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The terrible fate of Roma in wartime Croatia and partitioned Yugoslavia has not
received much scholarly attention, either in former Yugoslavia or elsewhere.! In
Yugoslav historiography, the fate of Roma was often mentioned but not systematically
researched. There are basically two reasons for this fact. First, despite the fact that the
Roma of the Independent State of Croatia probably suffered proportionately higher
losses than either the Serb or Jewish populations,” the Usta3a regime saw the Serb and
Jewish “questions” as being of greater importance. Scholars have geared their
researches accordingly. The Ustasa movement (1929-45) was essentially an anti-Serb
movement. Anti-Serbdom had always been central to UstaSa ideology; in the words of
one prominent UstaSa, it was “the quintessence of the UstaSa doctrine, its raison
d’étre.” Antisemitism began to acquire greater importance in the movement only in the
late 1930s, but Roma were never mentioned in prewar Ustasa tracts. Second, there is
little in the way of extant documentation pertaining to the Roma in wartime Croatia,
either because it was destroyed or never kept by the perpetrators in the first place. The
documentation that we do have is incomplete, and almost all of the survivor literature
that mentions the fate of Roma has been written by non-Roma.

Western scholars have hardly addressed the topic at all, which reflects the
general neglect of the Roma within the Western scholarly community. As the
University of Texas scholar Zoltan Barany recently observed, scholars have for the
most part considered Roma studies a peripheral subject, and in researching the fate of
Roma during the Second World War, historians “face the absence of reliable
demographic data and the deficient accounting of the Nazi administrators who
documented the extermination of the Gypsies far less meticulously than that of the
Jews.”

Determining the number of Roma victims in Croatia is no simple task, in large
part because even the number of Roma in pre-war Croatia (and Yugoslavia) is still
debated. In Yugoslav historiography, it is argued that there were anywhere from 26,000
to 40,000 Roma in the territory of the Independent State of Croatia in 1941, most of
whom were subsequently murdered in the Jasenovac camp system.” According to the

Yugoslav census of March 1931, the last prewar Yugoslav census, which used religion
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as its main criterion for recording the population, there were approximately 70,000
persons who registered themselves under the category “other and unknown” religion or
“without confession.” It is likely that most Roma were recorded in this category.
However, since there were Roma who were nominally Serbian Orthodox, Muslim, and
Roman Catholic, it is possible that some registered under those categories in 1931. Of
the 70,000 persons in this category, approximately 31,000 lived in those territories that
subsequently formed part of the Independent State of Croatia (Croatia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Srijem): 11,272 in Bosnia-Herzegovina (i.e., Drina and Vrbas provinces)

and 20,528 in Croatia (i.e., Sava and Primorje provinces).’

Legislation: The Race Laws

Within a month of its creation in April 1941, the Croatian state issued a series of race
laws. This legislation consisted of three decrees: i) the “Legal Decree on Racial
Belonging”; ii) the “Legal Decree on Citizenship”; and iii) the “Legal Decree on the
Defense of Aryan Blood and the Honor of the Croat Nation.” The influence of the
Third Reich was all too evident; the decrees were essentially copies of the Nuremberg
Laws. These laws segregated both Jews and Roma by defining them as “non-Aryans.”
They were forbidden henceforth from marrying persons defined as “Aryans,”
employing Aryan women and from participating in Aryan affairs, whether political,
cultural, social, or economic. As one Ustasa writer observed, the intent of the race
legislation was “clear”: “The aim of our national state, which is Aryan, is and must be
to rid ourselves of non-Aryan elements.”’ Although the Jewish population was the
primary and intended victim of this legislation, the Roma were affected just as severely
as Croatian Jewry.

Two months after issuing the race legislation, on July 3, 1941, the Croatian
Ministry of Internal Affairs ordered that all Roma in Zagreb, regardless of sex or age,
register with the police on July 22-23. This order was published in the press, and
placards were posted around the city. Those who did not register were cautioned that
they would be “harshly punished.” The registration of Roma coincided with a
registration of the city’s Jewish population between July 22-26, 1941.° At the same
time, the Ministry ordered all local civilian (county, district, and city prefects) and
police officials to compile a census of Roma in their localities by the end of July 1941.
They were to record each Roma family (with the sex, age, date of birth, and name of

each member), and whether they owned property and had a profession or trade. The
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Ministry asked local officials to pay close attention to whether these Roma were
nomadic or sedentary, and added, “Those Roma who wandered [doskitali] onto the
territory of the Independent State of Croatia since the outbreak of the world war should
now be driven across state borders.”' We do not know how many Roma were driven
out of Croatia in 1941, but it is possible that some were deported to German-occupied
Serbia.'' If the race laws were the first step of the Ustasa authorities in segregating the
Roma population, as was the case with the Jewish population, then the registration and
census indicate, certainly in retrospect, a planned effort on the part of the Croatian
government to lay the groundwork for much harsher measures.

