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Introduction

Bits and Bobs We Need to Inherit

These are not stories about people, these are bits from their lives.   They are among us, and we hardly recognize them.   They live quietly, they don’t force themselves on anyone.   Maybe they are not nice anymore, maybe their hands tremble, maybe they are ill or they don’t see well…

They are coming to the end of their journey.   What I wanted was to hear from them was what they could and would want to leave as an inheritance.   I spoke to them and they talked about themselves, so I think that it is my turn to do the same.

My name is Dragica, I am forty-nine years old, and since I got married – almost 30 years ago – I’ve lived in Berak.

I always proudly emphasize that I am the child of a vast plain.   From very early youth, I loved spending my free time reading a book, so I was slightly different than the usual village woman.   People have always gladly spoken to me.   I’ve felt that only a few understood me completely.   As years passed by, I got used to it and started to put my hopes, fears, happiness or sadness on paper.   That was the world the way I saw it and felt it.   I stopped being interested in what others thought about my world.

Then, this horrible war came.   Everything was destroyed, we were exiled and my notes had been burnt.   It was painful.   I felt like a part of me had been set on fire.   But life rushed on and there was no time for sadness.   The war ended.   I returned and faced the loss again – everything inside me rebelled against the injustice which I kept encountering everywhere around.   My pen cried for the dead, hoped for the survivors, was angry at the guilty ones, screamed against the war, but no one heard it - because that was my world…

There are events which we cannot influence, and they change our lives.   So it happened that the peace teams from the Centre for Peace from Osijek came to my town of Berak.   They came to see what they could do to help.   They started by listening to us villagers.   We spoke for a long time and I was taken in by the values for which they stood for: peace, non-violence, and human rights.   They helped me understand that the past was memories, the future – hopes.    And that only present moments give us the opportunity to do something for ourselves and others.

I have joined them; I knew how the state of things was difficult in Berak.   The material goods were destroyed and thousand of questions were in the air without answers.   First of all – how to live with the neighbours- not only because of the still very present war wounds, but also because there were still so many of the villagers pronounced missing -and thus so much loneliness.

But, can we alone define what it is that we need the most? I was visiting old women and listening to their life stories.   After every visit I became more aware that what we today call poverty is really plenty in comparison to what they used to have.   But they had something we today could envy them for: they had been through wars, some of them even through three wars, and very tough lives of poverty, and nothing had lessened the purity of their hearts.   I have not encountered hatred.   In their memories, they remember being happy for little things.   They were happy and when it was the hardest, they knew they could trust God’s help.   When I went to visit the old women, I have not expected anything in return and now I see how much their stories had enriched me.

I found it important that it all is left to all of us as inheritance and so I wrote them down.   I believe that their messages from their simple lives are a salve to our wounds.   It is now that I see that having material richness may mean living easier, but  it doesn’t mean living happier.

Dragica Aleksa

From every negative situation

do something great and positive-

that is the art of living

From every sadness do

Someone something good,

From every suffering make a home

And future,

From everything one had lost,

Gain a thousand times-

That’s the secret that one has to learn.

Tomislav Ivancic

Granny Zlata

The Helping Hand of Goodness

In the early spring, one nice sunny day of the Fast time, we visited granny Zlata.   A weak eighty-seven year-old woman told us about her life.   A life she had spent more living for others than for oneself. 

“You know, children, we were very poor.   There were a lot of us, and we lived with our uncle and his family.   We had it hard, but we were jolly, we had one another.   We never wished evil to anyone, we always knew that God was with us and that he will not refuse us if we asked him for help honestly.

“Even when I got married I didn’t have it easy.   My husband was also poor, and he loved to have one drink too many.   Our bishopric owned some properties in Srijem and so we were colonized from Zumberak to Berkasovo.   There we had built a house and started living normally.   During World War II that was taken away from us.   They made us move to Berak - without anything, again, - three small children and a paralysed mother-in-law.   My husband went to the army.   I had to drive the wood for the army and do all the other hard jobs.   When I came home, I didn’t know what to do first.   The hardest thing was when I, very often, didn’t have food to cook for my children.   The little we had, I had to spread it around, so it lasted as long as possible.   When I made something to eat, I gave it to first to the children, and I would eat only if something was left over.   I have had it hard, and yet I have lived to this very old age.

