REBUILDING
LIVES

This book is dedicated to everyone who took part in interviews, talking to
you was amazing and humbling, and to their families and friends, those
who survived and those who sadly didn’t.
Puno Vam hvala što ste mi povjerili Vaše priče, počašćena sam.
I can only hope I’ve done your stories some small justice here.

Louise Livesey
Remembering Srebrenica South West Board Chair

A mother stands at the grave of her son and husband who were both murdered in the Srebrenica genocide.

FOREWORD
Every time genocide happens, the world says,
‘never again’, yet, as history shows us, it happens
again and again. The recurrence of genocides over
both short and long time periods means we often
forget that those who survive, and those who tried
to help prevent or relieve the suffering, must
rebuild their lives afterwards. Many do that as
refugees in countries that they didn’t chose to come
to, but which offered them sanctuary, space and
freedom. It is these survivors that this book focuses
on in the hope that understanding those journeys
and bringing alive these stories will help us
recognise the strength, courage and challenges of
rebuilding after conflict and genocide.
This book is part of the work of Remembering
Srebrenica, a charity dedicated to promoting social
cohesion and tackling prejudice and hate in the UK.
Genocide may seem an unlikely outcome to
readers, young and old, when examining day-to-day
experiences, many may see the study of genocide
as a purely academic interest. However, we know
that the conditions for genocide are built on a
climate and culture where ‘lower levels’ of
prejudice, discrimination, exclusion and intolerance
go unchallenged. Such attitudes and behaviours are
part of many people’s experiences and surviving

and rebuilding in such an atmosphere is also
challenging.
Prejudice, discrimination, exclusion and intolerance
do not inevitably lead to genocide, nor is it likely
that this will occur; however, these behaviours
diminish and degrade members of our
communities and prevent them from taking a full
role in society. Systematic genocide is built on a
failure to challenge these behaviours; failures which
can become problematic in specific social
conditions. What we must focus on is building the
language, strategies, skills and confidence to
challenge such behaviours and thus to remove the
essential foundations that intolerance needs to
thrive.
The story of Srebrenica and the wider atrocities of
the Bosnian War is not ancient history; it is a recent
event in a European country, but moreover it is a
history that member of our UK communities lived
through and who’s impact they continue to deal
with. Every year, Remembering Srebrenica selects a
theme that reflects an aspect of the genocide that
must be commemorated, but also speaks to
communities here in the UK. Rebuilding Lives is the
theme for 2021.

And as we move forwards to rebuilding our
communities in the wake of the many health and
economic challenges which people with divisive
agendas are all too keen to exploit following the
pandemic, we focus on the spirit of survivors who,
despite the horrendous hatred and destruction
they were subjugated to, have been rebuilding their
lives with dignity, humanity and without calling for
retribution or promoting division.
The theme honours the two million people who
were displaced during the genocide and ethnic
cleansing in Bosnia in the 1990s, leaving them to
seek refuge all over the world and the
approximately 10,000 Bosnians who came to the
UK. Survivors who have shown inspirational
strength and determination, used their experiences
to help refugees from all around the world or to
speak out against hatred and intolerance in an
effort to educate future generations about the
devastating consequences that can ensue if
prejudice is allowed to flourish unchecked.
The process of rebuilding lives for those who have
experienced hatred and discrimination is one which
our communities must play an active part in. From
the police to the judiciary, to schools, to
government institutions and civic society, each and
everyone of us has an important contribution to
make in order to help rebuild lives to create
resilient communities and show that the pernicious
forces of hatred and intolerance will not prevail.

HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND
Bosnia, and Srebrenica is a reminder that genocide
isn’t ‘something that happens somewhere else’: if
left unchallenged, intolerance and prejudice can be
manipulated and grow into a crime against
humanity.
Bosnia-Hercegovina used to be part of the country
known as Yugoslavia. It has a mixed population of
Catholic Christians, Eastern Orthodox Christians
and Muslims. These religions also link to other
identities. Catholic Christians tend to be Bosnian
Croat, Orthodox Christians tend to be Bosnian Serb,
while Bosnian Muslims are known as Bosniaks (we
refer to them as Bosnian Muslims). Many Bosnians
also consider themselves to remain outside these
major identities and simply identify themselves as
citizens of the country of Bosnia; they may be
members of Jewish or Roma communities or simply
don’t wish to affiliate with a religious or ethnic
identity.
It is a complex and diverse social setting. These
communities have lived alongside each other for
hundreds of years. From the Second World War
until the 1990s they lived together in relative peace,
and communities often seemed integrated. The
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, founded in
1943 during World War II, was a federation made
up of six socialist republics. From 1960 to 1980, the
country was something of a regional power and an
economic success story.
Following the death of the Communist Leader of
Yugoslavia, Josip Broz Tito, in 1980, tensions
between the different groups began to grow,

leading to the formation of Croatia, Serbia and
Bosnia as we know them today.
The conflicts continued, despite the birth of these
nations. As a result, nationalist agitation among
the mixed Croat, Serb and Bosnian Muslim
population within Bosnia, led to violence which
turned into a war that lasted from 1992-1995.
Over the course of just three years, torn by civil
conflict and war, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia
disintegrated into five successor states: Bosnia
and Hercegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Slovenia,
and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (later
known as Serbia and Montenegro).
There was violence across the country, and the
capital, Sarajevo, endured the longest ever
military siege, 1425 days or nearly four years.
During the conflict, war crimes were committed
on all sides, and processes of ethnic cleansing –
the removal of one ethnic group from an area –
were carried out. The Bosnian Muslim
community, however, suffered worst from
atrocities perpetrated against them. Ethnic
cleansing was at its most severe in the east and
north of Bosnia where Bosnian Serb nationalist
forces committed crimes against the Bosnian
Muslim population. Once again, just over 50 years
after the Nazi decree that required Jews to wear a
yellow Star of David to segregate them from the
non-Jewish population, members of an ethnic or
religious group were marked for extermination,
this time in Bosnia.
Having taken over the municipal government by
force, Bosnian Serb authorities issued a decree
on local radio ordering all non-Serb citizens to
mark their houses with white flags or bedsheets
and to wear white armbands when leaving the
house. This was the beginning of the campaign of
extermination of the non-Serb population in
Prijedor, which resulted in the ethnic cleansing of
94% of the Bosnian Muslim and Bosnian Croat

population from the Prijedor municipality. From
forced classification, violence and terror escalated
in Prijedor and led to executions, mass rape and
the creation of concentration camps from where
journalists Ed Vuilliamy and Penny Marshall
shocked the world with their report of images of
emaciated prisoners of war behind barbed wire.
Almost 31,000 people were detained in prison
camps, and 53,000 were forced to flee.
In the east, Bosnian Serb nationalist forces
besieged the town of Srebrenica. The people
inside the town were mostly Bosnian Muslims. In
1992, the United Nations declared Srebrenica a
safe zone, but in July 1995 Bosnian Serb forces
attacked the town. The Dutch UN troops, there to
protect the town but small in number, failed to
stop the assault. Inside the town there was chaos.
Some people retreated to a battery factory at a
place called Potočari where the Dutch soldiers
were based. Up to 15,000 men and boys who did
not believe that the Dutch would protect them
chose to try to walk through the hills to reach
another safe zone with what remained of the
Bosnian Muslim forces. The vast majority were
unarmed. At the Dutch base, and without
resistance from the UN troops, Bosnian Serb
forces separated men and older boys from
women and children, pretending that the men
would be taken to a safe area to be exchanged.
They were driven to fields and large buildings
nearby and killed.
The men and boys who had left to walk through
the hills also suffered terribly. Bosnian Serb
forces entered the hills and attacked the
unarmed men and boys who were trying to
escape. Many were captured and taken to nearby
locations and executed. In total, 8372 men and
boys are believed to have been killed in and
around Srebrenica. The journey of those who
tried to escape through the hills became known
as the ‘Death March’.

After they had committed their crimes, the
genocidaires worried that their acts of genocide
would be discovered. They dug up the mass
graves and reburied the people they had
executed in hundreds of smaller sites to try to
prevent the international community charging
them with war crimes. Through the work of
organisations such as the Bosnia Missing Persons
Institute and the International Commission on
Missing Persons these efforts have been in vain.
Many mass graves have been found and people
given back their identities and buried. For many
more relatives and survivors, the wait goes on,
even twenty years later, to find evidence of their
loved ones and to be able to bury their bodies.
The International Court of Justice and the
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former
Yugoslavia ruled that the mass execution of
Bosnian Muslim men and boys in Srebrenica
constituted genocide. Key individuals such as
Ratko Mladić, and the former Bosnian Serb
President, Radovan Karadzić, have now been
convicted of war crimes, crimes against humanity
and genocide in the Hague. The impact of the
genocide continues to haunt Srebrenica and
Bosnia, despite the capture of some individuals.
The mothers and relatives of those who died
continue to fight for justice. Every year many
more bodies are identified and buried. The
healing of society on all sides continues to be
long and very difficult.
These events are marked on the European Union
mandated Srebrenica Memorial Day on the 11th
of July.

THE DISINTEGRATION OF
YUGOSLAVIA

FIRST DECLARATIONS OF INDEPENDENCE
After attempts to negotiate a peaceful
transformation of Yugoslavia into a confederal
state, with the individual republics holding
primary authority, Croatia and Slovenia declare
independence on the same day. Serbs respond
by declaring the ‘Republic of Serbian Krajina’.
Croats are driven out by force, until a ceasefire in
January 1992, in which UNPROFOR is deployed to
police this area.

MACEDONIA DECLARES INDEPENDENCE
Unrest builds in Bosnia between those in favour
of a multi-ethnic independent Bosnia and
nationalist minorities. Radovan Karadžić warns
the Bosnian parliament in October 1991: “Don’t
think that you won’t take Bosnia and Hercegovina
into hell, and the Muslim people maybe into
extinction. Because the Muslim people cannot
defend themselves if there is war here.”

BOSNIA HOLDS REFERENDUM ON
INDEPENDENCE
The SDS party forbids Serbs to vote, erecting
road-blocks to prevent ballot-boxes entering the
areas it controls and federal army planes drop
leaflets supporting the boycott. Of the 64% who
vote (including thousands of Serbs), 99.7% vote
yes to ‘a sovereign and independent BosniaHercegovina, a state of equal citizens and nations
of Muslims, Serbs, Croats and others who live in
it’.

MAPS: HOSHIE/DIREKTOR, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS CC BY-SA 3.0

SIEGE OF SARAJEVO BEGINS
Yugoslav Army forces, directed from Belgrade,
and local Serb forces combine and lay siege on 5
April 1992, one day before Bosnia is recognised
by the EC as an independent nation. The siege will
be the longest in modern military history. Serbs in
Bosnia declare an independent Republika Srpska,
unleashing a campaign of “ethnic cleansing” and
violence across north west and eastern Bosnia.

MILOŠEVIĆ DECLARES NEW FEDERAL STATE OF
YUGOSLAVIA
The state comprises Serbia and Macedonia alone,
meaning that the Serb dominated Yugoslav army
needs to at least appear to withdraw from
Bosnian soil. Bosnian Serbs are transferred to the
army of the ‘Serb Republic” under the command
of General Ratko Mladić. This has the desired
effect of causing Western politicians to
miscategorise the conflict as a ‘civil war’.

DAYTON AGREEMENT REACHED
This divides Bosnia-Hercegovina into two
republics, the Federation of Bosnia and
Hercegovina and the Republika Srpska. Under the
Dayton Agreement, 49% of Bosnia Hercegovina is
controlled by Republika Srpska, and 51% by the
Federation.
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AUTHOR'S
FOREWORD
The core of this book is twenty interviews, fifteen
with Bosnians who are or have lived in the UK since
1992 and five with British people who worked with
or helped Bosnian people during and after the war.
The fifteen Bosnian stories represent experiences
from across Bosnia (see map below) and illustrate
how the war differed in different parts of the
country. The five British interviewees demonstrate
the range of approaches that were taken to try and
do something to help.
Some of these interviews wrote themselves into the
narratives you see here with very little editing
intervention, others needed a little more help. In all
cases the vast majority of the words included here
came from the interviewees, and passages taken
directly from the interviews have been included in
different coloured fonts so it’s clear to see what has
and hasn’t been edited (we hope this is useful for
anyone using these narratives to be able to give
credit to the words of interviewees directly).
This book aims to shine a light on survivor’s stories
showing how they have rebuilt their lives by
dealing, on the one hand, with the trauma of losing

loved ones and their livelihood as well as
overcoming pain and suffering on a level which is
very hard for others to comprehend. While on the
other, living with the reality that the genocide
continues to this day as many perpetrators have
not been held to account and are able to walk free
leading to the formation of Croatia, Serbia and
and denial of the genocide and glorification of the
Bosnia as we know them today.
architects of the worst atrocity on European soil
The conflicts continued, despite the birth of these
since the second world war continues to be rife at
nations. As a result, nationalist agitation among
individual, community and institutional levels. It
the mixed Croat, Serb and Bosnian Muslim
also highlights the ways in which survivors have
population within Bosnia, led to violence which
rebuilt their lives and contributed to every facet of
turned into a war that lasted from 1992-1995.
British life, enriching our communities. It is a
Over the course of just three years, torn by civil
powerful antidote to combating the negative
conflict and war, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia
attitudes and perceptions that surround refugees.
disintegrated into five successor states: Bosnia
Furthermore, it shows us how we can address some
and Hercegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Slovenia,
of the issues facing our communities, and equip
and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (later
people with the knowledge to help build a stronger,
known as Serbia and Montenegro).
safer and more cohesive society here in the UK.
There was violence across the country, and the
The unprecedented increase in hate crime in the UK
capital, Sarajevo, endured the longest ever
in the last few years serves as a stark reminder that
military siege, 1425 days or nearly four years.
we cannot afford to be complacent about the
During the conflict, war crimes were committed
challenges that threaten community cohesion. It
on all sides, and processes of ethnic cleansing –
underlines the importance of why we must remain
the removal of one ethnic group from an area –
vigilant against these forces and take positive action
were carried out. The Bosnian Muslim
to strengthen communities as the lessons from
community, however, suffered worst from
Srebrenica show us that no society is invulnerable
atrocities perpetrated against them. Ethnic
to prejudice and intolerance.
cleansing was at its most severe in the east and
north of Bosnia where Bosnian Serb nationalist
forces committed crimes against the Bosnian
The theme also illustrates the role that individuals,
Muslim population. Once again, just over 50 years
organisations and nations have played in enabling
after the Nazi decree that required Jews to wear a
those who have survived genocide to rebuild their
yellow Star of David to segregate them from the
lives whilst encouraging others to reflect upon their
non-Jewish population, members of an ethnic or
own responsibilities in countering hatred,
religious group were marked for extermination,
intolerance and genocide denial. For example,
this time in Bosnia.
many British families joined Mosques, Church Halls
and community centres in showing generosity and
Having taken over the municipal government by
kindness in offering to accommodate survivors until
force, Bosnian Serb authorities issued a decree
they were able to be resettled more permanently.
on local radio ordering all non-Serb citizens to
Charities such as the British Red Cross and Refugee
mark their houses with white flags or bedsheets
Action organised the reception and settlement of
and to wear white armbands when leaving the
Bosnians, and hundreds of volunteers who made
house. This was the beginning of the campaign of
survivors feel welcome by helping with tasks such
extermination of the non-Serb population in
as enrolling children in schools, supporting adults
Prijedor, which resulted in the ethnic cleansing of
start courses in English as well as assisting with
94% of the Bosnian Muslim and Bosnian Croat
duties such as filling in administrative forms. The

UK’s contribution to the rebuilding process has
extended to Bosnia itself as the British government
supports the victims’ families in their fight for
justice having provided political, financial and
logistical support to the UN International Residual
Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (formerly-the
ICTY) in their work to hold perpetrators to account.
For the interviewees here who worked in Bosnia
and with Bosnians in the UK, it was a
transformative experience and one which has
brought lifelong connections and important life
messages. For some, it changed the course of their
lives completely.
What shines through the Bosnians’s interviews are
issues of trauma, loss and grief but also resilience,
healing and creating new identities. For those who
came during the war, arriving in the UK was rarely a
choice but rather was a necessity caused by
circumstances far beyond their control and driven
by the need for safety and care. When it comes to
rebuilding lives, all of the Bosnian and British
interviewees talked about both the joys and the
challenges. Bosnians in the UK have given back to
communities in many different ways. Bosnians, as a
community, embraced life here in the UK, whether
they only stayed here a few years or whether they
are still living here now. They volunteer and work
not just in Bosnian Community settings but in the
Police, the NHS, young people’s charities, the
Citizen’s Advice Bureau, as foster carers and more.
They also give back to Bosnia through local projects
and they remain deeply concerned about the future
of Bosnia but also the future of people in the UK,
including refugee communities who came after
them and all acknowledge the support given to the
by UK organisations and by previous refugee
communities.
We have seen the positive impact that
commemorating Srebrenica in the UK can have in
terms of bringing people together to reflect on the
importance of tackling hatred and intolerance. It is
hoped this book will play a small part in the mission
to empowering individuals with the skills and
knowledge to not only stand up to hatred but also
help in building stronger, more cohesive
communities for all.

SURVIVOR STORIES

7

DAMIR AND HIS
BROTHER
SREBRENICA

Damir grew up in Srebrenica, one of two sons of
a schoolteacher mother and a transport firm
director father.His elder brother had a
restaurant selling čevapis. They lived in the
centre of Srebrenica, between the Mosque and
the Orthodox Church and had a large family in
the town. Damir was 17 years old just before the
war started, loved his life, was thinking about
University and his future. As news came from
Slovenia and Croatia and from within Bosnia
about the war. Damir remembered that his
family still didn’t really believe that anything bad
would happen. Indeed, in April 1992, his Dad
sent Damir, his mum, a cousin and her children
to Belgrade, to get away for a while. They stayed
in hotel together for about seven days but
watching the news, with its steady flow of bad
news from towns neighbouring Srebrenica,
made his mum realise that things were still
happening in Bosnia and decide it was safer to
be together so they went home.
One day my dad came home and said that me
and my brother needed to get ready because
we’re leaving, he's putting us on a bus. We were
still young. My brother didn’t want to go. I
wanted to know where we were going. My mum
packed some clothes for us and my father gave
us both about 100 Deutschmarks. He drove us
to a neighbouring town and put us on a bus with
lots of people, mainly women with children. This
was 14th April 1992. We still didn't know where
we were going. The bus was stopped by Serb

“I think that all this
experience has actually built
me into the person I am
today, if it didn't happen, I
would be different. I am so
grateful that I had that
opportunity to come to the
UK, that we lived through all
that, and we succeeded.”

soldiers on many occasions, they would get in,
shout abuse about Muslims and take people out
of the bus and eventually let us go.

refugee status when he left. Damir’s brother got
the chance to go on a refugee convoy to the UK
and wanted Damir to go with him.

We drove through Croatia until we reached
Ljubljana, Slovenia. There we were unloaded
and put in rooms in two buildings that had been
foreign worker accommodation. The rooms
were built for one or two people, and now there
were about 4 or 5 beds in there, my brother and
I were together with another three people in the
room. We went from having the future ahead of
us to all of a sudden having 100 marks in our
pocket and some clothes. We had to start all
over again.

I was not comfortable going further away from
my hometown. I was still optimistic that I was
going back. So, he came to the UK and I stayed
in the refugee camp. At that stage, I was
volunteering in the camp, helping out, I didn't
want to just sit in a room feeling sorry for
myself. I helped with the UNHCR Friends and
Family Project going around the refugee camps,
taking people’s names and details, so that we
could post them on noticeboards around the
camps and people could get in touch with
friends and family. I did loads with a local
theatre, shows based around the war, refugees,
what was happening. We toured Slovenian
refugee camps, performed on the television and
in theatres, and ended up going around Austria
and Italy. I was also trying to help people in
Bosnia by sending humanitarian aid. Bosnian
refugees and international agencies and people
were trying to find ways to help. I knew how
hard it was to get things to Bosnia because I’d
tried to send things to my parents. Sending any
aid in the form of food, drinks or anything that
somebody could make money from was either
going to get somebody killed along the way or
make somebody rich for no reason. So, I came
up with the idea to send school materials to
children in six different parts of Bosnia,
Sarajevo, Mostar, Bijelina, Banja Luka and Tuzla.
Through rare radio contact with my mother in
Tuzla, I knew she was still teaching kids, in
basements where they were sheltering, but they
didn't have materials to run those schools. I
knew if convoys were stopped and they saw
school materials, they would wave them
through. So, we ended up raising money in
Slovenia, converting that into school materials
and sending six lorries of materials over to
Bosnia in 1993 for children to share. That was
one of the good moments.

Damir and his brother were in one of the nearly
ninety refugee camps in Slovenia, a country the
size of Wales which took about 87,000 Bosnian
refugees. They were issued with temporary
papers. Everyone thought that maybe they
would be there for a few weeks, but those weeks
become months. Damir’s brother, concerned by
the news from Bosnia, decided to try and go
back. They didn’t know that a few days after
Damir and his brother had left, his father and
mother also got on a refugee bus and ended up
as refugees in Tuzla. Damir’s brother decided to
retrace their journey to get back to Bosnia; he
was intercepted in Zagreb [Croatia] where his
cousin, the one who had been with them in
Belgrade, pulled him off the bus and explained
that going back was definitely not a great idea, if
he didn’t get killed on the way to Tuzla, or
stopped on the frontline between Bosnia and
Croatia, he was going to get killed by his father
when he arrived! Damir’s brother then had to
get back to Slovenia, but the Slovenian borders
were now closed to refugees. He ended up
swimming illegally across the border between
Croatia and Slovenia where a friend picked him
up and drove him back to the refugee camp in
Ljubljana. But Damir’s brother had lost his

Damir’s dream was to go to University but being
a refugee with uncertain status, Universities saw
him as a foreign student in terms of fees which
Damir couldn’t afford. But the University of the
Social Studies gave him a scholarship. Time
passed, and despite studying and volunteering,
Damir found he couldn’t rebuild his life. All the
refugees still had uncertain status, weren’t
allowed to work, couldn’t earn money or open a
bank account, couldn’t even get a driving license.
July 1995 and the fall of Srebrenica was the last
straw, even though they didn’t know the extent
of what had happened at Srebrenica, Damir
knew it was bad and was going to take a lot of
time to recover.
Making the decision to move further away from
Srebrenica was easier at that stage because I
couldn't see any other future. But it was harder
for me because I missed the opportunity to
come to the UK when my brother was coming
and the UK had closed the border after taking
8,000 refugees from Bosnia. I was invited to
come to the UK as a part of a seminar at Cardiff
University on global conflict zones, there were
people from Afghanistan, Kurdistan and other
places all talking about how to peacefully resolve
conflicts. That gave me a visa and the first
opportunity to visit my brother after years living
apart. Some Bosnians had hired solicitors in
London to help refugees that wanted settled
status in the UK. Because my brother was the
only family I had outside of Bosnia and I could
not go back home, I qualified for family
reunification and granted Indefinite Leave to
Remain. Shortly after I was naturalised as a
British citizen. My first impression of the UK was
that it felt like a different world. I remember
everybody knew of Bosnia, but I felt they saw it
as a sad story or television movie that you watch
and then move on. They didn’t really
comprehend that was real life for some of us.

Damir could speak some English even doing
some translation in the refugee camps but
coming to England made him realise he needed
to strengthen his language. As a way of
improving his English, Damir started a science
course at a local college because it involved lots
of numbers and not a lot of English. After that
he worked in restaurants to earn some money.
For the first six months when I came to UK, I was
not allowed to work, I had to go on the dole.
That was embarrassing for me, to be honest
with you, I couldn't wait for that to pass, get
Indefinite Leave to Remain and get a job. I found
being a waiter interesting, I could go out and
socialise with people and get paid. I thought that
was amazing, talking to people, feeding them,
having a bit of a laugh and you bid them farewell
and feel really good at the end of it. I'm quite
social, I find it quite easy to be outgoing. They
are some of my happiest memories of the early
days in the UK, knowing that money was helping
me rebuild a life here but also actually helping
my parents rebuild their lives back home. The
hardest thing is being detached from home and
away from family. It took good part of 10 years
before we saw and could be with our parents
because it takes quite a long time to go through
the whole process of getting status here and
getting a passport so you can travel and move
around. So, we missed quite big proportion of
time that we could be with our parents. But we
were also grateful that we, both my brother and
I, managed to help them rebuild their lives.
Damir has gone from waiting tables to managing
restaurants to becoming an area manager
managing eleven sites between Swansea and
Oxford. He is married to someone he met as a
refugee in Slovenia, they reconnected later and
now have four children.

