
When the war in Bosnia started, I was an 8 year old girl enjoying blissful life. My

grandmother, from mother's side, came to live with us because her three sons lived in

Bratunac and one in the town of Srebrenica. I didn’t know at the time but her village was

already burnt to the ground and as such, she was forced to escape to a safer place, to

live with us. Gunfire and grenades also began to be heard in not too distant locations

and there was a noticeable increase in military presence with barricades being set up

all over the area. Our neighbours from the surrounding villages of Serbian nationality

started relocating towards Serbia because they received a warning about impeding

deterioration in situation and potential war. 

For my innocent and naïve young mind, the first signs of war and something out of

ordinary happening, was on a beautiful sunny day in the spring of 1992. We, the children,

were playing outside when at one point a sudden whistling and whooshing sound of

something passing over us was followed by an earth-shattering loud boom. It was the

sound of artillery shell flying over our heads and exploding just behind our house. I still

didn’t know what was exactly happening, but adults came out running from the house

and ushering us towards the nearby woods. There, on the outskirts of our town, we found

some recently dug trenches that became our home for the next few days. I grew up very

quickly from that point onwards and somehow started to understand the seriousness of

the situation. Maybe it was because of the constant sounds of those loud booms, or the

presence of tears in my mother’s eyes every time I looked at her or perhaps the fear and

panic painted on the faces of every adult and child in those trenches. Something was

seriously wrong and pretty soon I learnt what that word that was on everyone’s lips,

really meant. War. It has come to our little town and horrible things have happened to

those who were caught up in it. 

At some point, we received word that Srebrenica was liberated by Bosnian resistance

and that uncle Sukrija, who lived there, was alive and well. So my parents decided to go

to him as it was considered safer than our current circumstances. We arrived at

Srebrenica in 1993 where eight of us lived in a one-room apartment. It was crowded,

strange and yet no one complained. We were together and that was enough. The

surrounding hills of Srebrenica were controlled by the Serbian army. From those hills,

strategically positioned artillery was firing shells and mortars throughout each and

every day. Many were killed and even more were wounded. Those were difficult years –

there was no electricity, water, hygiene products or food. Most nights, foreign aid planes

dropped packages of military food, to provide much needed assistance to a growing

number of refugees in Srebrenica. Artillery fire broke up every night while during the day,

bullets from machine guns and snipers could be heard.
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And yet, even in war, life seemed to somehow find a way to move forward. Life was hard;

people everywhere, danger in the air and death ever so present. And yet we lived.

Somehow. I even started school. I vividly remember a particular day when I was on my

way to school in Srebrenica when a grenade fell on the playground adjacent to the

school grounds and occupied by kids defiantly trying to keep some semblance of their

childhood. In an instant, those kids, students like me, many of whom were even younger

than myself, lay dead. Their bodies broken and scattered. They were never going to go

home again, they will never see their loved ones again, for them, war was already over. It

was a difficult sight for a child as young as I and unfortunately, it was a sight all of us in

Srebrenica were becoming accustomed to. 

As the death toll in Srebrenica started to rapidly climb and situation continued to

deteriorate, U.N. Corps arrived to restore peace and evacuate the wounded to Tuzla for

treatment. Bratunac, a nearby town where three of my uncles lived before war, was

under Serbian occupation. We haven’t heard from them since the war started, and we

were unsure if they were still alive. Stories of atrocities committed in Bratunac were

circulating around Srebrenica. We heard that many were killed, and many were in

concentration camps with their fate looking gloom. Srebrenica was declared a U.N.

protected Safe Zone by international community and Bosnian resistance was disarmed

and demilitarised as stipulated in the agreement. U.N. Corps stationed a battalion in

Srebrenica to protect the population and keep order. However, in July 1995, around 7

a.m., information spread that Serbian forces were ignoring international community

orders and moving onto Srebrenica unobstructed. As our army was already disarmed,

panic and fear driven chaos ensued. Everyone started fleeing towards Potocari as the

Serbian army, led by Ratko Mladic, began to burn the town and drive the people out of

Srebrenica.

I remember us being in the basement, when our neighbour Osman ran inside and

shouted: "Run, the Chetniks are coming!" My father took my brother on one shoulder and

my sister on the other while my mom carried my little brother in her arms. We too were

heading towards Potocari, towards the U.N. Base and the only place that seemingly

offered some sort of protection. We stayed at my uncle’s house that night anticipating

the worst. That was the last night I spent with my father.

In the morning, uncle Sukrija and my Dad got up at 3 a.m. to head to the forests, thinking

they had a better chance of surviving. They believed that if they stayed in Potocari when

Serbian forces arrived, they would be killed. I woke up too, only to catch a glimpse of my

Dad embracing my Mum and hearing faintly spoken words I will never forget, “Take care

of my children”. 

I got up and ran after my father, I begged him not to go, I begged him not to leave us. He

hugged me for a long moment, said that he loved me and that I need to listen to what

mum says. He left me standing there as he joined the group of other men and

disappeared into the woods. That day we had to go to Potocari as the U.N. soldiers were

organising transfer of refugees to Tuzla by buses. U.N. soldiers distributed bread and

water from trucks and we spent the next two nights there under old buses on the bare

ground. By this point, Serbs have taken over the town including the UN base. Their

soldiers marched among the people, tormenting whoever they wanted and doing

whatever pleased them. 



Women were raped, and elderly people and little boys were taken away and killed in

barracks. Screams were heard everywhere and to me, nothing made sense. My mother

dressed my brother as a little girl so they wouldn't kill him. When it was time to get on the

bus, Ratko Mladic was standing at the entrance, checking if there were any men among

the women and children. He stroked my brother's head, thinking he was a girl, and said:

"Come in, and you grandma, addressing my grandmother, stay with us. You've already

lived enough of your life." Mom started crying, begging him to let grandma come with us.

In the end, he agreed and said, "OK, take her too."

The buses were heading towards Kravica. The Serbs civilians and soldiers alike, stood by

the side of the road, holding three fingers in the air, taunting and throwing obscenities at

us. We drove for a long time until we reached a field where the buses stopped. Another

checkpoint. Two Chetniks got on the bus and demanded jewellery and money from the

women. They said that if you are thirsty, you can get off the bus and go to the river to get

water. My sister got up to go out, but one of the soldiers stopped her and said, "Don't go,

you're still a child.”. We stayed there for about 30 minutes. Screams and cries for help

were heard from women who had been raped at the river. Those who went to fetch

water never returned. The bus door closed and we moved on. When we arrived near

Kladanj, they told us to get out and were instructed to walk the rest of the way, to

Bosnian Army controlled territory, to safety. We were given only one instruction, and that

was to only walk down the center of the road. Everything else was to the side was a mine

field.

What seemed like eternity of walking, we finally did get to Kladanj, where we were

greeted by the Bosnian army. We stayed in a tent for a night or two, I don't remember

exactly. We were surrounded by people I didn’t know; soldiers, refugees. From there, we

were taken by bus to Dubrave and upon our arrival, we were welcomed by my uncles

Sabit, Omer and Hariz. Only then, I knew that we were safe. Finally.

Day after day, month after month, year after year, I lived in the hope that one day my

father would come back and hug me again. I longed for his warm embrace or the gentle

brush of his fingers through my hair. But it never came. His touch, words even his image

are locked deep in the vaults of my conscience. Trying to keep them safe in a fight

against time and age. Fighting not to lose them because it is all I have left of him now.

And losing those memories would be like loosing him all over again. 

On 17. February 2012, 17 years after I saw him last, approximately 70% of the remains of

my father were found. He was found in Lake Perućac, near Bajina Bašta.


