwear, and of his dread that people were trying to rob him. Only a few sentences later, he says:




My ambition when I was a small boy was to be a tailor, a natural result of the wish of every little peasant in Zagorje to have nice clothes. I remember a baron who used to come to our district, an engineer, big and strong. He had a car that looked like a carriage and could do about fifteen miles an hour. The children would gather around it screaming when he stopped. But he lost every bit of respect in our eyes because the seat of his trousers was mended. We said: ‘What kind of baron is he supposed to be with trousers mended like ours?’11





The hope of getting some smart clothes led Tito to leave his home at the age of fifteen. A relative of the family was a sergeant stationed at Sisak, a garrison town to the south-east of Zagreb, and he suggested that Tito find a job in the army canteen there. ‘Waiters’, he said to the eager young cousin, ‘are always well-dressed, always among nice people and get plenty to eat without too much hard work.’ As Tito admitted to Dedijer forty years later: ‘Perhaps it was the point about dressing well that interested me most.’12


Sisak was one of the bigger towns in the former Military Frontier, which had ceased to exist in 1881. The Turks had long since left the adjoining province of Bosnia-Hercegovina, and this was annexed to the Habsburg Empire in 1908, causing another crisis and nearly a European war. Tito says nothing of this in his autobiography. As his uncle had predicted, he liked his waiter’s uniform but did not take to the arduous work or the extra chore of setting up skittles in the adjoining bowling-alley. With the help of his father, Tito had himself apprenticed to a Sisak locksmith and general mechanic:




He mended bicycles, shotguns, threshing machines and repaired the handrails on stairs. My friends told me that locksmithing was a form of engineering and that engineering was the most beautiful trade in the world; that engineers built ships and railways and bridges … With my family tradition of blacksmithing, this appealed to me …13





He qualified as a journeyman in 1910.


When he was not at work on his trade, Tito attended apprentice school, read Sherlock Holmes stories, bred rabbits and pigeons, and looked foward to café life with its wine, women, dancing and smart clothes. In Tito Speaks he says that he read the left-wing papers, admired the Social-Democratic Party and longed to join a trade union. He does not mention the burning political issue at Sisak when he was living and working there.


In 1903 Hungary brought in a new system of government for Croatia which, according to the Balkan expert R. W. Seton-Watson, ‘rested upon a reactionary and narrow franchise, gross corruption, a packed Diet, press censorship and confiscation, periodic suppression of trial by jury, a demand for strict subservience on the part of all officials, the subjection of the judicial to the executive arm, and a skilful encouragement of the old feud between Croat and Serb’.14 In spite of Croatia having the narrowest franchise in Europe, the general election of 1908 was won by a Serb-Croat coalition of people favourable to a South Slav union. Because it had been in the Military Frontier and still had a large Orthodox population, Sisak was one of the coalition strongholds. In 1909, the year after the election, the authorities staged the Agram Treason Trial in which fifty Serbs and Croats were charged with offences such as using the Cyrillic script and saying that Serbia’s franchise law was more democratic than Croatia’s.


Although the Agram Treason Trial excited Croats who had the vote, and foreign political commentators such as Seton-Watson, it did not excite the mass of Croats. The idea of a South Slav federation appealed to some of the Orthodox Serbs in the Military Frontier region, though many were kaisertreu (that is, loyal to the Emperor). Some educated Croats favoured the ‘Yugoslav’ ideals of Bishop Strossmayer. Many younger Croats combined Slav nationalism with liberal or socialist doctrines from Russia and France, and wanted to overthrow the Habsburg Empire by force. In the years preceding the murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand by a Serb in Sarajevo, most of the many assassination attempts on Habsburg officials were made by Italians and Croats.


Besides the proto-Yugoslavs there were proto-Croatian nationalists, who wanted to break from the Habsburg Empire but not to join with the hated ‘Slav-Serbs’. However, the mass of the Roman Catholic Croats were loyal to their church and emperor. Even Social-Democrats like Tito probably felt they had more in common with factory workers in Austria than with the peasants of ‘Yugoslavia’.