Indeed, in the summer of 1941 the Croatian government began entertaining
various proposals on the “Roma question.” For example, already in June 1941 the
Croatian Institute for Colonization proposed to the Ministry of Internal Affairs the
deportation of Roma. The reasons cited for deportation reveal some of the typical
stereotypes affecting Roma, not only in Croatia but elsewhere. The Institute for
Colonization believed that the Roma were a source of infectious diseases, and as such
posed a danger to the general population. Moreover, it was alleged that “nomadic”
Roma had inflicted economic losses on the peasant population by stealing on a regular
basis from the peasantry. The Institute proposed that the Roma be immobilized and
then resettled, although it did not propose a location for their resettlement.'” The
Ministry of Internal Affairs received similar suggestions from other quarters. For
example, the city administration of Krizevci proposed that its Roma population
(roughly 450 persons) be removed from the town and its environs. It, too, argued that
the Roma had inflicted economic losses on the local rural population, and were
perpetrators of various crimes. The city administration proposed that they either be

resettled to an undisclosed area or be utilized as forced labor."

Arrests and Deportations

The central authorities did not react immediately to these proposals. Large-scale arrests
and deportations of Roma in Croatia began only in May 1942.'* By that point the
central Ustasa authorities clearly had reached a decision to arrest all Roma, regardless
of sex or age, to deport some and to intern others, in Croatian camps. Yugoslav
historiography has not adequately addressed the reason(s) for this lag between the race
laws and census of mid-1941 and the arrests of May 1942. Here are three possible

reasons: first, although the Croatian authorities wished to settle the so-called Roma
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question in Croatia, in 1941 they were very much preoccupied with the Serb and
Jewish questions, which were perceived as of greater import."” The state’s nascent
bureaucracy and police apparatus were directed at these two so-called ‘“national
enemies.” Second, the Croatian authorities had to contend with Bosnian Muslim
religious leaders’ opposition to the application of anti-Roma measures against Muslim
Roma. This opposition, which I will discuss in greater detail, may well have delayed,
although it did not prevent, the implementation of an over-all anti-Roma policy. Third,
in the spring of 1942 the Croatian government began deporting all Jews, some to
Croatian camps, some to Auschwitz. Arrests and deportations of Jews to Croatian
camps had begun in 1941, but they became widespread in 1942. When these all-
encompassing Jewish deportations began, the Croatian government may have
concluded that the deportations should be widened to include the Roma, who were,
after all, the only other group in Croatia defined as “non-Aryan.” This last point is
speculative, since little documentary evidence exists to support it, but the timing of the
deportations suggests a link between the implementation of anti-Jewish and anti-Roma
measures.

On May 16, 1942, the Ustasa secret police (UNS, or Ustaska nadzorna sluzba)
and Ministry of Internal Affairs ordered district civilian and police officials to begin
arresting all Roma and deporting them to the Jasenovac camp system. Croatian military
and gendarme units were instructed to assist in these operations, where assistance was
needed by local officials.'® For the most part, however, the regular police (and usually
the criminal police) conducted the operations. Arrests and deportations followed
immediately, but we have only a few extant documents relating to the deportations. On
May 28, 1942, the Zagreb criminal police deported sixty-nine Roma to Jasenovac.'” In
the first week of June 1942, the police of Zemun (Srijem region) deported
approximately 400 Roma to Jasenovac.'® The prefect of Zupanja district in eastern
Croatia reported on June 5, 1942, that approximately 2,000 Roma had been detained in
his district (of an estimated population of 2,600) and that all had been deported to the
Jasenovac camp system in eighty-three railroad cars. An inventory was compiled of
their goods, some of which had been auctioned to the local population.'” These arrests
were often conducted at night or early in the morning, and with great haste. In some
cases, the Roma were told they were simply being resettled, and would be given land in

