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TRAVEL MEMOIRS

The most moving story about our prisoners in Norway is related
to the camp in Botn, near Rognan: during the construction of the
“blood road", for no reason, a guard killed a young man, Dusan
Misiraca, a fighter of the Romanija partisan unit. His comrades took
him away from the road and laid him near a rock. Dusan's brother (it
remains unclear to this day what his name was or if he survived) tore
off a piece of Dusan's shirt, stained it with his brother's blood and
drew a cross on the rock next to which Du$an lay dead. The death of
a young partisan symbolises anguish and suffering, it grew into a
legend that was written down in books and remained in oral
traditions. Thousands and thousands of tourists stop on the highway
leading to the Norwegian north, to bow down in front of a symbol, to
recall, through a minute of silence and suffering, that cruel dying
time. To prevent the rain and frost from fading the red cross on the
rock and to preserve it forever, Norwegians periodically refresh the
red paint on the cross. So that it can resist time and remain in memory.

I'm standing next to the rock with the red cross. I'm looking at
the sea, I'm looking at the "blood road" built at gun point - the road of
hope and hopelessness. There, from the red sky, fell the stars of many
who dreamed of freedom.

On the way from the train station to the hotel, today we met old
Otar Jansen. While we were sitting in the lobby of the hotel, here in
Rognan, surrounded by the attention of the locals, treated to coffee,
cakes and juices, I kept thinking about Otar all the time. In one single
night, he tied his fate to the Yugoslavs. This is the same Otar who,
instead of going on a date with his fiancee on Christmas, transferred
two Yugoslavs to Sweden, because of which the engagement fell
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through and Otar remained unmarried for the rest of his life.

Rognan resembles a spa town. Nice, one-storey houses with
flowers on the balconies, in the windows, landscaped yards. The
small town is strung in an arc along the coast of a long fjord in which
the mountain peaks are reflected motionless.

At the hotel, we met NadeZda Grozdanovic¢ and her son Mladen.
They are from Nis. They were invited by the Norwegians to try and
find some trace of three of their closest relatives who disappeared in
the mass destructions in Norway. Nadezda's husband and two of her
brothers had been taken away. For days they wander through the
mountains of Norway in order to try and find the names of their loved
ones on the tombstones in the concentration camps. In Falstad camp
near Levanger — Nadezda Grozdanovic¢ found her husband's grave.

28 June 1978. Rognan

Hakon Johansson could be described as a well-thought-out
literary hero. This morning he waited for us at the cemetery of our
prisoners in Botn with a broad smile, as if we were seeing each other
for thirty years. He is a tall, scrawny old man, with lively movements
and a good-natured expression. Although he doesn't speak much, I
felt his presence, his gentleness and kindness during my entire stay
in Rognan. Hakon is the kind of good guy that any child would accept
as their grandfather.

During the war, Hakon lived about a hundred meters from the
camp. The Germans mobilised him to work with the Yugoslavs as a
minelayer on the "blood road". As the inmates were used to evil and
only evil, Hadkon initially seemed to them like an infiltrated spy.
Especially when he showed them the letter "V" with two fingers —
"victory", by which he meant to tell them that victory would come.
Our prisoners did not know about that symbol and thought he was
provoking them. They also misunderstood him when he offered them
chewing tobacco. They thought he wanted to poison them.

However, Hdkon managed to dispel suspicions and make
friends with the inmates. He helped them in various ways: he brought
them food, tobacco, encouraged and advised them. When he noticed
that a German guard was targeting a weakened inmate and was going
to kill him, Hakon, even though it was not time for that, would shout
at the top of his voice: Mine! Hide! Everyone would run away to
shelters, and the one attacked would be lost in the mass of equally
dressed inmates so the guard was no longer able to recognise him.
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Haékon is now seventy-six years old, living as a pensioner. He
has a motor fishing boat sail}i]ng out along the waters of the fjord every
day. He sometimes goes out north to the Lofoten Islands, sailing for
ten days, feeding on the fish caught along the way, stopping at the
docks only to refill the engine.

Hakon's mother, Julia Johansson, was no less brave than her
son. Because of the help she provided to our prisoners, she was
nicknamed "Serbian mother". She was a good-looking, stout
Norwegian woman, with a striking face. She delivered food to the
inmates and helped them whenever she got the chance. She clashed
with the commander of the concentration camp over the abuse of the
Yugoslav prisoners. As she lived next to the camp, she saw many
terrible scenes. Exasperated, she once broke into the camp
commander's office, shouted at him, demanded that they stop
abusing the prisoners and finally told him: "I am ashamed that I am
of German origin! If you do not stop torturing the prisoners, I will
publicly renounce the Germanic people!”

We visited the cemetery where Julia Johansson and Andreas
Ness, the organiser of the Norwegian resistance movement in this
area, are buried. The cemetery is placed in the most beautiful spot,
overlooking the entire fjord. There are flowers, grass, well-maintained
paths everywhere. The entire surface of the cemetery is dotted with
slender, flickering birch trees. A pair of rakes is hung from a branch
of a birch tree, to be used by anyone who wants to clean around
graves. White birds, harmoniously carved from white marble are
placed on many tombstones, all of which are the same size. It's as if
the whole flock were going to flurry up from the tombstones at any
moment.

There are also the graves of twenty-seven English soldiers who
died at the end of World War II, fighting for the liberation of Norway.
Each plaque next to the name reads: the soldier’s number, the unit
number and the emblem.