With the help of some journeymen he had met in Sisak, Tito got a mechanic’s job in Zagreb, at a wage of two crowns and thirty hellers a day. He joined the Union of Metalworkers and the Social-Democratic Party, receiving his membership card and a badge depicting two hands holding a hammer. After a few months’ hard work, Tito was able to fulfil his long-standing wish – ‘to buy myself a new suit and to return well-dressed to Zagorje and my own people’. For twenty crowns, or just over a week’s wages, he bought what he called ‘a nice new suit’ and left it at his digs before going to the workshop to say goodbye to his fellow workers:




When I returned the door of my room was wide open, and there was no trace of my new suit. How sad and dejected I was! I had to go to a secondhand dealer to buy an old suit for four crowns, for I did not have the heart to return home to Zagorje in the same clothes I had worn when I worked as an apprentice.15





Throughout Tito’s early life, the countryside of Croatia was suffering from the impact of cheap American grain and the tariffs erected against it by the Austro-Hungarian government. The result was large-scale emigration to the United States. Tito estimates that 250,000 people left Croatia for America between 1899 and 1913, and many more would have gone if they had had the 400 crowns required for the steamship fare. Tito’s father had wanted to send him to the United States in 1907 but could not raise the money. Three years later, Tito was again thinking of America, and bought a copy of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, which describes the life of immigrants in the Chicago stockyards. Although the American dream would remain with Tito until after the First World War, he was ready to settle for second best by joining the thousands of young Croat men who travelled to work through the Austro-Hungarian Empire.


Tito went first to the Slovene city of Laibach, now Ljubljana, the place where he was to die sixty-nine years later. When he could find no work there he continued on foot over the mountains to Trieste. After three days of trudging through the snow, Tito fell prey to his personal jinx: ‘In a village where I slept the last night of my journey … a cow, looking for salt, tore my suit to bits while I slept. I was not lucky with suits.’16 He was awestruck by the great port of Trieste, the Hamburg or Liverpool of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but he did not find any work and remained there only ten days. Forty years later, Tito was almost ready to go to war to drive the Italians out of Trieste, claiming it as a Yugoslav city.


Returning to Slovenia, Tito found a job in a metal-goods factory in the small town of Kamnik. He joined the local Soko (‘Falcon’) gymnastic club, whose spirit was patriotic and anti-Habsburg. However, the Soko attracted Tito for other reasons: ‘I liked their coloured uniforms and feather-tipped caps. I bought one on instalments and took part in every parade, marching at a smart gait behind the band.’17


Tito remained in Kamnik until 1912, when the management in Vienna closed the plant and offered the workers money to go to another one of their factories in Cenkovey in Bohemia. When the Slovenes arrived they found that the company wanted to use them as blackleg labour to break a strike by the local Czechs. The two Slav peoples stuck together and forced the plant to take them on at a better rate of pay. ‘The Czech workers came to love our people very much,’ Tito recalls, ‘and I had never felt more welcome abroad than in Bohemia.’18 He does not mention the strong anti-Habsburg nationalist movement led by Professor Thomas Masaryk, whose lectures drew thousands of young Croats and Serbs to ‘Golden Prague’ to imbibe the idea of Slav independence. The Communists, who had taken over Czechoslovakia by the time Tito Speaks was written, regarded Masaryk as a bourgeois nationalist.


From Cenkovey, Tito travelled widely through Austria-Hungary and Germany, making short stops to work in places of interest. He was not impressed by the Škoda works in Pilsen, nor by the ‘sordid’ industrial plants in Munich, although he enjoyed the beer in both places. ‘I liked the Ruhr much better,’ he says, ‘what with all the smokestacks sprouting like a forest in so small an area.’19 He would later cause a forest of smokestacks to sprout in Yugoslavia, without however creating the wealth of the Ruhr.