For me home is over there, that did
not change even though I have spent
the bigger amount of my years
outside Bosnia. It is different for my
children, they were born here, this is
their home. When they go to Bosnia,
that is a place to visit and coming
back to UK is coming back home. The
11th of July burial procedures
brought us home quite often. All my
father’s brothers stayed in Srebrenica
so we have friends and family that
ended up in those mass graves. We
survived, unlike many of my friends.
That's where I can’t really complain,
even when times are tough, I am
embarrassed even feeling bad when
you think of how bad it could actually
be. Many of us that did survive still
keep connections with Srebrenica and
are trying to do lots of different
things through volunteering, aid and
support.

SABIT

SABIT WITH TWO OF HIS BROTHERS,
MARCH 1992

OMARSKA
“Happiness is rebuilding
just our normal lives.”
Sabit grew up in a village near Omarska in
northwestern Bosnia, the last Muslim village on
the road from Prijedor to Banja Luka and
surrounded by Serb majority villages. He lived
with his parents, four sisters and five brothers
and made a living doing seasonal work. He
recollects it as a good life as a 25-year-old single
man who went out and enjoyed himself with
friends who all thought of themselves as
Bosnians and didn’t think in terms of ethnicities.
Things changed with the wars in Slovenia and
Croatia.
People became more occupied with politics and
propaganda. Being reasonably educated, I
couldn't believe all the propaganda, but it
systematically presented the idea that Serbians
were endangered and needed to be protected,
and that they were freedom fighters in the war
in Croatia and Croats were the bad guys, all
hidden behind a “unity of Yugoslavia” message.
Some schoolfriends started calling themselves
Bosnian Serbs and then just Serbs. Some went
to fight in Croatia as volunteers, some came
back injured or were killed. Others went to just
rob places in Croatia, especially Slavonia, which
was a wealthy agricultural region, someone who
had nothing would suddenly have a tractor or a
lorry.
When war broke out in Bosnia, the propaganda
reported some really bizarre things, like a doctor
had been found guilty of injecting Serb women
so they cannot have male children, that's not

that's not even medically possible, or a famous
singer who was a wheelchair user was fighting as a
sniper in the minaret of a mosque, there's no way
that someone in a wheelchair had any chance of
getting up the very narrow stairs. We could only
hear what the Serbs were saying because by now
Sarajevo was under siege and there was a complete
information blockade.
On 24th May 1992, they started shelling the village.
After over 20 hours of shelling, we were given one
hour to gather in front of the local school. The
soldiers selected people who for some reason were
on their list, we only ever found their remains later.

The next day, they separated fighting age men from the
elderly, women and children. The men were put on buses
and taken to Camp Omarska. The others were sent to
Trnopolje camp, a couple of kilometres away, although we
didn't know that at the time. I was arrested with the other
men and spent 72 days in Omarska, before Penny Marshall
and Ed Vuilliamy discovered it. We were then transferred
to Manjaca Camp, on a mountain just above Banja Luka,
where I spent another forty something days. When the
deal was brokered between the International Red Cross,
the British government and the local Serbian authorities to
release the 68 worst medical cases for assistance I came to
Britain because I was near starvation. On 15th September
1992, I was brought to a hospital in Hertford.
My first impressions were that the weather was kind of
murky, but after four months of hell, it was the most
beautiful day for me because I was reaching freedom, even
in the pouring rain. I didn't speak any English, so that was
a culture shock. We got a piece of paper with translations
of basic medical sentences, “I have a headache”, “my back
hurts”, “I have a temperature” to point out to the nurse or
doctor. The nurse tried to talk to me but I didn't have a
clue what she was saying, so she used gestures to ask me
if I wanted to shower or eat first. Obviously, I was starving
but I also had not been able to wash properly for 120 days.
I opted to shower. The nurse brought me clothes, food,
made me English tea with milk, which I had never seen
before, and she took me outside to a sitting area where
she put an armchair with a footstool. I sat there enjoying a
cigarette and tea and then I realised I had left my brothers
in the camps, three in Manjaca and the other I didn’t know
where, we found out later he was in Trnopolje. That was an
emotional storm, when you are safe, but you flip between
being happy and unhappy, it’s hard to explain, but those
emotions were so strong.
I couldn’t make sense of the fact that I was receiving far
more care from someone I had never met before,
someone I couldn't even communicate with, than I had
from people that I grew up with. Some of the guards at the
camp were my teachers, neighbours, my brother’s
colleagues, my schoolfriends. There was a sense of
betrayal in that, a bitterness, it's hard to actually explain
how I felt, I wanted to hate them but I also questioned how
they suddenly came to see me as their enemy as if we
were from two different planets. I cannot explain it.

I quickly realised that I had to learn the language, I only
knew bits of English from movies and songs and we didn't
have an official translator even though we came on the
Refugee Program. Later on, some people who spoke
Serbo-Croat came to help. One Croatian lady came and
asked how she can help. I said I would love to find out
what happened to my mother and my sisters, I was hoping

SABIT IN HOSPITAL IN 1992

that they had been able to reach my Uncles’
house in Croatia. She took their names to the
Red Cross and a day or two later she brought
me a phone number that I could call and speak
to my mother. We had been on the news
arriving at Stansted and some people had
recognised me getting off the airplane and told
my family I was in England. But they didn’t really
know what to believe, there were so many
stories you couldn’t trust. I called my mother
and found out my older sister was already in
Germany; my youngest sister was with her
husband and my other sisters were there with
my mother and father. They were all safe. But
there was no news about one of my brothers.
When three of my brothers were liberated from
the camps in December 1992, the Red Cross
asked if they had any relatives abroad and
because I was in England, they were allowed to
join me under family reunification in January
1993.
After a few weeks at the hospital, we were
rehoused in a hostel and the same people
carried on supporting us. English people also
came and helped, even though we still couldn’t
communicate, they brought clothing, food,
household items and furniture because when I
moved in, I only had a bed and cooker in my flat.
We also had a drama teacher who volunteered
to teach us English and I started to attend
English classes at a local college, I was keen to
be able to take care of myself. In June 1994, the
brother we had lost contact with called me on
the hostel’s communal phone. He was stuck in
Jablanica near Mostar, but he was safe. I
managed to send him a parcel through one of
the convoys and we established communication
so he could speak to his wife and son who were
here in the UK.
Most of us stayed in the hostel for about 2 years,
I moved out in December 1994 when I got
married. Being 27, I had also been trying to find
some sort of relationship. I met my wife in
London, she's Bosnian, and in 1995 we had our
daughter. My dad also died in 1995, about a
month after I got married, he was only 65. I was
dealing with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and
physical issues. PTSD still has its ups and downs,
it never leaves you, you have days when you feel
very proud of yourself and days when you are
really down. And because I lost weight rapidly in
the camps and regained it rapidly afterwards, I

had muscles and joint issues, backaches, knee and
shoulder problems.
Having my daughter, I realised I couldn’t live on
Income Support so I start to focus on getting an
education, I couldn’t be a physical worker like I had
in Bosnia because of my back and joint issues. I did
GCSE's, Access to Higher Education and in 2003
started at Middlesex University doing a joint major
in History and Education Studies. That was really
tough but deciding to go to University and then
graduating made me proud and happy. My mother
died while I was at University. Workwise I tried a few
things after graduating, I spent about five years
working in different schools and then decided to do
postgraduate study, but that didn't work out for me.
I was unemployed for about eighteen months
before I start working in 2013 for Hertfordshire
County Council in the fostering teams of Social
Services and then I moved into the Children and
Young People’s Special Educational Needs and
Disability team.
But I was also working on setting up a community
organisation. Through the local Red Cross, we
established
the
Bosnian
Community
in
Hertfordshire in December 1995. I became
Secretary when we registered as a charity. We got
some lottery funding and by the end of 1996 we
employed our own development worker. Obviously
being involved as Secretary and developing the
organisation meant I needed to increase my
understanding and knowledge of written and
spoken English and then I did training in ICT to help
more. In Hertfordshire we, as a community, were
really spread out, where we ended up in hospital
was where we ended up in living. We had something
like 10 families in Hertford, five in Borehamwood,
five in Watford, four in Welwyn Garden City and so
on. We set up the supplementary school for
Bosnian children in 1998 and I set up some more
small projects for adults to learn English and ICT.
The community organisation is still alive, I'm still
active in it and with other genocide advisory work
trying to promote Bosnia and the truth about
conflict. My community work makes me happy
because I felt needed and useful.
My oldest brother and my wife’s parents returned to
Bosnia in 1996, when our daughter was just a
couple of months old. So, in 2000, my wife went to
see her parents but I couldn't bring myself to go. I
was happy that my wife and daughter went but I
missed them so much that they cut their stay short

and we met in Croatia where my sister lives. The
following year, I went back to Bosnia for the first
time. It was really emotionally. We stayed at my
wife's parents place in Ključ in the Federation of
Bosnia and Hercegovina. The next day we went
to see my village which is under Republika
Srpska. It was an emotional storm. Now I go
every year, mostly to Ključ because there's no
one in my village from the old families Even
though I see my own life as a reasonable
success, I still feel from time to time that I don’t
fully belong anywhere, that I’m in a limbo
because I never emotionally left Bosnia, even
though I have a built my life here. I call the UK
home, I often say that I can't wait to go to Bosnia
but when I'm coming back here, I'm coming
home. I do feel like I integrated here but there is
that emotional side where I'm on neither side
fully, one leg is British and one leg is Bosnian. It
works in theory, but it doesn't work in practice.
Since my time in the camps, I don't have a best

friend. I don't believe in best friends. I have
friends, mostly Bosnians, neighbours and work
colleagues, but I don't have a friend that I met
outside work or school. I don't reject people
approaching and trying to befriend me but I
don't trust people, you lose trust in people
regardless of how good they are and how much
you're aware that not everyone is the same.
Consciously or subconsciously, you have a wall
around you. I’m lucky that I've got enough
family here that I almost don’t need many
friends, the family kept me strong. My happiest
memories are seeing my daughter growing up,
from a baby to school to University, graduating
and becoming an adult, and seeing that for the
rest of the children in my family too.

FERID

A SOLDIER'S STORY
“I decided we would stay
here because my children
liked it here. I think we
made a good choice. My
happiest memories of the
early days in the UK are
about the children and
people being so helpful.”
I was born in Bosnia. In the mid-seventies I
wanted to do a degree in Economics but at that
time was short of money. The Yugoslav National
Army offered me grants, which I accepted, but I
had to join the Army which I did in 1980, 3 or 4
months before the former President of
Yugoslavia, Tito, died. I stayed in army until 1992
and progressed to the rank of Major and also
finished a master’s degree in Military Science.
In 1989 everything turned upside down with that
famous speech by Slobodan Milosevic in Kosovo
Field. From that point, I saw the army change
and an increase of nationalism among my
colleagues, particularly by the time the war
started in Croatia. At the beginning of the
Croatia conflict, I was sent there to fight, things
were bad, our Army Unit was surrounded for
about 18 days, 200 people with no water,
electricity, communication or food. We survived,
but we paid a heavy price and I was lucky
because twice a sniper missed me by probably
one or two centimetres. Before the fighting
started, I saved young soldiers by bringing them
to Bosnia in my own car. Many of them.

Our army unit was then moved to Bijeljina in
Bosnia-Hercegovina. Around the beginning of April
1992, I realised my life was in danger. My Croatian
friend and colleague were killed, betrayed by his
‘comrades’. I was the officer on duty and had to
pretend I didn't know what had happened when I
wrote the report, I had to lie and say it was accident,
it wasn't an accident. One of the other officers came
to me and told me, “Ferid, you are safe. You should
not be worried about anything. But a lot of killing
has happened in this city”. There was a difference
between his words and his meaning. From that
point, I knew that if somebody could, they would kill
me. My life was in danger, but I just did what I could
and what I thought I had to do.
From that day, I took risks; feeding people, saving
people. I couldn't run away because they were
waiting for me to make a mistake. I remember one

night sleeping in my office, with a dummy made
out of clothes in my bed, because I thought they
will come to kill me.
. I decided to get out. I had a conversation with
my wife’s uncle in Derby and he invited us over
for a few months whilst things settled down. I
made my decision in half an hour and in that
time, I lost my country, my career, my flat, my
cottage, everything. But the decision to get out
was right, because of saving our lives, also
because of not being involved in any atrocity or
wrong-doing. I can say, I was in the army but I
only saved lives.
A few days later, I crossed the river Drina into
Serbia, not over the bridge, I chose somebody to
take me over the water. And I never came back. I
brought my two children and my wife. There I
was just an army officer; nobody knew my name
but to get out I had to try buy a black-market
passport. Eventually I succeeded and 2nd July
1992 I crossed the border to Hungary. At the
border, in the 100 metre no man's lands, I
stopped. My wife asked: “Why did you stop?”, I
said “To have a good look because I will never
come back”. That's how I came out of Yugoslavia,
we spent around two weeks travelling to Britain.
I had a former Yugoslav passport which meant I
got a tourist visa for a six month stay. No-one in
the family spoke a single word of English, at the
border in Dover, the officer asked why we had
come, but I didn’t understand. I just pointed at
‘holiday’, even though holiday was a funny word
for me because Holiday was the name of the
hotel in Sarajevo.
I never thought I’d stay; I had a good life in
former Yugoslavia and thought the situation was
going to calm down and I would go back. I even
rejected learning English for a year and a half
because I was just waiting to go back. But I
couldn't go back, the war lasted for another 3
years.

When I applied for asylum, I said I'm Muslim, I
was in People’s Yugoslavia Army when the war
started in Croatia, I was in Bosnia when the war
started there, I deserted the army. If you think
any of those countries are safe for me, send me
back but I am not safe as a Muslim in Serbia or
Croatia or as an ex-Army Officer in Bosnia. They
never sent me back, but I waited 3 ½ years to get
refugee status.
When I realised, I had to stay and build my life
here, I questioned why I was being so stupid,
wealthy people from the former Yugoslavia used
to send their children to be educated in Britain
so I sent my children to school. When I was told
my children had to start school it was already
the end of October. We managed to get them
into schools and after a couple of months, they
picked up the language and they liked going to
school. I told them from the beginning that
education here is a big opportunity and they had
to be twice as good as an English person to get
the same chances. They didn't believe that in the
beginning, but later they saw that I was right. We
often discussed racial inequality, because in
Bosnia, even if you are just from another village,
you are not going to get a job. They took
education really seriously; my daughter has a
Master’s degree in graphic design and used to
teach in London; my son finished a PhD in
Mechanical Engineering and works for the
German company Bosch. They have managed to
build up their lives. I am so proud of them.
I was never good at languages. Coming to
England, the language was a shock, I couldn't
imagine how people could understand each
other because they all spoke slang. I was scared
if somebody approached me and asked me
something, I wouldn’t understand and would be
ashamed. I went to the local shop and the
shopkeeper asked me “Do I like England?”, I
didn't understand, I came home and tried to

I always paid for everything at the shop with a
£20 note so I didn’t have to talk, so I always had
a full pocket of change. It wasn’t easy not
understanding what's happening around you.
After some time, an English teacher came to my
house and explained I have to learn the
language. I accepted and started going to the
Multicultural Centre in Derby to learn English. It
was so difficult for me; I still struggle with the
language. Mixing with people was the best way
to learn the language, we had no interpreters,
no translators and the few people I knew from
the former Yugoslavia had no time. But I did a
lot of jobs, I've got skills in everything, I worked
in a restaurant washing up because I needed
money, but also so I was mixing with people and
trying to talk. I was surprised when people didn't
laugh at me and were trying to help me, they
encouraged me to talk. I grew in confidence and
now I can stand up in front of 50, 100, 200
people and talk.
Good things happened as other refugees started
to come from Bosnia from March 1994 onwards.
I was waiting for the first one because it was the
first time, I could speak with somebody in my
language. In1994 the Bosnia Program set up a
reception centre in Derby and I was a regular
visitor because I wanted to help. I told the new
arrivals they had to learn the language and their
children had to go to school. Like me, they
thought they were going back to Bosnia shortly
and I tried to explain that no-one was going back
any time soon. Then one of the bilingual refugee
workers moved to London, so his job was
vacant. The manager of the reception centre
asked me if I’d like to help, because I had already
picked up some English, so I started as an
interpreter. We started to think about setting up
a community organisation. In the beginning, the
rest of the Bosnian community were trying to
put me aside because of my military background
and what the Army did to Bosnians. But I told
them I wanted to be involved, I could have
stayed in the Army, and I didn't, I came here.
They were talking about setting up self-help
groups and realised they didn’t have the skills.
They asked me to help them, because of my
experience from the former Yugoslavia
organising and working for people, so I did and
at the end of one of the big meetings, they
elected me as Chair. We managed to do small
things, having a party, having gatherings, we
collected some money to rent premises. I got
advice from the Vietnamese community, I wasn't

scared to meet people from everywhere, to me
we are the same, we have two arms, two legs,
two eyes. With help from Derby CVS and
Refugee Action we registered the organisation
as a charity and then applied to the National
Lottery for a three-year project. No-one thought
we would get it, but we did, probably because it
was better for them to give us money to
organise ourselves, than them spend three
times as much to set things up for us. We
bought an old, strange building in the city centre
and that was a happy moment because it meant
we have something which associates us with
Bosnia, something we could make our second
home. We came nearly every day to the building
to do the refurbishment, on Saturday and
Sunday around 20-30 people would be doing
something.
From the beginning I knew as a community, we
have to live together and mix with others. We
set up a supplementary school to teach our
children Bosnian so that when they to visit
family, they would all be able to speak Bosnian.
Next, we set up a dance group to keep our
culture and traditions going. We started to bring
people from different communities to the
Centre, I knew we could only survive if we were
an open community and mixed with other
communities. So, we were helping Bosnians,
mixing with other people, setting up English
classes, IT classes, working with the local adult
education. I was a member of different working
groups in the City Council, meeting people from
different countries, from Africa and Asia. Other
communities started visiting the centre and
were impressed that we were only a small
community but we had the centre. The centre is
for everyone, for every small community group,
like the Bosnian community. We have more than
11,000 visits to the centre each year and provide
more than 4000 advice sessions. We have
around 40-50 volunteers, today we have
volunteers from Afghanistan, Kuwait, Romania
and Iran all providing translation. Our volunteers
are former teachers, university lecturers,
doctors, I’ve always had good people around
me. People are so happy to come here to do
volunteer work.

The UK is the best society for people.
Even though we hear every day the
political jargon about immigrants, I
‘ve met people from everywhere, Iraq,
Iran, Kurdistan, Syria, Kuwait, Sudan,
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Roma and they are
all happy over here trying to rebuild
their life. As a Bosnian I have had no
problems unlike some families, I've
personally never experienced any
racist words. Bosnians work
everywhere in Derby, they are
teachers, nurses, they work in the
City Council, they have private
businesses. You must show your
neighbour that you are equal to them
and it’s just misfortune that we had
to leave our country. We had support
from this society, which we are very
thankful for and in the same way
we're supporting others now.

MIRSAD
KOZARAC

“Great Britain helped us,
gave us a refuge, a
second chance in life, we
will always be grateful
for that and will carry
that with us and pass it
on to further
generations.”
Mirsad was raised in a small village just outside
of Kozarac in a ‘relaxed’ Muslim family. The town
had 15,000 people from 36 different ethnicities Poles who settled after World War II, Romanians,
Bulgarians, Ukrainians, Serbs, Croats, Italians,
Roma and more. We didn't have to choose to
belong to a particular group, religion or culture,
we were all moulded into one through the
Brotherhood of Communism. We all believed in
socialism, helping each other, helping the
community and everybody being equal, that is
something I am proud of. Never in 13 years
living in Yugoslavia was I ever asked "What
religion are you? What is your culture? What do
you celebrate?”, we were just Bosnians.
My childhood was like a fairy tale, we had a lake,
we had mountains, we had rivers, we had
nature, we had all four season, good springs,
cold winters with snow, beautiful hot summers –
it was everything that a child could dream about.
I first heard someone use the word "enemies”
aged 13 and I don't think I understood it. My
mum said, “It's a war now,” and I asked, "What’s
war?”. She said

, “Some people might come and ask you questions, and
they might carry a gun, they might kill you. It's hard to
explain why”. We were learning on the go, trying to find
ways to survive. We learnt that when the siren went off
or there was shelling, we had to go shelter in a
neighbours’ cellar. In the mornings, soldiers would turn
up and to take men away, often soldiers would say they
had gone for questioning but they never came back. We
started hearing about finding the bodies of people that
been taken away for ‘questioning’ including my family
members, they'd not even been buried just hidden in
bushes. One of my most vivid memories was my Dad,
Uncle and Grandad bringing the body of my grandad’s
brother, Hašim back. He was amongst the first people
that went missing and was only 55. Somebody said
there was a body about a mile away from our farm,
they got the tractor and the trailer and found my
uncle’s body. I saw it, I recognised my uncle but all of
his middle part had been blown off. That image always
sticks with me. We were surrounded. Our supplies of

food started disappearing. We released our
animals to find food for themselves.
We were ‘evacuated’, actually ethnically
cleansed, to Doboj by a train that usually
transported animals. There Serbian soldiers
passed us over to the Bosnian Army. We stayed
for about six weeks living with different families
but then they started running out of food and
asked us politely to leave. We didn't have any
money to support ourselves and winter was
around the corner. My dad organised two lorries
to take refugees to Hercegovina through forest
borders controlled by the Croat and Bosnian
Armies. We were literally one on top of another
in those lorries. We went to a refugee camp in
Posušje where international aid organisations
gave us food. But after month, even that was
getting overcrowded. We had an aunt in Zagreb
so my dad organised coaches for people to be
transported to Croatia, he made a deal with the
driver, if he got us over the border, everybody's
family in Croatia would pay for the transport.
There were a lot of stops on that journey where
soldiers would take young guys out of the bus to
the frontlines, any child that looked big enough,
they didn't really care about their age. I
remember shaking under my mom's skirt. On
the next seat was a woman whose son was
taken, he was the same age as me, and she was
saying “Pull him out!” and pointing to me. I just
prayed that the soldiers didn't hear her.
In Croatia, my nightmares and flashbacks
started because according to a psychiatrist the
mental scars happen after you come out of the
war zone but the body is still mentally fighting
for survival. I started dreaming about family
members that went missing. I would shout,

scream, cry and smash the windows in my sleep,
all sorts of terrible things. My dad was told there
was a convoy being organised by a British
organisation, he said he wasn’t interested, he
wanted to return to Bosnia as soon as the war
stopped. But he was persuaded that I needed to
go because of my experiences and problems. He
was really against going, but then realised he
didn’t know how long the war was going to last,
he wasn’t working, I would be conscripted into
the army, we couldn’t get any education, so he
thought we should come to the UK for six
months and then if the war stopped, we'd come
back. That six-months lasted for 28 years.
As soon as we arrived, we felt the wind and rain
and hail. It was early September, it was dark, I
didn't like it. We were scared of everybody and
everything, linked to mistrust because of the war
and being pushed around as refugees. We felt
hopeless. I was deeply involved digesting my
experiences, I was silent, I did not speak. We
stayed in the central mosque in Birmingham like
a refugee camp until we were housed. We were
there for over 6 weeks. The first time the doctor
came to check us all over, I remember he had
words with my mother and father, saying I had
post-traumatic stress; they didn’t know what it
was and the doctor tried to explain. My family
hid it from the people that we shared
accommodation with. My mum said I was very
shy, I don't communicate well, I was a very wellbehaved child. But there were lots of kids from
the same place and I was obviously unusual. The
other kids wouldn't play football or table tennis
or other games with me, some started picking
on me and beating me up. My sister tried to stop
the fights and told the kids to leave me alone.