We placed bouquets of flowers on the graves of Julia Johansson
and Andreas Ness. The epitaph on Julia's tombstone reads: "Thank
you for everything," and on Andreas': "Freedom."* Botn, one of the
execution sites of Yugoslavs, is only a few kilometres away from
Rognan, on a hill with a view of the fjord, the chain of surrounding
hills and the "blood road" that was built by the Yugoslavs with the
last remaining strength, in front of bayonets and loaded rifle barrels,
with bare, bloodied hands. The camp was located next to a lush pine
forest, overlooking the lake and a long waterfall. On that plateau,
there are now Yugoslav and German cemeteries and a Russian
monument. The Norwegians built an asphalt road from the city to the
cemetery, and many tourists stop by there to take a look and reflect.
And the meanings are many: the Germans, Russians and Yugoslavs,
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who were equal in death, now rest under the thick Norwegian grass.
The Yugoslav cemetery is arranged like the most beautiful garden.
Tombstones are placed at ground level and each one bears the name
of the deceased written on it. I read: Zivadin Milojkovié¢, Dragi
Petkovi¢, Cvetko Duri¢, Krsta Ljubenkovi¢, Vladimir Kosti¢, Sima
Milenkovi¢, Dragan Jovanovi¢, Gligo Misljenovié, Mirko Miri¢,
Marko Loncar, Vukasin Ili¢, Stojadin Nikoli¢, Novica Stankovié, Ilija
Baki¢, Obrad Pordevié¢, Rade Jankovi¢ and hundreds of names and
surnames of partisans and insurgents who were captured in the first
battles, and then on, across Europe, by train and ship, under the threat
of whip and bayonet, without even knowing where they were going,
brought here in the middle of nowhere in Norway to suffer and die.
Next to their tombstones, stand jars of soil brought from Serbia, a few
apple trees, white birch trees shiver in the gentle breeze, you feel the
peace of the primeval forest and hear the distant roar of several large
waterfalls. Mass death makes the visitor reflect on the senseless
killing of people, mutual destruction and tyranny. There, you don't
listen to birds humming their filigree melody, you don't smell the
scent of the mowed meadow, you don't gaze at the magical waterfalls
flowing down the hills. A carved oak leaf on the tombstone. Is that a
Norwegian national leaf? Whose hand carved it? “In memory of the
Yugoslavs who lost their lives in northern Norway during the 1941-
1945 war.” "In memory of Soviet soldiers who fell in Norway, in 1941-
1945.” "Hier ruhen 2742 Deutschen Soldaten” (2742 German soldiers
rest here).
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Everyone is thanking the dead in their language. 1818 Yugoslavs were
buried here. 1018 unknown and 800 known. Bones were brought in
from the nearby camps. 420 Yugoslavs were killed online in Botn. The
paths get entangled in the chaos of war, man is reduced to his
negation, to a zero of meaning in some tombstones, there are
inscriptions of the names of places where they were killed. It doesn’t
say anywhere how many Russians are buried here. It is counted that
80,000 of them were killed in Norway. It is known that the Germans
were particularly cruel to them. Here in Rognan, the Soviets
continued to build the “blood road” after the Yugoslavs had been
transferred to the camp on the polar circle.

We enter the woods. We see, thrown into the grass, the door
of the camp made of heavy wood, densely wrapped in barbed wire.
This is the door through which you entered hell. Above them, the
Germans used to put that infamous inscription “Arbeit macht frei”
(work liberates) above it. There, in the pit, is a stove thrown from the
camp keeper’s kitchen, there are rolls of barbed wire, which used to
encircle the camp. All of that is now on a dump, together with
withered garlands that the delegations and individuals laid to the
monuments and the graves.

The murderers and the victims under the ground, the garlands
as a sign of respect, the ribbons with inscriptions of gratitude and love,
the stove of the German kitchen, the door of the camp, the torture
place the mown grass from the three graveyards, the inscriptions in
four languages, the graves, the state flags, the fresh flowers, words in
Serbian Cyrillic, words in German Gotica, words in Russian Cyrillic,
words in Norwegian Latin, lumps of soil from Serbia, a candle on the
marble, the chirping of birds, the smell of pines, the whisper of water
flowing - they are the immense and immeasurable totality of sense
and senselessness.

The German cemetery covers exactly the area of land where
the camp used to be. It is reached by road along which the Germans
brought the long columns of Yugoslav partisans, and then, every day,
using clubs and bayonets, they forced them to slave away. They took
them back to the barbed wire and every day they killed them.

Is there is some sort of a historical justice, some sort of a
reckoning of the higher laws, in the fact that in the entire territory,
where the camp barracks used to stand, in this land, in this circle of
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hell, now stands the cemetery of the German soldiers who were killed
or died in northern Norway? The cemetery is bordered by means of a
stonewall made of large stones. Across the wall, there are lumps of
grass just like in the Yugoslav cemetery 100 m away from the German
one. Around the German cemetery, there are three rows of wire with
electrical current. Such fence, supposedly, should protect the
cemetery from cattle.

Thirty six years ago, behind these wires, were Serbian
partisans. In the same place, on the same part of Norwegian soil, in a
pristinely ordered cemetery, under the tombstones with neatly
written names, ranks and brigades, lie those same soldiers who
committed crimes here. They were killed in the final conflicts,
defending the camps - the oases of death for tens of thousands of
Russians, Yugoslavs, Poles. By irony of fate, there has been an
exchange: Yugoslav partisans came out alive or dead outside the
wired perimeter in order for the wire to now line the dead Blitzkrieg
warriors.

At the German cemetery, there are stone crosses, three by
three, which should symbolise the war comrades. In the lower part of
the cemetery on a small mound, there is a large stone cross: cold,
Teutonic. At the entrance to the cemetery, there is a stone chapel with
a slanted, low roof resembling a mountain cabin. There, the visitors
can write in the book and take two brochures which include data on
the German cemeteries in Norway and Sweden. There are a lot of
them in these two countries.

I look through the camera lens. All three objects can fit into it:
pure literary meditation. Before the eyes of these people removed
from life, there bloomed a lush Norwegian nature, the sky, and a
dugout grave. Individual killing was a daily occurrence, and two
mass retributions also took place. the Germans shot 125 partisans the
first time and 76 the second time around.