“Now that I am run down, I can only think about what once used to be.

“Believe me I have thought about my life many times.   And no matter how strong a person is, one cannot endure so much without God.   Now, I remember all those little happy moments and I thank God for them -most of all to my five, healthy and hardworking children.   When they grew up, I didn’t miss anything anymore.   They had cared for me, and I had forgotten all my hardship.

“And then the war came again.   Some evil people came, who killed and looted.   But it was then, that I saw that they were not such stone hearts that a hand of goodness couldn’t reach the same hearts.

“It was hot and I was left without water, alone, ill and old.   I had asked them to let me go to the neighbours to get some water.   They said that he wasn’t there anymore.   Instead they sent a woman who brought me some water.

“I had loads of eggs, which I didn’t need.   I told them to take them.   They took them.   They didn’t thank me.   But they didn’t do any harm to me.   They took me to good people who took care of me.”

The thorn-spread road of granny Zlata came to the end on the 11th October 2000.   Let the seed of her goodness grow in ourselves, and she will surely pray for those whom she loved, but also for those others too….

Granny Maca

Broken Cross

Granny Maca is a seventy-two-year old woman, of a weak body and tortured by illness and hard life, but always wise.   She thought a little and then started:

“ I had to work since my childhood, I have learned early that nothing comes by itself.   I was born in Zumberak, spent my childhood and early youth there.   It was not a life of plenty, but as all young people, I was joyful and happy.   I got engaged to a good young man, but he died in the Second World War.   I mourned, but the life went on, you couldn’t look back. 

“We came to live in Berak, I got married to a hardworking and honest man.   Those were hard post-war years.   We didn’t have anything except for our two hands.   We started from the beginning, and thank God, we made it.   We had three sons, our hard work had a new meaning: we wanted to help the children to create normal life conditions.   They knew how hard it was for us, so they also fought on their own.   The time had come when I could lay back, I was happy- my sons got jobs, they built houses, started families…

“And then – war again.   I remember the last war, and believe me, this one was much worse.   I thought.   “Who did I, old and ill, do anything wrong to!” So, I stayed in the village and then the army came.   The army included all kinds of people, but they were controlled and they weren’t allowed to vandalise.   But, that was done by our neighbours.

What happens in the human head that one can torture ones own neighbours and acquaintances?

“It is hard for me even to think about it, let alone speak about it, when I remember those tortured and deformed faces and broken bodies.   They did not make a special choice of who they beat up, they beat the old as well as the young.   They beat me with a cross on my head till I was surprised it didn’t completely break apart.   They tied me at a plum tree to make me watch how they looted and damaged the house of my son.   They took everything….The hardest for me was that they kept saying that my two sons had died, and I didn’t know whether to believe them or not. 

“I am sorry that those people didn’t answer for their evil doings.   These things were done by people with a name and surname, not just people.   Honest and just people of all belief and nations suffered because of those demented minds.   Maybe they never will come before the people’s court, but I am sure, they will come before God’s.”   

Granny Ana

A Ball of Wool 

I knew very little about Granny Ana – only that she had moved to Berak a few months before with her family from Plavna, that she was very old and for twenty years completely blind.   I wasn’t sure how to make contact with her because I had heard that her hearing was weak too and that she was senile, that she was not aware that she had moved to Berak.

When Mirta and I came in, Granny Ana was sitting on a couch, crouched over so that she looked like a black ball of wool.   She didn’t move when we said hello.   I put forward my hand, which was nervous and cold.   When our hands touched, it seemed to me that they were two blocks of ice touching.   She kept my hand in hers till we were speaking. 

I was surprised how many details she remembered from her childhood.   She spoke to us about the harvest work.    And I was touched by the changes in her more then the story itself.