Tito learned German and adequate Czech, and altogether enjoyed the life of a Gastarbeiter, as Croats in Germany came to be called in the 1960s. He recalled the words of his ‘good old teacher Vimpulšek from Zagorje, who used to say that a metal worker was the man of the future’. This wandering life brought Tito at last to Vienna, the capital of the Habsburg Empire, and home of his future mortal enemy, Adolf Hitler. Tito went to stay with his brother in the industrial suburb of Wiener Neustadt and found a job at the Daimler factory. There he acquired his love of expensive automobiles: ‘I even became a test driver, running the big, powerful cars with their heavy brasswork, rubber-bulb horns and outside hand-brakes to put them through their paces.’20 On Sunday afternoons he would go to the Orpheum, a music hall with magicians, clowns and light Viennese music. He took fencing lessons and learned to waltz but did not manage to master the quadrille or the polonaise.


On reaching the age of twenty-one, in May 1913, Tito went back to Croatia to do his two-year military service in what he calls in his memoirs ‘an army of repression’. Although he complains of the bullying NCOs and the stultifying discipline, Tito thrived on army life, went to an NCO training school and emerged as the youngest sergeant-major in his regiment. He won second prize in the all-army fencing championship in Budapest, and learned to ski on Sljeme Mountain, near Zagreb, where he was stationed during the winter of 1913–14. In his memoirs he says that he was using the army ‘to learn as much about military matters as I could’, as though he was thinking ahead to his leadership of the Partisans in the Second World War.21 In reality he was just an ambitious young man who used his army experience to better himself in his later civilian career.


While Tito was doing his military service, the problem of Bosnia-Hercegovina once more brought Europe to, and indeed over, the brink of disaster. Although the Habsburgs had given this once backward province an honest administration, schools, public works, industry, roads and a railway system – much of it tunnelled beneath the Balkan mountains – the Orthodox Christians fretted under Teutonic rule and increasingly came to identify with the Kingdom of Serbia. In Belgrade the corrupt Obrenović dynasty ceased to reign in 1903, when army officers favourable to the rival Karadjeordjević dynasty burst in on the King and Queen, pulled them out of a cupboard and butchered them. The new monarch, King Peter, favoured the Radical Party politician Nikola Pašić and his ‘Great Serbia’ policy. Although the Serbs at first looked south and east, hoping to conquer territory held by the Turks and Bulgarians, they felt an increasing sympathy with their Orthodox brethren in Hungary, Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina. Austria’s annexation of Bosnia-Hercegovina in 1908 caused fury in Belgrade and demonstrations of sympathy in Prague. A rebellion by the ‘Young Turks’ in 1908 still further weakened the Ottoman Empire. Throughout the first decade of the century, foreign opinion was shocked by reports of Balkan atrocities, and in October 1912 Montenegro, Serbia, Greece and Bulgaria embarked on a war to drive the Turks out of Europe.


One of the journalists sent to report the first Balkan War was Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevik theorist and future military commissar but at that time the Vienna correspondent of the Kievskaya Mysl (Kiev Thought), the largest daily paper in the Ukraine. In late October 1912 Trotsky travelled by train to Zemun on the northern bank of the Danube, then crossed the river by steamboat to Belgrade, just as the war started:




On the Serbian bank of the Danube and Sava, sentries march up and down. There are members of a home guard, aged between forty-five and fifty-five, wearing peasant clothes with lambskin caps and opanki [bark sandals] and with rifles over their shoulders. The sight of these elderly peasants, thus torn from their farmyards, with bayonets protruding from behind their caps, at once created a feeling of disquiet and fear.





Like many foreigners newly arrived in Belgrade, Trotsky began to feel he had entered a strange and alarming country:




Through one’s mind float last impressions of ‘back there’: the bank official with the neat hair-parting and the black stone on his little finger, the Hungarian colonel with his well-tended fingernails, the snow-white table-cloths in the restaurant car, the toothpicks in rice-paper wrappings, the ‘Milka’ chocolate on each little table – and then one is irresistibly gripped by the realisation of the tragic seriousness of what is about to happen in the Balkans.





