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Introduction


Dobro Jutro -- Good Morning,


My name is Yechiel Bar-Chaim, and since November 1989 I have been working in the Balkans --- especially in the area of what was once Yugoslavia ---- on behalf of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.  The main focus of my work has been to provide financial and professional support to the Jewish communities there, but the various wars during the past decade have also led the JOINT to help organize the evacuation and care of innocent civilians and to provide non-sectarian aid throughout the region.   

Thus my experience in the Balkans has involved both intensive work with Jewish communities and also negotiations in times of crisis with both local and foreign governments as well as other civil authorities.


In relating to Jews and anti-Semitism in the region, I am speaking therefore as both a participant and an observer.  Although 

I am neither a formal researcher nor a trained historian, I would like to share with you my perspective gained from thirteen years of working in the field.  

The JOINT is a strictly non-political organization.  We don’t take sides, but not everyone is always ready to accept that. Sometimes we have to work extremely hard to convince others that we are operating in good faith.  In a general atmosphere of mistrust and even deep suspicion, we had to demonstrate again and again to both Jews and non-Jews ----- in the region and outside of it ---- that the JOINT could be trusted to maintain our self-proclaimed neutrality.

Speaking from this non-partisan, apolitical, and yet locally-involved Jewish perspective, what then do I have to say to this conference?  

What knowledge or opinions can I present to you concerning what I have called “Philo-Semitism and Anti-Semitism, Reflections of a Field Worker in the Balkans?

Outstanding Cooperation and Support

First I would like to state clearly and openly that the JOINT, represented by myself and by my colleagues, has without exception received outstanding cooperation and support from literally all the governments in the region of the former Yugoslavia throughout this past decade.  The various civil, military, religious, and social authorities active on all sides of each and every conflict have unfailingly shown us their utmost goodwill.   The international community has responded to our work similarly.

Let me share with you some examples:

To my knowledge the JOINT and its partners were the first to organize the evacuation of innocent civilians from Sarajevo during the war in Bosnia.  To do so we needed cooperation from Sarajevo, Zagreb, and Belgrade.  

The fighting broke out on Sunday night.  By Wednesday morning, the President of the Sarajevo Jewish Community phoned our group in Zagreb to ask for help.  

 By that Friday, in cooperation with the Federation of Jewish Communities in Yugoslavia, Jasa Binenfeld of Zagreb and my colleague Eli Eliezri had leased three Yugoslav Air Force planes to fly to Sarajevo and bring back innocent civilians.   There had to be a kind of “suspension of mistrust” on all sides.  Only then, could the planes fly into what was then an “enemy capital” and rescue local civilians, who themselves could only reach the airport with the cooperation of the local Bosnian authorities.   

Two more such air evacuations were organized in the following weeks in what the Jews of Sarajevo termed “Haggada Beit”.

The Jewish evacuees from Sarajevo were received in Serbia without any difficulty.  The JOINT, in cooperation with World Jewish Relief of the U.K., paid for their food and accommodations for as long as was necessary.  First Hotel Teplice in Belgrade and soon thereafter Hotel Tamise in Pancevo became warm and lively centers for these evacuees.

This experience was later duplicated on the Dalmatian Coast.  Once the Sarajevo Airport was closed by the war, Jewish activists and leaders in Sarajevo and Zagreb began to organize multi-ethnic bus convoys to evacuate those in need to Croatia.  Sometimes with the direct involvement of JOINT sur place ---and sometimes only with our financial support --- they were able to arrange temporary cease-fires between the warring parties and hire buses so that the evacuees could make their way to the Coast in complete safety.  Since we know by sad experience that the convoys assembled by other organizations were sometimes attacked, attaining these “Jewish cease-fires” should be seen as no small achievement.

In addition, I should point out that these convoys actually took place after the Croatian Government had officially closed the border to Bosnian refugees.  The entry permits were negotiated on the basis of promises from the JOINT and World Jewish Relief to care for the Jewish evacuees once they arrived in Croatia.

I do not want to gloss over various mishaps and wartime tensions --- and even moments of danger --- that made these “safe” convoys a harrowing experience no matter how you look at them.  But let it be recorded that everyone arrived safely.  I happen to know that at first hand, because I was often the one waiting in Pirovac, Split, or Makarska to welcome the evacuees and make sure they had decent housing, food, and medical care for as long as they needed such support. 