But they found it fascinating that I didn't cry, I
accepted pain, that attracted them to hit and
humiliate me more. My dad spent quite a lot of
time saving me, he’d sit me down around the
table with him and his friends. But there were
times when the adults were unavoidably busy
and I would be surrounded by the kids who
would pile on top of me, every single one of
them.
My father said school would be an escape, until
we realised that all of us kids would go to the
same school. The first time I fought back was in
school, I threw a table at the other kids. I could
have killed them; I couldn't believe what I’d just
done. When the teacher came in, she thought I
was the bully. There was nobody to explain the
problem; we didn’t have interpreters and were
learning the language on the go. We had
language development classes, but they kept
putting me in isolation because every time they
put me around the table with those other kids,
they would pick on me and I would fight back.
So, at the first school, the teachers weren’t keen
on me.
My parents decided I would have to move to a
different school. That was horrid for me because
I’d be completely alone, without my sister. My
dad was recommended Moseley School. They
enrolled me and after a couple of weeks I
realised this was the first time nobody was
bothering me. But I was the only Bosnian child
and the same problems started because I still
wouldn’t speak. There was one kid, Nathan, who
literally jumped on me and punched me in the
back of my head as we were walking through the
corridor. So, I hit him, I damaged his nose, he
was bleeding, which was when all the fights
started. I’d already discovered I couldn't fight,
that’s why I was throwing chairs. When the kids

realised, I didn't get afraid, they lost interest in
beating me up and wanted to put fear into me. I
was constantly in isolation and detention. Then
one teacher, Mr. Thacker, saw some kids
planning how to corner me to beat me up and
he saw one of the fights. He went to the Head
and explained that I was being bullied. The
school a person to work with us vulnerable kids
from the war to share our problems. That guy,
David Henson, was a dramaturg, he felt I was
still fighting the war in my head and wanted to
find a way to move me forward, something that
the kids would accept me for, so he involved me
in the drama club. They put me in a play, an
improvisation, where I cried in the background
for an hour, it was all visual, they named it The
Child of War.
Then the school asked me to do a very brief
assembly about my experiences during the war.
I was barely able to say couple of sentences, “I”,
“Bosnia”, “War”, “Me no like soldiers”, “No
weapons”, “I pain”, "tortured by schoolteacher
and kids”. They were speechless, the teachers
described looking around and seeing every
teacher and child crying. They could not believe
the amount of pain I'd been in and yet they had
hurt me because I was different. I did assemblies
for year seven to year eleven and every time I
put more effort into explaining things in a
simple way so they could understand what it
meant to be in a war as a child. Within a year, I
had become a role model, I was popular. Kids
would come and ask me questions about my
experiences like “When you had an activated
hand grenade in your hand, what were you
thinking?” or “How did you feel when you were
pulled to an execution spot and people were
firing at children?”. Kids are very clever when
they want to learn something. There was word
of mouth going around, “Oh do you know what

he’s been through in the war?”, “He's been
tortured., he's been put on an execution spot, he
was questioned and cut with a knife”. The
school, even now, still remembers my bravery,
standing in front of the assembly facing the
same kids who had humiliated and beaten me
up by and crying. That was the one thing I
couldn’t help, I knew I would cry, I didn’t cry
when they were beating me up, but I cried when
I was fearful. They were apologetic, they wanted
to be my friend, they wanted me to forgive
them. That became the start of a healing
process for me. The school found I was good at
sports, basketball and weight training. Within
couple of months of weight training, the kids
started noticing muscles on me, I had lots of
bodybuilders in my family. I started teaching the
other kids how to weight train. The bullying
stopped.
I went on to college where I carried on with the
weight-training club and drama. I started writing
monologues and duologues which I would act
out in my A levels. I did a degree at Coventry
University, then a Masters specialising in acting
and then a teaching degree.
My happiest memories of those early years are
from that time when the healing process had
started and I found out that I could make a
difference. Moseley School was the platform
where I dealt with childhood post-traumatic
stress, completed my GCSEs and found the
means of success. Part of my healing process
was learning how to forgive. It's so easy when as
kids somebody comes forward and says, “I'm
sorry”. I became kind. I wanted to be a good role
model. I promised the school when I left with 8
GCSEs that I would come back as a teacher but I
didn't really believe I would be able to fulfil that
promise. I wanted to give something back to the
school in one form or another, to educate kids
from completely differently backgrounds about
diversity.

I wanted to take some of these values and
experiences and plant the seed in Bosnia. In
2004, we started United Citizen, a charitable
organisation to do that working through sport in
Kozarac. We concentrate on people who want to
live a healthy life and have a policy that we don't
discuss politics or religion, just the values that
we share together as humanity. We have had a
few incidents of young men bullying people or
playing the blaming game, pointing at all the
destroyed buildings, the mosques and stuff, and
saying “Look what you guys got yourself into”.
We are very clear about the mission of the gym,
the way we run things, we have zero tolerance
for discrimination. As a young person growing
up in Republika Srpska, you never hear what
happened 25-26 years ago. Bosnian people are
generally very sensitive to the narrative of the
war, who started it, who were the bigger victims,
assimilation after the war, discrimination in
Republika Srpska, all of that is still unresolved.
Very few Bosnian refugees went back. Most
wanted to save a bit of money, stabilise their
well-being and then rebuild their homes and
lives back in Bosnia. But Bosnia is not home
anymore, it's a different home, it's not what we
were used to 28 years ago. For our parents, one
of the biggest aspirations would be for the
younger generation to go home. But for the new
generation, including myself, we are really wellintegrated here, Bosnia will just be a holiday
home. We can't survive there on the skills that
we learned here. It's a completely different way
of living and a very hostile environment in the
small towns we came from where there's no
infrastructure and not many job opportunities.
I love different people; in my heart I aspire to
learn about different ways of living. I would
really find it boring if we all felt the same way. I
think people living slightly differently enriches
communities. Certainly, we want our kids to
have this openness. My experiences mean I
raise my children differently. We want them to
integrate in the community and trust people, if
you lose trust in people, you become cynical and
negative. Those people who believe in division
and hatred and are critical of the ways people
are different have big problems. We take the
kids to everything we do, we introduce them to
people, we celebrate humanity, the people that
we share this planet with. We are teaching
values that permit them to be open to the world
and to find something unique that they could
share the world.

In 2018, my book, The Boy Who Said
Nothing, was published with the
purpose of painting a picture of our
refugee survival and coming out the
other side. I am trying to get it turned
into a film as an educational
resource, for PHSE lessons on how
refugees contribute positively to
society and not to judge somebody
because they’re different. These are
things we can learn from Britain, it’s
what I love about Britain and why I
take so much pride in trying to
contribute towards society.

ALIJA

PRIJEDOR
“I'm amazed how we
managed to be so
resilient. When we came
to the UK, people didn't
really know who we were
and there was no
direction saying “OK,
these people come from
war. They have lost
everything. They have
lost direction. These are
the options that you guys
have so you can live."
Alija grew up on a farm near Prijedor in northwestern Bosnia with his Dad, Mum and younger
brother. He lived a typical life, playing football
with friends, going to school, helping out on the
farm and listening to western music like Iron
Maiden and Metallica. As children Alija and his
friends didn’t really understand the political
changes that started happening. He says, “I
thought we were all proud to be Yugoslavian”.
Then in May 1992 his town was attacked,
electricity and water were cut off, it wasn’t safe
to go out anymore, schools closed and food
began to run short.
Every day, there was something happening,
some fighting. It was summer and my brother
and I would be outside playing, and in the
distance, we’d notice smoke and somebody's
house was being burned or you’d hear shouting
and somebody was being beaten up, or you’d

hear gunshots and know somebody's been killed.
Refugees from nearby areas started to come, and as
they did, they told stories of being forced to leave their
homes, being ‘ethnically cleansed’. Alija remembers
how hard it was to believe these things had happened
but also how awareness grew that the same things
were going to come to them as well.
And then eventually it did come up. There was a big,
[ethnic] ‘cleansing’ operation. Every man was taken to
the concentration camps and only children, women and
the elderly were left. They even took some children, I
was lucky because although I was 15 years old, I looked
very slim and very young, I didn't look as welldeveloped as some of my friends, those friends were
taken.

In 1993 Alija and his family were expelled from
their home to a refugee camp in Croatia. In the
meantime, one of his uncles, who had been
interned in a concentration camp, was
evacuated to the UK as a medical emergency. He
told people here that he was worried about his
family still in Bosnia. Under family reunification
policies, Alija and his family were allowed to
come to the UK and they were temporarily
housed in Cambridge. Alija’s ideas about the UK
had come from watching movies – so everything
was strange and new. He remembers British
diversity being surprising, people from different
backgrounds and different world foods but also
the different money. Alija didn’t speak any
English.
I remember in the first few weeks in the UK, my
mum would send me to the shop to buy bread
and milk. I wouldn't want to go unless I had a
paper note, I didn’t want to go with change
because I was always worried if I went and didn’t
have enough change, somebody would ask me
something and I wouldn’t know how to answer
or what to do.
At that point everyone thought being in the UK
was just temporary, that the war would end and
they would go home. In Cambridge, there had a
Social Worker assigned to help with the basics
but otherwise Alija and his family were left on
their own.
I think what should have happened, is that there
should have been some professional that came
to work with us because we had just come out of
a country that had a horrible war. We had lots of
traumas to deal with, we had seen lots of things.
Nobody had told us about Guy Fawkes night one
of the first nights in our house all the banging
started, me, my mum, my brother were scared
and all crying, and we ended up under the

kitchen table because we thought it was a war
zone. This doesn't end with Bosnians, you know,
we recently had Syrians coming, had Afghan’s
coming too…
In Cambridge there were other Bosnian people
and children but from that temporary
accommodation, Alija’s family were rehoused to
Hatfield, a town where they knew no-one. But
making friends was easy for Alija. He
remembers watching out the window as some
children played outside, and one girl came to
knock on the door, probably to find out if Alija
and his brother wanted to go out and play. Noone in the family spoke any English, the little girl
didn’t speak any Bosnian but, following Bosnian
tradition, Alija’s Mum invited her in and gave her
a drink and some chocolate. Alija was 16 now
and he and his Dad were enrolled in college to
learn English, together in the same class which
“was a terrible idea because he would tease me
and because there were other young people
from other countries, he would try to make
dates for me. I was very embarrassed.” After
improving his English, Alija enrolled on an IT
course.
I made lots of friends from different
backgrounds when I started College, and we
could talk about how we lived before we came
to the UK, we could relate to each other, which is
strange, that I could relate to the person from
Zimbabwe, Nigeria, other countries. Some of
those people lived similar lives to me when I
lived on the farm and we could talk about the
games we used to play as a child because we all
played similar games, just with different names I used to play Partisans and Germans, here that
would be Cowboys and Indians.
His friends helped Alija learn ‘real’ English,
including how to swear, in return Alija taught

them how to swear in Bosnian. After finishing
his IT course Alija worked in a range of jobs,
delivering pizza, sale assistant in a garage,
delivering parcels and then in a customer
service centre, he became a Special Constable
and finally got a job as a clinical support worker
in the NHS first on an end-of-life care ward.
I really enjoyed the job because you meet all
these lovely people and built a rapport, I would
go in whenever I had time and just sit down and
talk to these people talk about their lives. They
told lovely stories about romance, how they
meet their partners. Old ladies would tell me
how they would go to a dance and then he
would go to war and fight. The gentleman would
talk about their contribution to the Second
World War. And I would tell them my
experiences. This one gentleman said, “You look
a little bit young to me”, and I said "We weren't
in the same war. I had a war of my own.”.
That work was emotionally hard as people Alija
had built a rapport with passed away and their
beds soon had another patient in then. So Alija
moved to being a therapy assistant on a stroke
ward. Again, a job he loved and where he learnt
fast and was keen to go further. I was sitting
with clinicians trying to see if I can devise my
own strategies because I was so keen and the
clinicians were advising that I went back to
study, one of them said “Ali, you were born to do
this”. Unfortunately, an injury meant Alija had to
change roles but he got a job in NHS IT and
worked his way up to being a Senior Developer.
Alija became involved with the Bosnian
Community Association in Hertfordshire which
has gatherings and hold memorials for all the
people that died in Bosnia, marking the
Srebrenica genocide, the White Arm Band Day
and the concentration camps, and more. He
joined the Board there when he felt he had
something he could give back, after growing his
experience through five years as a Special
Constable, working in the NHS on the clinical
side and then the admin and corporate side and
being foster carers for children. Then they asked
if he want to help out as part of the Board and
he accepted. The Community Association is
another link back to Bosnia for him, his wife who
is from near Tuzla and his children.
I first went back to visit Bosnia when I got
married. It was a strange feeling. I went back to

my birthplace and where my house was there
was just the foundations. But everything just
looked so small, my memories didn't match the
house at all, when I was a child, it looked so big.
The second part of that visit we visited some of
the burials and memorials, when I saw those
headstones, it hit me that this wasn't a dream.
When I first came to UK, I used to believe that
everything I remembered was just a big dream
and I was just waiting for my mum to wake me
up at 7:00 o'clock to get ready for school. And I
used to question how, if this is a dream and if
my mom wakes me up, I was going to explain
that I'm suddenly speaking English. But it's not a
dream.
Alija has high hoped for Bosnia and for his life,
he looks forward to seeing his children grow up,
go to University and make their own way in life.
My hopes for Bosnia are that we can all find it in
ourselves to forgive their crimes and find a way
to move forward to rebuild Bosnia, for Bosnia to
become a new country that we all can be proud
of. I think it's time for all the divisions to stop
and to think about the future of the generations
of children. That the job hasn't been finished in
Bosnia. Because of the complexity of the war
and the horrors of it, where people killed so
many and buried them in mass graves. Too
many people died, too many people suffered.

ALMA

SARAJEVO
“People forget there is a
human experience at the
other end. Nobody leaves
their home willingly. I
vowed to go above and
beyond to give back. It's
my contribution for what
the country did for me
and my family when we
first arrived here. I'm
really keen that my kids
remember they are an
immigrant's child and
they don't take that for
granted.”
Alma grew up in Sarajevo with mixed marriage
parents and a younger brother. Her dad was in
the Yugoslav National Army. Alma had a normal,
happy life, she went to secondary school, was
best friends with a Muslim girl, shared her
school bench with a Croat girl, her local friends
were mainly Serbs as her immediate
neighbourhood had a lot of Serb families. She
remembers they all lived together happily. She
says, “I love my home city and would have been
quite happy to spend the rest of my life there”.

Alma was 15 when the war started. She remembers
feeling very alone as many of her local Serb friends left
the city and the ones that didn't leave, changed,
becoming more wary. When her Dad realised that the
war wasn't going to stop quickly, he walked out of the
Yugoslav National Army and the following day joined
the fledgling Bosnian Army where he was one of the
few trained army officers. Alma remembers giving him
her empty deodorant bottles because they were
making bombs out of them. Things were stressful,
including trying to get his sister, Alma’s aunt, out from a
part of Sarajevo on the Serb side of the frontline. Her
Dad had a stroke. After his sick leave, as he started
getting better, he went back to work. His colleagues
would pick him up and drive him into work and one day
in April 1993 on that drive he was killed, not by a sniper,
but in a head on car accident with another driver
driving in the wrong direction to hide from snipers.

We were living under siege for about eighteen
months, my Dad had died in that time. Then on
30th July 1993, my brother was playing outside
with his friends when a mortar fell about 10
meters away, killing quite a few children and
adults and injuring others. My brother was
gravely injured, his face where he had lost a
piece of jawbone, his abdomen where shrapnel
had torn through his liver and intestines and his
leg where it had broken his bone in half. I took
him to the only functioning hospital in Sarajevo,
on the other side of the city, where he stayed for
about two weeks. They patched him up, but
under siege conditions without electricity and
medical supplies, it was difficult to operate on
him properly. His jaw was wired together with
the idea of operating on him more permanently
when they had electricity. They recommended
liquid food, but that was very difficult in Sarajevo
under siege because there was nothing to blend,
usually you'd have vegetables and fruit, but we
didn't have any of that. My mom was making
him some thin soups and occasionally she could
buy some fruit yogurt on in the market. He
started losing weight rapidly, he was very skinny
and unwell.
At the same time, Prime Minister John Major had
instigated a medical evacuation programme
called Operation Irma, named after another girl,
injured in the same attack. Because her brother
needed further surgery and was losing weight,
he was put on the Operation Irma list. Alma
recalls:
We found out on a Saturday in mid-August that
we were going to England the following
morning. My Mum came back to my cousins’
house, where we were staying to be closer to my
brother in hospital and told me. I was lucky I was
17, and not 18, had I been a year older I would
have had to stay in the city. My mum went back

to our flat to pack. She was told one suitcase,
but she didn't ask if that meant one per person
or one per family, so to be safe, she packed one
suitcase for all of us. She didn't know what to
take, you know, it's really difficult when you're
leaving your home to decide what to take with
you. She packed some pictures, our old Yugoslav
passports, a country that no longer existed, two
of my really thick sheepskin jumpers because
she thought it was cold in England, just really
random stuff. So, we came to the UK with less
than 24 hours' notice and one suitcase between
the three of us.
They ended up at Birmingham Children's
Hospital where her brother was treated, and
Alma and her mum stayed in family
accommodation for about 3 months.
My first impressions of the UK are quite strange.
We didn't have a normal experience, I don't
think anyone's got a normal experience when
they come to a country fleeing war, but we were
under media spotlight because we were the first
evacuees from Bosnia. That was overwhelming, I
would see my face or my brother's face in the
newspaper, but we didn't know what it said so
we kept press cuttings. I remember I found
English food bland, you can imagine, hospital
food is often meat, potato and two veg. I
remember writing to friends saying, “All I keep
eating is potato, just in different ways: mashed
potato, boiled potato, roast potato, jacket
potato...” It seemed like Brits were obsessed
with potatoes. In Bosnia, food was always highly
flavoured with lots of spices. So even though I
had spent a year and a half not having a lot to
eat, not having any choice, very little food and
water, I still wasn't thinking “Wow, I can eat
everything, isn't that amazing”, you know, I was
being a teenager. But I also remember people
being really friendly, really helpful, going out of

their way to make us feel at home. My brother
was the focus because he was in hospital getting
the attention he needed, but when we first
arrived there were bags of clothes that people
had donated, get well soon cards from as far as
Wales and Scotland and people were sending
him puzzles and games to play and things like
that.

anything else, even though I wanted exciting
subjects like business and psychology. But by
that point the other students had done a lot on
essay-writing
techniques
and
developing
arguments and things and the teachers felt I
couldn't catch up. So, I ended up doing Maths
and Statistics, so even my studies were
determined by my experiences in the war.

Whilst her brother recovered, Alma and her
Mum
looked
for
more
permanent
accommodation and Alma started learning
English. They were helped by the Bosnia
Program who provided interpreters and helped
find accommodation.

Alma remembers that period was really hard,
coming from a war zone, trying to adjust to a
very different life and trying to help her mum
and brother at the same time. Making friends
was difficult, studying was difficult, they didn’t
have a lot of money to do things and because
she picked up the language quicker, it fell to
Alma to fill in forms and go to appointments,
things that are difficult for a teenager.

But once they'd done that, you were kind of left
to your own devices because newer refugees
were coming. But that was only a few months
down the road, so it's not like we knew what to
do, the whole English way of life, the systems
and things that you had to do, it was new to us.
However, they did have one day where, after
reading a newspaper article, an anonymous
donor offered them a special experience.
He said he would like to take us and another
family shopping. We had a budget of £1000 per
family to spend in M&S in an hour. My brother
was still in hospital but getting much better, so
me and my mum went out for the day and went
wild around M&S. It was amazing. Then he took
us out for lunch. I could tell you everything
about that day. I think his generosity was just
amazing.
Alma’s brother came out of the hospital in
November and they moved to a flat. She
remembers their neighbours being really kind,
helping them find furniture for the flat and one
neighbour found Alma a college to go to. She did
English as a Foreign Language alongside A Level
courses and started a term into the college year.
It was quite heavy going. The college advised
waiting until September and starting with GCSEs.
But there was no way I was wasting seven
months, I wanted to start immediately and I was
determined I was going to start A Levels,
because at home I'd finished three out of four
years of High School. They weren’t keen but
eventually agreed. I chose scientific A Levels
because my English wasn't good enough to do

As a young adult I felt like my teenage life was
stolen from me. I lived through hell in Sarajevo, I
was grieving for my dad, my brother was
injured, we had medical issues to deal with, I
was in a different country. It wasn't easy. Even
now, filling in forms makes me anxious, because
it reminds me of the time when we were relying
so heavily on forms for benefits and things that
were complicated and not really designed for a
teenager to do. We were lucky, we were
surrounded by nice people and if we wanted
help, we could knock on the neighbours’ door
and get help. But there was no formal help and
we never really got any support for that mental
health side or emotional well-being.
Once her English improved, making friends was
easier but still not easy.She remembers learning
English with a community of au pairs who were
all foreign and all new to Birmingham.
They had quite a lot of experiences to share and
they didn't mind people not speaking English
fluently, we got on brilliantly. Whereas I felt with
English people that I couldn't make as many
mistakes, even though now I know that's
laughable really, but I felt like I had to try a little
bit harder. English people were a bit more
reserved; they would acknowledge you, but that
was about it. They were probably just shy
teenagers, like me. Eventually I found a little bit
of a niche, a few friends who were quite happy
to have a chat and take me under their wing and
that was nice, but that was probably the last
term of my first year at College.

Alma continued to University, funding her
studies through scholarships and sponsorships
because she didn’t qualify for a grant. This, and a
more
negative
experience
reading
the
newspaper clippings they had kept from their
arrival, prompted Alma’s volunteering work.
It was a charity that paid towards my fees at Uni,
I said to them at the time “I will pay you back
every penny” and as soon as I started earning, I
set up a direct debit to that charity, every month,
even now. That's probably one of the reasons
why I do so much for charity, because we had a
lot of charitable support to start with from
individuals and organisations. But also, about a
year after we arrived, my English was good
enough to read the newspaper clippings we kept
and I found there was a lot of negative media
about our arrival which I didn't realise at the
time. When I found out, I was really upset, I
couldn't understand why people were saying
“Why bring refugees over when we have our
own troubles? It is a cost to the taxpayer”. I really
wanted to speak to those people and ask if they
realised that my brother would have died had
we stayed in Bosnia. I vowed at that point never
to be on benefits, never to take for granted what
we were given in support and to go above and
beyond to give back. It's my contribution for
what the country did for me and my family when
we first arrived here.
Alma has raised money for the hospital unit that
cared for her premature twins, volunteered with
Remembering Srebrenica, is a trustee at a
charity for people with mental health difficulties,
teaches at the Bosnian [Supplementary] School
in Birmingham, has mentored refugees and
more.
I felt that there were a lot more serious stories
than mine from Bosnia, a lot more heartbreaking, and I didn't really want to steal their
spotlight. I just thought that my story was sad,
but theirs’ was worse. And that kept me keeping
it to myself. But now what makes me more
determined to speak is that certain people have
their own versions of the truth, and I feel like it's
up to me to tell my truth.

JOHN

BOSNIA PROGRAM
“I think the story of
Bosnia, despite all the
mess and the fact that
the West was way too
late in intervening and
Srebrenica and some
other crimes could have
been prevented, and
there were terrible
lessons learned, but
there was also a
humanity. The fact that
ordinary British people
got involved was
incredibly empowering.”
John was appointed as Deputy Director of the
UK Bosnia Program in 1993 coordinating the
arrival of Program Refugees, after a few years
working for the Northeast Refugee Service in
Newcastle.
Even then we were meeting and dealing with
asylum seekers from the former Yugoslavia.
Seventeen reception centres were established
across the country. I started my UK wide role
setting up a reception centre in Newcastle. We
were scrambling to hire staff with social work or
care backgrounds, we had British Red Cross

volunteers, anyone who spoke any Serbo-Croat was
hired as translators because we were desperate. It was
a real hotchpotch. And I was thrust into the limelight
because we were meeting people on the runways of
RAF and commercial airports and giving press
conferences live to news programmes from the tarmac.
Reception Centres had a dual role, a political role and a
real role. Politically, since John Major had arranged for
baby Irma to be flown out of Sarajevo, there had been a
political imperative to set up a program taking people
from the region. The reception centres were a result of
the government wanting to keep people on a
temporary protection program, they didn’t have
international refugee status, they weren't claiming
asylum, they bypassed the benefits system, everything
was paid in kind. Reception centres were meant to be
places where people stayed a few months and went
home or were settled into the community, but some
people stayed much longer. As the years went by, we
made community support teams so it was possible to
move people on into housing with support. Some went
on to claim asylum. There were the usual ideas of good
refugees, the ones that came on the Program, and bad
refugees, spontaneous asylums seekers, who were
demonised. For some organisations, there was also a
sense of difference between working with Program
Refugees which was seen as good and working with
spontaneous asylum seekers. Local authorities, faith
groups and local communities were incredibly
generous, people had seen the war on TV. I thought it
was quite remarkable, like the Dunkirk spirit, people
were getting whatever transport they could and going
to help, it was an incredible outpouring of human
emotion.
And there was a cultural division, spontaneous asylum
seekers were generally urban, multicultural, mixed
heritage and held their Yugoslav identity fiercely, the
Program refugees in the reception centres were almost
exclusively Bosnian Muslims from agricultural areas,
less educated and more traditional in their views.