When she started to talk her back straightened up, the hands clutched and released and the warmth came into them.   I didn’t know whether it was because I was such a nature lover or because she held my hands, but I saw her as a girl - how she ties and pulls the ropes.   I saw the tied straw, the threshing machine and the vast plain of grains and poppies.

Granny Ana kept on talking….

She spoke about Christmas with such tenderness that I forgot everything I knew about her before we came.   In one moment I looked at her eyes – they were stiff and cold.   I didn’t know how, but she felt my looking.   She started to rub my hand as if she was comforting me. 

I never thought that people who had any kind of physical disability less worthy.   Now I think that we who are “healthy” have disabilities – I am sure that Granny Ana was looking at me with her hands.

Granny Mara

A Kind Word

Granny Mara is a seventy-seven year old woman.   Most of her life she had spent among us, so average that no one had noticed her - she was one of the pearls on a string which make all our Slavonian villages beautiful and without whom the string would not be as harmonious.   She had a kind word for everyone, so we all thought we knew her.   It was after this war, when she had lost two sons and a husband, that we became aware that her life was also filled with suffering.   It was hard for her to start her life story. 

“You know, children, it is not a nice story.   I was born in Zumberak and we were very poor.   Even as a little girl I had to look after the herd of domestic animals.   Our school was far away, an hour’s walk.   I went to school for only four years.   To get to school on time in the morning, I had to get up early, and when I came back from school I had no time to eat.   I had to take the animals to graze in the meadows.   Working hard on poor land and in fresh air, girls grow up fast.   That happened to me too.   When I was sixteen, I went secretly to a dance with other girls from the village.   I met my husband at that dance.   He came from Bosnia to work as a lumberjack.   My father was very angry, but I married anyway.   We had it hard, but we were young and nothing seemed so bad.   We came to Berak without anything.   We worked often on 30 acres of land that belonged to someone else, and in those days everything was done by horses and human labour.   While the children were small, at noon, when the other workers had their break, I ran home to breastfeed my baby and had to come back on time to continue the work.   As the children grew so did the worries as well.   Once a doctor came to school to give a regular vaccination: I took one child at a time, because I had to clothe them in the same clothes.   We were very poor, but maybe that is why my children learned so very early that they would not be able to get anything from anyone and they found work.   Thank God, they all grew up to become hardworking and honest people.   I was proud and I thought that my hardship came to an end. 

“But, worse was still to come.   This terrible war came.   I don’t know how or why, but the people who they were friends with once, took both my sons and my husband.   For years we didn’t know anything about what had happened to them.   We hoped they were somewhere prisoners and that they would return.   The not-knowing was hard, but now I feel even worse.   When they discovered the mass graves last year in Sarviz, they had found the bones of one of my sons there.   The other son and my husband have not been found yet.   Three years ago one of my daughters got ill and died.   I don’t know where I found so much strength to endure all this.   Maybe I should hate, but I cannot.   I pray that the just God judges according to one’s merits.   I am old, it hard for me, but a shining beam and the comfort  in my life are my 14 grandchildren and 15 great-grandchildren.”

I had been thinking about Granny Mara all day.   Of all of us in Berak, those people who mostly speak of hatred are those who lost the comfort that they were used to.   From Granny Mara, who had the most right to say it, I have never heard the word of hatred. 

Granny Mara

Return to the Roots

I have known Granny Mara a very long time and therefore I looked forward to our meeting.   We were born in the same village, and she is of my parents’ generation.

She painted the story of her life with sadness:

“Don’t write about it, that’s not important.   It was a hard and sad life, but it wasn’t easy for anyone in those days.   Even little children had obligations then.   So I had to look after the smaller children.   We made our own toys – out of rags, pieces of tiles, and other materials.   We didn’t have expensive toys, but we spend time together and knew some old games.”

Granny Mara remembered exactly a lot of games that are nowadays forgotten.   She talked about “marbles”, “hop-scotch”, “walking like chicken” and many others.   She remembered May Day celebrations, Filipovcica processions, Christmas celebrations, and Easter customs.   I listened to her and marvelled at her.   It seemed like I was reading some nice book in which I took part.   We talked and it wasn’t boring for either of us. 