I wondered how the people who went through the hell of the
camp and who now come in peace feel: they look at the same land,
they can sense the same smells, they see the same sky. From here, from
the Botn camp, however it seemed impossible, but two men managed
to escape. They were supposed to repair something on the camp fence.
In that place stood a carbide searchlight with a strong light beam. The
two Yugoslavs asked the guard to allow them to turn the searchlight
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towards the guardhouse for a moment in order to repair the defect in
the fence. As soon as they turned the light away, they rushed into the
darkness through the dense pine forest. Two fugitives managed to
cross the inhospitable Norwegian mountains and stay alive. Today

they are citizens of Oslo.

In the camp, they watched scenes of killing every day. They got
used to the horrors, lived up to them. At the construction site, where
they were building the road, shots were often heard. Someone "went
to tﬁe blueberry bushes!", the camp inmates said when Peko was shot.
Their tomb, which they they passed by every day, (what a method of
intimidation!) was in a meadow rich in blueberries. "Go to the
blueberries" — that harmless sentence was a synonym for death.
Anyone who carried boulders, loaded gravel, knew that it was his
turn too. Whether today or tomorrow, it's a matter of chance, anger or
the will of the guard.

"The International Red Cross could not help us at first," Ljubo
said. Dr Jung came. He was not allowed to get close to any of the
Erisoners, because we were crawling with [ice. He looked at us,

ewildered and dumb, like wild beasts captured following a chase, in
these high Norwegian mountains. He wrote a report on our state of
health based on that look, and everything remained the same: we
were being eaten by lice and pierced by revolver bullets".

Camp inmates had to shave every day. They received one razor
per room — every thirty days, and there were 40 inmates in the room.
Thus, the physical torture —shaving with a blunt razor —began early
in the morning and continued throughout the day.

The guards were easy to decide to shoot the exhausted inmates.
A man from Valjevo rushed to pick up a cigarette butt thrown by a
guard. He hadn’t smoked a cigarette in months. He got a bullet in the

orehead. For every inmate killed, the guards received a fifteen-day
leave as a reward.

Norway had its own war, its own occupation, its own resistance.
Not as bloody and massive as on our soil, but still war. Even today;, it
bears the scar of war: a memory laden with sorrow, which may serve
as a warning. While we were buying flowers for the graves of Julia
Johansson and Andreas Ness, the shop assistant, an elderly
Norwegian woman realised who we were and said: "I could not have
helped your prisoners while they were suffering here in the camp. I
only knelt in front of a saint’s icon every evening and begged God to
help them".

One of our hosts, while we were passing through town, showed
us his neighbour’s house. "I haven't stopped by his house for thirty-
five years. He was a Quisling, he sided with the Germans. He was a
guard in a camp for Yugoslav inmates. He was convicted, like all
collaborators of the occupiers, and served a prison sentence for a
year," says our host.
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Kari Wilhelmsen Mjelde. One should write a story or a poem
about her. She is now a fifty-year-old elegant woman, a professor at
the music school in Trondheim. She is slim, agile and possesses a
discreet feminine charm. She has clear, blue and still eyes, light still
flickering in them, and a soft spoken voice. Today I watched those
eyes cry.

We stopped shooting several times to let Kari cry. She was
sitting and playing the melody "Come back my child" on the piano.
She learned it from our internees. When the tears would come to her,
she would stop, her hands would still be on the piano keys, only a big
spasm would tighten on her face.

She spoke in front of the Belgrade Television camera in her
home, at the piano on which she practiced the song that she had heard
sung by an exhausted, barefoot boy in a column of inmates. She was
standing by the window through which she used to look every
morning, long ago, during the war years — a column of prisoners
rushing to work near her house. She played the song "Come back, my
child,” took a deep breath as if she were preparing for a great effort,
overcame some internal obstacle:

"This was the song that Yugoslav internees used to sing during
the war. One in particular, whom I called Nacko — Branislav Mitrovic¢
— would always start singing this song. We were all amazed that at
that time, those people had such power, some kind of "extra" strength
in them, that they could sing at all because they were very sick. The
song and the singing were a kind of a password. As soon as we heard
it, we knew: here are the Yugoslavs, they are coming. We could do
something to get in touch with them.

After the war, I met Nacko twice. I first visited him in Ni8, and
he also visited me in Bergen. We met for the first time fifteen years
after the war. We both cried, and he sang this song again.

I was a primary school student when I first saw Yugoslav
internees. Our school was located next to the road they took. I saw
them on the road in December 1942. It was minus 20 degrees, there
was a lot of snow and it was very cold. We had a school break and we
were standing in front of the school. We heard some sounds and
words that we had never heard before. We asked ourselves: what is
it? And then we saw people with wooden clogs which were sinking
into the snow. We got it all figured out. We also saw that these people
did not have gloves on their hands. They were also without socks. We
had never seen such thin people before. Some were so weak that they
could not walk on their own. They were leaning on others.

We stood in front of the school and watched them as they
passed us by. They stopped a little further down, where the place
command was then. One of them picked up some food that was in a
wastebasket. Then a guard approached him and started hitting him
frantically with a heavy stick.
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We were 14 years old at the time. We'd never seen someone beat
a man like that before. We cried. And when they passed by the school
on their way back, one of them turned to us and sang: "Come back,
my child..." It was Nacko.

I had a good friend. It was Tuve.

We thought about what we could do. We headed towards them
and tried to get closer to them. But the guards were SS policemen and
did not allow us to approach then. It was impossible to get them
anything. Throughout the winter of 1942 we tried to get to them, but
it was very difficult. The SS guards kept pushing us back. In the spring
of 1943, we suddenly noticed that there were no more SS police, they
were replaced by ordinary soldiers, those of the Wehrmacht. It was a
little easier then. And then my best friend Tuve and I agreed to try to
leave food parcels on the road they were passing along. We had
specific places where we left parcels. Then later we would come there
and give them signs. We couldn't talk to them, we couldn't
understand each other, we could only signal to them where the
parcels were hidden. And so it started. We noticed that some of the
German guards were humane. We would approach them, and,
speaking in German, we would ask: "Please, can we give these
internees something to eat." And then we could deliver the parcels to
them. Directly.