other parts of the country.*
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These sweeping anti-Roma arrests were even mentioned in the Ustasa press. For
example, on June 14, 1942, the government’s flagship Zagreb daily, Hrvatski narod
(The Croat Nation), carried a short article reporting that the government was in the
process of “solving the Roma question.” According to this article, the government was
studying the Roma “problem” and was determined to find a solution. In the meantime,
it had to adopt measures against the Roma. Roma “vagrants” were being “collected”
and sent to “separate camps” where they would be put to work and supposedly perform
socially redeeming labor.”' District officials in the provinces were also rounding up
“beggars” who would be put to work on public works projects.”> What is interesting
about these articles is that the Croatian press was almost completely silent about the
Roma, which was not their approach to reporting on the Jews. These two short articles,
the only two that I have found in the Croatian press from 1942, are unusual only in that
they broke the public silence typical of Croatian government circles to the Roma

question.

Bosnia: Muslim Roma
The Ustasa authorities did encounter difficulties, however, in implementing these
measures. In Bosnia-Herzegovina some Roma, predominantly Muslim Roma (or so-
called “White Roma™),” were spared. This was because of the early and repeated
intervention of Bosnian Muslim religious leaders.”* Not long after the race laws had
been issued and a census of Roma was ordered, a delegation of Bosnian Muslim Roma
appealed, on July 17, 1941, to the Ulema, that is, the Islamic religious body in
Sarajevo, to intervene on their behalf against the application of the race laws to them.
In short, the Bosnian Moslem religious leadership took up their cause and established a
committee to defend Muslim Roma. For the most part, their interventions were
successful. On August 30, 1941, the Ministry of Internal Affairs informed the Reis ul-
ulema, the head of the Muslim religious community in Sarajevo, that no measures
would be adopted against Muslim Roma, who were to be treated as Muslim “Aryans,”
that is, as Muslim “Croats.”* Although it was evidently not their original intention to
do so, Ustasa leaders deliberately decided to exempt Muslim Roma from persecution.
This was done purely on political grounds, in deference to the Bosnian Muslims, whom
the regime courted from the outset.

This is not meant to suggest that all Muslim Roma were spared. Some were still

affected by the UstaSa government’s anti-Roma policy. When the Ministry of Internal
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Affairs ordered the arrest of all Roma in May 1942, some zealous local officials applied
this order to Muslim Roma. For example, on May 26, 1942, Muslim religious leaders
from the town of Zenica (Bosnia) protested the local Ustasa party officials’ deportation
of local Roma to the Croatian camps. On the basis of this protest, the Reis ul-ulema
again called on the central authorities to release all Muslim Roma who had recently
been arrested. Just days later, the Ministry of Internal Affairs agreed to release them
from Jasenovac.

On the other hand, some local Croatian officials in Bosnia asked the central
authorities to clarify the term “Roma” (Cigani) before they initiated arrests. For
example, on May 29, 1942, the prefect of Konjic district (Herzegovina) reported to his
superiors that in Herzegovina many Muslims referred to themselves as Roma. In the
interwar period, they consistently voted “together with the remaining Muslim Croats
[sic] for Croat interests and [the Croat] cause. They have permanent addresses and
many have their own homes, land, and other immoveable property.”*® They also had
professions and worked. Were they supposed to be arrested and deported? Just days
later the central authorities replied that their earlier orders pertaining to the arrest and
“evacuation” of Roma were to be implemented only against “nomadic” Roma, those
without a permanent address, property, or occupation. There likely were many such
queries from Bosnia, because in the spring of 1942 the Ministry of Internal Affairs
subsequently issued local officials a clarifying circular regarding these Muslim Roma.
It ordered “the so-called White Roma Muslims are to be left alone, because they are to
be considered Aryans.”*’

It is because of these repeated interventions in 1941-42 that the Bosnian
Muslim Roma survived; the communities of Sarajevo, Doboj, Brcko, Srebrenica, and
some smaller localities escaped the horrible fate of most of the country’s Roma. They
were spared as Muslims and because of their high degree of assimilation; they had
Muslim names, dressed like Muslims, had homes and professions.”* How many Roma
were saved because of Muslim protests is difficult to say because we do not know how
many Muslim Roma there were in Bosnia. The intervention of the Muslim leadership

was the only serious intervention made on their behalf.?