Trotsky observed that the tramlines had been torn up, there were holes in the road, and a vehicle had sunk in a puddle up to the hub of its wheel in front of the new, green-and-white Moskva Hotel. In a stationer’s shop he saw huge symbolic pictures of Serbs on powerful horses smashing the Turkish ranks. Crowds had gathered in front of a flower shop to study the latest telegrams from the front. He saw the 18th Regiment marching to war in khaki uniforms, opanki sandals, and caps with a sprig of greenery stuck in the top. Trotsky wrote articles on the scandalous gossip, the wily Prime Minister Pašić, and the international press corps:




In the café of the Moskva, the best café in Belgrade, is the headquarters of the European press correspondents. My dear colleague Don-qui-blague [Don Humbug], wearing a top-hat and carrying a briefcase, rushes like one possessed from table to table, tearing freshly arrived newspapers from other people’s hands, and in passing snaps up items of news rather like a dog catching flies. ‘Have you heard? Yesterday a reserve officer was shot here for having dealings with Austria.’ Three fountain-pens bite frenziedly into writing paper. The Austrian correspondents are depressed. The ministers won’t give them an interview.22





The four Christian armies drove the Turks out of Macedonia, southern Serbia and Albania, which now became independent. The Serbs captured Kosovo province, kneeling to kiss the ground of the sacred battlefield. The more thoughtful among them may have observed that in the historic ‘Old Serbia’ the Serbs were now outnumbered by the Albanians (or Arnauts, as Trotsky called them). In the wrangling over Kosovo that has gone on ever since, Albanian historians have asserted that their people formed the majority in the province even before the Ottoman conquest. In 1991, at a history museum in the castle of Kruja in central Albania, I heard the guide explain that the Serbs were not even present at the battle of Kosovo. However, the Ottoman defter, or register of land, for 1455 shows that the province was overwhelmingly Slav.23 Albanians had started to move into the Kosovo in large numbers when the Serbs migrated to Hungary at the end of the fifteenth century. And from 1913 onwards, the Serbs began to move back into the province, expelling and killing many Albanians.


Even Croats like Tito thrilled at the Serbian victory over the Turks, and again over the Bulgars in the second Balkan War. They also envied the wealth of the Serbs compared to the South Slavs in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Plums grown in the orchards of the Šumadija region, south of Belgrade, provided the basis for Serbia’s simple economy. About half the plums were turned into brandy or jam, and the rest were fed to the pigs which were Serbia’s principal export. The farmers of Hungary could not compete with the cheap and delicious plum-flavoured pork, and badgered their government into imposing tariffs. In spite of a number of ‘pig wars’, the Serbian farmers continued to prosper.


The ever more bumptious Kingdom of Serbia now claimed to speak for all the South Slavs in the Habsburg Empire, and set an example as well to the Czechs, Slovaks and Poles. The Habsburgs and their ministers understood that the Serbs were a mortal threat but could not agree on how to contain them. One party hoped to appease the discontent by turning the Dual Monarchy into a Triple Monarchy, giving the Slavs equal status with Austrians and Magyars. It was even proposed that the Kingdom of Serbia should join an Austro-Hungarian-Slavic Empire with three capitals on the Danube, at Vienna, Budapest and Belgrade. The most influential advocate of a Triune Monarchy was the heir to the Habsburg throne, the choleric Archduke Franz Ferdinand, who did not object to the Slavs but detested Italians, Jews and above all Hungarians.