And the song I mentioned was a signal that they were in a certain
place. I would like to say that there were German guards who warned
us about other, bad ones. They would tell us: don't come tomorrow,
there is a "difficult" guard tomorrow.

In 1944, two little girls came to me with a note. The letter read:
"Please come to Botnavatnet. We are four internees on the run." They
escaped from the camp and came to Botnavatnet. We took food and
arranged for a man to accompany them to the Swedish border.

I was arrested once. The reason was Nacko's song. I wanted to
send Nacko a parcel with a shawl. A German guard caught the parcel.
They found out that I had sent the parcel. They took me to the police
station for interrogation, where I spent three or four hours. The
German officer then told me: you are young, we will let you go, but if
we catch you next time, you will be severely punished.

As you know, Norway was occupied in 1940. But up here, in this
small place called Rognan, we did not notice the war that much. This
is a small place, so far north, there weren't many Germans in it then. I
can say that only then, in 1942, when we saw the Yugoslavs here for
the first time, only then did we understand the war. As if the echo
from Europe reached us. Only then we understood how terrible war
is. With the Yugoslav internees, came a new reality, unknown to
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us before. We had never seen anything like it before.

In the spring of 1943, we noticed among the internees one young
man. He was sixteen at the time, but he was very small and boyish
looking. People started talking that there was a little boy among the
internees. We felt very sorry for him, because he was very pale and
thin.

One day, suddenly, a Norwegian boy came to me — the son of
Andreas Ness, who helped the internees a lot. He came to me and said:
"I have a letter for you." There was a letter from that boy whose name
was Cvetko. The letter read: "I am very weak and sick. I need
medicine. Please can you send me something. Many greetings from
your Yugoslav friend Cvetko."

The letter was in German, and it was the first contact via letters
with the camp in Botn. We later received many letters, which were
sent through Andreas Ness son. They told us when they needed
medicine or the like. Thus, we had contact through letters. The parcels
also went that way.

In 1944, they began receiving parcels from the American Red
Cross. Then the Norwegian boy came to me again and said: "You've
got a parcel.” I was amazed: "A parcel?” We opened it - it was a parcel

rom Nacko. In it: an American soap bar, an American chocolate,
American raisins. They sent it to us from Botn, even though they didn't
have anything themselves.

When they later crossed from Botn to the Potus camp, they
passed this way in trucks. And they threw many, many packets of
chocolate, raisins, cigarettes in front of every house, that they got for
themselves in the American Red Cross parcels so that they wouldn't
starve. It was a sign of gratitude from the Yugoslav inmates for what
we had done for them.

We were happy that our house was located next to the road that
the prisoners used to go to the work site every morning. My classes at
school started at half past eight, but I got up at seven, because the
Yugoslavs passed through here at half past eight. I had to see the
Yugoslavs before going to school. Every morning I stood at the
window, looked at them, waved at them and tried to assess their
mood, how they looked, whether anyone was missing. For example,
little Cvetko. When he coughed, I could tell he was sick. Or Luka, who
often had a headache, and others.

And Tuve, she didn't live next to the road, but a little further
away. That is why she could not see the column of Yugoslav prisoners
every morning. And I always had to pay attention to see if Cvetko was
in the column. If he was coughing. If he had a headache. And when I
would meet with Tuve, I would report to her. "Today, Cvetko was not
in the column. Maybe he stayed in the camp because he is ill. Luka
had a headache today."

Such conversations have become a part of our daily life.



Yugoslav prisoners entered our lives, they became part of our families.
We often noticed that some inmate was not in the column. We were
overcome with great sadness, because we knew he had been shot."

After the interview, we are sitting in Kari Mjelde's apartment, in
a family atmosphere. Kari is playing the melody "Come back my
child" on the piano, she remembers how she heard it from Nacko from
the column, how she used to learn that song in the evening. She is
overcome with tears again. She says: "Whenever I meet Nacko, here or
in Yugoslavia, every time, we cry for a long, long time."

Kari Mjelde's father is also there. He 1s very old and it is difficult
for him to communicate with people. He shows us the trophies and
medals he won as a good skier. Two girls appeared, Korean girls with
black hair and lovely faces. We thought they were the children of some
diplomatic representative who came to visit. Kari's daughter Vigdis
appeared from another room and told us: these are my two daughters.
Now the confusion was even greater. Kristen and Anne, as the little
Korean girls are called, were adopted because Vigdis and her husband
could not have children. The girls came from South Korea through an
international organisation. Anne is two years old and Kristen is four.
Kristen was sick with tuberculosis and so starved that she would
stumble around the room for a long time and she would simply
swallow anything she could find to eat. No one knows who their
parents are, nor whether they are even alive. "In Norway,"# says
Vigdis, "there are several thousand such children. When they turn
eighteen, they will decide if and how they will live with us. No, we
don't get anything from the state for the livelihood of these children,
we even pay something to the international organisation that found
the children for us."

Two slant-eyed Koreans bring us tea and cakes. They stand in
front of us for a long time and look at us with an innocent look.

We take photos in front of the house on the lawn, of Kari, her
daughter Vigdis and the two little Korean girls. Just a few steps from
here is the road that Yugoslav prisoners took every morning, there is
also a window through which Kari watched the terrible scenes of
suffering. Now flowers are blooming under it.

What made the beautiful Kari and her friend Tuve, at the age of
fourteen, when one knows only the carefree side of life, suffer because
of other people's pain, worry about other people's lives, give up their
school breakfast to the inmates, send them important messages that
could cost them their lives and hide all this from their parents so as
not to expose them to fear and anxiety. From many Norwegian hearts,
compassion for another being during the last war flared up, turned
into strength. Without this ability of a person to receive a part of
another person's pain, this world would only be a severe and
incurable wound. Because, humanism is not contained in the whole
world as its permanent characteristic, but is an individual trait of a



person, which distinguishes him or her from other people.