When we parted, I spent a long time thinking about her hard life.   In one war, when she was only sixteen, she was left without a father, who was missing.   And in the second one, she had a son missing.   It was enough suffering for a lifetime.   Modest as she is, she keeps her sadness to herself, hiding it with the stories about old customs.

Saddened, I compare her story to my own rememberance and what is left from it today.   Finally, an old saying comes clear to me: “it is better for people to die out than for their customs to die out.”

If we keep on carrying on this way , out children will be growing up as the pumpkin without a root.    Then any wind, even the mildest one, will break them off.   Wake up before it is too late, while we still have gems like granny Mara living with us, because they are the only ones who can takes us back to our roots.  

Granny Katica and Granddad Tuna

To Slow the Dying

They have moved to Berak recently.   We wanted to hear their life story.   They waited for us in their front yard to greet us as if we were their dearest guests.

Granddad Tuna started to talk first:

“We will talk gladly about our lives, but you will have a hard time understanding it.     We got married very young, I was 21 and Katica 15.   My father used to say: ‘Those who get going early and marry young don’t regret it’.   I have not regretted it.   Our family was one of the most respected in Plavna.   In our days, being respected and wealthy didn’t mean having loads of money and being able to not do anything.   It meant being progressive, spending time with friends, following the progress in agriculture and working hard, very hard.   We tried to produce what was the most useful, although we knew that the most effort had to go in it.

“We were never afraid of work.   We were young, but I remember it very well.   We used to get up very early, even before dawn.   While I was feeding the cattle, Katica was sweeping the street in front of our house.   It would be dark, so that the first neighbour could not been seen, you would only hear the sweeps of the brushes on the ground.

“You know, children, today, a peasant should kiss every bit of the ground he walks on.   Machines were made to help him, the crops get extra feed and protection from the weeds and the produce is big, but that has its bad sides.   We had it much harder and worked on the land, but we could sell everything we produced.   I remember, once we had a rich growth of hemp.   To grow the plant for seed was one of the hardest things to do, but the seed could have been sold for a good price.   We had taken a wagonload of sacks of seeds by a ferryboat to Vukovar, and we were paid a lot of money.

“We had built a house, outer buildings, grew a nice vineyard, built a weekend house, bought the necessary machines and we watched happy and satisfied how our son continued where we left.

“We were born by the Danube, but it never separated us, but connected us.   But then came this horrible war.   The winds of war had pulled us and threw us on the other bank of the Danube.   That’s how we came to Berak.

“It is nice a nice and wealthy village, but don’t take it the wrong way that we, old people, grieve for the other side of the riverbank.   We were born there; the best days of our lives were left there.   We have left so much sweat on that land; the graves of our closest family.

“A black threat came over our children and we had to leave, although we knew that we would have had a hard time getting used to the new place. 

“An old tree cannot be re-potted.   No matter how hard we try, we will only slow down the dying.” 

Snasa Evica 

And That’s How People Live

We all think we know her.   It was enough to say Snasa and everyone knows who you think by it.   But, no one really ever asked themselves what life this sixty year-old woman had, always neatly dressed and ready for conversation.    It was hard talking her into telling me her life story.

“It is hard for me to talk about it, nobody could believe it today, let alone understand it.   I am not too old, but I cannot understand the youth of today.   I was eleven when my family lost our dad.   It was hard living then, our mum had it hard with us three children.   We didn’t have too much of anything, but we didn’t lack anything either.   We were healthy and joyful and we knew how to be happy with little things.   It was never boring for us.   I loved spring.   I was happy when I saw grandma’s lilac blossom.

“We had a huge walnut tree.   It was a great pleasure to pick the beans under it and, especially if mum made strudels in the bread oven.   And the strudel is best when it is eaten hot from the oven.   There was no electricity or television but we were never bored.   Sometimes we would sing accompanied by a string instrument called the ‘tamburica’ in the evening; sometimes, we prayed or mum told us stories.   The lads would sing walking down the lane- singing the svatovac (a folk song) and we would open the windows and listen.