The Archduke and others who hoped to placate the Slavs were outnumbered by those who favoured a pre-emptive military strike at Serbia. The war party in Austria-Hungary had the support of a similar faction in Germany which saw the Serbs as an obstacle to their ‘Drang nach Osten’ (‘drive to the east’). In the new age of oil-powered ships, automobiles and aeroplanes, the Germans were bent on obtaining supplies from Persia, Iraq or the Arabian peninsula, and wanted to guard the route to the East on their Berlin–Baghdad railway. The Germans were also obsessed with the need to make a pre-emptive war against Serbia’s mighty protector, Russia, before it developed into a modern industrial, and therefore military, power. Such was the atmosphere in Europe on 28 June 1914 when Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian Serb, shot dead Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie.


The six young men waiting to kill the Archduke on that Sunday morning were members of ‘Mlada Bosna’ (‘Young Bosnia’), an organisation of Serbs, Croats and Muslims dedicated to South Slav union. One of the six was a Muslim but the remainder, including Princip, came from Orthodox homes and therefore were counted as ‘Serbs’. Moreover the murder took place on St Vitus’s Day, the anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo. For these reasons, the murder caused an immediate explosion of anti-Serb feeling in Sarajevo, a largely Muslim city with a considerable Croat middle class. Ivan Šarić, auxiliary or co-adjutant bishop to the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Sarajevo, always an enemy of the ‘schismatic’ Orthodox Church, scribbled a verse anathema calling for God’s vengeance to fall on Serbian ‘vipers’ and ‘ravening wolves’.24 Outside the Sarajevo museum, a clerical orator told the crowd that ‘one hundred hangings would not pay for the heads of the two beloved victims’. After a gathering at the Roman Catholic Archbishop’s palace, a mob of Croats and Muslims attacked the Serb-owned Evropa Hotel. Throughout Bosnia-Hercegovina and in Croatia during the next few days, Serbs were vilified, robbed, assaulted and even hanged. The Bishop of Mostar, Alojzije Mišić, was one of the very few Roman Catholic priests to denounce attacks on the Serbs.


In the wave of arrests that followed the Sarajevo murder, the police found evidence that the assassins had got their pistols and bombs from the ‘Black Hand’, a secret society dedicated to Serbian expansion. Although the Belgrade government had no part in the plot, it neither cracked down on the ‘Black Hand’ nor condemned the assassin nor even expressed condolences to the Habsburg family. The Belgrade newspapers crowed over the death of a man they wrongly believed to be anti-Slav.


This all too typical bloody-mindedness led to a wave of Serbenhass, or hatred of Serbs, throughout central Europe, with politicians and newspapers calling for violent measures to ‘stamp out this nest of vipers’. Such was the popular feeling even in countries that would soon be fighting on Serbia’s side. The normally pro-Serb and anti-Austrian Manchester Guardian went so far as to say in an editorial: ‘If it was physically possible for Serbia to be towed out to sea and sunk there, the air of Europe would at once seem cleaner.’25


The Austro-Hungarian government issued an ultimatum to Serbia containing unacceptable demands. When these were refused,









An Austrian Army Awfully Arrayed


Boldly Began Bombarding Belgrade,








as the ditty went. In fact the first shells were fired at the city from gunboats on the Danube, to which the Serbs replied by dynamiting the bridge to Zemun, which at that time was in Hungary. During the next five months the Habsburg armies launched three invasions of Serbia, first from Slavonia over the River Sava, then from Bosnia over the Drina and then on Belgrade itself from over the Danube. All these attacks were repelled by Serbian troops battle-hardened during the two Balkan wars and led by King Peter, who stood in the front line with a rifle and forty rounds of ammunition. The British historian G. M. Trevelyan, who went to Belgrade as a kind of glorified war correspondent, described the Serb resistance as ‘the most thrilling feat of arms that this war had witnessed … a victory in which Washington and Garibaldi would have loved to take part’.26 R. W. Seton-Watson, also braving the Austrian shells, foretold that Belgrade would become the capital of a post-war Yugoslavia.