There was varied support in reception centres.
We made efforts to get counsellors and
psychiatrists, but there are very few that could
do it in Serbo-Croat. I remember talking to
mental health providers about how difficult it
was to counsel people with an interpreter in the
room. And many translators were refugees who
had arrived as spontaneous asylum seekers
themselves, they spoke Serbo-Croat, ended up
working in reception centres, but they were also
traumatised. The men who came at the
beginning from concentrations camps, despite
having been through hell, were young and
macho, generally not willing to show that things
were difficult, and whilst being very relieved to
be in the UK, they were terrified and worried
about their families back home. There was some
violence in reception centres and in
communities. I think people were safe, they
were fed, they were protected, but their other
needs were only partly met.
When I think back, I'm terrified of how young
and inexperienced I was, how unaware we were
of the level of trauma people had experienced.
The first arrivals, from concentration camps,
were hugely traumatised. In the latter stages of
the program, we had family reunifications,
whole family units, all of whom had had bad
experiences. I was only in my late 20s with a few
years of refugee work behind me, I was
inexperienced dealing with trauma. Our
frontline staff weren’t experienced in it. There
were huge amounts of trauma amongst the staff
in reception centres that became apparent
within months, if not weeks, of arrivals. I wasn't
doing frontline work, I was quite near the top of
the pyramid, but it affected me too. I think
people understand a lot more now about how
staff get traumatised. It was incredibly stressful
and I just didn't know what was going on until I
spoke with some people at the Refugee Council
who had experience working with Chilean and
Vietnamese programs.

My happiest memories of that time, as in any
adverse situation, are how you build high levels
of trust with people very quickly because you
have to. I was working with colleagues who were
refugees, colleagues who are not refugees, and
because I was relatively young, I was still
professionally formative. It sort of gets into your
DNA. And there was a lot of fun, a lot of fear, a
lot of drama, but also it was quite fun to be
doing press conferences on the runways of
airports and having all this responsibility.
But it also came at completely the wrong time
for me, family-wise, because we were just
expecting our first daughter so in terms of home
life balance, it wasn't sustainable. What took me
away from that work was a Harkness Fellowship
to the US in 1996, which was a real life-changing
thing. I remember being in the Holocaust
Museum in Washington for couple of weeks
researching Second World War Croatian fascism
and Serbian nationalism and how that stuff that
was being acted out in the 1990s. I didn't know
about Croatian fascism or Serbian nationalism
then, I'm more knowledgeable now than I was
during the Bosnia Program.
I got the chance to go Bosnia in the late 90s to
do some consultancy work for the International
Council for Voluntary Agencies in Switzerland of
how well the coordination was working on the
ground in the former Yugoslavia. I travelled to
Sarajevo, around Republika Srpska where I saw
shells of houses on both sides of the divide that
nobody wanted to touch, everything was just in
stasis, as to some extent, it still is today, I went
to refugee camps in Velika Kludusa, right up
against the Croatian border, where there was a
no-mans-land with drunk Croatian militias
wearing Ustasi t-shirts and old German army
fatigues who, we were told, would go into
refugee camps at night and shoot people. I've
been to quite a few refugee camps since then

and I've never seen such a desolate group of
several hundred people in the bottom of a
valley. Now, again, this area is a migrant pinchpoint and the same camps are being used for
migrants trying to get into Croatia with pretty
much the same conditions as they probably
were in the 1990s, give or take environmental
wear and tear.
I think those three years with the Bosnia
program were a heavy dose of reality. I don't
think I've ever quite done anything else in my
professional life before or after that was as
demanding and insightful. You really got inside
the raw politics and the raw humanity of
people's lives. For the last 20 years I've worked
on issues of business and human rights, I always
joke is it the softer end of the human rights
world. Sometimes I feel guilty that I left the
refugee world, sometimes I'm glad. It gave me a
taste of what human rights really means. In my
current work we have a big centre in Myanmar
and when I'm talking to the team there,
memories of working on the Bosnia Program all
those years ago and some of the things I learned
are highly present, like dealing with staff in
harm's way. I travelled a lot from 2012 onwards
to Rakhine State as the genocide against the
Rohingya started, three years before it was
internationally recognised. I remember going
around this small town with one of the workers
from our team who was a Burmese Buddhist
who had grown up in this town. It was just like
the little villages in Republika Srpska, burnt out
houses that no-one was touching. Our worker
knew who used to live there, the dentist, the
math teacher, and he said “They were Muslim.
They weren't actually Rohingya, they were just
Muslim. And you know these Muslims, they burn
down their own houses just to get international
attention.” The same thing I'd heard a Serb tell
me in Republika Srpska, it was just a lightning
rod back. I was on the other side of the world
and again Muslims were being victimised and
the fake news around it was exactly the same lie
that was being told in the early 90s in Bosnia.
There were terrible lessons learned, but there
was also a humanity. The fact that ordinary
British people got involved was incredibly
empowering. Now, the cost of doing that is
becoming higher, being shouted at by far right
extremists or criminalised for working in the
camps Calais or Dunkirk, the beaches of Greece
or the ports in Italy. The costs of helping
refugees are increasing and that's sad. The
Bosnian experience, because it was in Europe,
right on our doorstep, was just a reminder of
how dangerous nationalism is.

LYNETTE

LOCAL RESETTLEMENT
OFFICER
“When the Bosnians first
came, what country they
went to just depended on
what plane they were put
on leaving Bosnia. They
didn't get any choice.
They just got told, today
people are going to the
UK, tomorrow Sweden,
the next day Germany.
So, you'd get three
brothers sent to three
different places. We need
people to feel that
they've got control over
their lives, these are
people who've lost
control of everything and
ended up that their only
control is to make really
risky journeys, but that's
not really making your
own decisions.”

On finishing her degree as a mature student, Lynette
became the Bosnian Refugee Officer for Coventry
having done her final year project on whether there
was a moral panic about Bosnian refugees which gave
her the cultural understanding required alongside a
knowledge of Council processes from her teacher
parents and social worker friends. Lynette remembers,
“I was the person in Coventry responsible for the
settlement of the Bosnian refugees”. Coventry had
three types of Bosnian refugees: Bosnian Serb and
Croat arrivals outside of the Bosnia Program, Bosnian
Muslim arrivals from concentration camps before her
post started and Program Refugees. Lynette made
contact with them all. The Serbs and Croats tended to
be quite settled and had found networks through the
Ukrainian and Greek Orthodox Churches for Serbs,
Catholic Churches for Croats and the small post-World
War Two Yugoslav community. For those who came
from concentration camps before her post started,
Lynette
did
settlement
work,
arranging
accommodation, doctors, services and later family
reunification work, just as she did for Program
Refugees.
I got really involved in the intricacies of the lives of all
about 200 Bosnian refugees in Coventry. It was a great
two years; I learnt an awful lot with working with them.
Whatever plane they got off, they got sent to a
particular reception centre and that reception centre
dispersed people to particular cities. The refugees
didn't know where in Britain they were going, they’d get
off planes and ask where they were and then be taken
somewhere else, they’d never heard of. Sometimes
someone would get out a map book and show them
where they were, where their brother was in Sweden,
where their sister was in Austria. Families were split up
all over the UK, all over Europe. They didn't tend to
relocate because they only had temporary status in the
UK when they first arrived and thought they would be
going back within six months. Even now people are
mainly in the places they first went to. So, reunification
of families was made difficult because of the way that
we operated that settlement program and that made
the rebuilding of lives harder.

We were lucky, a Housing Association had been
approached by the Highways Agency with six big
Victorian houses in a nice area of the city to rent
out temporarily whilst they decided whether or
not to build a new road junction. So, they gave
them to some refugees who had come on
transports, some Serb, some Croat and some
Muslim all got lumped together in these houses.
They were nearly all from Sarajevo and they
strongly believed in the Bosnian ethos that “we
are all the same, we must all live together”. They
believed one day Bosnia would be a united
country again, everybody living together
regardless of religion. They were proud that
Bosnia had been like that before the war and it
was one of the reasons, they found it difficult to
understand how the war had come about,
because they didn't see those tensions existing
before. But there were some tensions. In
private, some of them admitted that they had
difficulty with Serb people because of what
happened to them. But they knew that that was
wrong, that was their own personal prejudice
and they needed to get over it. People from
Hercegovina had had a different war with Croat
forces. People from one area would say, “It was
Croats that helped me escape, they heard the
Serbs were coming, they gave me warning and
shelter and helped me get out” and in another
place they were saying, “It was my Serb
neighbours that helped me, defended me, gave
me warning, gave me shelter”. Very different
experiences of war and who the real enemy was
and that made for tensions. There were also
tensions between people from the city, some of
whom felt the people from the villages were like
peasants, and the people from the villages who
felt they were being looked down on. So, lots of
tensions, this is what happens when you get
people from disparate backgrounds thrown
together at random and expected to all get on. If
you pick me and a few of my neighbours at
random and shoved us all in one place together

and told us we had to live together for the next
six months there would be lots of tensions. So
why should we expect Bosnians or refugees
thrown together like that to all get on?
Even though they were quite a disparate group,
not from the same part of Bosnia, speaking
slightly different dialects, but all linked by this
awful crisis, loss and dislocation, in Coventry
they formed a Community Association. Through
that, they started having New Years’ parties,
celebrating Women's Day, organising events to
get together, relax, socialise. It gave them
permission to celebrate things, things didn't
have to be about the war and how horrible
things were. The kids started going to school
and that helped the parents get more settled in
the UK. It's interesting how children are now the
anchor keeping them here when their hearts are
pulling them back to Bosnia. They set up the
Bosnian School to help make sure the children
maintain their grip of the language and
understanding of the culture.
It was incredibly difficult for the refugees
because the whole set up in the UK was geared
towards getting them somewhere to live,
registered with a GP, benefits and kids in school,
but not around getting them work. Our policies
need to focus on employment rather than
containment and on giving people long term
security. One of the things that held a lot of
Bosnians back was that they thought if they left,
they wouldn't be able to come back, and if they
left and realised it was a big mistake, they’d
blown their chance. They need to be able to
have the right to stay here but visit home
without losing the right to come back.
I found it very hard when people chose to tell
me what happened in the concentration camps.
We had a family where the father and son had
been in the concentration camp when the son

was only 16. The son was crying for his father
who was in the next room saying “Don't worry
son. Stay strong. I'm here, I'll look after you”. The
guards thought it was hilarious, they took the
son into the room with his dad and made him
watch while they beat his dad and said, “This is
what you get for crying, every time you cry,
we're going to beat your father”. He carried all
this guilt with him that his father got beaten
because he, the son, cried so much. I knew that
wasn’t the case, his Dad would have got beaten
anyway, and the guards were just messing with
his head. But he chose to share that with me
about these 3 or 4 years after it happened. As
somebody who had no training, I had to try and
calm him down and reassure him that his Dad
didn’t blame him. That stayed with me. I can
remember the conversation, what he was
wearing, where we were. Those things are really
difficult to have in your head. Luckily my
manager insisted that every two weeks I sat
down and unloaded any difficult situations on
him so that I had some release. My husband
worked away, I couldn’t go home and tell my
kids. That was really valuable, having somebody
to vent to or cry at so that I could do what the
Bosnians needed, they needed to be able to get
upset and for me to say, “But it's OK. You're here
now” and for me not to get upset.
I didn't always have interpreters and when I did,
the quality of interpreting was hugely variable,
so it was frustrating, wanting help somebody but
not be able to find out exactly what it was that
you could do or else finding out what was
needed and being completely powerless to do
anything. One woman was desperate to get her
husband over from Bosnia, she had been medievaced on an Operation Irma flight with three
children because her son had been in hospital in
Sarajevo. But the husband wasn't allowed to
leave the part of Bosnia he was in because they
needed every man to fight. I'd been in the job
probably 18 months when he was killed in

Bosnia. I went round to her flat, there were
people helping her, but she was absolutely
distraught. Her friends had hidden all the knives
in the flat. We were incredibly worried about
whether she was going to survive. But she did,
she went back to Bosnia a few years later, soon
after people were allowed to go back. She is still
my Facebook friend, I've seen pictures of her
children getting married, she never remarried.
On her mantlepiece in her living room is a
picture of her husband, the same photo she had
in her flat in Coventry. But she seems to be
happy now, all three of her children have got
babies and they're working. So, people do
survive but sometimes, at the time, it's
incredibly difficult to see a way out of a horrible
situation.
.There were high points too, like two weddings
that I was invited to, one was this lovely big day
for a couple both in the UK, the other couple
had been engaged before the war, but she'd
ended up in France, and they'd been separated
for several years. When she was finally able to
get a visa to come over to the UK, they got
married straight away. But because she came
over on her own, they did this ultra-small
wedding, I was one of the witnesses, which felt
like a tremendous honour and had this little
celebration in their house.
Not many people went back, maybe four or five
families. The fact that when they got Indefinite
Leave to Remain, they could go for a visit made
a massive difference. They realised it was still
incredibly difficult, for most of them their
houses didn't exist or somebody else was living
in it, there were massive unemployment rates,
poor infrastructure, poor prospects for their
children, segregated schooling. If you’ve left and
all your family have left, what is there to go back
to? Seeing the situation, they realised that if they
stayed here for a bit longer, they might be able
to save up some money and then get

somewhere to live in Bosnia or stay here and
send things back to struggling family members
in Bosnia. Some women used to joke about the
fact that they still had the key in their handbag
for houses that didn't exist anymore, but one
day they’d have a house and they’d get a lock
that fitted it.
Towards the end of my two years, I felt it was
important to record some of what I'd learned,
rather than letting that knowledge to be lost. I
didn't think the job should continue, I'd done
what I'd set out to achieve and going forward
they needed somebody else doing different long
term settlement work. A chance meeting with
someone from Warwick University resulted in
me getting Economic and Social Research
Council funding to do a PhD on Bosnian
refugees and their settlement in the UK. But as
an academic there was a limit as to what I could
achieve. So, I decided to take politics more
seriously. I became a Councillor, cabinet
member for some major regeneration projects
in the city, and then Assistant Police and Crime
Commissioner. All those things are directly from
that first job working with Bosnian refugees.
The thing that I am most proud of is that when
Bosnians from Coventry meet me now, they
remember me and are pleased to see me.
They're delighted if I can remember anything
about them, which is sometimes hard because I
may not have seen them for 20 years, but then
they'll tell me a bit and I'll remember who their
Dad was or what their sister did, little things like
that. It makes me feel good that even after all
this time, and my job finished more than 20
years ago, they still are happy with what I did.
We've made it so hard for refugees to get here,
and then we criticise people that manage to get
here. Yet we say we want people who are
creative, who've got energy and drive and
enthusiasm. Refugees have got that energy and
drive and enthusiasm and passion. I do think
that the belief that a lot of the Bosnian refugees
had and still have, that we should live together
and break down barriers between different
groups is good. That's something that we still
need to keep in the forefront of our thoughts.
It's really easy to talk about “they”, “they do this”
and “they do that” but actually, it's some of them
do that, some of them do this. And you deny
people's humanity if you deny them their
individuality. All through the war, people were
being treated as lumps, they’re Muslim refugees,
they’re Croat refugees, and yet they were
individuals. You need to give people the right to
make their own decisions about things and give
them some control over their own lives.

EDIBA

HERZEGOVINA
“But I definitely
remember the people, the
embrace and just the
kindness and the
selflessness of people. It
changes you, it touches
you and it teaches you to
at least try to be that
kind of person.”
Ediba was born in Stolac, Hercegovina, into a
family with two brothers and her parents. Her
Dad was the Director of the hospital and an
orthopaedic surgeon, her mum worked in the
administration. She recalls her childhood as a
very normal, very comfortable life with just
typical teenage issues. She had lots of friends
and didn't know what ethnicity or religion they
were, she wasn't brought up to care about that,
instead she divided people on how good a friend
they were. Her brothers, both older than her,
had moved to Sarajevo to go to University.
Before the war she wasn’t aware of what was
happening politically or economically. She was
15 when the conflict in Hercegovina started,
Stolac was closed off, nothing came in, no food,
no supplies. In the summer it started to get
serious. Ediba and two friends fled to Croatia
where a family told her parents they would look
after the three of them.Ediba was a refugee in
Croatia for about a year. But then it became
unsafe there too because she was recognisably
Muslim from her name and she was a young
woman, just turning 17. Ediba wasn't allowed to

go to school in Croatia because she was Muslim. She
had started learning English when she was ten and
because of her language skills, she volunteered with
humanitarian organisations in refugee camps in Croatia
with thousands of Bosnians from all over. A British
organisation said it was a waste that she wasn't allowed
to go to school and that they could get her a school
place and accommodation in the UK.
We kept hoping that the war is going to end soon. My
mum was desperate to get me out, I wonder how
scared you have to be to let a child go on their own.
Obviously, she weighed the two dangers, me in Croatia
and me in the UK and figured it was more dangerous to
stay in Croatia. This organisation sent a guarantee letter
saying I had a school place, somewhere to stay and they
would cover all my expenses. I got a visa in January
1994 because the kind diplomat in the British Embassy
in Zagreb must've known there was no way I was going
to just be a student in the UK but was kind enough to

give a 17-year-old a visa for me to escape from
what was going on in Bosnia. I came to the UK
on a student visa and fully intended to just go to
school.
It was not just the shock of the war and that life
as I knew it had fallen apart but the shocks
continued. As soon as I cleared Customs at
Heathrow, I realised that the sponsor
organisation had not shown up at the airport.
That was quite a shock because Stolac is really
small and Heathrow was probably bigger than
any other place I’d been. I was going crazy, not
knowing what's going to happen next. But I was
lucky, I had some telephone numbers on me for
British people I’d met in Croatian refugee camps,
who had said if I was ever in the UK to get in
touch. I must have asked someone to give me
some money for the phone and I rang this
particular family, Martin and Lisa, and said “I'm
at the airport. This is the situation”. They came
to get me and took me home. They got in touch
with my sponsor who said I shouldn't have left
the airport, he would have gotten there
eventually, but also the accountant had
miscalculated and they weren’t sure that they
could afford the sponsorship. Later, he came to
Martin and Lisa’s place and said they had found
me a place in a children's home and I could go to
school from Monday. I went to the children's
home and realised it wasn’t really suitable, they
had all just been taken out of their families, and I
had my own issues but they were different. They
placed me in Year 9 in a school, a year before
GCSE's. After two or three days I realised I was
past that stage and closer to A Levels. I tried to
negotiate but they said no. I spoke to Martin and
Lisa again; they didn't like the idea of me
retaking classes and wasting time either. They
told me about a state school with a good
program for refugees that I should visit. It was a
strange time of year to join a school, February
but that school made an assessment that until

June I should attend A Level classes just to listen,
get used to the different system and to get my
English proficiency exam and then start A Levels
in September. I told my sponsors that's what I
wanted to do and that was very good excuse for
him to say that they couldn't support it.
It was a tough time. On one side I had people
going out of their way to help me and at the
same time, people who had promised to help
me were doing quite the opposite. The new
school, Hampstead School, had dealt with
refugees before, they knew exactly what needed
to be done. Because they are a state school, I
couldn’t attend on a student visa, but because of
my situation, because I couldn’t go home, I could
apply for asylum. They also spoke to Social
Services because I was under-aged, and became
guarantors on a flat, they put down the deposit
and the first month’s rent. So basically, my
sponsor dropped me and some lovely people
picked me up.
The UK was like nothing I expected, maybe if I
had gone to a different place in the UK, it would
have been different, but London is not like the
rest of the UK. London is a monster, but I loved
it at first sight. It was amazing, so different, such
a lovely mixture of everything and everyone. The
culture was so different, the people were so
different. I didn't have any friends; I didn't know
anyone. Within my first month I befriended a
couple of homeless people, we didn't have
homeless people in Yugoslavia, especially not in
Stolac, and I couldn't figure out how anyone
could be homeless in a prosperous and thriving
country. I used to spend a lot of time sitting on
sleeping bags outside tube stations, talking to
people and petting their dogs. They were really
lovely people with different life stories. They
taught me that you didn’t need a war in your
country to have huge misfortunes, just lots of
bad luck. It wasn’t easy to make friends, but I

think a lot of it was down to me. I was not very
approachable; I thought my worries were so big
compared to normal teenage stuff everyone
had. I was seventeen when, you know, you think
you have the world on your shoulders. But my
school had something they called Cocoa Club
where the Upper 6th students volunteered to
stay after lessons with anyone from younger
years, refugees mostly, to go through
homework, talk to us and see how they can help,
just basically be there for us. That meant the
world to me and it worked because you got to
talk to people about things that just normal
everyday stuff, and not war, Bosnia, death.
I missed my family and friends; I was on my
own. I learnt very quickly that it was a matter of
either getting back on my feet or falling apart
and I had all the reasons to hang on. I was
worried about what was happening to my
family. By this point, my Mum was a refugee in
Croatia, my two brothers were in the siege in
Sarajevo and my father was held by Croats in a
Hercegovina concentration camp. The one
person I could phone was my Mum in Croatia
but that was so expensive that it happened
rarely. I knew nothing about my dad and my
brothers.
A lot of people helped, my school was absolutely
amazing, but it was a struggle. When you say 17,
it's not a baby age by UK standards, but in
Yugoslavia, you stay with your parents until you
are at least 22-23 and finished university. You
don't go independent at the age of 16, especially
not in a multi-million-person city on the other
side of the world. I learned I was going to get
£32.60 a week dole money, which was not even
close to enough to survive, especially not in
London. I realised very quickly that I was going
to have to work illegally, because you can't seek
asylum and work unless they grant you
permission, but you also can't survive on £32 a
week and pay your bills. I waitressed at a cafe
and because I was an illegal worker, the man
who ran it, who had also been a refugee, only
paid me 50p an hour and even took part of my
tips. I worked on my feet 11-12 hour shifts on
Saturday and Sunday for like £15 a day. But
because I couldn't complain, he could do that,
that's life, you have people like that everywhere.
Those were all good lessons. I was incredibly
lucky, I had fallen onto a really good safety net, I
had really good people around me and they’re
still good, we're still in touch.

I finished my A Levels in June 1996 and couldn't
wait to return to Bosnia. I had an offer to go to
university in the UK which I was thinking about
but the asylum procedure takes such a long time
and I wasn't allowed to leave the country, which
meant I couldn't go see my family and come
back to the UK. Maybe if I could have, I would
have gone to university in the UK. But I don't like
to abuse any system, I came to UK when I
couldn't go home, when I needed refuge and the
moment that wasn't the case, I wanted to go
home to free up space for the next person in
line, because there is always a next person in
line. So, I went to Lunar House, probably one of
the few, if not the only one, who went there and
said “The war is ended in my country, can I
please have my passport back? I want to go
home”. The woman at the counter literally said,
“I'm sorry, I don't know what the procedure is
for that, I'll have to check”. It took her a while
and when she had to stamp my passport with
"Application Withdrawn” and she couldn't find
the stamp.
I was in Sarajevo by September 1996, I was still
only halfway home and it was another five years,
2001, before I could go to Stolac again. But it
was one step towards home. Sarajevo was sad,
bruised and battered but full of hope about
what was to come and very energised, there was
a general positive buzz, and people were
expecting great things to come because, once
you have had the war, you think it can only get
better, not worse than that. But it was also hard,
the war took its toll on everyone. Everyone was
scared in one way or the other. My family was in
dire straits, we were left with nothing, our
property in Stolac was gone, the money was
gone, the jewellery sold off during refugee
times, my dad worked as a doctor but got paid
in tins of food, not money. We were lucky to
have a flat in Sarajevo that my dad bought

before the war so he wouldn't have to pay rent
when my two brothers were studying there, but
because it's on the top floor the room I was
supposed to be staying in still had UNHCR foil
instead of glass in the roof windows where a
grenade had gone in. Before I arrived, my mum
borrowed a pillow, fork and spoon from the
neighbours so there was one each. My dad
wanted to pretend nothing had changed, that he
still provided for the family and I should enrol at
university. It took me just over a month to
realise that we literally didn't have anything to
buy food. So, I said I'd get a job, my Dad didn't
take that well; for them my life had stopped at
age 16 but I returned as a 20-year-old. They
couldn't deal with the fact I might know
something because I'd lived on my own for three
years in a different country. Again, English came
to my rescue, there were lots of international
organisations in Sarajevo and if you had any
amount of English, you could get a job. So, in
1996 I got a job with the American Army and
started earning decent money. My dad was hurt,
he couldn't bear the fact that I was supporting
him and it took a year or two for him to get back
on his feet and being paid in actual money
rather than tins of food. Once things were going
in the right direction, my dad insisted I enrol in
university because people in Bosnia value
formal education. I signed up to do English
Language and Literature even though I really
wanted to do Chemistry and my university place
in the UK was to do Chemistry. I enrolled to do
English Language and Literature because it was
easier and I was working 10-12 hours a day out
in the field which didn’t leave much time for
studying.
I started working for the UN a couple of years
later, then for the European Union and then for
the British Embassy.