The JOINT has already publicly acknowledged and expressed its thanks to the management of the hotels in Makarska, to the public health center there, and to the Zenta Old Age Home in Split for their readiness to assist the Jewish evacuees.  Approached first of all by Edo Tauber, then President of the Split Jewish Community, all those involved showed exceptional consideration in responding to the needs of Jews, many of them elderly who were fleeing for their lives and not for the first time.

An Awareness of the Holocaust

The second point that I would like to make is that throughout the various wars an awareness of the Holocaust, ---of what had already happened to the Jews of this region --- was one of the elements that everyone had in mind.  The Jewish Holocaust of World War II cast a long shadow during these bitter internecine conflicts.  From what I could observe, empathy and identification with Jews became nearly universal.

At different times and in different places during the war, I can remember listening to Serbs, Croats, and Bosnian Moslems.  Faced with their own terrible suffering, they found in the fate of the Jews a point of reference.  It was for me a strange proof of the universality of Jewish experience to hear people who were fighting each other actually express themselves in nearly the same terms:

  “Now we know what you went through.” 

 “In this war we feel as if we were Jews.” 

This reaction --- an identification with Jewish suffering on the part of non-Jews caught up in a brutal war --- was, as I have said, omnipresent in the region during the conflict in Bosnia.  It should be mentioned as well that many Jews abroad also made the same connection.

What eventually gave this feeling worldwide importance, however, was --- from what I have learned --- primarily the reaction of one man, himself a survivor of the German camps, Elie Wiesel.

You will recall that the first Clinton Administration carefully kept its distance from the fighting in Bosnia and resisted efforts to persuade it to intervene militarily.  Living in Paris, I thought that it was the French President, Jacques Chirac, who finally shamed the Americans into taking decisive action.  

But I have been told on good authority, by someone who was very close to the actual events, that Elie Wiesel’s public and private statements had a telling impact on U.S. policy --- independently of all the other considerations that came into play.  

It is well-known that during the Dedication Ceremony inaugurating the Holocaust Museum in Washington, Mr. Wiesel, speaking of the conflict in Bosnia, turned publicly to President Clinton, who was present at the time and cried out,

 “Do something Mr. President! Do something!”  

That much is public knowledge.  What is not known widely, however, is that after this ceremony Mr. Wiesel was apparently invited back to the State Department to sit down with leading American diplomats.  There he strenuously made the case for a clear and forceful American response to the war in Bosnia, for action that would give credibility to the oft-heard but less-often heeded battle-cry “Never Again!”.   A participant in these events described to me how Wiesel’s “Jewish passion” eventually wore down the studied imperviousness of State Department officials.

When as many as 750,000 Albanian refugees fled from Kosovo to neighboring Albania and Macedonia, --- and were seen on CNN being driven away from their homes in lorries and sent into exile travelling on overcrowded trains --- this seeming parallel to the Jewish fate in World War II became inescapable in the minds of people throughout the world.

The “La Benevolencija Phenomenon”

Thirdly I would like to highlight the singularly positive reaction of Jews and non-Jews throughout the former Yugoslavia --- and beyond --- to what could be termed the “La Benevolencija phenomenon.”  By this I mean the organization of local Jewish communities with the help of their supporters abroad to provide desperately needed humanitarian aid to Serbs, Croats, Bosniacs and later Albanians, Macedonians, Kosovars of all nationalities and Roma.

It appears to be a commonly held notion --- with or without anti-Semitic overtones --- that Jews supposedly “look out (only) for their own.”  It is as if we had learned only the first precept taught by  one of our great sages, Rabbi Hillel,  

“If I am not for myself, who will be for me?”  

Conventional wisdom also has it that the Jewish communities in the Balkans that survived the Holocaust must be weak and disappearing.

So, when in 1992 the Jews of Sarajevo adapted their century-old cultural and humanitarian aid organization, La Benevolencija, to serve as a channel to help people of all nationalities in their besieged city, their initiative appears to have startled friend and foe alike. 

“Had the Jews in the Balkans suddenly risen from the ashes like a Phoenix?”  

“Were the few Jews who had survived World War II and their offspring really to become a source of sustenance for their non-Jewish neighbours?”

Hillel’s second precept, “If I am only for myself, what am I?” suddenly came to the fore.  The President of the JOINT at the time, Mrs. Sylvia Hassenfeld, immediately agreed to test this idea, and we became staunch supporters of this venture.  Friends of La Benevolencija organizations sprung to life throughout Western Europe.  