I watched Kari's daughter Vigdis today as the two small Asian
girls curled around her legs and cuddled on her lap, talked to her,
cooed and called her mom. And only a year ago, hunger and disease
had had them in death’s embrace.

If humanism means to take upon oneself a part of the pain of
another and alleviate the other's pain, I wonder: how many people
should be able to do this every day, so that this unhappy world would
at least partially heal its old and new wounds. Kari Mjelde had the
courage to help the victims in war, and her daughter Vigdis — she did
it in peacetime.

The inmates from Botn knew that many residents of the small
town of Rognan were doing a lot to ease their enslavement. Although
they used to pass by their houses every day, they were distant and
unfathomable to them. Sometimes they could see their good smiles,
like when Tuve and Kari left them their sandwiches! There was a great
divide between them that always exists between freedom and
unfreedom. What sort of look a prisoner, hungry and barefoot on the
death row, gave the two Norwegian girls, who displayed every day
the greatest possible attention and courage - as great as the human
heart could show in those conditions. For the camp inmates that
moment of meeting was a moment of freedom and a glimmer of
happiness. Prisoner Luka Petkovi¢, from Petrovac upon Mlava,
although during the day he could have stayed in the camp doing other
jobs, he went in a column to the "blood road" construction site.

It remained for us to film Kari on the road where she was leaving
food for the inmates. To our great surprise, she relented. We did not
understand it at that moment. She told us that she would feel
uncomfortable while we film her on the road where her fellow citizens
were passing by; they might think that she was doing it for self-
promotion, to point out what she had done during the war.

Under a branched tree, Kari told us this: "Here was a place where
we always used to leave food. As the Germans were standing there,
we first had to look around us - like this, like this, like this.

We left food under the roots of this tree. The Germans did not
know about this, but the Yugoslavs did. And when the Yugoslavs
would pass by, they would stop by to take it and continue on their
way.

She could barely stand those ten minutes. Several passing cars
stopped and passengers watched the filming curiously. Kari was
relieved to get into our car as soon as we finished shooting and headed
for town. "This filming was more difficult for me than during the war
when, hiding from the German guards, I left the sandbox by the side
of the road. Tuve, Tuve, where are you now to see what a hard time I
had!", Kari complained.



Over coffee and juice at her house, before we parted, Kari told
us: “What I did is not that big. I remembered that it should be done
that way and I did it."

And yet, Kari experienced it all deeply and wrote three stories.
Two of them are entitled: "Come Back my Child" and "The Cross". The
former is about Nacko and his suffering, and the latter about the death
of a young man on the "blood road", with whose blood his brother
drew a cross on a rock.

In the evening, Hakon took us on a fjord cruise in his boat. He
treats us to whiskey and happily manages the engine. We will make a
circle around the clear bay, cut like an outstretched hand, deep
between the mountains. We are going in the direction of the "blood
road" that cuts between the mountains and the sea. In some places,
cutting in was carried out. "That's where I fired the most mines with
the Yugoslavs," Hakon shows us a vertical section through the
mountain. The village "which took to the internees" remains on our
right, white birds sway on the waves, wooden cottages peek out from
the unscathed nature, some, like that of Hakon's friend Tormud, are
set on a rock.

Hakon wants us to see as much as possible, so he goes deeper
and deeper into the fjord. His little boat gasps as he holds the helm, as
if piloting an ocean-sailing giant. Hakon does not let go of his
cigarli:tte, which he chews rather than smoking it, even when he
speaks.

P After parting, good people don't ring in your ears with
promises, oaths, loud reassurances, as do those who want to present
themselves better than they are. Hakon is simply present with his
kindness, speaks little, does what pleases and helps others. A
Yugoslav newspaper published, with a funny mistake by the
journalist, that Hékon is the son of a "Serbian mother" and "Mother
Karasjok". So he has two mothers. There is some symbolism in this
because of his true goodness: as if two mothers gave birth to him. We
returned at midnight. At the pier, a group of boys are fishing. Hdkon
knows them all and they know him. A blonde one (which Norwegian
isn’t blonde) rejoiced: "Uncle Hakon, a hook got stuck on me." Hakon
goes there, unwinds, reels and pulls out the hook.

I've been waiting for sleep in a hotel room for a long time. The
movie of this eventful day is spinning in my head. I hear a cricket in
the silence. No, that's not a real cricket, it's the sound of a phone. I hear
the sound of the wind in the pine treetops at the site of the former
camp — the present-day Yugoslav cemetery in Botn.

29 June 1978. Rognan

How many places are there that travellers, travel writers and
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geographers have declared to be paradise, the most beautiful in the
world. And yet Botnavatnet fulfils all the conditions to be declared by
every visitor as a place where both the gods and nature have given —
all that can be given. You go ten kilometres from Rognan through a
thick pine forest and suddenly a beautiful picture emerges: mountains
and hills surround a small valley. They have it squeezed like cupped
hands, while waterfalls fall from the mountaintops, sparkling and rich
in water, cut into the luxurious appearance of nature. The water spills
into clouds of water drops, then appears as a river, violent and clear-
eyed, near a dozen houses, cuts through the valley and disappears into
the forest. A deep flow of water is heard: there is something in that
play that signifies an ineffable and inexhaustible force.

The houses are almost hidden by greenery and flowers. I'm
looking to see if there's someone I can call and that's how I realise that
I'm not standing in front of the most beautiful and expensive
decoration that could ever be made. Botnavatnet is not a
comprehensible beauty, that's why I was suffered more than I enjoyed
it.