The UK shaped me, I was there in my formative
years and I will be forever grateful it taught me
so much. I am a hard-worker because of my
time in the UK. I am less prejudiced about
things, I embrace different cultures, races,
sexual orientations, beliefs, religions, all because
of the UK. The UK for me was an example of
how it can and should work. There's a lot of
Bosnians can get from the UK, and the other
way around. People who've stayed living in the
UK have seen the best of the British, you can be
a Bosnian in the UK, but you should also be
British in the UK, you have to make peace with
the different identities. My experience as a
refugee gives you hope for the rest of your life
that there's good people out there, regardless of
how bad everything else is, regardless of the fact
that you've just been surrounded by people who
want to kill you because of your name or
religion. I always wonder what is it that makes
people be so good to other people? If I would do
the same for someone? The people that were
supporting me were like angels. I don't know
what it was, and I'd like to know, because I'd like
to know what would motivate me to do
something like that.

Author’s
Note:
Ediba
is
being
characteristically modest here. In 2019 she
was awarded the Most Excellent Order of the
British Empire for her long and dedicated
work in the British Embassy, as well as her
selfless efforts in the interests of the citizens
of the two countries, Bosnia and Hercegovina
and the United Kingdom. Member of the
Most Excellent Order of the British Empire
(MBE) is awarded by the monarch to nonBritish nationals for their positive impact in
their line of work.

DAVID

DIRECT AID
“Ultimately, they wanted
to rebuild their lives and
their communities
because that's where
their roots were, that’s
where their loved ones
were buried. That sense
of home is such a
powerful thing. We take
so much for granted, we
have nice houses and
things, but imagine you
didn't. Where would you
go? What would you do?
They were brave people,
to pick it all up, to start
facing it and doing it.”
In 1994, David had just completed a postgraduate
course at business school and was unhappily
working in sales. One day, driving on the
motorway, he heard an advert for UN aid lorry
drivers in Bosnia, which he knew was vaguely in
Europe and had was some conflict going on. He
couldn’t drive a lorry but eventually was put in
touch with Edinburgh Direct Aid, a charity that
had started up a couple of years previously, who
trained him as a truck mechanic to go out on
convoys taking aid from Edinburgh into Bosnia.

I was 22, I thought I was invincible, I had that usual 22year-old cockiness of “I’ll just see what happens.” I didn't
think about my mortality, until a few particularly hairy
nights getting bombed. We were quite well briefed, we
got plenty of opportunities to step back from things and
the groups tended to be interesting and supportive. We
worked in the direct aid approach, picking up stuff in
Edinburgh, sorting it and repackaging it in a warehouse,
loading up lorries, going out to Bosnia and distributing
it there direct to people. But the difference our
organisation had was we wanted to spend time with
people, hear their stories and take those stories back to
Scotland.
His first convoy was in winter 1994, Bosnian winters are
notoriously harsh and it was common to have
ceasefires in the winter because you can't fight in those
conditions. They lived on UN bases because of banditry,
landmines, and intelligence about military movements.
Sarajevo was under siege, and that's where David saw
the worst of the military action, convoys were bombed,
shelled and shot at, one EDA colleague, Denis Rutovitz,
was shot in the chest and medi-evaced out, one truck
was blown off the road. As he says, “It was pretty crazy
stuff.”
We would be told to take stuff to Hrasnica and drop it
there then the [Bosnian] Army would take it to the
tunnel, they didn’t want to expose where the entrance
was. So, I knew there was a secret tunnel into Sarajevo,
but it wasn't until I went out with Remembering
Srebrenica that I ever got to go to it. We did that siege
busting for 12 weeks continuously, which was really
intense, hard work and emotionally difficult.
In all, David did aid runs for 18 months through the war
taking stuff all over Bosnia. Later convoy runs, after
NATO intervention, were supported by NATO escorts
and on occasion NATO airstrikes against artillery firing
on them.

It was an incredible experience for me, in just a
few months I went from sales to getting shot at
on Mount Igman taking stuff to people who
were living in medieval siege conditions, hearing
their stories and seeing what was happening
and then driving three or four days back to
Scotland where life was carrying on as normal.
That was the bizarreness of my life at that time,
almost two parallel lives, normal 1990s Scotland
and the craziness of 1990s Bosnia. I was quite
annoyed that people in the UK didn't
understand what was going on. I mean people
were going on package holiday flights to Greece
flying over war torn Bosnia. Sometimes it's hard
to remember that pre-mobile phones, preInternet, people just didn't have that same
awareness of what was going on, that's the big
change we see with the Syrian conflict and so
on, people have got much better awareness of
what's going on around the world now.
They also took aid to besieged Goradze: Again,
we got through with a military escort and at the
end of the day the UN convoy said we had an
hour before we were leaving. I told them we
were going to stay, sleep in the trucks, and talk
to people. They promised to return in two days
and we stayed with people in Gorazde. It meant
so much to people that we were taking an
interest, we got told their stories and they
showed us around. They had this incredible
thing where they used washing machines in the
river to backward generate electricity. I asked
what they did with the power and they told us
they lit streetlights at night for the promenade.
We ended up promenading in trenches lit with
streetlights with people in Gorazde. That struck
me so much with all the places we went to, the
importance of keeping normality, of keeping a
sense of community going. The thing I look back
with the most pride and satisfaction is the that
we didn't do the let's go back to the hotel thing,
we were staying with people and experiencing it

and talking to them, those stories were so
powerful.
Some stories were almost surreal. There was a
guy called Vlado, our Customs Agent who
smoothed things for convoys because one thing
that never stops in a war economy is Customs.
Vlado told me how at the beginning of the war,
they were taking shelter in the Olympic Stadium
in Sarajevo and were so frustrated that people
weren't taking what was happening seriously he
was trying to get word out. He spoke some
English and he managed to get a working phone
line in the Olympic Stadium and started making
random international calls to speak to
somebody and tell them what was going on. You
can imagine, people getting a phone call in the
middle of the night saying “Hello, this is Vlado,
I’m in Sarajevo and I’m being bombed”, people
just hung up. But then he got this chef in
Ayrshire, Conrad Hewitt, and Vlado started
talking to him and Conrad listened. They struck
up this friendship, and Conrad was telling folk in
Scotland. In 1995 when I came back having been
told this story, I told a newspaper and they ran
this story “Where is Conrad?” and they tracked
him down. Conrad never made a big deal of it, it
was just a fact that somebody cold called him
from a warzone, but it meant so much for Vlado
that someone listened.
Probably one of the strongest receptions was in
Tuzla in 1995, maybe a month after the
Srebrenica genocide. What stood out in these
centres was it was all women and girls, there
were no guys, and I was puzzled by that until we
found out what happened. We rolled up at one
of the refugee centres, an old school, and were
unloading stuff, taking it in and sharing it. You're
giving them new clothes, food, toiletries, which
meant so much to people who had absolutely
nothing.

When the war finished in 1995 and the Dayton Accord signed, commercial lorries started moving into
Bosnia again and there wasn't a need for us to be doing the same type of operations. We started the
next phase, repatriating refugees who wanted to return. We took about two coach loads of people
and lorries filled with their possessions. We were taking people back to burnt out, shelled out,
boobytrapped homes. That was in many ways the most emotional time, bringing people who had fled
in the most horrific circumstances back. It was so emotional, going up the road with them and them
saying “What does my house look like now, after four years?”.

That’s the point when I stepped back and went into the Police, with a heavy heart, but the reality was
that there wasn't a role for me in Bosnia and it would have meant moving on to somewhere like
Chechnya. Other people in the organisation moved on to rebuilding work. There was a whole very
complicated process of resettlement to do with Dayton handled by lawyers who were returning
refugees. When people first got back it was temporary fixes like getting a tarpaulin over the roof. Then
they worked out what people needed to fix things and started getting grants and equipment and
rebuilding their houses. Once they had houses, we employed the same returnees as a building team to
refit the rest of the houses. We began to build community based upon returnees using external funding
particularly from the EU. We tried to set up sustainable businesses, we invested in a sawmill, for
example, to give people a source of continuing employment. And we tried to put in place as much other
infrastructure as we could. I drove a Green Goddess Fire engine with a 1958 plate and 14 miles on the
clock from Edinburgh to northwest Bosnia, it was old civil defence stock they were getting rid of. These
things start gluing society back together. The resettlement program was hugely successful but hard and
I don't take any credit for that stage, which was other folk in the charity who moved in at that stage.
In 2001, I went back to Bosnia taking stuff out to a children’s special needs centre in Sarajevo built in
memory of one of our Direct Aid workers, Christine Witcutt, who had been shot by a sniper in 1992. At
the opening, I met Christine's daughter, who's now my wife. Then in 2014, my friend Angus Robertson,
got in touch and said he was taking a Remembering Srebrenica delegation out and I was top of his list
to go. And I agreed immediately, to close that Tuzla chapter where I met the refugees from Srebrenica
and to help me to understand more. From there we created Remembering Srebrenica Scotland and
we've been trying to contact our Bosnian community in Scotland but they’re not an easily identifiable
group, the degree of integration and the contribution they make to society is impressive. I think that's
the good news story.
Bosnia has been absolutely astonishing in terms of defining me. I went into policing because of Bosnia. I
couldn’t imagine going back to doing a nine to five job. I felt my whole horizons had been opened up
and I learned things about myself, about other people, and I wanted to do something entirely different.
It was a positive experience in many ways because we felt we could do something. It's one of these
things that gets under your skin. And the country that does, it gets under your skin and it drives you to
want to keep going back.

RIAD
BIHAC

“We are quite resilient;
we wanted to try to get
on with things. People try
hard to do their best,
create good lives for
ourselves and make an
impact. We also try our
best to keep our
connections with Bosnia.”
I was 17, living in the north-western part of
Bosnia in a small, rural town not far from Bihac,
when the war started. The town was mixed, but
Bosniak Muslims were probably less than 20% of
the population which was largely Serb. I didn't
really pay much attention to what was going on,
initially the war was happening elsewhere, in
Slovenia and in Croatia, and then it was all
kicking off in other parts of Bosnia. My parents,
neighbours, members of the community were
concerned but you couldn't really expect a 17year-old to take it seriously, I went out, messed
about with my mates, played basketball, had
interests like my little motorbike that I was
polishing and tuning.
The war developed quite seriously quite quickly.
I didn’t really understand that our population
was within this larger Serb area. When Republika
Srpska was proclaimed, we thought that they
would just leave us alone if we were cooperative
with the Serb authorities and as long as we
didn’t show any animosity. We all thought that
there would be no attempt to take any power or

property, homes, cars, everything that our parents
worked for all these years. We thought everything
would go back to normal, but it wasn't to be. It was only
later that we realised the overall policy was to expel, kill,
murder, to create a pure ethnic area. The town was one
of the UN safe havens, like Srebrenica, but on the
opposite side of the country but more or less overnight,
they started killing people on the street for no reason at
all, burning houses, sometimes with people in them,
robbing wealthy individuals, imprisoning us in
concentration camps, not on the scale of northern
Bosnia, but still a couple of 100 people at a time. We
didn’t retaliate. We would shelter in whichever house
we thought was safest each night, gathered together,
and wait for the morning to see if we could get out. This
went on for weeks. After people started dying and
property destroyed, we thought that we needed to save
our lives, we’d reached the point where it was obvious
that we were either going to have to leave because
people couldn't put up with that sort of torture or they

were going to exterminate us one by one. This
was their intention as well, to create a situation
of terror and for us to want to abandon
everything and leave.
In September 1992, they came around with
loudspeakers and told everyone gather in one
place and bring our house keys and whatever
belongings we could carry. My dad had to go to
the City Hall and sign a waiver to say he was
leaving all his property to Republika Srpska and
we were never going to return, in return he got a
pass to be able to leave. The entire population
were loaded on cattle lorries, crammed in body
to body, and taken to a Bosnian Movement
Control Area in Travnik in central Bosnia that
was normally three hours away, but took us
maybe 6 hours stopping and starting and
avoiding the front lines. Just as we were leaving
town, as we thought that there was hope, they
lined up at the entrance of the town and opened
fire on us, people that were cramped inside
canvas sided lorries. The automatic fire killed so
many people we could see blood coming out of
the lorries. One bullet would kill several and
wound several more people. In the next town,
they offloaded the bodies. Eventually we ended
up between the Serb and Bosnian forces in the
town of Travnik and had to walk across the
frontline. We were jumped by bandits; people
were being searched for gold or things like that.
After a couple of miles walking down mountain
cliffs, we reached Travnik. There were people
from various towns, cities and villages of
northern Bosnia crammed into this little town.
We found whatever accommodation we could
and settled in a classroom in a local school.
Other people kept coming, and there was just no
space. So, then they started to send people to
different towns in central Bosnia. We moved to
another school in Zenica, a slightly bigger
industrial town.

I was in the final year of high school, so I joined
the local equivalent high school, but it was
difficult, we were sleeping in a classroom with
up to 70 other people, on the floor initially, then
we got some bunk beds. You couldn’t get any
sleep, there was no food, we had to go out and
search for any sort of food. People were peeling
the bark and picking leaves off the trees, just to
chew on something because they were starving.
The situation become even more political with
the conflict with the Croats, they blocked the
town off and were not letting anyone come in
and out. This was almost a year after we left our
hometown. We were in a desperate situation.
One day I was with a group of lads outside the
school and a van drove up asked if anyone
spoke English. I could speak reasonably good
English even then, so I said, “Yeah, I can. What is
it that you are after?” Basically, it was a couple
from Barnsley that had heard something on the
radio before they went to bed one night about a
convoy going across Europe from the UK and
aiming to help ethnically cleansed people in
refugee camps in Bosnia. After hearing this, they
went round various different churches and
schools, loaded up this van and set off. They
ended up outside our school by chance. I
explained the situation and they offloaded what
they had in the van and sent it to each of the
classrooms for people to divide between
themselves. And then they left and I forgot
about it because there was a lot of this going on,
people coming from the UN, from UNHCR,
different agencies. Then a month or so later,
somebody came to get me and said those guys
from England were back again, asking for me to
come help. This time they had a bigger lorry and
needed more help offloading. Then they kept
coming and three or four times later, they
realised that every time they came, the situation
was much worse and more desperate. Once the
woman on the truck noticed that one of the

bags of rice had ripped and people were on the
floor trying to pick up little grains of rice, putting
them in their pockets to take home, it was just
pure desperation.
In the middle of this chaos, Jackie, the lady from
Barnsley, said, “Riad, would you like us to try and
get you out?” I couldn't imagine how that would
work, the whole town, the whole country was
blocked off and I didn't have any documents to
leave. I didn’t know how they thought we could
attempt it but she said, “Just leave it to me, I'll
think of something”. Later that night when the
lorry was empty, she asked me to bring the
mattress from the back of the van into the flat
where they were staying. There she said to pull
out the inside of the mattress but leave the
edges. The idea was that I was going on the floor
in the back of the van and they were going to
cover me with this big mattress so it still looked
flat, then they were going to put dirty washing
on top and when soldiers asked if they had
anything they would open the truck and see this
dusty old mattress. She asked me if I was aware
of the risks and what would happen if they
caught me. But there was not much choice, I
hadn't got much to live for, I lived expecting a
bomb to drop on the school or to get shot in the
town. So, we went for it.
We kept it secret, otherwise there would have
been riots with people asking to go. We set off
with a UN vehicle front and back but they said,
“You can follow us, but we can't guarantee you
any safety, which is your own responsibility and
if anything happens to you, we will not be
stopping”. We were driving along these
mountain roads and I was just flying around the
back of the van inside this mattress, bouncing
up and down. After maybe 5-10 miles, on the
border between Bosnia and Croatia, I thought I
could hear automatic fire and smell gunpowder,
I looked up and could see bullet holes appearing
in the van’s tin walls. Soldiers’ were firing on
both sides of us, so they just floored it. A few
minutes later we stopped and there was no
sound. I didn't know whether we’d been hit. The
van had holes everywhere. They stopped to look
for traces of blood, eventually they opened the
back of the truck and asked for me. When I
answered, they all jumped for joy, it was a
Hallelujah moment. So, we crossed into Croatia.
It wasn't the plan to take me to the UK, Jackie
asked if I had anyone in Croatia, I said, “No”.
Then we went to Slovenia, then to Austria and I
didn't have anyone abroad, so we just kept
going. Eventually we were on the ferry to
Ramsgate and they said, “You're going to have to

declare yourself and follow the legal procedure
when we’re on the other side”. But the guys at
Customs saw three people, three passports and
the side of the van completely covered in bullet
holes. One of the side windows had been shot
out, and the guy who sat there had blood on the
side of his face from the glass. We were just
waved through.
So, they didn’t know what to do with me. We
drove up to Barnsley on the basis that they’d
think of something while they drove. One thing I
always remember everything seemed quite
orderly, down to the simple things like people on
the motorway keeping to their lanes and letting
people in when they were overtaking. That was
my first impression. After we came to Barnsley,
people noticed this van with bullet holds parked
up in a nice affluent bit. Before we knew it, there
were local reporters coming, so we thought we
might as well use the opportunity to get the
message out, so we ended up being on quite a
few news channels being interviewed, so there
was a whole media thing going on.
I had good fun with Jackie and Paul. I would stay
in Barnsley and look after the house while they
went on more trips and would try and help with
my language skills when they were negotiating
passing through Croatia and various other
checkpoints. Sometimes it was funny. I
remember once they rang me, trying to find
their way to Zenica they'd ended up on
mountain roads going towards the Serbian
Republic, they were stopped at a checkpoint and

told they couldn’t go into Republika Srpska and
Jackie and Paul were saying they didn’t want to
go to Republika Srpska and that they would just
turn around. On another occasion, in the middle
of winter, they were trying to drive over this
mountain pass in a small car and were stopped
at a Bosnian checkpoint and told they couldn’t
go that way. The soldier asked where they were
from and they said England and that they were
there to help. One of the guys at the checkpoint
said he had a friend in England called Riad. The
situation went from there being no way they
were going to get through to being told they
could and if they needed help, just to ask.
Later I applied for refugee status which took
about ten years because they kept extending
our temporary Leave to Remain. I stayed with
Jackie and Paul in Barnsley for about a year and
went to Barnsley College and then did an
engineering degree at Sheffield College
University. There wasn’t really anyone to help
me, the problem I had was that I couldn't switch
off from being in a war situation and all those
feelings and then turn up at Barnsley College on
a Monday morning and give all my attention to
maths, physics and engineering design. I
struggled to get into studying again. Any little
noise, like somebody using a digger outside, and
I would dive under the table before reminding
myself, “It's fine, I'm good, I'm in Barnsley”. It
was quite funny to the rest of them and they
would try to make noises to make me jump.
Making friends was easy, I was the only guy at
the Uni from Bosnia and people would ask, “Are
you really from Bosnia? Have you seen war?”
There were no problems meeting people and
making friends although I was really trying to
concentrate on what I was doing because I want
to make the most of the opportunity I’d been
given.
Later I applied for refugee status which took
about ten years because they kept extending
our temporary Leave to Remain. I stayed with
Jackie and Paul in Barnsley for about a year and
went to Barnsley College and then did an
engineering degree at Sheffield College
University. There wasn’t really anyone to help
me, the problem I had was that I couldn't switch
off from being in a war situation and all those
feelings and then turn up at Barnsley College on
a Monday morning and give all my attention to
maths, physics and engineering design. I
struggled to get into studying again. Any little

noise, like somebody using a digger outside,
and I would dive under the table before
reminding myself, “It's fine, I'm good, I'm in
Barnsley”. It was quite funny to the rest of
them and they would try to make noises to
make me jump. Making friends was easy, I was
the only guy at the Uni from Bosnia and
people would ask, “Are you really from Bosnia?
Have you seen war?” There were no problems
meeting people and making friends although I
was really trying to concentrate on what I was
doing because I want to make the most of the
opportunity I’d been given.
During that time, my younger brother and my
parents came over and settled in Bradford,
because there was already a small community
in Bradford. I was in Sheffield but after I
graduated, I moved to Bradford too. My
happiest memories from the early years in the
UK are finally being reunited with my parents
and younger brother. I knew that once I left,
the situation in Bosnia did not get any better.
In Bosnia during the war, they had a European
media exchange where they would pick up
different stories from around Europe. One
evening they put this on the little TV in the
corner of the little communal area in the
school. After the news, they were all getting
depressed that no-one was helping. Then
someone said, “Hang on, Riad is on telly”. This
TV exchange programme had this little thing
with Trevor McDonald saying look at this
teenager, it was me, the van, the mattress,
everything. At the time, they really didn’t know
what had happened because you couldn't just
email, text, Skype or even call someone as the
phone lines were down. They just knew that I
had left, at least then they knew I’d made it,
although they saw the bullet holes and
everything. Every trip after that Jackie and Paul
would deliver news to them. There are no
words to describe the reunion, really, I had
never been away from them before, even
through the war we always stuck together. To
be reunited was like being completed, like a
whole new injection of “anything is possible”, a
booster, I don't know how to even explain it. It
was fulfilment of all my wishes. One evening
they were just there, in front of us, and we
could just talk and kiss each other again.
In Bradford, there was an organisation for
refugees initiated by Bradford Council that I
helped set up and volunteered at. We helped
people settle, took them on trips and stuff like
that. A couple of years later I got married and

started my own family, moved into my own
house and got a job. Now I work with homeless
guys for Bradford Council and my wife works
with new arrival housing schemes particularly
from places like Syria, Sudan, Libya and
Palestine.
The first time I went back was in 1999, six years
after I left. We were quite fortunate that because
it was a town so close to Bihac, when the
Serbian forces started losing ground, the
Bosnian Army from Bihac liberated towns
including ours. So, it was safe for us to go back
as the town was part of the Federation. So, in
1999 I decided to go back to the house. Some
houses were burned to the ground. But I think
that some Serb settlers had been staying in our
house so it wasn’t burnt, and then they had to
leave in a hurry so didn't have time to light it up.
Still, it was in quite a bad way and needed a lot
of work to get it back to a condition where we
could live in it. So, we could not stay there for a
couple years but then we started going back,
with the family, taking the kids and seeing what
the situation was like. There were people that
we knew but there were many more people that
we didn't. Things changed, the way things are
done is different, in the UK everything’s quite
orderly, you request something and you get it in
a normal way, that’s not the case in Bosnia. We
didn't think we could settle in Bosnia after all
this time, it would be really difficult to uproot
and go back. We have jobs, kids, a house. Maybe
one day we’ll go back, we always say, but not just
yet. We enjoy going for a couple of weeks in the
summer but it's always great to come back
home, we consider this our home. We try to
encourage our kids to create that connection
with back home. It wasn’t our intention to come
here, we really didn’t intend to live anywhere
else but Bosnia. But now that we are here, we
try our best to keep the link and not to forget
where we came from and the reasons which
made us leave our homeland.

SAMIR
TUZLA

“So for us coming here,
we accepted Britain and
survived with
acceptance, but we are
still very much Bosnians
and also citizens of the
world. We integrate well
wherever we go and
contribute to the nation,
we need to feel part of a
country. I mean I live in
Scotland and I probably
feel more
Scottish, especially when
I wear kilt.”
Before the war my life was a story of
multicultural living, my parents were observant
Muslims, but they were relaxed about things, my
mother would wear t-shirts and my father would
drink a little bit of homemade slivovitz. Their
best friends, my friends and our neighbours
were of various religions, Orthodox Christian
Serbs, Catholic Christian Croats, Jewish people,
but we were all Bosnians and even wider we
were all Yugoslavs. I really didn't know what my
friends are apart from religious festivals - we
had two Christmases and two Easters [Catholic
and Orthodox] and two Eids. But they were
more like a reason to have parties.