In October 1915 the Central Powers (Germany and Austria-Hungary) finally captured Belgrade, as their ally Bulgaria struck from the east to sever the railway link to Salonica in Greece, where the British and French had landed an expeditionary force. The Serbs retreated over the mountains of Albania, suffering fearful casualties from cold, disease and the sniping of local guerrillas, until they arrived at the Adriatic. This fresh disaster, second only to Kosovo, inspired the haunting and beautiful song that is now almost a national anthem: ‘Tamo daleko, daleko kraj mora … Tamo je Srbija’ (‘There far away, far away by the sea … There is Serbia’).


The remnants of the Serbian army were taken to join the British and French at Salonica. Meanwhile the Austrians managed to capture the fortress state of Montenegro, whose king went into exile in France. The Austro-Hungarians were generous to the defeated Serbs. They repaired damaged buildings, improved public health and checked a typhus epidemic. Foreigners working in Serbian hospitals commented on the ‘excess politeness’ shown by Austrian officials. A historian normally critical of the Habsburg Empire writes: ‘When the occupation came to an end in 1918, the Austrian zone of Serbia was materially better off than before; more children were at school, and cultural activities had been somewhat “Europeanised”.’27 This kindly treatment did not appease the Serbs who fled to the hills in thousands to fight as Chetniks (literally bandits) and named their babies born in the occupation either Slobodan (Freeman) or Nadežda (Hope).


The account Tito has given of his adventures during the First World War is probably true as regards the facts and only becomes unconvincing when describing his political views. For instance he claims that on the announcement of the Sarajevo assassination, the soldiers nudged each other because ‘we peasants and workers in the regiment looked upon war as offering a chance to free our country from the yoke of the Habsburg monarchy’. Similarly, one finds it hard to believe that after the declaration of war ‘we all hoped for another heavy defeat like the one the Empire suffered at Königgratz’.28


Tito even went so far as to claim: ‘Among the ranks I spoke out against war. An old Sergeant-Major, loyal to Emperor Franz Joseph, heard of this and betrayed me. I was arrested, and without formalities was thrown into gaol in the fortress of Petrovarda on the Danube.’29 On other occasions Tito said his incarceration had been the result of a bureaucratic error. It is inconceivable that, if he had actually spoken against the war, Tito would have got off with a few days in prison, or kept his rank. Nor would he have been sent to fight against Serbia, which is what happened, although he does not mention this in his memoirs. He belonged to the 10th Company, 25th Croatian Territorial Infantry Regiment, 42nd Division, which crossed the Drina to fight in western Serbia before being driven back. Although the Croatian units contained a proportion of Orthodox ‘Serbs’ from the Military Frontier, there were few desertions; indeed these descendants of the Grenzer were often outstandingly kaisertreu. Nearly thirty years later, when Tito was fighting in western Serbia during the Second World War, he liked to point out the sites of his previous battles, until he was warned that these anecdotes might offend the Serbs. For this reason he told Dedijer not to mention this period in his book.


At the end of 1914 Tito’s regiment moved to Galicia near the Carpathian Mountains, to try to seal off a Russian advance. Among the Austro-Hungarian troops in the same sector was Jaroslav Hašek, a drunken Czech journalist in civilian life, who later retold his experiences in what is to my mind the funniest novel ever written, The Good Soldier Švejk. Tito, however, did not dwell on the humorous side of army life, complaining instead of the bitter cold from which many men died because of inadequate clothing:




The good uniforms and leather boots we had received when the war broke out were replaced with boots of such poor material that they virtually melted off our feet after three days. The proportion of nettle in the army greatcoats was raised at the expense of wool, and they were useless against the rain.30





Tito says that he took good care of his own platoon from the Zagorje region: ‘I saw to it that they were not cheated of their food ration, that they had shoes and the best possible sleeping accommodation.’31 Nearly thirty years later, when Tito sent one of his generals to lead the Partisans in the mountains of Slovenia, he gave him one of his own pairs of thick woollen socks.