This village has twelve inhabitants: two women and ten men. An
old man greets us in front of the house. The youngest resident of the
village is seventy-eight years old and his name is Arthur Johansen.
They call him the "King of Botnavatnet'. He is a miner and a
communist by political affiliation. He has five children who have
moved and now live around the world, from Australia to Canada. All
residents of Botnavatnet can find a place to stay in the small town of
Rognan, or in another town in Norway. But why would they do that
when they live beautifully here and there is nowhere better than here.
They have everything that a town can offer: an asphalt road, water
supply, sewerage system, TV reception, telephone. And the town
doesn't have what they have:
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the charm of nature, a view of a waterfall that seems to descend from
the sky, clean air, peace. Old Arthur used to say, "God forbid the
streets and the cars." Twice a week, a nurse comes here and examines
all twelve residents. In summer, as in winter. To all this, we should
add the fact that the village of Botnavatnet was a life-saving "transit
station" for our camp fugitives and that its inhabitants showed great
courage and solidarity.

We travel by train on the Rognan—Mo i Rana route. When I
packed my things and headed to the train station, it felt like I was
leaving Norway. Certainly, Rognan left the deepest impression of all:
for me, it is quintessential Norway. To leave it, now suddenly, since
in just one day my soul absorbed an abundance of experiences and
knowledge about these people and their lives, is more than leaving
with sadness in my heart.

At the train station, showered with flowers and silence, several
passengers leave their bicKcles and enter the carriages. The conductor
takes the bikes and puts them into the wagon.

Tormund (he is the president of the branch of the Norwegian-
Yugoslav Society in Rognan), Kari, Od, Hakon and the two adopted
Korean girls came to see us off.

It took two hours to drive to Mo i Rana, and for two hours 1
couldn’t take my eyes off this beauty. There, the line of the mountain
peak springing up "to the sky"; it was lost in the fog, there was a
waterfall suspended on a cloud, again a river with a wooden bridge
and then a fjord — a defiant penetration into the land. It seems that
everything is real in the tension between force and anger, where each
force showed its beauty and presence in the best way, and then a
complete calm fell.

Mo i Rana (Rana is a river), means: the town of Mo in the valley
of the Rana river. It is a large town at the far end of the fjord, on a
plain that alternately cuts into the sea, and the sea cuts into it. As
everywhere in Norway, there are no tall buildings, no crazy striving
for height. Mo i Rana was shaped in one stylistic move, it was built
with measure, without incidents and lapse of taste.

Our trip was organised by the Norwegian-Yugoslav Society.
Everything was planned in detail, we were welcomed and seen off
everywhere like eagerly awaited friends. The society performed great
and noble actions. Cemeteries were arranged, road signs placed, lists
of the dead were sorted out (however, there are still many "unknown"
inscriptions on the plaques). Their names will never be known,
because they were numbers for the Germans and they died like
numbers.

In Mo i Rana we were welcomed by Hans Merelssen, a member
of the resistance movement whose bravery is the subject of true
legends. He will take us to this part of Norway, where there are
several camps and maintained cemeteries of Yugoslav prisoners.
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The Arctic Circle is a zone where a different climate begins to
prevail. Dry and cold winds blow there, where even now, in plain
summer, we can see the remains of snow on the slopes, near the
railway line itself. The black and vegetation-poor land is an attractive
destination for tourists from all over the world, although nature does
not pose generous gifts to visitors. Along the railway line, wooden
barriers have been installed — solid fences that stop extensive snow
drifts in the winter months.

There, on the vast slopes, are the remains of the camp where
Yugoslavs suffered and died. One can see the foundations of
buildings, some part of the wooden roof, paths. Now there are low
grass and weeds growing there. A monument to the Yugoslav
internees was erected: two prisms with an access staircase and a five
pointed star made of concrete on top. There is a wooden house with a
restaurant and a souvenir shop nearby. Tourists take photos next to
the monument, arrange piles of stones, place a piece of cardboard or
board and put their initials. It is a man's desire to make a mark, to
defeat oblivion. Even here, where there is little vegetation and where
a flower shoots out shyly on the dry and cold ground, visitors found
flowers and laid them on the monument.

This camp too has its dramas, its tragedies, its abysses, victims
and heroes, like any other camp, after all.

Before the end of the war, the inmates decided to deal with the
informers — their comrades, who gave away information to the
Germans and worked for them. They caused a lot of evil in the camp.
It was the end of the war and the inmates did not want that traitors
remain unpunished, that they go back to their country and cover up
their guilt. Some of the bravest deliberated until deep into the night.
The decision: kill eleven of the most hardened traitors. How do you
kill eleven people without the guards noticing? A list of those
sentenced to death in the barracks was drawn up. They thought of
killing the traitors with sandbags after midnight. In the dead of night,
those designated for this feat pulled the convicts out of bed and took
their lives with blows of sandbags. The following day, the guards
were told that these eleven inmates had died. The Germans accepted
it. A dead Yugoslav was not a problem, only a living one.

I am not sure if at least the most exciting events from the camps
in Norway remained recorded somewhere. Maybe they are in the
memory books of the surviving camp inmates. My travelogue to
Norway, as you can see, is interwoven with those stories. I record
them, not only as a document from life in the German concentration
camps, but also as my deep and irreplaceable experience. Reflections
on the fate of those people in barbed wire, between bayonets, sniffer
dogs and grim guards who killed them — coldly and happily — are
part of my experience of Norway, a country whose people put up
their philanthropy against the enslaving tyranny. My admiration for
Norway is manifold. It is based on the moral values of the
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Norwegians, their persistent, honest work and creativity, and the
bravery shown in war.

Let me also say this about the camp inmates: the international
and domestic science and art were little concerned with them. There
is a big and important difference between a young partisan in a
proletarian unit and a prisoner in a concentration camp. Because a
partisan carries a weapon, moves with his comrades, eats and drinks,
meets people, sings, laughs, he can fight and die fighting. A camp
inmate has none of that. He is reduced to a slave: imprisoned, starved,
deprived of any chance of resistance. And when a man is deprived of
every chance to fight, to defend his human character — he is put in
the most difficult position he can get into. Because what are two
prisoners, who pay a German guard to let them pass through the wire,
the latter agrees, takes the money, lets them go and shoots them in the
back - but helpless individuals, pressed by the heavy rock of tyranny.