“We were brought up strict and we knew that old ways and the word of the elders must be respected as something sacred.   When I grew up my mum said to marry a young man that I didn’t know very well.   He was from a respectable family, hardworking and capable, but he was deaf and dumb.   I had a hard time accepting the idea but I agreed to it and I would never have regretted it if his granddad hadn’t lived with us.   As much as my husband was good, that’s how much his granddad was mean.   He tortured grandma and us.   I could talk about it for hours, but don’t like reminding myself of it.   He was a great at making up unnecessary jobs.   Once we had to prune the leaves of the sunflowers with a knife by hand on 2 acres of land, or we had to move sacks of grain from one part of the attic to another and write down each moved sack with a chalk on the roof beam.

“But, that wasn’t the worst; for every little thing he had to be consulted or ask for, and he chose ways of how to be spiteful.   Once my mum was ill and I had asked him whether I could go and see her on a Sunday.   He didn’t let me go- nor that Sunday, nor the next, but the third.

Once we drove the corn stalks in the winter.   Even before breakfast we drove one wagon of the load.   Grandma made polenta for breakfast.   That was the only dish I couldn’t eat, but I was not allowed to take anything else, he didn’t let me even spread a bit of lard on the bread.   I had to starve all morning.   We had shivered in front of him for seven years.   We started living normally after he died.

“The life of a peasant is not easy, but we were happy.   That didn’t last long.   Misery overshadowed my life again.   My husband died in a traffic accident and I was left all alone.   I was scared, I was afraid of life and I had a hard time of finding my way.

“Time passed by, I couldn’t continue crying.   Now that think about that, I understand that twenty and more years have passed and I am still alone and I am angry with myself for not accepting some decent man who was alone as I was.   I think we would have it easier waiting for the old age together.”

I listened to her and thought about my life.   I often think that I have it hard.   I was angry with my children, husband and all around me, but now I see how happy I am because I know – when I come to the end of my strength, I will be able to rely on them….

Aunt Marta

The Wheelbarrow and the Shovel

When we planned the visits to the old women, I couldn’t believe how many sad stories we would hear.   I thought: We are here – in the neighbourhood.   We all know one another and they cannot tell us anything new.   But all their lives have truly been sad and hard – every in their own way.   And Aunt Marta told us another story like that:

“I married really young.   We were very poor, but there were many young people who knew that only with their hard work could they secure a normal life for themselves and their children.   My husband worked as the forest worker or he was a servant for wealthy people.   And I went every day to work for a fee.

“I have many memories from that time.   I remember: we lived in a rented room in a yard with good people.   They were Serbs, but, may they rest in peace, they were good to me as if they were my family.   It was when my daughter was born.   My husband went to work as a servant to earn money to feed us.   The winter was harsh, and we had no wood for the fire - I used the dried corn stalks.   The granny where we lived, took the cot with the baby to her house and she fed her and cradled her the same as her own grandson.

“When a man is young, even the biggest burden seems to be much easier.   So we could work more than we thought we could.   One year, we had cut 12,5 acres of grain in 12 days.   I can say openly that my children grew up on the field.   Once we were digging the cornfield and we left our little son sleeping in the wagon.   It was hot, he woke up crying, went down from the wagon, and started walking around the field.   It was our luck that he didn’t go to the pond.   A man found him and brought him to us.   Years went by - we worked and we saved and built a house, bought a bit of land, put our children through school.   Finally, I could breath easily.

“But, my happiness didn’t last long.   My husband died, the children went their way, and I was left all alone.   I was sad, but I was happy when I could help my children a little bit, even though I knew that they didn’t depend on it.

“You know, children, there are many sad days in my life, but I was the saddest when I returned last year.   My son and my daughter-in-law came and I had nothing to offer them to eat.   The house was devastated, the yard overgrown with weeds, and I had no shovel to clear it up.   I couldn’t wait for the men who worked in the reconstruction to go home so I could take their wheelbarrow and the shovel.

“I cleared the yard up until sometime till midnight.   There are no weeds anymore, but I still use my knife to clean between the bricks, so it doesn’t overgrow again.”