Unlike most old soldiers, Tito actually tries to play down his own gallantry and achievements, because these served an empire he later rejected. He even tries to explain away his exploits as having only an academic interest: ‘One thing interested me in the science of warfare: that was renonnoitring, because it required a clear head.’32 On one of these sorties behind enemy lines, Tito’s platoon captured eighty Russians and brought them back alive, because he did not approve of unnecessary killing. It was discovered in 1980 that Sergeant-Major Broz was recommended for an award for gallantry and initiative in reconnaissance and capturing prisoners. When one thinks how many dictators have had to invent heroic deeds from their youth, it is pleasant to find one who keeps his courage a secret.


It is interesting to compare the behaviour of Tito and his Croatian platoon with that of the Czech soldiers who crossed over the Russian lines in the hope of being taken prisoner, as did Hašek and his fictional Švejk. The Czechs surrendered in large numbers, sometimes as whole units, whereas there were few desertions from the Croation regiments, even by Serbs who might have felt a sympathy with their fellow Orthodox Russians. It was not through any wish of his own that Tito was captured on Easter Day, 21 March 1915.




The Russians launched a surprise attack on us. Our officers were at the rear at headquarters celebrating Easter. We held against the infantry advancing frontally against us, but suddenly the right flank yielded, and through the gap poured cavalry of the Circassians, from Asiatic Russia. Before we knew it they were thundering through our positions, leaping from their horses and throwing themselves into our trenches with lances lowered. One of them rammed his two-yard-long, iron-tipped, double-pronged lance into my back just below the left arm. I fainted. Then, as I learned, the Circassians began to butcher the wounded, even slashing them with their knives. Fortunately, Russian infantry reached the positions and put an end to the orgy.33





Tito was taken east to a hospital in a former monastery near Kazan on the River Volga. He describes how he developed pneumonia and gives us some insight into his subconscious mind: ‘In my delirium, I learned later, I used to accuse the saint on an icon of wanting to steal my belongings.’34 His suit, perhaps. Tito recovered enough to wander about the hospital, learn Russian and read the novels of Tolstoy and Turgenev.


When he had fully recuperated, Tito was sent to work in a power-driven grain mill near Ardatov in Kuibishev province, which was inhabited by Tatars, Mordvins and Russians. One of the mill owners even suggested that Tito should marry his daughter. In his memoirs, Tito tries to explain why he was not in a POW camp: ‘According to the Hague Conventions, as a non-commissioned officer I was not obliged to work. But I was reluctant to sit idle, for there is nothing more killing for a man than a life of idleness.’35 Or it could be that he was better off as a grain mill mechanic, living comfortably in someone’s home, rather than sitting around in a camp eating POW rations.


However, the job at Ardatov did not last long, and Tito became the overseer of a POW camp near Perm in the Urals. The prisoners worked on repairing the Trans-Siberian railway but Tito does not make it clear whether he had to do any manual labour himself. As the man in charge of the prisoners, Tito complained to a Red Cross official that the chief of the railway section was stealing the food parcels. For this he was thrown into a prison cell and flogged by some Cossacks. A few days later, in March 1917, the first wave of revolution broke, and Tito was freed from gaol by local workers. He went back to the POW camp to find the men in a state of excitement: ‘The Russian Tsar had been overthrown. We prisoners from Croatia asked ourselves when the day would come for the overthrow of Francis Joseph, the Austro-Hungarian Emperor.’36


That statement has the ring of untruth, for if Tito and his fellow Croats had really wanted the end of the Habsburg Empire they would not have remained in a POW camp. Whereas Czechs who gave themselves up to the Russians were treated as enemy soldiers, the South Slavs were encouraged to change sides and join special Yugoslav legions of the Serbian army. Among the many Croats who took advantage of this offer in order to gain release from a POW camp was Alojzije Stepinac, the future Roman Catholic Archbishop of Zagreb, and Tito’s main antagonist. The fact that Tito spent two years as a prisoner of the Russians can only mean he was kaisertreu, loyal to the Habsburg Emperor.