I was in Tuzla during the war and the siege stopped my
education. I loved the theatre, though, and created a
theatre company where we created plays together. One
day I went to rehearsal and that was the day of the
Tuzla massacre where 71 young people were killed.
Later I saw the arrival of the refugees from the
Srebrenica genocide, just women and children, there
was just silence as they arrived.
I was invited to bring the theatre company over to the
Edinburgh Festival Fringe. Before I left Tuzla, I think I
told my parents that I was probably going to stay but I
didn't have a certain plan. But I decided to stay and
applied for asylum. It’s quite tough to talk about
immigration, how many immigrants a country needs,
but we should not talk about numbers, we need to talk
about what people can do in Britain. I was maybe an
opportunist, regrettably, but if you see the pictures of

war, I bet even the hardest policymaker wouldn’t
say it’s fine to go home. It wasn't like it was a
choice. I came from a country, from a war, where
1Kg of flour was £20. We were starving, Tuzla
didn't have food.
Then you come through the borders of Europe
and you see the festival and it was like a
wonderful dream, millions of people on the
streets celebrating art and for me, as a young
thespian and somebody who wanted to
continue doing performing arts and films, it just
became like an addiction straightaway. There
was one moment when we were walking on
Princes Street, towards the end of the festival,
and suddenly they start bombing. We were a
group of five or six and we all threw ourselves
on the ground. Then we realised it was
fireworks from Edinburgh Castle. So, you realise
this trauma has followed you. My happiest
memories of that early period in Scotland are
definitely of the festival, it always is, even today.
Edinburgh is a beautiful city, I don't think I could
live in Britain without Edinburgh, I am kind of
addicted and spoiled by all it's beautiful
architecture. Most of my adult life I have lived in
Edinburgh, I have more friends in Edinburgh
now than I have in Tuzla. But that's normal, you
rebuild your life and a city is not made of
buildings, it is made of people. Scotland's been
good to me, I love it in Edinburgh.
I was not part of any Refugee Program, I didn't
stay in any organised accommodation, I actually
didn't have accommodation, I was homeless for
a while. Seeking asylum is not like being given a
plate of food and a place to sit down and
everything gets sorted out for you. It wasn't like
that at the beginning, even when I got homeless
accommodation. I was amazed and really
appreciated it, that they gave you a flat, some
modest money for food. I was not thinking, “I
don’t like the food, it’s too cold, the house is too

cold, the weather is bad, it’s a very deprived area
of Edinburgh”. I was quite happy in this is a
beautiful city and if I didn’t have money for the
bus, it’s OK I can walk.
To rebuild life is constant fear of existence. It
took me 10 years to become a naturalised
British citizen and, in that time, I couldn't travel
which was difficult, I couldn’t go back and see
family, nobody could visit me because the visa
was expensive and you have to prove that
you will not stay in the UK. Britain makes it tough
for people to come, I understand that certain
people abuse the immigration system but it's
another pressure on people.
We have
these
systematic
structural
difficulties, which some local born British people
have problems with because if they come from
certain areas or lower income families, they
don't have equal opportunities either. But
imagine how it is for intellectuals and artists
from elsewhere? I could have done fine with
manual jobs, I still have to do some support
social work occasionally with an agency, to pay
my living and fair enough, there’s not enough
money for the arts, but that’s even now when
I'm a proven filmmaker. Because I'm not from
here and I'm not connected and I'm not
privileged, I have to work for lower wages like
most immigrants. I remember working as a
waiter for 77 hours a week for about a year. I
didn't have any future, I had to fight for that,
looking back, I had to walk my own way and
learn to be tough. Some people can maybe live
on benefits all their lives, but I'm not that kind of
person and I did not want to give up on
creativity.
I don't have many Bosnian friends here in
Edinburgh, there aren't many in Scotland. But I
also feel I'm not defined by being Bosnian, I'm
not against that notion that if you're from certain

area you socialise with people also from
there. When I do see some of them, I'm glad. But
the point is I feel to rebuild life, you have to join
society. I think Bosnians are very good at that.
You have to contribute to society, you have to
take your opportunities, but not be opportunist,
be somebody who has the deep understanding
for humanity and society. And this is why I am
doing what I'm doing, on a shoestring with my
work. I meet wonderful people through film, I
have wonderful friends, I travel a lot with my
films and I still make them on a minimum
budget. My most recognised film The Fog of
Srebrenica won a major international award in
documentary, and I was pleased because the
total budget was £25,000 with some support
from Creative Scotland, but it was when an
average documentary costs about £200,000.
There’s not enough money for arts.
I think
about
other
refugees
and
other immigrants who have had to rebuild lives. I
made film about Syrian refugees, it took me four
years, but after Srebrenica, I had a feeling that
I have to make that film. It was shown around UK
cinemas and shortlisted for a BAFTA. And I just
completed film about the disaster of the banking
system in the UK and that matters too, once
you're part of society, you have the same
challenges as other people, people always forget
that I need to pay my mortgage, my child needs
to go to high school, I have bills, of course, it’s a
battle just like for everybody else, I have the
same challenges as you do. And it's so uncertain
for the whole country. It's a reflection of the time
we live in.
I feel privileged, but I had to work for that. I'm
still integrating, I'm still trying to find my feet
and we all are vulnerable. I know that most of
my projects are somehow linked still with
Bosnia. But I feel that the problems that are
coming from my past are able to build my art
and for me art is survival. I think what doesn't kill
us makes us stronger. If you're in a good
environment, that can be a start to a new life, to
rebuild life you need to have in place the basics.
But I'm totally aware that sometimes society and
policy-makers forget the traumas that people
are carrying with them, and people end up in
unsuitable accommodation and unsuitable parts
of cities, and it's difficult to rebuild life without
certainty. I went to see somebody for my
trauma, just briefly, I was actually advised to
because of course I have trauma. So, I went to
see some psychiatrist and he talked about the
Piper Alpha disaster in Scotland, and how they
had a nice life and then it exploded and

everything went wrong. And I said, you can
imagine how many explosions I have been
through, it's not like one explosion, it's many.
There's huge denial around what happened in
Bosnia, the aggression and genocide, and that's
really bad. Obviously, politicians forget that they
can hurt people like that. I cannot think about
the end of the conflict until there is some
justice. And this is a major part of thinking about
rebuilding every Bosnian life. I don't
remember any
Bosnian
Muslim
who
committed a terrorist act in revenge for what
happened to us. We, as a nation, have an ability
to forgive and that's a strength. But people need
to understand that to rebuild life, you need to
offer a fair and just society for all.
As a nation, I think Bosnians will always search
their identity deeply and we are very bad
with protecting our identity, which is wrong in a
way but in a way right because every nation is
protective about their flag and their homeland. I
know Bosnians are different, they will gel in any
society, and that’s how Bosnians have survived
for centuries. If you go to Bosnia there are
medieval stones, stećci, that exist only in Bosnia.
It was a completely unique religion, kind of like
Protestantism but the Pope called them heretics
because women could be priests and they did
not build churches. A very famous Croatian
writer called Miroslav Karlijha was traveling
around Bosnia and saw the stećci and said,
“What is stećak? It is the symbol of a big Bosnian.
And what are Bosnians doing on stećak? He's
standing straight, lifting his head and lifting his
hand. Nobody ever has found a statue on stećak
of Bosnians kneeling down and begging”.
Bosnians survived through tolerance. So, for us
coming here, we accepted Britain and survived
with acceptance, but we are still very much
Bosnians and also citizens of the world.

My first visit back was in 1998 when they had
something called ‘testing the water’ because I
was still an illegal immigrant. Then I was able to
go and see my family to decide if I wanted to go
back or stay in the UK. I had started some
projects and some life here and there,
Bosnia, was just recovering from the war, we're
still recovering from war 27 years later. It's
terrible, humanity never learns from its
mistakes. But Bosnia was rebuilding fast. I think
that was a good time in Bosnia, not
economically, but people had optimism, some
peace, houses were being rebuilt, Sarajevo was
rebuilt, Tuzla was rebuilt, infrastructure and all
that stuff was rebuilt. But then people were still
displaced. So that was the first time I went back,
I stayed for two months, and even then, I was
able to do some theatre with some youth,
I choreographed
Carmina
Burana
which
I brought to the Edinburgh Festival the same
year and which was really successful. Even just
for those youths to come to Edinburgh, which
was great gift, because they were still cultivated
through art. I'm a strong believer that you can
make artwork for you and also work for
society. One day I want to go back and one day I
want my child to go back, but I also want to live
here. So, one day, maybe, I want to die there, the
same as many Bosnians.

ZIJAD

GRADIŠKA
“From a position were 29
years ago I had lost my
father, left my town with
two plastic bags and now
I am perfectly happy with
my life. So, I think the
main thing is never lose
hope. No matter how bad
things are, you can get
out and you can rebuild
your life. And that’s a big
credit to this country,
that there is a society
that allows you to do
that.”
I lived in a town called Gradiška just on the
border with Croatia. I had a normal, good
childhood. My mother and father both worked. I
had a younger sister; we both went to secondary
school. Like most families we would have a
couple of holidays a year, in the summer we
would go down to the coast, what is now
Croatia, to the seaside. Everyone lived together
in harmony.
From 1991 onwards things started to change,
the political tensions were becoming more and
more apparent. Most people were not politically
active and were quite dismissive of the idea of
war. My town was bombed in 1991, after the

war started in Croatia and before the war in Bosnia
started in April 1992. I was 14.
A lot of people were caught psychologically unaware by
how that harmony could unravel so fast, neighbours
turn on each other so quickly and that such horrific
crimes would be committed. It wasn't like the Second
World War with Germany and Italy; this was our country
setting on itself and Serbs cleansing of almost 70% the
population. It was very difficult thing for people to see
everything that you have worked for unravel like that. I
lost my father in the war.

We left my town on 22nd October 1992. We were
informed that there was an organisation of three
churches from Surrey (Cobham, East Horsley and
Oakham) who had organised a bus from the station in
Ljubljana [Slovenia] to take refugees.

They told us that they had been watching the
news about what was happening in Yugoslavia
continuously and decided they had to help. So,
they organised with the Home Office for
permission to bring a group of people over. We
left our town and we literally had all our
belongings in two plastic bags, it was October, so
we had some warm clothes and a little cash to
buy food. So, from our town we went to Zagreb
in Croatia and then to Ljubljana and on 29th
October we were sat on the bus, 33 Bosnians
alongside these lovely British people that came
over from England. A lot of people on that bus
didn't even have passports or identification, they
had just run out of the house and had not been
able to take anything with them. So, the project
was immense to take 32 people across Europe
without documents, and of those 32 people
maybe twelve are children.
They took us to Guilford; the trip was about 24
hours. They had sorted everything out,
everything was waiting for us, they had worked
very hard to organise everything. And they had
really thought it through. They had organised a
huge building which they got from the Surrey
County Council with bedrooms and a kitchen
and they sorted all the food. They helped us with
everything from finding translators, sorting all
the documents out, accommodation, going to
the doctor, sorting out schools, going to the
dentist, everything you take for granted now
which is difficult for us at the start… They sorted
out a guy who was a translator who lived here
from the 1980s so his English was impeccable,
and his Bosnian was impeccable. He wasn't
involved in us getting over here but he would
come over and do any translation that needed
to be done. Looking back, I don't think we could
have done it without them. They were such
lovely people and they did this work together. I
am still in touch with some of them.

In those early few weeks, it was all very new and
very strange. I couldn’t speak the language so
there was that communication barrier. What
made it less difficult was that there was this idea
that the war was going to stop in 3-4 months
and we will go back. The first papers that we got
were for six months on the basis that within
those six months the war would stop and we
would just take the bus or plane and go back.
Even at that time it was almost unthinkable that
the war would go on for three years. I have very
good memories of that initial period. My
impression of England itself was the extremely
friendly people, we were surrounded by lovely
people who helped us so much. Imagine you
don't speak the language, they sorted out
everything and none of that was that was
something that we were capable of doing. A lot
of the people were still in shock from the war. So
generally, very positive, particularly the
relationship between people. I went to school
where I was probably one of four Bosnian
children, and I don’t recall a single foreign racist
remark in all that time.
Some things were different, like how bad the
weather is in this country and that the
architecture is different, in Bosnia you have
houses that are painted white and here they
were more sort of grey. Also, I had never seen
people driving on the left and the driver sitting
on the right, so for me that was a shock. I
struggled at the start to make friends; I was so
convinced that I was going to go back that I
didn't even try really. Obviously, me being a
teenage boy, I went school so I had something to
do straight away. But I didn't even try hard to
learn English for the first six months. I was just
conveyed to school, wait for it to finish and
come back for five or six months. I think as my
English improved it became easier. Some people
that I met in school were guests at my wedding,

so we’ve remained friends for almost 30
years.So, the initial six months were difficult but
afterwards I made friends. It took about
eighteen months I think before I felt confident to
communicate and make jokes and feel safe
speaking up.
As a teenage boy in a new country the main
thing that helped me was the realisation that we
won't be returning soon, that the war may drag
out. And I thought that no matter how long I stay
in this country, I should make the best out of it,
learning the language, making friends. Once you
start being able to communicate you slowly start
to integrate into this country, things that were
strange or weird become everyday things and
you start seeing yourself as part of this society.I
started to see myself living in this country and
society. It was a gradual process.
My mum was 39 in 1992 and she was so strong. I
was only 14, I probably could not understand
the severity of it all the way I could do now. My
parents worked all their life, they had educated
themselves, built a house and then all of a
sudden overnight, that’s all gone. And then you
come to England, my mum could not speak
English either, everything had changed, her
husband had been killed and she had two
teenage kids. You end up in some strange
country where you didn't want to go, you were
happy living in your town, in your country. I can
imagine how difficult it was. So, I think at the
start my mum was almost shell shocked by what
she went through. But when we realised that we
may stay here longer, she started learning
English and joined in the community and so I
think almost day by day it started becoming
easier.
I first went back to Bosnia in the summer of
1999. We visited our house, we were lucky it was
not destroyed, but there were Serbs living in the
house. We spent two or three weeks there. We
saw our grandparents again for the first time
since we left, after seven years, so that was quite
emotional. And it was strange, going through the
town after being ethnically cleansed and seeing
our neighbours coming, approaching us as if
nothing had ever happened, being perfectly
friendly as if we had spent seven years just
travelling around the world. And by summer
1999 it didn’t feel like there was any danger of
anything happening to you. Probably about half
the people who came out with us have returned
and in 1998 when Germany passed a law that
you couldn’t stay in the country lots of people
went back or went further afield primarily to the
United States and Canada.

Rebuilding back home is difficult.
These towns are not the same as they used to be, some people went back hoping that they’ll have that
same society as before the war, but things have changed demographically. Also, it’s hard living in a country
where it is still very tense today, across the whole country and the whole region. It’s also been a financial
struggle for them, jobs are scarcer, there is high unemployment. I think the hardest part for people is the
financial side. My sister moved back; she lives in Sarajevo now. She didn’t intend to move back but she
went on holiday in 2002 and met her current husband and just stayed. She has never had any regrets,
they have built a life in Sarajevo, they have a child and she works for this multinational Canadian company,
so her knowledge of English came in very handy, they are living a normal middle-class life.
My hopes now are for my daughter, she’s in secondary school. I am settled here; I cannot see myself
certainly in the future leaving for Bosnia. But the link to Bosnia is there when I go back, generally twice a
year. I still have family and friends there and they will always be there. I was saying to my wife that maybe
when we retire, we might go and live there for our retirement age but for the next 15-20 years I see myself
here.

SIMON

COMMUNITY MUSIC
“Bosnia’s not an
obsession, it's just a real
sense that it changed me
it.”
By the early 1990s, I was working in music, based
in Cambridge where I ran a workers cooperative
pub and music venue. That's where I was at
around the time that Yugoslavia started to fall
apart. I was doing quite well; I had been invited to
be involved with the Glastonbury Festival Jazz
stage. I was slightly politically engaged, interested
in the ideas of Internationalism, multiculturalism
and learning about other cultures. I loved music
from other places and I loved talking to people
with very different cultural backgrounds to me.
And then suddenly this war broke out in Europe
only 22 hours’ drive away. There was a kind of
response from a number of different places, from
trade unions and the international workers aid
movement. But I wasn't a trade unionist at that
time, I didn't work in a job where I went and did
something unpleasant for five days a week. I had
the privilege of working in music, with the
solidarity of my colleagues, and it was a pleasant
and creative environment.There were faith
groups responding and people were running
convoys because people wanted to do something.
I don't drive, so I wasn't going to be driving a
truckload of aid. I was living in Gloucestershire
and arguably Gloucestershire's greatest 20th
century author was Laurie Lee and As I Walked
Out One Midsummer Morning about how he
went and fought with the International

Brigades in Spain, but I wasn’t going to pick up a gun.
So, the nongovernmental humanitarian response was
confused but it was a people's response.
I wanted to do something, but I didn't know what. It was
just the sheer horror, particularly what was going on in
Sarajevo, of civilians being shelled, children being killed.
I saw some of those images and someone I knew got
killed quite early in the war. But I was able to create
some cultural connections and then through a chance
meeting I stumbled across an organisation called The
Serious Road Trip. They sounded very interesting, they
weren't a British organisation although they had a base
in London, but there were Kiwis, Australians, some
French guys and the real operational genius at the time
was an Irish banker who had given that up to help. They
existed before the war, working in Romanian
orphanages as a clowning troupe. They had a double
decker bus and were on their way back to Romania
when it all kicked off in 1992 and they ended up driving
along Titova, Snipers Alley, into Sarajevo in this much
lauded media moment with this double decker bus with
a big sign on it saying, “Don't shoot being driven by a
clown”. So, it's that absurdist thing of people who were
so obviously there for the kids in an incredibly positive
way, driving through besieged Sarajevo in this London
double decker bus and they suddenly realised it was a
media moment that worked back in Britain and it
worked well with people in Bosnia. They had been
going for a little while before I heard about them and
had got to the point where people were raising money
for them. My initial involvement was to help raise
money through gigs, concerts and parties. One of the
things that really fascinated me was a very simple
device, the telephone balancer unit, which meant that
we were able in this pre-Zoom age to, if we could get a
telephone connection, have someone in a refugee
camp or in Tuzla or in Sarajevo talking to an audience of
people at a concert in England between bands about
what was going on and it created this incredibly human
connection, it was very moving and very powerful. That
grew into other things like the first music industry
project, led by music magazine Melody Maker, of a

triple CD which raised a lot of money. So then
Serious Road Trip suddenly had a fleet of exarmy trucks all painted bright yellow and
covered in cartoon characters and a depot in
Split.
They
completely
understood
the
disciplines of driving military style convoys, but
they didn't have UN accreditation and they
tended to go to wherever the UN said not go for
whatever reason, which was often absolutely
operational, but quite frankly was sometimes
political. Then there was this rather bizarre
event in which Bruce Dickinson was taken by the
United Nations to Bosnia, but they got him as far
as Split and the helicopter had been shot and
they couldn't get him to Sarajevo. And for
whatever reason, Bruce Dickinson ended up in
the back of a yellow Serious Road Trip truck
being driven to Sarajevo to do a concert. Quite
soon thereafter I found myself in Bosnian
refugee camps in Croatia and Slovenia.
Through all this time there was a network of
people in Bosnia doing little projects with local
youth engaging them with the power of music
and performing arts. These people, because
they were international could influence some of
the decision making of the internationals
organisations who had money to spend but who
largely only seemed to respect other
international agencies. But there was work in
solidarity going on, being alongside people in a
very solid way, and wielding influence by being
foreign but with an open heart and honest mind
and engaging every shred of morality to have an
extraordinarily positive impact. I ended up going
in about 1994 and discovering the work of
people like Nigel Osborne, the composer, the
Bruce Dickinson concert, loads of bands playing
in bomb shelters in the basements of buildings,
these extraordinary places where people would
let off steam with music. Nigel produced the
operas Europa and Sarajevo in respectively,

Sarajevo and London to tell the story of what
was happening, that idea of a city under siege, a
city that had a Philharmonic, that had a great art
and music scene, which was the home of
Yugoslav punk, which had even started getting
into dance music. These things that are normal
and European, that people wanted. I was
privileged to produce the first all night raves in
Sarajevo and in Banja Luka when the war ended.
It was that alignment with young people and
that passion about music, which meant we
developed a few things. When I first went to
Sarajevo, I was partly on a mission to bring Jim
Marshall home, because he'd been shot in the
leg. I was so successful in that mission that Jim is
still in Sarajevo 27 years later. But he helped
produce a Rock under Siege festival, by the time
of the second one of those, we had launched the
Community Music Sarajevo program. We got
hold of a very good PA system which we took
out and devised a program that involved
training musicians in all kinds of aspects of
community music. My colleague at the time was
Bennett Hogan, now a Professor at Newcastle
University who was a student of Nigel’s, had
been with Nigel during those operas, and was
working through the Music Academy at the
University
of
Sarajevo,
teaching
ethnomusicology. Critically, we were teaching
musicians these very simple ideas about
community music, the applied uses of music, not
music therapy which is a very specific discipline
about treating very specific symptoms, but
about the applied social function of music in
extreme circumstances. People ran drumming
groups and the Sarajevo Drum Orchestra grew
out of that, the PA system allowed us to do the
first ever Jazz Festival in Sarajevo which has
been a really important statement of
multiculturalism and internationalism ever since,
we worked with a whole group of musicians who

then were very young and have since gone onto
be great musicians, arts activists, arts managers.
They took that concept of the role of arts in
traumatised societies and ran with it.
My contacts and friends in Sarajevo during the
war would not all define themselves as Bosnian
Muslims, they really wouldn't, they were very
mixed bag. But they would nearly all describe
themselves as people into rock and roll, whether
they were musicians or the people who came to
the gigs. Their culture wasn't defined by their
religion any more than the fact that my parents
were of the Roman Catholic faith defines me. My
favourite memories of that period are looking at
people at various gigs, just really enjoying
themselves. I've stood on a few stages in Bosnia
where I was actually mixing the sound from the
side of the stage and just looked out at crowds
of young people just really enjoying themselves,
just the release of music. Actually, it was a very
emotional time.
When Srebrenica happened, I was 80 miles away
in Sarajevo. I had no first-hand experience of
Srebrenica, other than knowing what it was like
to be in Sarajevo at that time and hearing the
Bosnian media. I felt completely impotent in
Sarajevo and seeing members of the British
Army wearing t-shirts saying, “There's a war
going on in Europe. It's time to decide which side
you're on. Choose wisely. Stay alive in 95”.
Not long after I came back from Bosnia, in the
very late 1990s, I was touring all over the world
with bands, singers, poets and various others.
But then I wanted to come off the road and get a
job that meant I could get a mortgage. So that
meant running a venue that gave me a salary I
ended up at the Liverpool Philharmonic for
about 12 years as an Executive Director running
their Concert Hall business. Liverpool became
European Capital of Culture and I felt these
threads still with Bosnia. I brought Bosnian
artists over to Liverpool and we commissioned
Nigel Osborne to write a new piece about
Srebrenica for the 20th anniversary of
Srebrenica. The piece is called Bosnian Voices.
Now I live in Buxton and for a time I was Chief
Executive of Buxton Opera House that piece was
repeated the following year as part of Buxton
International Opera Festival in and Ed Vuilliamy
came and spoke.
It's nice to see buildings rebuilt, that it's easy and
there was plenty of money for that although
there's some hideous lack of planning control.

Sarajevo, and Bosnia, remains an extraordinary
place. The challenge is for people doing good
work and still making good things and the lack
of real support for them particularly for cultural
things. It's a triumph to see the Film Festival, the
Jazz Festival, MESS theatre festival and the film
content that's coming out of Bosnia telling their
stories. The cultural successes are fantastic to
see, despite the struggles.
Bosnia changed me massively, I didn't go for a
weekend, I went and lived there for 2 1/2 years,
visited very frequently over period of about five
years, and now go at least once a year. I took my
daughter when she was 16 because if she was
going to understand her old man then she
probably needed to do that. I speak a little bit of
the language badly. I got quite into sevdalinka
music. If I look at my social media friends, a
sizable chunk of them lives in Bosnia or are part
of the Bosnian diaspora. I help raise money for
projects and events which have brought me
together with various people from the Bosnian
diaspora who live locally to me now and we have
a bit of a network where we can talk about
developing Bosnian cultural events locally.
Bosnia’s not an obsession, it's just a real sense
that it changed me it.
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DINO & STELA
MOSTAR

“I came across a lot of
good people in this
country, people that
showed kindness, support
and understanding. I
think people will get that
no matter where they
come from or what their
stories are, people should
always have hope, no
matter how hard life, no
matter what you
experience, there is
always kindness out
there, there's always
hope.”