I look at Aunt Marta.   I look at the house, the yard.   The house is small, but clean and tidy, the yard swept up, the flowers growing.

I’m thinking.   What decorates our little villages?   They are not decorated by houses and yards; but with love, which we put in, taking care of them.”

Aunt Mara and Uncle Janko

The Land Stays

When I asked Aunt Mara for a conversation with her and Uncle Janko, she pretended she was angry.   We both knew that it was not so.   She said: “Don’t visit us.   We do not have nice rooms where we could receive you, and no nice stories which we could tell.”

She knew that we didn’t expect that, but she wanted to assure herself of it.   I told her: “I know that you do not have nice rooms, but I know that you are not to blame for it and that ten years ago in any time of day or night could receive any guest and treat them as if they were your closest family.   We do not ask for nice stories.   Nice stories need to be lived through, and sad ones need to be told so that one knows about them and so that they do not recur.”

Before we came in, she had showed us a hole in the concrete before the kitchen door where a hand grenade was thrown.   “I don’t know why they threw that bomb,” she said.   “Maybe they wanted to scare us.   But, what is one bomb for those who had two brothers killed just two months previously, a sister and a son? I wonder how we hadn’t gone completely mad.”

Uncle Janko was on the couch; he had an oxygen device helping him to breathe:

“I am very ill, but I don’t complain.   After everything I had been through, it would have been a miracle to be healthy.   I have been through two wars, and after all – much hard work.   I had been through all the forests in Croatia and Bosnia.   It is hard to be a lumberjack even today, but it can not be compared to the work 30 or 40 years ago.   I have taken out more stumps of trees than the hairs I have on my head.   It was hard to succeed being a poor young man.   I knew that, and therefore I had tried with all I had to insure an easier life for my children.   I was born in a village; I have spent the best years of my life in a village.   I have not regretted the sweat and health.   I was happy that I have achieved a decent village farm with my bare hands.   I have loved the land and knew that the land demands a servant, and not a master.    The land never stays indebted – it gives back all the love and hard work put in it.   Several years ago I asked one young man to drive me to see the fields.   It was hard to see how some evil people had wasted our land in the last couple of years.   They had forgotten that people leave, governments change, but the land stays.”

One sad story more had been told.   Remember it so it would not repeat itself.

Pava

The Glimmer of Sadness

I have met Pava, about thirty years ago, when I came to Berak.   She was a hardworking and diligent woman, who had a nice word for everyone.   She never pushed herself on others and she listened to anyone.

Many times I talked to her and I have always felt good in her company, but still I was afraid of the visit.   As it happened she lived through the war and displacement from Berak.   Although she stayed in her own home, she had gone through a lot of suffering which is hard to comprehend.

Still a beautiful woman at sixty-two, she looked in my eyes and said – “ask me what interests you.” .That sentence, and a look full of sadness, confused me so that I could hardly manage to respond – I had come to talk and not interrogate.

I felt sorry.   I understood that she had been asked many questions lately, which she didn’t know how to answer, and very rarely had she been asked how she was feeling.

Finally, it was clear to me why there always was a glimmer of sadness in her eyes.   She looked at one dot on the wall and started:

“I had never met my father - he died in the last war.   Two of my brothers and I grew up with our mother, embraced by her care and love.   Every day we watched tears in her and grandma’s eyes and we tried not to make them sadder.   It was hard when other children would say: “ I will tell dad and he will defend me.   I knew that there was no one to defend us.   When we grew up, we went our way.   My brothers went to school; I got married and moved to Berak.   Those were hard days; we worked a lot.   We started from zero, but we were healthy and no hard work was too difficult.   We had three children and those were my best days.   I was proud of my children; they were good pupils and I didn’t have to be ashamed.   But – as it happens – our children are only lent to us.   They grew up and the daughters got married.   It was hard for me, but I knew it had to happen one day.   But then the worst happened.   This horrible, senseless war came.   People, to whom the only goal was to destroy and loot, appeared.   I find it strange how a man can so quickly succumb to evil.