Ljuba remembers the time when the inmates left Rognan in
trucks. They agreed that, passing through the streets of the city, in
many places, they would throw out parcels with chocolate, soap bars
and cigarettes that they received from the Red Cross, all as a sign of
gratitude to the citizens of Rognan for their selfless help and noble
participation in the suffering. The throwing out of the gifts was
carried out skilfully, so that the Germans discovered only one truck
from which the gifts had been thrown. They were enraged when they
saw what the inmates were doing, only to give up taking the inmates
out of that truck at the last moment.

Better times and relief came when the camp went into the hands
of the Wehrmacht — the regular German army. The end of the war
was in sight. The Germans saw that they were losing the battle and
abused the prisoners less. That's how the inmates managed to bring a
dental machine into the camp, part by part, right before the end of the
war. The Germans later discovered this, when the news about the
defeat in war turned into reality in their heads and they themselves
became patients at the "dentist". And that dentist, a prisoner, was a
watchmaker.

The favourite way of torturing prisoners in the Norwegian
camps was bathing in icy lakes. Hundreds of naked, unfortunate
people were forced into the frozen lakes. I have seen a preserved
photograph of this act: the heads of the "bathers" — bewildered and
indifferent gazes on the calm surface of the water — they seem to be
floating without bodies. There are armed Germans standing on the
shore of the lake. Routinely, cigarette in mouth, they look at their
captives—ready to kill every one of them. Whenever they had the
need or desire to kill, they would find a reason on their own: he
doesn't work well, he isn’t moving, he is sabotaging, we feed him and
he doesn't work, he tried to escape. That formula for death—
attempted escape —had different alternatives. First, some unfortunate
internee is shot in the back, and then it is recorded: he tried to escape.
The highest level of perfidy with invented escapes was in "retrieving
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the "stick". The guard would throw a wooden stick outside the
perimeter of the work site. He would select a prisoner, in fact sentence
him to death, and order him to bring the thrown stick. It didn't make
any difference to the convict which option he chose: if he didn't move
to get the stick, he would get a bullet in the forehead, and if he did
leave, he would get a bullet in the back. Most of those killed were
killed by a bullet in the back, because that was the pretext, for the
possible international control of the Red Cross, that the internee was
runninﬁ away.

The story of a Yugoslav, a gypsy, is also touching. The Germans
blamed him for not washing well, which is why, supposedly, his skin
was dark. The gypsy tried to explain that his complexion was like that
from birth. The Germans decided to wash him: they ordered two
soldiers to scrub the g}g{psy with metal brushes. They sprinkled him
with water and scraped his back, chest, legs, face and hands with a
brush. Soon the gypsy, with howls and growls, turned into a red
bloody mass. They forced him into the water. Already distraught,
with the remaining consciousness and power to move his legs, he
entered the water, even hastily, he looked like he was on fire, looking
for water to quench his body . He died mute, relaxed, covered in
blood, eyes wide open. They %agged him naked, with no skin, which
remained on the sharp needles of the metal brushes, and buried him
in the camp cemetery.

After the war, it often happened that the Norwegians, digging
foundations for holiday cottages in the hills, discovered a prisoner's
grave in the pine forests.

Still, even in such humiliating conditions, people fought.
Although every weapon was taken away from them, although the
were in the grip of the great monster — death, amazing cases of will
to live and irreconcilability with death sprung up. The possible in the
impossible — these are the fighting examples of breaking away from
the tight grip of fascism. I spent a month in Norway and constantly
thought about the strength of the human will: the one that radiated
behind the wires, grabbed the red-hot iron with bare hands and
sought freedom, space, escape, air, the hand of friendship, bread, free
space, and the one that came from Norwegians, as deliberate,
systematic help, as a constant voice of humanity. Those two wills, the
prisoners” and the Norwegians’, are something that can only be
achieved in poetry, and the kind that does not describe, but thinks
and interprets.
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Of the many data that illustrate the difficult years of
imprisonment of five thousand Yugoslav fighters in Norway and the
attitude of the Norwegians towards them, I note two, which speak for
themselves; one hundred and ninety Yugoslavs escaped from the
camp, eighty-two mana%ed to get to their freedom, one hundred and
eight were caught and shot. For their selfless sacrifice and help to the
Yugoslavs, one hundred Norwegians were awarded high Yugoslav
decorations.

And here, on the monument to Yugoslav prisoners, in the
inscription: "to victims of fascist terror, fighters of partisan units and
political internees — Yugoslavs — and to Norway, 1942-1945, their
comrades", the word "terror" has been deleted. Some people are
bothered by the word terror, but not bothered by the word fascism.

We travel along the valley of the river that flows out of the
glacier. It sparkles in the sun like a girl's tear.

In Norway, you can see houses on the roof of which there is a
layer of soil and succulent grass sprouts from it. It seems that the
house grew out of the ground like a mushroom, and carried with it
earth and grass on its roof like a hat.

I feel like a pilgrim to the holy places of struggle and a suffering.

We came to a vantage point from where the view stretches into
a heavenly green valley. It is crossed by a turquoise river that cuts its
way through dense pine forests. There nestles the small town of
Korgen, with scattered clusters of houses and manicured meadows.

And in that beauty was a camp for three hundred and ninety
Yugoslavs. One day, Radovan Dimovi¢ killed a guard and escaped.
The Germans carried out torture over the prisoners which stands out
for its cruelty even in the annals of the camp: for twenty-four hours,
the prisoners lay face down in the mud, with their hands behind their
backs. Whoever would move was shot at. There were thirty-nine dead
left on the ground.

Another story of a heroic death is related to the Korgen camp.
With his defiance and firm attitude, Jovan Piri¢ encouraged all the
inmates, he awakened their pride, so the Germans found themselves
before, until then, unprecedented wave of contempt for death. And
there a beautiful monument sprang up— a silent memorial to



suffering and dying. They say that every house in Korgen has some
memory of the Yugoslavs. The ties with the homeland of former
prisoners are maintained to this day.