In the growing confusion of Russia during the spring and summer of 1917, the Austro-Hungarian prisoners found themselves in a kind of limbo, uncertain if they were free or captive. Most of the Czechs and some of the Slovaks wanted to regroup as an army to fight on the side of the French and British to win their country’s independence. Later their legions came into conflict with those Czechs who, like Hašek, had thrown in their lot with the Bolsheviks. The Serbs and those among the Croats and Slovenes who wanted a Yugoslavian state after the war supported the army in northern Greece, thereby assisting the Allies. A few of the South Slavs living in Russia during the revolution became active Communists, but Josip Broz was not among them.


In July 1917, while he was helping to repair the Trans-Siberian railway, Tito hid on a train carrying wheat to St Petersburg, where he arrived several days later. He says that he took part in the marches known as the ‘July Demonstrations’, that he came under machine-gun fire and tried to flee to Finland to avoid arrest. However, in one of his TV broadcasts in 1976, Tito reveals that in fact he went to Finland hoping to make his way to the United States, and adds half-jokingly: ‘Had I done it, I would have become a millionaire.’37


At the Finnish border Tito was apprehended and sent to gaol in the Peter-Paul Citadel. Three weeks later, he was sent back to Kungur but gave his escort the slip and made his way to Atamansky Hutor, near Omsk in Siberia, where the train was boarded by armed Bolshevik soldiers. The October Revolution had begun.


His experiences in Russia from October 1917 to March 1920 take up less than a page of Tito’s memoirs. He writes that the armed workers who boarded the train at Atamansky Hutor told him that he should ‘go to the prisoner-of-war camp, where the prisoners had already joined the Bolsheviks and formed the Red International Guard’. Tito enrolled in the Red Guard and also perhaps in the Communist Party, although that is doubtful. He does not even pretend to have been an active Bolshevik:




It has been written on many occasions that I took considerable part in the October Revolution and civil war in Russia. Unfortunately, that is not so. I served several months in the Red International Guard, but I never fought at the front because I was still weak from my wound and from illness, especially after having wandered from Kungur to St Petersburg and back on a meagre diet. Our unit asked constantly to be sent to the front, but Headquarters held us back to do sentry duty at Omsk and to work at the Marianovka railway station.





Reading between the lines, one can guess that the Bolsheviks did not trust the loyalty or the will to fight of foreign prisoners virtually forced to join the Red Guard. Tito does not pretend to have taken much interest in the revolution. He read the Bolshevik newspapers, heard much talk of Lenin, a little of Trotsky and, ‘as for Stalin, during the time I stayed in Russia, I never once heard his name’.38


Tito does not mention in his memoirs that when he arrived in Omsk in 1917 he met a Russian peasant’s daughter, Pelagija Belousova, and married her in the summer of 1919. In 1920, when the railways had started to run again, Tito took his wife to Petrograd (as St Petersburg had now become), then joined with a group of Yugoslavs going to Stettin. After spending six months in Germany, Tito finally returned to Kumrovec in October 1920.


Notes


Tito’s autobiography, as told to Vladimir Dedijer in the early 1950s, remains the principal source of information about his early life. His various biographers, and those such as Stevan K. Pavlowitch who have written critical interpretations of Tito’s career, have relied on Dedijer’s book and found it revealing. In a series of TV interviews in the 1970s, Tito gave a franker account of his early life but did not substantially change his story. In Chapter 16 I describe some visits I have made to places that feature in Tito’s youth.


There is a huge mass of literature on the events leading up to the First World War and the emergence afterwards of new states such as Yugoslavia. Arthur J. May’s The Hapshurg Monarchy 1867–1914 and The Passing of the Hapsburg Monarchy 1914–1918 are especially to be recommended since the author understands the aspirations of the South Slavs but does not take sides between the Serb and Croat nationalists. The British historian R. W. Seton-Watson and his son, Hugh, were often accused of a sentimental belief in ‘Versailles states’ such as Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia but, unlike their critics, they knew and understood these countries.
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