Stela and Dino, mother and son, were
interviewed separately but their narratives are
presented interwoven here. Stela is of Bosnian
Croat, Czech and Italian ancestry, a Roman
Catholic who lived in Mostar. At school, Stela
wasn’t religious, she opted out of religious
classes and didn’t go to church, her best friend
was her Bosnian Muslim neighbour; at school
she had close friends who were Muslim, Serb
and Jewish. Various members of her family had
mixed marriages. And all three main ‘ethnic’
groups spoke with exactly the same regional
accent and are physically indistinguishable.

Stela: In the Former Yugoslavia, life was great. We all
lived in harmony, I was brought up never knowing any
details of whether people were Serbs, Muslims, Croats
or whatever. We could guess by their names, but it
never mattered, it never made any difference to how
we felt, who you socialised with, who you were going
out with. It was a nice life, people long for those times
when we lived as one country. I'm not saying it was all
rosy, but it was really good and I do miss it.
When Slovenia and Croatia claimed independence,
Stela remembers her family and friends didn’t believe a
war would happen, few people predicted it and some of
those did leave Mostar. Stela was 21 when the war
started, married to her Bosnian Muslim husband with
her son, Dino, who was 10 months old. Nationalist
politicians began to demand complete ethnic-religious
separation
in
Mostar,
a
city
where
every
neighbourhood, every apartment block, was mixed and
where many people of mixed ancestry lived.

Dino recalls, most people were reluctant to
separate, they stuck together and helped each
other as much as circumstances would allow. All
three of the main armies in the conflict (Croat,
Serb and Bosnian) were active in Mostar at
various times. Once it started, things spiralled
out of control and unimaginable things started
happening. Stela does recall certain people
started expressing animosity towards their Serb
neighbours, accusing them of being Serbian
collaborators and 'Chetniks’, all fuelled by party
politicians.
Stela: We were all in a shelter together and
people were saying to my Muslim neighbour
married to a Serb, "I know your husband is a
Serbian spy” and nonsense like that. So, the war
brought out the best, but also the worst in
people”.
Dino and Stela left Mostar when the first fighting
began between the Serb army and the Bosnian
army. People didn't realise how serious the
situation was. Stela’s mother organised a trip to
Makarska on the Croatian coast for a week or
two until things settled down.
Dino: My grandmother didn't realise we were all
refugees until a month or two into our stay
when the hotel declared that we didn't have to
pay our hotel bill, we now had refugee status
and
could
stay
until
free
refugee
accommodation was found. Then she realised
how bad it was. It was only then the penny
dropped”.
Every hotel in Makarska became full of other
families from Bosnia and Hercegovina and their
“short stay” eventually turned into a year.
Reports of intense shelling on Mostar came in,

and they could no longer contact Grandad,
Stela’s father and Dino’s grandfather. Names of
those killed in Mostar were announced on the
radio every day, some were Grandma’s friends
and colleagues. Dino remembers Grandma
began to wander Makarska’s streets aimlessly
with tears flowing down her cheeks. Suddenly
they were living on food rations and relying on
the kindness of strangers. Despite being a proud
woman who disliked asking for help now living
on the kindness of strangers in a strange town,
in all the pictures taken in 1992 in Makarska,
Grandma is smiling, particularly in ones with her
good friend, Zelja.
Stela, Dino and Grandma went back to Mostar
roughly a year later, March 1993, within days the
second conflict in Mostar started between
Bosnian government forces and Croatian forces.
Just like a year before, no-one saw it coming.
Many people, including Dino’s aunt, Stela’s only
sister, went abroad, many of them, never came
back to Bosnia and Hercegovina. Stela’s friends
ended up all over the world through different
refugee schemes from Sweden and Norway, to
America, Germany, Italy, Spain and Israel. Stela
as the only child of her parents in Mostar felt
she couldn't leave her parents.
In the early hours of the 9th of May 1993, Dino
and Stela were expelled from their flat at gun
point and marched along with Muslims being
expelled to the eastern portion of the city. At the
last minute, a Croat soldier, who knew Stela
asked what we were doing there. He told them
to return home and it would be OK. Stela ran
back to the flat and shortly after her father
arrived having heard about what was going on.
Dino and Stela went to stay with Stela’s parents
for the rest of the war. They saw a lot of bad
things happen in the neighbourhood. The day
after they moved to her parents flat, the
mosque was dynamited.

Dino: We were lucky, somebody warned my
grandfather what was about to happen. He ran
up to the flat and banged on the door, just as
my grandmother started walking to the door
with me in her arms, there was a huge
detonation outside and a few seconds later
there was a crash and a big piece of masonry
from the mosque shattered the window where
we had been standing. If my grandfather didn't
ring the doorbell at that point, I probably
wouldn't be here today.
For Dino, the hardest moments were when
paramilitaries were marching in the streets and
children wouldn’t be allowed outside, everyone
was intimidated by them, regardless of whether
they were Muslim, Croat or Serb. At one point,
Grandma watched paramilitaries from the
kitchen window as they looted empty houses
and apartments taking out with bags and
armfuls of things for days. All she could do was
stand by helplessly whilst feeling completely
powerless. If someone was caught helping
someone of a different religion or ethnicity, they
were proclaimed a ‘traitor’ and would
sometimes face even harsher treatment than
the group being persecuted. As Dino asks, “If an
armed paramilitary told you that they would kill
your kids if they caught you helping neighbours,
and you knew for a fact they meant it, would you
think twice about not helping others?”.
Soon after the war started, Stela found a job
working for United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) in the administration
team.
Stela: It was surreal. It was at times quite
horrendous, because even though I worked in
admin and I wasn't employed as a translator
going on field trips or to meetings with
politicians, when you're short staffed and things
are kicking off, everyone is expected to help and
go and do their bit.
Stela went to meetings and massacre sites, was
caught in sniper fire, saw dead bodies. She was
with the first convoy that went into Mostar after
eight months of East Mostar being besieged.
Stela: Something that I will never forget is the
feeling of going through I don't know how many
checkpoints, seeing desperate people there,
who didn't care what your name was or who you
were, they were so grateful. It was hugely
upsetting seeing things and going from looking
after a young child to doing that.

Stela found the UN really good at looking after
them. They evacuated all their workers from
Mostar to the coast and then to Međugorje, a
reasonably easy ‘commute’ to the office in
Mostar. Dino recalled being excited by the
international people in Međugorje and the fact
they had hot dogs and buns which went on
metal spikes to heat which he thought was the
best thing ever. Dino was looked after by
Grandma, so Stela knew he was safe something
she felt privileged by particularly when she
heard stories about friends children not being
safe. They were in Mostar when the war ended.
Stela: You went into Mostar and there was rarely
anyone you recognised anymore. Immediately
after the Dayton Agreement and the war
stopped, there was a lot of hurt on all sides.
People struggled, relationships and marriages
failed, and there was a lot of breaking
happening on all levels and it took a long time
for those bridges to start to be rebuilt.
Mostar after the war struggled with the
aftermath, gangs trafficked in drugs, there were
robberies and hijackings. Stela met her second
husband when he was a radio operator for
UNHCR. When his contract was due to finish, he
offered to take Stela and Dino with him to the
UK. The UN were also withdrawing from the
country so Stela risked ending up in a country
with high unemployment, high rates of poverty
and without a job. England had never been a
place she had thought about visiting, let alone
living in. But 1999, they came to the UK, Dino
was almost 8.
Stela: I always thought England was like the
films, this picture of picturesque villages and
really polite and kind people who are very
proper. But we moved to a quiet, run down area
which was quite a shock. That wasn't the
England I had in my head, that I had signed up

for, so to speak. People were curious, but not
curious enough to become your friend, they
would talk to you briefly but that was about it,
there was nothing deeper than that”.
Dino: I remember being very happy in my first
few months in England and having a good
impression of the place. The weather was much
cooler, summers in Mostar are famously hot and
dry and it never rained on my birthday in June in
Mostar. I remember it rained on my first
birthday in the UK I couldn’t understand why it
was raining on my birthday. I do remember
being very warmly welcomed at school. Even
when I couldn't speak English, the children were
all very welcoming and the teacher encouraged
them to be welcoming. I have very many happy
memories of interactions, even though we
couldn't understand each other.
Both Dino and Stela had to rebuild their lives.
Not long after arriving to England, Stela, her new
husband and Dino moved to Bristol,
Dino: That was quite unsettling. Having to
change schools was hard. I was missing
everything I left behind [in Bosnia] it was much
harder to stay in touch with people because at
that time we didn't have the internet or instant
messenger or Facebook or whatever.
Dino learnt the language, went through school
to University and got a Master’s degree.
Stela: Dino was quite amazing; I think it took him
about six months to become fluent because he
was at the age where learning another language
was just easy. The first school he attended in
Worcester was brilliant, they allowed me to sit in
class in the beginning to help. But then they
employed a teaching assistant to teach him
English on a one-to-one basis. He was a kid, he
was just happy to go in and join in, he wasn't
shy, he made friends.

Stela did a second University degree and worked
her way up to become Head of Human
Resources.
Stela: I suppose I'm quite resilient, or I believe I
am, you just get on with what you have to do.
You have your son to think about, his future,
opportunities for him and me. What I really liked
about England are the opportunities. That's
what I didn't have back home when I left. In
Bosnia I was quite privileged to have the job I
had, the people I used to work with were
engineers and architects, because you were just
grateful to have any job. You were grateful to be
alive.
For Stela, having choices in England was a good
memory from the early period in England,
whether that was in shops, not having to deal
with power or water cuts, or just doing normal
things.
Stela: Being able to go for a walk without
thinking, “Is it safe going there?” Dino for a good
few months when we first arrived would say
both to me and his friend “Don't go on the grass,
it might be mined”. It broke my heart, I know it's
a little thing, but why should a child be saying
things like that?
As an adult, making friends was harder for Stela,
she talked to other mums at the school gates
and suggested doing things but they never
seemed to materialise. Stela found that hard
and her friendship network is still based around
her old Bosnian friends, scattered across
Europe.
Stela: That lack of support is quite hard,
sometimes I did feel lonely. I have met quite a
few people from Serbia and from Sarajevo over
the last couple of years and I'm friendlier with
them than anyone else. I don't know why. I
guess it is that shared understanding, going
through the breakup [of Yugoslavia]. Even
people in Serbia had their own part of that
history. I think it's cultural, Brits are by
reputation quite reserved and the reason for
that didn't come out of nowhere, with my
friends from over there, I can behave in a
different way. But I came across a lot of good
people in this country, people that showed
kindness, support and understanding

They went back to Bosnia for the first time three years after they left. It was Christmas time and they
mostly to see Stela’s father who was by then terminally ill with cancer. Grandma, however, used to visit
England every year and stay for a few months,
Dino: When she was here, she would cook Balkan foods, Hercegovinian food, Bosnian food. She learned
all her cooking from her mother, so it was the food I grew up on. Through her I kept my connection back
to Hercegovina. From the age of 18 onwards, I started going back by myself, initially staying with my
grandmother until she died, and at least once or twice a year ever since. In more recent years, with the
rise of Facebook and Instant Messenger and email, it’s now really easy to stay in touch with people and
where you came from
For many of Dino’s friends from school who he’s still in touch with, life is hard, they are struggling to find
work or thinking of emigrating.
Dino: A lot of the younger generations feel they are almost forced to give up and move abroad, because
people are still fighting post-war poverty and unemployment. The physical scars on the buildings have
healed in many cases, iconic buildings such as the Mostar Bridge have been rebuilt, but the economy
and the invisible scars, the war trauma, all stayed in a time warp. A lot of lives have been permanently
destroyed for that reason and can't be rebuilt because the conditions to rebuild just aren’t there. Bosnia
and Hercegovina remains a divided country. Mostar itself is still split in half down the middle, its’ once
tolerant, open spirit replaced by division. It has been much harder to rebuild the figurative bridges
between communities".

SUE

HEALING HANDS
“A lot of the people we
see are still struggling,
they're very, very heavily
traumatised. Some people
have still got loved ones
missing, it's very hard to
try and rebuild when you
don't have any closure.”

I've been a beauty and complementary therapist
for decades but I always felt there was
something more I could give. I used to do a lot of
free work with various charities and really
enjoyed it. In about 2004, I saw an editorial in
the paper by somebody had been over to Bosnia
was saying how they got on. It absolutely
jumped out of the page at me and I just knew I
had to go. My husband came in, saw the paper,
looked at me and said, “Well, we've got to get
you there, haven't we?” I'd never done anything
like that, I'd never travelled abroad to do charity
work. I had to fundraise over £700 to go, all my
clients from my own practice were amazed what
I was planning to do and happy to sponsor me.
And off I went on a journey of a lifetime and it
was a life changing moment. It was so fulfilling,
so incredibly humbling and I felt like I realised
why I got the skills I have and this was the way
they should be used.

The charity was amongst the first people out there after
the Dayton Accord was signed. Then it was three
women who were therapists and had seen it all on the
news and wanted to help. I don't know quite how they
got in because most of the flights were military, but
they did. They went to what was left of hospitals and
health clinics and talked to people in the street and
offered them some help. Then they came back and got
some more friends to go over and that was the start of
it. I don't for a minute think they envisaged that all
these years later, this charity would have been formed
and would still be there.
I was quite anxious as I was arriving because I had no
idea what to expect. I could remember seeing it on the
television, but it just doesn't hit home when you see it
like that. You have to be there and feel the energy
there. I was met by our taxi driver and as he drove me
through the city, I could see the ruins, the bomb
damage, the bullet holes strafing the walls, and I got
this feeling of “What must this have been like?” I was
looking at people going about their daily duties and
wondered what they had experienced. To be in a
country that had been through such trauma was breath
taking. I had never experienced that before. I can
remember my first day at our workplace, it was a big
150-year-old house that we rented which would've
been a magnificent house in its heyday but after going
through the war was a bit rough and ready and had a
big grenade hole through the roof that let all the snow
in. It had one of these beautiful, sweeping staircases
and I remember sitting there looking down at the
people waiting in our hallway, looking up the stairs to
see who was going to come down and give them the
treatments today and I doubted why I thought I could
make a difference, even scratch the surface. I just felt
completely insignificant. I went down with great
trepidation, and was handed the file of my first client,
who was beaming at me, and I went through and did a
treatment and it just all fell into place. I was hooked.

My happiest memories were the learning curve I
underwent, I came back much more confident in
myself and my abilities to help. My clients could
see a difference in me and in my treatments
because you have to think outside the box when
you're treating in Bosnia, they've got every
contraindication under the sun, you're treating
people who have got shrapnel in their bodies
and want a body massage, so you have to adapt
and use your professional training which gives
you that confidence. That is a really happy
memory for me. I came back a better person
and a better therapist. I loved the people that
we were working with, I loved the buildings, I
loved the country, I loved being with other
therapists, being with a group of people all
doing the same thing, the camaraderie of
sharing a house with strangers which was
always a big challenge. When I came back, I was
bursting, there was so much I wanted to tell
people to bring awareness. I couldn't actually
talk about it for a couple of weeks because it
was so personal, so private, I wanted to hang
onto it in in my heart before I could share it
because I was just so emotional. But then I did
start talking about it and I found it was a
passionate thing I had to talk about.
That was the beginning of a very great love affair
with Bosnia and the people. I came back and
carried on working, carried on being part of the
charity, got onto the committee and now I run it.
I've been as often as I can, many, many times
now, but since I've been running the charity, I
get tied up with that side of it rather than getting
out there and doing the hands-on bit myself. My
early visits were life changing. I look at things
very differently now. When I see war zones on
television now, I know what's going on behind
the scenes. People know it because they used to
go to Yugoslavia on holiday, and I keep
reminding them that’s the frightening thing. It

could have been us and isn't it a terrible thing
that they've ripped each other apart like this
through prejudice and hatred.
I learned so much from the people there, their
generosity is stoic, it’s amazing. You look at them
and how they're living and what they've been
through and it's just absolutely awesome. And
our members feel the same when they go over.
People coming to us had nothing, all those years
later some of them that had fled from Foca to
Sarajevo when the houses were being burnt,
were still living in refugee accommodation. I was
staggered by how little they had and how much
they wanted to give. They were having free
treatments and therapies from us in a very
loving, caring environment and they never came
empty-handed, they always brought us a bar of
chocolate, some flowers or would make us a loaf
of bread or some Bosnian pie. There was always
stuff coming in the door. It was a wonderful
gesture, but our therapists didn't need it, so our
manager used to squirrel the coffee away for
everybody to drink but food, bottles of juice and
other things we used to pass on to some of our
patients in little discreet carrier bags. That
generosity was just priceless. I was absolutely
astounded at the number of times I heard
people say they were amazed that we cared
enough to come over and help. There's very little
aid out there for them, I think we're the only
humanitarian aid out there now, certainly in the
Sarajevo area. All the agencies and organisations
flood in at the end of the war, and six months
later, they've gone to the next disaster area.
We have a base in Sarajevo, and we’re there for
six months of the year, Monday to Friday all day,
and we have six outreach centres. We go to the
Women Victims of War offices, we work with the
Mothers of Srebrenica, we work with the
Concentration Camp Union. We also work in the

UK Bosnia House and Bosnia UK, we're treating
Bosnian people who got out and have been
given refugee status and we're seeing the same
traumas because they still saw, experienced and
had to run from home leaving everything,
including sometimes family members. The
Bosnian community in the UK have integrated
really well and they are a very private
community, you don't see or hear much of
them. I'm very proud to be associated with
them.
I remember one woman who was in her mid-30s
when I met her and was terribly sad. She was a
teacher at the primary school, and she took a
mortar shell blast and had lost one of her
breasts and had a lot of scarring. She used to
say, “No man will want me.” She had had a
boyfriend and he had, in her words, thrown her
away. I used to sit and talk with her, we would
chat away, I gave a therapy and I saw her every
year for four or five years. I saw her decline, I
remember being really worried about her for
the season that we weren't there, because we're
there for six months of the year. The next year
she came in and rather than give her a
treatment, I sat and talked to her properly, I
gave some self-help techniques and suggested
that she needed to find something to do,
perhaps a yoga class. She thought that was a
good idea, at the end of the fortnight I was
there, she came and found me at an outreach
venue and she bought me a box of chocolates.
She looked so different, she just looked like a
different woman. I went back the next year and
she’d joined a yoga club and enjoyed it that
much she was now a trained yoga teacher and
was teaching yoga to other people. She was
vibrant and lovely; she had turned a corner.
My lasting memories are being astounded by
what one human being can inflict on another for
no particular reason, especially in a civil war. I
was absolutely stunned at the atrocities that
occurred and how barbaric they were. I felt very
safe in Sarajevo when I was there. I came back
with a totally different view of life. I found it very
hard to adjust afterwards. And I get a lot of
people saying “Why are you still there? It has
finished, hasn't it?” We don't go where there's a
war ongoing, we go afterwards when it’s
finished, but there's still rebuilding because it's
not back to how it was a month later. And now
people ask us why we are treating people who
were only children at the time or born during
the war who have seen and experienced stuff
that children should never see. If the mother

was in a rape camp, she'd have her children with
her, and the children will have seen their mother
being abused and raped and tortured. Other
people were living with no sanitation, little water
and food; of course, it's going to affect them in
their grown-up life and when they marry and
have children of their own. And we're only
starting to know some of the stuff around the
intergenerational transmission of trauma. Some
of that third generation are growing up in
extreme poverty, in refugee accommodation, in
donated clothes, just about getting enough to
eat. There's not a lot of state help. I think that it’s
going to take at least two, maybe three,
generations to get back to anything like normal.
As a charity, we really felt that we could go on
forever giving therapy sessions, we’ve given
100,000 therapy sessions, but my belief was that
we needed to empower people. We still do
therapies, don't get me wrong, but we started
doing training, teaching them how to look after
themselves, how to help themselves and each
other, we teach about trauma and stress, why
they are feeling like they are. Physiology-wise,
every cell in your body remembers trauma and
holds onto until it's released or worked through.
When you have health trauma you get physical
pain, illness and disease and we're now seeing a
lot of people developing all sorts of illnesses that
we know are related to trauma. Nobody had
ever really told them why they were feeling like
they were, that there's a name for it and it's a
natural process. We taught them relaxation
techniques, how to breathe properly, the
importance of nutrition and eating properly and
in that way help them. Then we took it further
and we had a personal trainer go over for two
weeks and do movement classes because a lot
of them were just sitting at home, she designed
exercises for them that they could do if they
were injured or disabled, in a chair or on the

floor or standing up, for every level. She put
together packages for each one of them,
showing them what they could be doing for
themselves and they loved it, they started
meeting up together at our clinic and having
little exercise sessions. They were having such
fun. They were laughing and making friends and
socialising.We have people that we've donated
our old massage beds to who work at home
giving basic massage to their family and friends,
one of them actually has a little clientele now,
she's earning a living from it. But apart from the
skill side, they're chatting to each other, meeting
up for coffee in each other's houses, and I've
heard them say “Oh, you feel like that? I didn't
think anybody else did.” Before they were all in
their own individual little bubbles but now,
they're actually forging groups of friendships.

TEA

GORNJI VAKUF
“It’s just amazing that
people take time out to
listen. It’s not about
what we went through so
that somebody starts to
have compassion towards
it - it's more about
learning from our
mistakes so that they
don't happen ever again,
if it's possible, because
that's the only thing we
can do. We can change
the future, but we can't
change the past.”
Tea grew up in a little town in middle Bosnia in a
normal Yugoslav family with her parents and
younger sister.
Before the war, we didn't know who was what,
we couldn’t describe a person and say that's a
Muslim, that's a Catholic. We loved each other,
we lived in tolerance, we lived in a normal
environment, we were not short of anything. I
had lots of toys, lots of friends, we played
outside a lot. I lived on a street that was half
populated and the other half was meadows and
woods. We spent so much time outdoors it
almost felt like we lived in a nature. It's really
difficult to explain that we went from being
super happy and having normal fulfilled lives

with everything that we needed or could have ever
wanted, to then suddenly having nothing.
When the war started, we had to live in cellars, we had
no electricity and food was scarce, when you're in a war
you don't even have luxurious things like candles. We
used to burn any kind of oil in these little pots, it hardly
gave out any light, and I remember as a child I was
always amazed that we kept doing it just for that little
thread of light. I really struggled because we could not
go outside to play. I remember as kids we were always
asking to play outside and why was it not safe and
when would it be safe. I think it must have been really
hard for parents to try and explain to kids who
absolutely could not understand. But we used to play in
our cellars, we used a chant those “da dadada
dadadada da” tunes and I always wondered later where
that tune came from. A little while ago, watching
something on telly I realised that's it’s a gun noise from
whatever they were firing at the time, as kids we
thought it was some kind of music.