Osen, a new town and a new camp. Of the four hundred and
ninety prisoners, seventy survived. We are standing on the shores of
Lake Knutli. It's summer, the grass smells, the birds are singing. If it
weren't for the truth that camp inmates were forced to swim in this
lake in winter, if it weren't for that truth that bothers me, I could sit
here for a long time and look at the peace of the mountain view and
the lake water.

From Korgen, the road rises sharply with big bends, until it
reaches the highest elevation, from where mountain ranges and the
endless sky can be seen on all sides. There, by the black rocks,
surrounded by poor vegetation, is the "Tourist House" (Turisthytta),
a beautiful log cabin with a restaurant and a souvenir shop. There is
still snow near the house. Actually, the "still" is redundant because
this snow won't even melt. It preserves a thin thread of winter in the
summer months. On the roof of the "Tourist House", the pigeons are
cooing engaged in their mating game.

The closer we get to the south, the landscape becomes milder:
the hills are lower and flatter, the cultivated areas expand, the green
colour becomes more pronounced, the terrain becomes softer, there
is a bigger presence of the human hand: gardens, fields. A field with
grain swaying in the wind is no longer a rarity.

Birds are flying over the hilltops above the town of Mosjgen.
That city is twinned with our Gornji Milanovac, which, in a special
way and with appreciation of values, cherishes the memory of our
internees and friendship with Norway. (In addition to the two
mentioned, the brotherhood of these cities also speaks of the
branched ties and friendship of Yugoslavia and Norway: Split-
Trondheim, Sisak-Mu i Rana, Herceg Novi-Levanger, Podravska
Slatina-Sandnesjep, Sokolac-Leksvik, Zagreb-Tromsg, Kikinda -
Narvik and Melenci-Fauske.)

We left our things in the cloakroom of the railway station, since
we will not spend the night in Mosjgen.

In the Fru Haugans hotel, we scheduled an interview with the
former forester Hans Andersen, holder of a high Yugoslav award,
affectionately called "the man with the gun". He waited for us in the
hotel lounge with a carbine in his hand. He is a sixty-year-old man,
with a healthy appearance, a large body and a gentle expression on
his face, with even more pleasant eyes. You can immediately tell at
first sight that he is the type of person who prefers to do things rather
than talk about them. What did he do? Eight Yugoslav inmates,
including Stavra Veli¢kovi¢ from Leskovac, stole a guard's rifle and
escaped. In the dead of winter, over the mountain heights, a chase
began after them, armed to the teeth, reinforced by sniffer dogs. Once
they were right behind the fugitives” back. These took shelter behind
the water curtain of a large waterfall. Hans vividly remembers it:



It was in 1943, a group of Yugoslav internees had escaped. At
that time I was working in the forest, in Botn, we were driving
sleepers for the railway. One night something woke me up from my
sleep. A man was standing and addressing me, saying: “Hello.” He
appeared in front of me with a rifle. He asked me if I was a German
soldier. No, I told him, I'm Norwegian. He then asked me if I was
from the NS—a Quisling. No, I told him. I am Norwegian.

He then put the rifle aside. With seven of his friends, he entered
the house and asked for food. They hadn’t eaten for five days. They
were wrapped in blankets, bewildered, frozen, tortured. They told
me that they were being chased and warned me that the Germans
would shoot me if they found out that they had taken refuge in my
house. I gave them food. Stavra was baretoot. I gave him my only
shoes and now I was barefoot. We headed towards the Swedish
border, which was quite far. As I had no shoes, I could not follow
them for long. I showed them the direction to the Swedish border and
returned home.

After two or three days, Stavra and his companions returned because
they had failed to cross into Sweden. We then got in touch with a man
named Eyvind Nordal, who agreed to accompany us to the border
and transfer the internees to Sweden. So Stavra's journey was very
long. That Yugoslav's name was Stavra Velickovi¢. When we reached
the border, Stavra said: take this gun, you will need it. I am now free
and you are going back to tyranny. I took the gun with me. He hid it
in the forest. It became a dear memory to me. We had heard about
the country of Yugoslavia, but we had never before had any contact
with it. In this way, we came into contact with it and it is a dear
memory of these times.

Hans was sitting under a television spotlight, gun over his
knees as a guest who doesn’t want to disturb the host in any way. He
talked with difficulty as if he were saying to us well, it happened a
long time ago, there’s nothing special about it. He lived not far from
the camp in Botn and every day he watched scenes of humiliation
and torture of the camp inmates. He often provided help when he
could: he would bring them a piece of bread, a can of fish, as he
passed by and, when he couldn’t, he would leave the food in hidden
places. He was looking at the broken rows of people who were being
chased with shouts of: Loss! Loss!, as they were beating and killing
them. Hans, the forest ranger faced this evil. The suffering souls of
the Yugoslavs were calling him and this call resounded strongly in
his soul. And he responded.

Hans sat down with us to have coffee. He didn’t want to tell
Yong tales about his bravery. If we had met him on a different



occasion, if we hadn’t asked for an interview, I believe that his
meeting with us would go without a single word about what makes
him exceptional in our eyes. These people are robust, cast and
polished out of some unbreakable material, and they cannot be
moved from their human foundations.

Hans gave the gun he got from Stavra when they parted at
the Swedish-Norwegian border to the museum in Gornji Milanovac.
He wanted it to be exhibited to the gaze of as many people as possible
as an exciting testimony, to a bravery and a brotherhood among men.
In exchange for the gun, he had received from Stavra, which is now
kept at the museum, the Yugoslav Fighters” Association gave Hans a
gun of the same type the Yugoslav partisans used during the war.

Flocks of seagulls are flying over the city, they are playing out
there, in love with the immensity of the sky and their flight.

We are waiting for the train at the Mosjeen station and we are
napping on the wooden benches. There are no passengers. It is so
everywhere in Norway: there is an abundance of space and room, of
air and roads. It is not uncomfortable to anyone, and no one is
running out of fear that something that belongs to him will escape
him.
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