Especially when the three major ethnic groups in Bosnia ---Serbs, Croats and Muslims --- began fighting each other, La Benevolencija came into its own.   Christian, Muslim, and non-denominational aid organizations all contacted the JDC-backed offices of La Benevolencija in Split and Sarajevo to find a way to send in their aid to the besieged capital.   In addition to Jewish organizations, even Arab philanthropic associations from the Gulf States successfully used the “Jewish channel” to send in aid. 

For a while La Benevolencija became, if the information I have is correct, the most important non-governmental supplier of humanitarian aid to the city.  

At one point, the La Benevolencija truck filled with badly-needed goods drove straight past a long line of lorries held up for days at the border between the Bosnian Croat and Muslim-controlled areas.  Anxious perhaps about a possibly negative reaction to this trust shown to the Jews, I asked Vinko Brkic, who headed the La Benevolencija office in Split at the time,

“How did the other truckers react?”  

There they were tired and dirty, baking in the sun.  Any fresh food they had was rotting in their trucks. They had been stuck at Kiseljak for days, and then this big, white La Benevolencija truck with a giant blue menorah painted on its side sails by and crosses the checkpoint without any difficulty?” 

“How did they react?”  

“They cheered,” Vinko replied simply.

Indeed the whole world was cheering.  Ed Serotta published a book about the phenomenon called Survival in Sarajevo and his photos of the multi-ethnic team assembled around the La Benevolencija menorah to help their neighbours of all faiths were shown widely.  The French government, the German government, other governments and even Pope John Paul II honoured La Benevolencija.   

Today, the JOINT has gone on to support sister La Benevolencija organizations in Serbia and Macedonia as well.  

Anti-Americanism instead of anti-Semitism  

The only tentative exception to the nearly universal goodwill and readiness to help that the JOINT experienced was a certain anti-American sentiment in present-day Yugoslavia that understandably came to the fore ---- and curtailed our ability to act for a while ---- in the time just prior to, during, and after the NATO bombing campaign.  

Here the issue was neither philo- nor anti-Semitism.  The JOINT is, after all, an American organization and therefore fell victim (for a moment) to the armed hostility at the time between the United States and Yugoslavia.

Conclusion: “And if not now, when?”


What then is one to make of this testimony?


We have to recognize both its import and its limitations:  

I am reporting about external behavior, deeds not attitudes.  

I cannot say what was in people’s hearts.  I would not dare to speculate about motives. 


We know enough about human nature to realize that kindness and cooperation one day can be replaced by their opposite the next.


Alas, if the most recent Balkan Wars have taught us anything, it is surely that yesterday’s friend can be hostile tomorrow.


To put what I have said in perspective, representatives of local communities will need to bear witness themselves as to their own experience during these times of trouble.


Now and in future years, from the standpoint of their broader  knowledge and awareness, historians and other scholars will have to evaluate what the evidence presented here really means.  They – in fact you conferees -- will need to guide us as to how this narrative should be understood.


Anti-Semitism in its various forms has proven to be one of the most durable phenomena in human history.  There is no reason to think it came to an end in the Balkans in the 1990’s.


Still as this Conference discusses the historical and theological roots of Balkan anti-Semitism, the interests it has served and still underpins, the new shapes and strange twists that modern anti-Semitism manages to take in the Balkans and elsewhere, I believe that one will also have to take into account the points I have enumerated above.


Let me spell out once more what I have observed and been a part of these last 13 years:


One: 

The unfaltering cooperation of local, national, and international authorities that we encountered in moments of peril.


Two:

The nearly universal awareness of the Holocaust and its implications for those caught up in conflict, and


Three:
The outpouring of appreciation for Jews in the region and their supporters who – in the middle of bitter inter-ethnic warfare – saw clearly that, perhaps for only a brief moment in time, they/we had a nearly unique opportunity to help others and who moved to do so in ways that still do us all proud.


Fortunately, that last observation allows me to close by citing the third part of Hillel’s statement.  Here it is in full:  


“If I am not for myself, who will be for me?


And if I am only for myself what am I?


And if not now, when?”

Thank you for your attention.  
Hvala Lepo.  

Yechiel Bar-Chaim

JDC Country Director for Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 

Macedonia, Slovenia, and Yugoslavia

14 October 2002
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