My father was killed in 1993. All of my memories
are divided between before I lost my dad and
afterwards, it's still the most important
milestone in my life. I was six and a half and my
mom suddenly went from having a normal
family to being the sole carer for two little
children without her partner. We fled to a
neighbouring city 18 kilometres away, because it
was slightly safer and we lived in somebody
else's apartment. I remember not having much
food and it was sort of boring, but it was quite
creative as well. The sacrifice our parents made
only hit me when we went into lockdown last
year. As children we went without so many
things but we were still sort of carefree. In
lockdown when I went to the shops and the
shelves were empty and I had a child that I was
looking after I realised that we didn’t feel that
heavy burden of not having normal things and
having to improvise. We were still fed, I mean
things like chocolate weren’t available and I
remember craving hard-boiled eggs, but we felt
no particular pressures. My mom had money,
but you couldn’t buy anything with it, it was just
paper, prices were horrendously high and
people weren't willing to exchange the little
rations they had for a piece of paper.
After the war, a lot of things were damaged or
ruined, it took a lot of time until we could rebuild
things. There were a lot of refugees and a lot of
people that had lost relatives, but I think the
people most affected were people like myself
who had lost a parent or parents who had lost a

child. I always felt something was stolen from
me.
From very early on, I started having tasks that
made me really mature. In the evenings when
we started having running water in the
basement of the buildings, my mum would go
downstairs for the entire evening to wash the
laundry by hand and I would have to look after
my little sister. Although I was only little at the
time, I was the only person that that could
actually help out. Looking back at those things, I
would never say that they ruined my childhood, I
think they are what shaped me into an
independent person.
My little town was divided, there's only one long
street through the whole of town and that one
long street was divided between a Croat half and
a Bosniak or a Muslim half. Straight after the war
I think I may have been one of the first civilians
who crossed that line. There was an article at
the time, British soldiers made it known that my
friend, who used to live on the same street but
then moved because of segregation, and I came
to that division line and be taken across to go to
each other’s houses. It was only me and her to
begin with, but after a few times, there was a
bunch of girls crossing each way. I think it is
astonishing that it was the kids that led that
change, not adults reaching out, and I'm talking
about adults that used to go to the same school,
to the same dances, to the same events, but wee
kids. There were people didn't want to go

across, which is fine, but there were people who
wanted to be able to go and meet their friends
and know that they will be safe.
Straight after the war in this little town in middle
Bosnia, and all over Bosnia, we had lots of UN
bases and all of these humanitarian workers,
these foreigners that came for years and
brought bits of their culture, their countries and
their foods. So, it almost became like a whole
world in this little town. But for some reason the
UK was one of the most dominant in terms of
how many British bases and soldiers there were.
Although the war had stopped, there was still a
lot of work to do in Bosnia, I know they only
came because of the war, but there was so
much going on in those post-war years it was
quite a lot of fun.
My mum had suddenly found herself needing to
look after two young children and figure out a
way to provide for us. She started working as a
cleaner and then in the kitchen at a UN base
from the end of the war and for those first
couple of unsettled and difficult years when we
were in that transition from signing the truce to
moving on to better times. She didn't speak
English, everybody in ex-Yugoslavia had learned
Russian in school and she only had English for a
year. But she would study, often by the
candlelight because even though the war had
finished, we didn't always have electricity. I
remember not being able to sleep because she
was up study after being at work all day and we
only lived in this one room because the rest of
the house was damaged. She became an
interpreter and she worked in UK army bases.It
was amazing to see her quickly become
somebody, take on this active role and start to
participate in these activities and meet a lot of
people.
As a young child, she would take me to work
because I started learning English really early
and wanted to practice. I don't know how or
why, but I think Bosnia was very specific when it
comes to the army, obviously it was a military
base, but we had access to it as civilians, we
weren't restricted from visiting and spending
time on base. I really enjoyed spending time
there. From an early age I was exposed to British
influences, food and letters and postcards from
soldiers children. The people my Mum worked
with would come visit us in our house and we'd
go on outings together to the coast or to the
lake. We did so many activities and it was like a
big family, they would always organise things for

us kids after school, days out, different projects
and activities. So, we had a really happy
childhood thanks to these people in this most
unexpected way. Obviously, I always missed my
father and that gap has not closed, I always
wonder what my life would have been like if my
dad wasn't killed in the war. But if I met the
person that killed my father, I would not feel the
need to say anything horrible, because sadly,
that's what people in war do, they shoot at each
other. We shouldn't be having wars to begin
with and then those things would not happen,
but once they do happen innocent people get
killed and they sometimes get killed by other
innocent people forced to think they were
defending their homes and their loved ones.
Every time I speak to a member of the armed
forces that came to Bosnia; they were also
forever shaped by it. Unlike nowadays where
bases are outside of towns and not permitted to
interact with the locals, in Bosnia it was
completely different. I always say to them you
have not changed our lives because of the
nature of work you did, you changed our lives
because of your personal involvement and the
efforts that each and every single one of those
soldiers made to make our lives happier, to
interact, to bring something and take something.
And I think they often need to hear it because
they often feel guilty for what happened in
Bosnia. They did so much more than they can
ever imagine for ordinary Bosnians after the
war, their contribution still needs to be
recognised and praised because it came from
the heart and the soul as well as their line of

duty. Now when I go back to the places where
the military bases used to be, that were buzzing
with people, all of those places are now
abandoned and there is nothing going on.
In 2001, I was 14 and was given a scholarship to
come to study at a boarding school in York for
my GCSE's because of my great academic
record. The school was a Quaker school, so
they're pacifists, big on peaceful ways to resolve
any conflict and anti-war. I spent two years in
York. That was the first time I ever went
somewhere far away and I did it completely on
my own. I always felt the UK was a second
home. I was already familiar with the culture and
people, but it was a big cultural shock from living
in a really small town in Bosnia to then suddenly
finding myself in this huge world. We didn't have
the same kind of shops or transportation system
and we didn't have the Internet the way we have
now, so I didn't really have access to any moral
support. I found it a complete challenge to
adapt. I always had to stop and look at what
other people were doing to be able to behave in
an adequate way and from feeling like you know
a language completely, I found myself in
positions where I realised that I didn’t know it
that well. I remember when I started in Year 10,
we did Shakespeare’s Henry IV Part One and I
was always on the verge of tears because I
would look at the book and not understand
anything. It took a while to understand that
nobody in my class understood any more than I
did.

On my return from the UK, I ended up going to
one of the ‘two schools under one roof’, and that
was the worst thing I ever had to endure. I found
that experience horrific. I went from the Quaker
school in the UK back to this tiny place which
was now divided in a more obvious way than
ever before. Literally, we were under one roof,
but more segregated than ever before, it was
unbelievable. In 1995 I was crossing the division
line back and forth, but in 2003 to 2005 when I
was finishing high school, it was impossible to
engage in a conversation with somebody from
the other side. That was one of the worst
projects anybody ever designed and I wish that
they will die out. I know you can't push people to
interact when they don't want to, but certainly
you should not stop them from having that
opportunity to strike up a conversation or
become friends.
I was blessed with a mother who did not have
any hatred inside her and always taught me and
my sister not to hate anybody, not to hold any
kind of grudges and not to look at the war and
feel like we need to retaliate. Not many of my
friends were blessed with parents who thought
that way. A lot of people were encouraged postwar to hate this side or that side in the war. As
children we can't really process it and we sort of
feel what we're expected to feel. It's so wrong,
especially because it's such an abstract thing for
children to have to live with the burden of those
expectations from somebody who cannot get on
top of their emotions and instead passes it on to
the next generation. I usually talk about my
experience in the war without actually naming
that I come from this side and we were attacked
by that side because I don't think that anything
can be learned from me telling it this way. Some
people were more innocent and some people
took advantage of certain opportunities seized
from the dissolution of the old country. I hear
horrible stories and I hear good stories about
people that sacrificed their own lives to help
save somebody and, again, they came from all
three sides. It's really important that we distance
ourselves from those that did harm in our name
in the Bosnian War. It's really important that we
do not forget, but we do forgive what happened
and continue to rebuild our lives so that it does
not happen again in Bosnia.
Since I left the UK to return home, I always felt
like I no longer belonged anywhere. It was a
beautiful experience, probably one of the most
amazing experiences anybody at that age could
ever wish for. And it really shaped me in ways
that I only understood later. That's what

traveling or living abroad does, you try different
things and feel like a part of you remains there,
and then you want to go to a different place to
discover something else and get more of these
amazing experiences. So, I sort of consider
myself to be somebody who lives in this world
rather than somebody defined by a country.
I got married in 2017, my husband was serving
in the Royal Navy and I moved to Scotland, I've
been here ever since. Even though I only
recently came back to live here, I always felt like
the UK meant almost the same to me as Bosnia.
Once I returned to Bosnia the difficulty of
obtaining visas meant that I could not visit the
UK, but it always felt like a second home. So, I
have come back live in my second home.
I have a son, and he has a neutral name and I've
not chosen anything for him as far as religion
goes. I'd like to raise my child with certain
traditions, some might even derive from
religious backgrounds, but I like to get excited
about all different holidays. I have opened
myself up to letting my child teach me what he
wants and to give him more of what he wants
and likes and the freedom to choose anything.
He'll be encouraged to choose a life partner that
he wants, rather than somebody I would like
him to be with. I know a lot of people that
suddenly did not have that freedom of choice.
I'm open to accepting everybody the way they
are and not having any expectations, even for
my own child, when it comes to those type of
decisions.
I think it's important that we learn from the
Bosnian experience and never let it happen
anywhere else. I am really proud how much
work people in UK put into this cause and how
much awareness has been raised.

AIDA
BIHAC

“I think we’re rebuilding
our lives but we’re also
trying to rebuild the
world in a sense, hoping
that from our stories,
people will learn and do
small acts of kindness for
somebody else in
whatever shape or form.”
Aida grew up surrounded by family and friends
in a small town just out of Bihac in north
western Bosnia. Her family lived across Bosnia
and also abroad in Austria, Germany and
Switzerland. In her last year of secondary school,
Aida was looking forward to the prom, going to
university, getting a job and getting married.
Her first contact with the war was when around
10,000 refugees from neighbouring towns
arrived, they had been given an hour to pack
before being expelled from their homes
(‘ethnically cleansed’). Aida’s town took the
refugees in but that meant food ran short and
the town became reliant on humanitarian aid.
Aida’s family elsewhere in Bosnia were also
affected, her family in both Sarajevo and Tuzla
[both the site of war crimes and crimes against
humanity] were under siege and many couldn’t
return from abroad because of the war.
At one point you are just standing there with
your friends trying to get your head around

what's going and the next you hear a shell flying over
your head and exploding in the middle of your town.
That was our first encounter with actual war activity.
Aida’s education stopped abruptly and her town was
besieged. Aida joined the territorial defence first aiders
to help with any injured people in her neighbourhood
so she had something positive to do. She also met and
started informally translating for some international
staff. Aida already spoke good English and with
humanitarian agencies coming in, Aida realised it might
provide a way to feed her family and keep her mind
busy. By December 1993 Aida was translating for UN
military observers. She didn’t realise initially how
serious the job was. On her first day, in the cold
Bosnian winter she dressed in her warmest clothes
including a purple coat and her boots which let in
water.

My team needed some help and they said we
had to go up the hill, there was just a small
pathway through half a meter deep snow. So, I
followed the people up the hill. But what people
forget is normally if you’re talking, you rest when
someone else talks, when you’re translating you
talk all time. We were walking up a steep hill and
I had no physical training; I was out of breath
and still having to constantly talk. Then suddenly
everyone stopped. I was happy, I could actually
take a breath. Next thing, somebody said, “OK
run”. I questioned what he meant. He said there
were snipers down the hill and until now we
were covered by bushes and trees but ahead
there was open land and so we had to run to the
next area protected by trees. I ran but I was very
visible, like a purple blob in this coat which was
very long and totally in the way. I got even more
out of breath and was just thinking that surely
someone will shoot me.
Luckily, no shots were fired and by the time they
were returning down the hill, a haze had settled
so the snipers couldn’t see them. The first thing
Aida bought with her pay was new boots and a
jacket that was invisible in the snow.Aida
remembers with gratitude the thousands of
trucks of humanitarian aid that were driven
across by so many people from Britain, some of
whom were injured or killed.
Aida worked as an interpreter for 17 years with
the UN, the stabilisation force (SFOR) and then
the
European
Union
forces
(EUFOR).
International organisations were helping rebuild
Bosnia’s infrastructure – schools, post offices,
clinics, roads and more. Things were slow and
hampered by local authorities not taking
responsibility for what was needed. She met her
husband through her work as he was one of the
British soldiers who came into her team. In
2010, Aida married her husband and moved to

the UK. England was the last place Aida thought
she would end up.
When I was working with British people before I
came here, we kept teasing them about the
weather, when they said we should come visit,
we’d ask which month because it’s always
raining. They’d say “No, no, we have summer, we
have nice patches” and I’d say, “Like three
seconds?”
However, she fell in love with England when she
arrived, the scenery, the friendly people, the
welcome from her husband’s family. Since
arriving in the UK Aida has worked for the Post
Office, Citizens Advice Bureau and YMCA North
Staffordshire. She was awarded an MBE in the
2021 Queens Birthday Honours for her
volunteering.
The best thing is when you find that first friend
who shouts your name across town, nothing
beats that. When I first arrived, I’d go to town
and see all these friends meeting and going for
coffee or lunch and I missed that element of
friendship in my life. The first time somebody
shouted “Aida!” across the alley, I couldn’t
believe it because I felt like nobody knew me
here. But it was a guy I used to work with at the
Post Office when I briefly had a job there, he
recognised me and we went for a coffee and
then I felt like “Hey, actually, I’m going to settle
here”.
Aida tried to find some more Bosnian people in
her town, a friend saw an advert for a local
Srebrenica Memorial event which she attended,
assuming it must have been organised by other
Bosnians. She remembers “I was so moved that
there could be something like this in the UK”.
Aida became involved leading trips for young
people to Bosnia. She also found the Bosnia
Association based in Birmingham and went

there. Just from hearing where people come
from Aida reflects that “I knew that they had
gone through so much worse than I have. I have
so much respect for them”. Bosnia Association
events are a chance to eat Bosnian foods and
see how well Bosnians have integrated into
society in England.
I feel grateful that Britain has taken so many
refugees, not just from Bosnia, but from many
countries. I’m lucky because I didn’t come as a
refugee, I lost things back home, but I came here
because I’d gained so much more. So now if I
encounter a refugee, I know they are trying to
save their lives, because it’s not easy to be
foreign in a different country where everything
is new. But they have found a safe place to do
that. We will never be able to repay the British
people for that.
For me, rebuilding my life was completely
unexpected but so unique and fulfilling and I
just feel blessed that I had the opportunity.
Being kind doesn’t have to be a thing, it can be
just a kind word, just a hug, especially now we
know how much a hug means.

LEJLA

MIDDLE BOSNIA
“Rebuilding was very
difficult. But Bosnians
are known to be united
when something comes
against us.”
Born in Sarajevo to an ethnically mixed family,
Lejla moved to town a short distance away when
she was a baby, along with her Serbian Mum,
Muslim Dad and three siblings.
Before the war, Lejla recalls, religion wasn’t
important. Lejla’s father’s family was religiously
observant whilst her Mum wasn’t religious.
When her Mum and Dad got married, the only
thing that her Muslim Grandfather said to her
Dad was “You were right, she's really beautiful”.
Her family owned a factory that employed many
people of all ethnicities including Roma, a group
often mistrusted in Bosnia. Lejla remembers
that her father didn’t pay attention to ethnicities,
he just wanted to give people opportunities.
Before the war started, Lejla’s Dad was
renovating their house.
He was thinking about filling the basement,
because nobody had basements, nobody
thought about cellars, even people who had
them filled them in because of drafts and damp
air. But my Grandfather said, “War in the
Balkans will happen again, don’t do it, this
basement will save your head and the whole
neighbourhood”. My Dad, like everyone else in
Bosnia, genuinely didn’t believe a war could
happen again. But only few years after my

grandfather’s death it came true, and war happened.
My dad said he can never be grateful enough to my
Grandfather.
Lejla was three when the war in Bosnia started and six
when the war finished. She lived in that basement for
those three years, except for eight months when she
and her mother escaped to another nearby town by
hitchhiking through the mountains but when her father
was unable to join them, they returned to the
basement.
I was a child, so I didn't quite understand what was
going on but we feared both sides at the time. My
father did not want to go to war, he got a letter from a
General in the Bosnian Army saying that he's not
mentally capable of being in the army. When the
Bosnian Army would come to check if we were OK and
bring any food, they had they would ask “What are you
doing here? Why are you not on the [front]line?” to

anyone male and older than 12, my father would
pull that document out. In Bosnia, we know
immediately by names who you are [what
ethnicity you are] and my mum has a Serbian
name, in the basement everybody called my
Mum ‘Beba’, which means baby, so no-one knew
where she was from.
Lejla’s parents tried to send her siblings by [a
refugee] bus to an uncle in Croatia. One of her
sisters hid overnight because she didn’t want to
leave her boyfriend [who she later married], her
parents were terrified as they didn’t know where
she was. The other two siblings went to Croatia.
But her parents didn’t know that her uncle was
away on business. Her brother and sister arrived
in Croatia and workers at the refugee camp took
them to the address provided by her mother.
Their Aunt opened the door but denied knowing
them and denied that her uncle lived there, and
it had been so long since her siblings had seen
their Aunt that they couldn’t be sure it was the
right person. They ended up back at the refugee
camp and were eventually sent with other
refugee children to Germany. In Frankfurt, as
unexpected arrivals, no foster carers had been
arranged for them so another refugee camp
worker took them home and arranged with her
neighbour for the two children to be fostered
between the two houses. They spent three years
in Germany.
Her early memories are all of the basement,
with all of her neighbours, sometimes as many
as 200 people packed in like sardines. She
remembers they always had to speak in
whispers, food and water were scarce and
expensive, a kilo of sugar now cost £30. For
water, they collected rain in buckets and in
winter melted snow. For food they sometimes
resorted to eating grass, but the grass had
chemicals on it from the bombs and would
make them sick. Above the basement, the house
was destroyed.

Half of it was missing completely. The moment
that detonation happened, my Dad had gone
out to grab some wood to make a fire, he was
completely deaf for three or four months after
that, but he survived.
Brothers and fathers who were not in the war,
would go to try and find food, sometimes from a
very old, disused army camp nearby where
there were out-of-date cans of food. Lejla fondly
remembers a friend from the basement, an
older boy called Eldin, who would play with the
twenty or so smaller children. He was
considerate and kind. One night on a food
scavenge, he was running through the old army
camp when a sniper shot him.
They came back and I remember my father
saying “Eldin will not be coming back”. I was
child, I didn't understand I asked why and he just
couldn't tell me. I was everyday asking “Is Eldin
coming back today?” When I came out of the
basement three years later, my Mum asked me,
“Do you understand what happened to Eldin?”
And I said, “I think he was killed” and she was
like “Yes, he was killed and we couldn't explain
to you then because you were too little. But now
it's time for you to know, there will be lots of
people that you knew, that you will not see
again”. She was preparing me in case people like
my uncles had been killed. We didn't know if
they had survived. It was not easy, in Visoko
every single person had somebody that was
killed in the war, whether it was brothers,
sisters, uncles, husbands, always somebody.
Thankfully, nobody in my direct family lost their
lives.
When the war ended, Lejla remembers:
I remember loads of ash, everything was
destroyed down to the ground, and everybody
was shouting “freedom, freedom, freedom”. I

didn't know what that word meant. I said to my
Mum, “Who is this freedom?” She explained
what freedom means and that now we can go
upstairs and live in the houses, I was like “So we
will not go back to the basement?” for me the
basement was my home. I wanted to go back
there. There were loads of things to rebuild. We
lost everything. The factory was completely
destroyed, our school was bombarded so many
times, we didn't even have chairs or desks
because everything was destroyed. We would
have classes in the canteen in basement and
they moved us around, as they refurbished the
classrooms.
Her neighbours helped her father rebuild the
house and her favour helped all the neighbours
rebuild their houses. Everybody worked
together because of the approaching Bosnian
winter. But one of her father’s former
employees, who had been in charge of
transferring money to the safes in the house
[this was before internet banking] had used the
war situation to steal her parent’s savings, the
money they were relying on to rebuild. She says,
I really don't know how my father stayed sane.
But my father, “’I’ve had so much trauma there is
nothing at the moment that can stress me, I still
feel empathy, but I am not shocked anymore”.
When Lejla’s brother and sister returned from
Germany, they were complete strangers, whilst
Lejla’s parents had always talked to her about
her sister and brother, to her they had been like
imaginary people. And in the three years they
were away, her siblings had forgotten the
Bosnian language, they needed a gap year to
relearn the language before they could go back
to school. The situation was difficult, there
weren’t many jobs, particularly for older
workers, Lejla’s Dad was unemployed for 25
years. Her mum started a business and worked
in that for 15 years but eventually had to close
her shops and they are both now retired. Lejla’s
middle sister and her daughter live with their
parents in the family home. All her siblings have
rebuilt their lives, all from nothing.
But the situation was the same for everybody.
All the neighbours, all the street, all the town, all
the city was in the same position, people just
managed. I think, when people get united, much
more can be done.

The town is still close knit, Lejla says nobody
locks their doors and you run out of something,
you just knock on a neighbours door. Her family
is also still close knit. Her parent’s house is
always full, not only of family but also
neighbours. All of Lejla’s family stayed in Bosnia,
including my sister and brother after they
returned from Germany,
They never wanted to go anywhere after they
came back because for them, they didn't choose
to go, that was never their choice, they were
taken from their parents as children. It's heartbreaking for child to think they are miles away
from their family, they don't know if their family
is alive, they don't know when they will be back
or anything. No child wants to experience that.
Lejla, however, has travelled widely, she says,
The people in the village think about me as a bit
of a stranger because I'm now nearly 11 years
away from home. I never saw myself staying
somewhere permanently, I wanted to stay in
places for six or eight months, and then go back
home because we're a very close family.
She met her husband at a European seminar
about art. They eventually decided to settle in
the UK because English is their shared language.
They moved here in July 2013 and now both
work for the British government.
Going to Wales was a culture shock. Everybody
was talking to me in Welsh. My Bosnian accent is
quite thick, so I would talk to people with my
accent and they would not understand me and I
would not understand what they're saying. It
was just one big mess. But I couldn't ask for
better things, life worked out better than I could
ever have imagined, I’m very happy. Hand on the
heart, I love Wales. I love my surroundings, the
people are great, I'm still discovering new things.
I'm still being amazed by nature. It's beautiful
here and it reminds me a lot of back home, it's
very green like it is in Bosnia.

DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS

DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS
1.Which of the Rebuilding Live stories here had the
biggest impact on you? Why>
2.Many of the interviewees like Damir, Sabit, Zijad,
Ediba, Alija, David, Mirsad, Alma and Riad talked
about different understandings of home and what
home means both in terms of the UK and Bosnia
but also in terms of different generations. What
does home mean for them? What does it mean for
you?
3.Many of the stories involve people having to pack
to leave home very quickly, Damir had a day, Alma’s
mother had an evening, Riad an hour. If you had
such a short time, and had to be able to carry
everything you were taking, what would you pack?
4.Many of the interviewees talked about peers,
friends, neighbours and colleagues who turned
against them and how hard that was. Many also
talk about trying to understand why and to forgive
what happened. Have you experienced something
similar where a friend has turned against you? How
hard was it? Were you able to forgive them?
5.Some interviewees also talked about how hard it
was to makes friends, Alma, Ediba, Stela, Mirsad
and Sabit for example. Others talked about it being
quite easy, such as Damir and Samir. Aida talked
about how important making friends is. Do you
agree with Aida? What made it hard or easy for the
others? How easy would you find it to make friends
in a totally new country? What would help?

6.The stories almost all involve someone taking
an ethical stance at some point, Ferid and Alma’s
Dad’s decisions to leave the Yugoslav Army and
Lejla’s Dad’s decision not to fight, the soldier who
prevent Stela and Dino being ethnically cleansed
in Mostar, Ediba’s decision to return home in
1996, Tea’s decision to cross the division line in
her hometown. Does this mean that they all
share some special characteristics that makes
them braver than other people? Or is taking an
ethical stance something we’re all able to do?
7.Several of the stories echo points from other
stories and from other historical moments, such
as John’s experience hearing the same lies about
Muslim’s houses being burnt in Bosnia and in
Myanmar. What other echoes did you see?
8.All of the UK interviewees talked about their
experiences in Bosnia being life-changing or lifeshaping. Why do they think that is? Why do you
think it is for them? What has been life-changing
in your lives?
9.The kindness of strangers comes up in many
stories, Jackie and Paul in Riad’s story, Lisa and
Martin in Ediba’s, the nurse in Sabit’s, the
anonymous donor in Alma’s and the many people
who supported the interviewees when they were
refugees by donating clothes, food, furniture and
their time and in a different way, the people who
go to Sue’s clinic. What do you think makes
people
be
that
generous
in
difficult
circumstances? Do you think you would or have
offered that kindness to strangers? Would you in
the future?
10. Some of the interviewees talked about ending
up doing emotionally (and sometimes physically)
hard jobs without really anticipating it would be
like that, David, John, Lynette and Aida, for
example. How did they cope with those
demands? How do you cope with difficult and
emotional demands?

11. Several stories talked about not speaking
English when they arrived in the UK. How did they
try and get around the communication problems?
How hard do you think it would be to find
yourself in a country where you didn’t speak the
language and didn’t know how long you’d be
there?
12. Samir, Mirsad and Simon all talk about the
importance of the arts in conflict situations and
David about the importance cultural normality
like promenading in Goradze. Do you agree these
things are important? Why or why not?
13. How experiences have impacted parenting
comes up for a number of the interviewees? How
do you think their experiences shaped them as
parents?
14. Parents making difficult decisions is also a
theme in many of the stories. What do you think
it took for Damir’s, Ediba’s, Lejla’s and Riad’s
parents to decide the best thing was for them or
their siblings to go to another country to seek
safety?
15. Many of the interviewees had reunions with
family after years apart including Damir, Riad,
Ediba, Sabit and Dino and Sue and Lynette both
talk about reuniting with Bosnian people they
worked with. What do you think that was like?
16. All the interviewees in different ways have
repaid the kindness and safety they have
experienced. Do you think it is something
specifically about going through such experiences
that drives this? Or are there other reasons they
and other people would want to give back to their
own communities here and abroad?
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