Roma in the Jasenovac Camp System
The vast majority of Roma were not that fortunate. Virtually all captured Roma were

sent, beginning in the late spring of 1942, to the Jasenovac camp system.’® Once there,
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almost all of them were herded into Camp III-C, where a separate section was formed
for them. By late 1942 most had been killed. One survivor, the communist Mladen
Ivekovi¢, later wrote, “I watched rivers of Roma, their wives and children, flow daily
into Jasenovac. They came to be slaughtered. Wagon-loads [of Roma] were killed
daily.”*" Another camp survivor, Milko Riffer, arrived in Jasenovac’s Camp III-C in
October 1942. Other inmates told him that there had been anywhere from 10,000 to
20,000 Roma in the camp in the late summer of 1942. By October 1942 virtually all
Roma had been murdered. The section of the camp that had earlier been designated for
the Roma was now being used as a sanatorium.’”> Other survivors support Riffer’s
account. Egon Berger and Dorde Milisa also claim that the Roma who began arriving in
large numbers in the summer of 1942 were all placed in and near Camp III-C and
murdered within months.*® Based on survivor testimonies and memoirs—we have no
camp documents pertaining to the Roma—between June and October 1942 virtually all

Roma in the Jasenovac camp system had been murdered.

Conclusion: Roma Losses
As I have mentioned earlier, it is difficult to determine the exact number of Roma who
were murdered at the hands of the UstaSa authorities. The first postwar Yugoslav
census, conducted in 1948, determined that there were 405 Roma in Croatia and 422 in
Bosnia-Herzegovina. These numbers alone indicate how high Roma losses were in
Croatia: from a 1941 population of probably 26,000-28,000, only 827 were recorded in
1948

And yet, there is no consensus among scholars in former Yugoslavia or in the
West on the exact number of Roma victims in Croatia. For example, Milan Bulaji¢
claims that 40,000 Roma were killed in Croatia, which seems like a statistical
improbability given that most scholars believe there were no more than 27,000-28,000
Roma in wartime Croatia.>> Antun Mileti¢, who has authored a detailed, three-volume
study of the Jasenovac camp system, believes that approximately 25,000 Roma were
killed.*® The Croatian Jewish historian Ivo Goldstein, in a recently published history of
Croatia, believes there were only 15,000 Roma in wartime Croatia, all of whom were
killed.’” Both the Israeli scholar Menachem Shelah and American scholar Dennis
Reinhartz believe that 26,000 Roma, out of a prewar population of 27,000-28,000,
were killed in Croatia.*® Although most scholars have settled on a figure of 25,000—

27,000, there is still wide disagreement on the numbers. This is because we do not
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know how many Roma there were before the war. Second, perpetrator documents are
few and far between. Like the Nazi administrators in Germany and occupied Europe,
Ustasa officials either did not maintain detailed records of Roma, or destroyed them.
Third, it seems likely, based on the 1948 census figures, that many Roma fled to
occupied Serbia during the war or were deported there by the Croatian authorities in
1941. According to the 1948 census, the number of Roma in Serbia was far greater than
in 1931, which suggests that some Roma may have fled or were deported there from
Croatia.”® We must also keep in mind that some Roma managed to flee to the Italian-
occupied zone of Croatia, as did many Jews and Serbs, where they were given shelter
and, in some cases, even removed to Italy.*” Fourth, although Roma were recognized as
a national minority after the war, many Muslim Roma in Bosnia, who were spared
during the war only because they were Muslim, may have chosen to register themselves
after the war as “Yugoslav Muslims” rather than as Roma, which would have further
reduced postwar Roma numbers. As both Tatomir Vukanovi¢ and David Crowe have
observed, after 1945 there were probably thousands of “closet” Roma who simply felt
uncomfortable identifying themselves as Roma in the immediate postwar era.”!

In the final analysis, however, we should not dwell too long on numbers alone.
Despite disagreements on this issue, there is absolutely no doubt that Croatian Roma
suffered an indescribably horrible fate, and that almost the entire community that fell
into Ustasa hands was killed. Roma losses in Croatia may have accounted for five to
ten percent of Roma losses in Europe, depending on one’s calculation of total Roma
losses.* Although from the outset the Ustasa authorities devoted much greater attention
both to the Serb and Jewish populations, and regarded the Roma as a lower priority,
when they moved against the Roma in 1942 they did so rapidly, thoroughly, and with
fatal consequences. Between May and October 1942, in a period of just six months,
virtually the entire Roma community was annihilated, regardless of age or sex. What
adds to this immense and horrible tragedy is that we have so few resources, so few

records, to investigate this genocide.
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