“I was at home, but they took everything away.   They beat me up.   It was painful but it was much harder to watch my son being beaten.   They knew he was ill and that they were beating him without a reason, but they found it funny.   Those couple of years I had been through so much sadness so I find it strange to still feel normal.

“My mother died.   When they were burying her it was the first and the last time I saw the bones of my father, my husband, and my younger brother.   And the worst: my daughter got ill and died.

“I cried for days, there was nothing and no one left to me, I didn’t eat or sleep.   I started falling, which was caused by weakening, and then one day something happened.   For a long time, I didn’t dare share it with anyone.   I was sitting on the couch crying, with my eyes closed and head held high.   In that moment I heard the voice of my daughter as if she was standing next to me.   She called my name, I opened my eyes and answered her.   I looked around, but she wasn’t there.   I looked for her outside, but it was unsuccessful.   In that moment it went through my head that I cannot be dying because of the dead, but live for the living-

“Since then the purpose of my life has been my ill son.   All my worries and hopes are turned towards him and helping him overcome the illness.”

She finished her story.   Walking down the street I didn’t see anyone.   I asked myself: are “luck” and “purpose to life” the same?   In our thoughts luck is connected with money.   But Pava said: “Although we lead a modest life, I was lucky and proud of my children, and the meaning of my life now is to live for the living and help them to overcome their problems.”

Changing Seasons

It is year 2000, the summer in Berak is nearing its end.   The sweet smell of the ripe fruit has left every house, and the land has shrugged off the high heat and now is rewarding us with the richness; sun beams are caught in grains of ripe crops.   Many summers I have seen off in Berak and I know that it is the most beautiful time of the year.   People are returning tired but happy from their fields, driving their abundance which only the fruitful land could give with God’s blessing and the great love of a Man.

That is the picture that had always woken warmth and happiness in me, and now I am greatly sad.   There is hardly anything I can recognize - everything is different.   I know, there was war, but I do not know what it was for.   Only to fill the graves, or to shed rivers of tears or to have children write sad songs about their fallen parents, or for someone to win over someone else…?   And what is victory?   Is it a cry of a mother, or a tear in a child’s eye, or a young man in a wheelchair?   Is it Bleiburg, Jazovka, or Jasenovac?   Is it Vukovar, Ovcara, or Sarviz, or a sheet of paper locked up in a village with a sign “top secret”?   If that’s victory, who needs it and what is it for and who are the winners, actually?   Those who lie covered with flowers in alleys of the Great or those who had to leave because of their evil-doings in an unknown direction; streams of tearful mothers who flood the graves daily or numberless children who look for a hand that would gently lead into the world of the grown ups?   Are the winners those who were displaced or the returnees?

Are there any winners in a war, or is everyone a loser?   Years have gone by, the war has finished and we’ve seen post-war and the reconstruction.   Life is returning to Berak.   What kind of life?   Families have been thrown out; old folks are returning.   Wounded people are returning to a wounded village, enveloped with sadness and disbelief.   A lot of people have been killed; many are still missing.   No one knows where they are, and families are expecting help to find them.   Mothers have returned to look for their children, but they do not know who to ask, where they are.   They have found the same old people in the village who spend their last days in solitude.

I have returned as well.   I was sad and lonely.   Whoever I would talk to, the same sad story would repeat itself.   Bit by bit, the world started to split into “us who suffer” and “them who are guilty”.   It wasn’ t important who you were but what you were, no one said: “I think that you are guilty”, but rather: ”We think that you are guilty”

And then, like a drop of water in the sea, teams from Centre for Peace, Non-Violence and Human Rights appeared.  They were the first who wanted to hear what I thought.

We talked a long time and I joined them.   I had visited old women and talked to them about their lives.   Most of these stories started with the words “It was a sad and hard life” and finish – “I have been through a lot of hardship, but for each evil-doing a man with a name and surname is to blame” I have heard so many sad stories to even feel ashamed to think that I have had it hard.

A year has already passed and I was ready to hear one completely different story, I wanted to visit an old woman who lived through the war in Berak.   It took me a long time to come to decide upon it, although now I am not clear as to what I was afraid of.

