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Throughout my formal education, I’ve learned about the Holocaust primarily from history books and documentaries. In fact, I perceived the brutality of the Nazi regime and the genocide of six million European Jews as a historical fact, a form of common knowledge clear-cut and definite to my mind as the Norman conquest of England in 1066. I felt distant and dissociated from the human aspect of the HaShoah: from Anne Frank, from Elie Wiesel’s Night, and from the White Rose resistance. When I reflect back to my ignorance, I blame my lack of enthusiasm for the Holocaust to my fear of the past and to the trauma of war I had endured during my own childhood. Before fleeing to North America as a refugee at the age of six, I had lost countless family members to ethnic cleansing in the Bosnian War of Independence. While the free and multiracial society I encountered in America taught me to appreciate diversity and value democracy, I always felt uneasy thinking back to my past. Perhaps as a defense mechanism, I disliked history class and references to genocide, as these lessons would always trigger images of destitution and sadness relating to the unspoken tragedy that surrounds my own family. 

This past summer, a chance meeting with a Holocaust survivor in my hometown of Ft. Lauderdale would change my perception on history and would illuminate the importance of remembrance to me. Bosko Jugovic, Bob as he introduced himself, was a Bosnian Serb, who my parents met at a church gathering and invited over for dinner one evening. Bob, an affluent realtor, was seventy-six years old and had immigrated to Canada from communist Yugoslavia in the 1960s. Outwardly, Mr. Jugovic was a simple and calm man, but as he began to tell his life story, I realized that gruesome circumstances during his youth had shaped his personality. Bob was the son of Stevo Jugovic, a Serbian farmer who had worked in the United States during the 1920s and returned to Bosnia as a wealthy man. When the Croatian fascists [Ustase], a Nazi-puppet regime, came into power in Bosnia in 1941, Bob and his family were imprisoned and taken to the concentration camp of Cerovljani along with other Serbian Orthodox, Jews and Gypsies. Not even seven years old at the outbreak of the Second World War, Bob still clearly remembers his family’s trip across the Una River, the physical frontier between Croatia and Bosnia, and into the Nazi labour camp. He calmly speaks of his father’s relocation to a death camp in neighboring Serbia, while tears of guilt start pouring down his eyes when he talks of his own survival. A small child, Bob’s mother had saved his life by hiding him under her skirt, while all the other male children had been summoned onto a cattle car and taken to be murdered at Jasenovac, the most notorious death camp in the region. As fate had it, several weeks later his mother was granted leave from the camp and returned with him to their native village. His younger sister on the other hand was adopted by a Croatian family and forcefully converted into the Roman Catholic religion, while his father and older brother were gassed to death. 

That night, I had trouble falling asleep. My mind was preoccupied with images of starving children, images of barbed wire, and images of lifelessness and death. Yet together with these images that I had only seen on film, images of my own childhood were fused: the cellar where my dad read Serbian folk stories to me, the constant sound of gunfire, and the piercing cries of children my own age. I tried to forget about Bob and tried to suppress the thoughts of death, but these were revived a week later when he came over for another visit. This time, he presented me with a copy of his memoir Moj Put Kroz Jasenovac (My Journey through the Jasenovac Death Camp) and discussed his intention to travel back to Bosnia over the summer to help fund the establishment of a Holocaust memorial site. Weakened from ailing health and having survived a clinical death two years ago, Bob stated that the creation of this memorial site was his greatest wish before he died. That night, before I went to sleep I debated whether or not I should read Bob’s book, as I well knew that it would bring back horrid memories of Bosnia to me. Out of respect, I decided that if Bob was able to survive such a tragedy as the Holocaust and have the courage to talk about his experiences, the least that I could do was to listen to him. The short memoir, a little over a hundred pages long, was not one of the most stylistically textured works I have read, but was by far the most rewarding book I have opened in my short life. Adding to the oral testimony that I had heard from him, in his memoir Bosko (Bob) Jugovic discusses how his past as a survivor of the Holocaust and his constant recollection of the genocide gives him strength in his daily life. He was given the strength to find the most positive outlook in every situation, the strength to forgive his enemies, but also the strength to remember and to share his experience of suffering with others. 

Then and there, I realized the importance of remembrance as it related to the history and lessons of the Holocaust. Bob did not want to gain sympathy or compassion by telling his story, but rather wanted to honor his dead father and brother. Through his memoir, he wanted to pass on his wisdom to future generations and ensure that the history of violence and ill that has characterized human society does not consistently repeat itself. One of the passages that struck me most in Bob’s novel was his description of the Yugoslav regime’s (1945-1991) constant suppression and censoring of the Holocaust. The Communist government tried their best to keep the deaths of over 1.5 million Serbs, Jews and Gypsies a secret from the general population. In fact, through a weakened history curriculum in high schools, where Marxism was taught as one of the core subjects, and through the constant minimization of the number of victims to genocide, the government achieved their goal of rewriting history. In 1991, three generations after the Holocaust, when ethnic violence broke out again in Bosnia, my sister and I, along with thousands of other innocent children were the newest victims. Above all, Bob’s story has influenced me to voice myself about my own family tragedy and my past as a war child. I will not hide under a veil of fear and suppressed memories anymore, as I believe that by sharing my story with others I will be able to make a critical first step towards combating prejudice and discrimination in our world today. I will no longer hide my identity as a refugee, and will speak for those less fortunate, those who were not given the opportunity at a new life in America. I promise to always respect my adopted homeland, but to also stay true to my immigrant roots. 
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