Aunt Danica

Love their Own and Respect the Others

I visited Aunt Danica

I had known her before.

She has lived in Berak quietly and drawn back.   I knew that her husband was a forester, but I had never been to her house.   It was hard for me to start the conversation.   I was tense, and she expected questions to which she didn’t know the answer.   When I explained that I came to talk, and not interrogate, she started telling me her story.

“I am a Serb national.   I was born in Kordun 74 years ago, as the eighth child in the family.   Our life was hard and modest, but we were happy till the war started.   Then trouble started.   My father and eldest brother were killed in the war.   I stayed with my sister-in-law and their four children.   I got married when I turned twenty.   My husband was a forester.   We moved from one place to another wherever he had work.   That is how we came here.   We lived half a year in the woods and later another year and a half in a forester’s house by the road.   It was hard to live alone in the woods so we bought land in Berak.   We built the house slowly.   It wasn’t easy for us, but we were patient, we knew that it was our small world protected by the walls.   Years went by and we got older.   Other problems came along.   My husband got ill and died, and I was left completely alone.   I am ill.   It is hard for me, but I would live through the problems much easier if this war never happened, which has whirled the people.

“Many have passed through, and everyone took something – now my house is empty.

“As an old woman, I don’t need much.   A lot of evil happened, but evil can be done by evil people.   I am sorry that they didn’t answer for it; if they did, it would have been much easier for everyone now.   If I had had children, I would have taught them to love their own and respect the others.”

When I went to visit aunt Danica, I was tense because she was one of ‘them’.   Now I compare her story to the stories of other old women.   All their lives were hard and sad.   But what is still in my head is that ‘we teach our children to love their own and respect the others’.   If we succeed in that, we would see that someone else’s different outlook as richness to us and not danger.   The woods are not woods if only one kind of tree grows and only one kind of bird lives in it.

AFTERWORD

Accumulated pain and suffering after the war and post-war events have moved a strength and wish in Dragica Aleksa to explore within herself and her little Berak.   What are wars for? Who are the winners? What are the divisions between ‘ours’ and ‘yours’ for? Can a place of destruction become a place where one could step towards the culture of peace?   Can it be a bridge of return and restoration of trust?

Dragica has chosen the active relationship towards the social and political events.   She has chosen to take over responsibility for her own personal growth and the development of her community.   She has chosen the future.   She started to talk about it with her older inhabitants, her neighbours who went through two and for some three wars.   She listened attentively and noted grains of wisdom and experiences.   She lived through every spoken thought, experience, and feeling with them.   She opened her heart to their stories, offered her love and attentiveness, and through the process, she grew and strengthened and started to reshuffle her own pyramid of values. 

That is how this book occurred.   Small by size, but extremely valuable in ‘stories’.   These are not ordinary stories.   Lives had been told: biographies and pieces of wisdom carved by long-term experiences, tradition, knowledge collected by generations.   Facts and events, painful, sad moments and also joy are entwined in the stories by those who are telling them and by Dragica - who listens to them, sympathizes and comments.   Surely somewhere within this web of stories, each reader will find their emotions, thoughts, or experiences entwined and possibly even find the answer to some important question in their life.

Working hard as a volunteer in the post-war period (2000-2001), Dragica has been looking for answers to her questions.   She empowered herself while showing the need to care about the needs of others and so she had given us a text from which we can all learn and grow wiser.   A text that brings to awareness how much man needs the other man, how much we all need peace, justice and recognition.

The invitations for the promotion of the first edition of this book said: “Someone has to start the peace, the same as someone starts the war.”

Dragica Aleksa has made the first step towards the peace with exactly this book of stories from Berak.   A small step but significant for peace activities in Berak, East Slavonia, Croatia.   There are no war heroes, no humiliated losers.   There are people with different experiences, people who don’t hate, don’t live their memories, their pain and joy, and instead give a testimony of differencies as a wealth, beauty and hope for a possible life together in these parts.   

Amalija Krstanovic, prof.

