Dear Croatians, dear friends in Vancouver!

I must admit that I had fervently hoped, and was almost certain, that in my letter this year I would finally have a prison release date to report for you.  I predicted it would be somewhere in the first half of 2005.  Actually, I met with the Parole Commission on May 5, 2004 and was questioned extensively by one if its federal commissioners. Before the hearing, two senior prison officials who were very familiar with my case provided statements at my request to the examiner in regard to my impeccable prison record in this prison.  My case manager, who is responsible for my entire file, served as the official observer and representative for the prison. Her report was very positive as well. 

The hearing lasted almost two hours, since the examiner showed great interest in the case and its background. He questioned me extensively on all points.  Even though the entire hearing was taped, he not only expressed deep understanding for my situation but on several occasions amazement at the fact that I was still imprisoned.  Especially considering that this was my first offense, that our trial judge had recommended several times that the commission release me, that Yugoslavia had long since disintegrated, and that all my co-defendants had been released more than fifteen years ago.  At the conclusion of the hearing he emphasized that he would closely examine all the documentation before then sending his recommendation and proposal regarding my release date to the central Commission office.  He said he would need approximately a month to do his part and that the central office would probably take another month, which would mean that an official decision could be expected sometime in July 2004.  He added that, in his opinion, I could be released fairly soon, as an additional two years imprisonment would serve no purpose; the final decision, however, rested with the central office.

In contrast to the stiff formality and even arrogant tone of prior procedures and hearings, this hearing left me with a positive impression; the examiner appeared to be fair, objective, and reasonable.  When I later mentioned this to two other prisoners who had been heard by the same examiner earlier in the day, both said he had yelled at them as though they were wild animals and did not exhibit an ounce of sympathy or understanding.  Their remarks increased my optimism, and when my prison case manager told me she’d spoken to the examiner and that he’d said he had sent a 20 page report to the central office in which he’d recommended my immediate release, I was almost certain the final decision would be positive.  I knew parole denials arrived fairly quickly, so the more time went by, the more optimistic I felt.  Finally, five months after my hearing had taken place, I received a curt and unsigned response:  my parole was denied and I would be examined again in July of 2006; that is, sixty days before the expiration of a full thirty years of imprisonment.  They added that if I were ever to be released, then or at any other time, I would be deported from America immediately.  They didn’t mention what would be done to my body if I died in prison before release.

A visit from the Croatian Ambassador

Last week I had a pleasant and exciting visit from the Embassy of Croatia in Washington, D.C.  The new ambassador, Neven Jurica, and another senior official, Hrvoje Petrusic, came to meet me and inform themselves about the latest decisions by the Parole Commission and whether there existed any possibilities to secure my release prior to July 2006 or my transfer to the Republic of Croatia. After we discussed everything in great detail, all three of us agreed that nothing could be undertaken at this time through the court system, as the Commission had the legal right to hold me a full thirty years.  As far as a transfer to a Croatian prison, I informed them that two months ago, prison officials had processed my transfer papers, a process that occurs every two years, it appears, with all prisoners who are not American citizens.  I told them I was not particularly optimistic about a positive response.  After covering the official subjects, we spent a full three hours having a relaxed, open conversation about various topics and our diverse life experiences.

Actually, I spoke the most, since I am by nature a born conversationalist, and because I also enjoy speaking in my native language in order to show that I have not yet forgotten it.  I was thus very pleased by the Ambassador’s remark that he was surprised at how well I still spoke Croatian. 

My visitors were especially interested to hear how I managed to escape from prison and how I have been able through all these years of imprisonment to preserve my mind and sense of humor. 

I told them many details relating to the escape and how my powers of endurance and character were put to the most difficult life test under those extremely strenuous 33 hours.  As far as my long imprisonment is concerned, I explained that during the first fifteen years, that is, until the achievement of Croatian independence, it was not difficult.  I felt my imprisonment had a sense, a purpose.  Afterwards it lost not only its sense and purpose, but I suffered during these years the agonies of uncertainty with all their mental and spiritual components.  These agonies still have not come to an end.  I told them how this suffering has affected my nerves and destroyed my phenomenal ability to sleep, but, on the other hand, enriched my otherwise devastated soul so much that I am now prepared for anything that might happen. 

The time passed by quickly and they had to rush in order to catch their flight back to Washington, D.C.  I don’t know what kind of impression my views and stories made on them, but both of them, in their own individual way, left a good impression on me.  Though both are seasoned diplomats, their behavior was natural and relaxed, and I am grateful to them both for that.  As they left, they promised to visit me again in the spring.  

The Burden of Uncertainty

My dear friends in Vancouver!  Even though I have become well acquainted with the hard heart of the American powerholders, they nonetheless succeeded in surprising me once again.  They also strengthened my belief that nations can ennoble themselves only by enduring heavy defeat, tragedy, and suffering, and that victory and power always corrupt.

People who have never experienced extreme suffering or personal anguish and distress are not only incapable of understanding those who have, but their power and arrogance make them completely blind to the tragic side of life and they are thus incapable of comprehending it. 

History has shown us that individuals like this come to power in the final phases of all decaying civilizations.  And history will cease repeating itself only when these individuals pay more attention, when they finally learn its lessons and acknowledge human limitations, and, most important, when these lessons and realizations are correctly interpreted by succeeding generations. 

And even though there were objective reasons for optimism, I was nonetheless naïve in expecting a positive decision of my case.  Because only by personal experience can a well-fed person understand the hungry, or the prison warden the prisoner.

For better or worse, I am like a flogged drayhorse, I have long ago become accustomed to such blows, and I will endure this blow in a manner befitting a true Croatian stoic.  Even though my keepers are a strange sort, they are still sufficiently aware of the spiritual and mental anguish suffered by one who does not know how long or even if his incarceration will ever end.  Believe me when I say that this uncertainty is more difficult to endure than the knowledge that one’s imprisonment is never-ending and that one will probably die in prison.  I imagine few people have greater insight into this than I.  And it is my deep belief that this is the only thing in human existence, that only this uncertainty can hold the human being simultaneously in both a state of complete tension and total depression.   This hope, which is based on various objective events, is then at its most dangerous, because it aggravates and then exhausts the nerves.  That is a special kind of agony capable of weakening and destroying the nerves of even the hardiest of individuals.  I must admit that the most difficult challenge of my life was gathering the strength to preserve my senses and inner peace at such moments, to prevent bitterness to poison my soul and invade my heart.   Neither the tribulations I experienced during the first fifteen years incarceration nor my accumulated life experience and knowledge could prepare me sufficiently for such a difficult and overwhelming task.  I believe I have been equal to it, due in large part to the prayers offered to almighty God by so many good and honorable people.  God’s love and the lessons and martyrdom of our Saviour, Jesus Christ, have also inspired me. 

Thus, the recent rejection of my release on parole surprised and unnerved me, but I was able to quickly pull myself together and regain my inner peace.  Contemplation of God’s mysterious paths convinced me that my additional suffering must have some higher purpose and would therefore not be in vain.  It’s clear to me that on the one side, my situation is miserable and wretched, but on the other, I am extremely fortunate and blessed.  Wretched  because I see no end to my suffering, miserable because everything that can be taken has been taken from me. Fortunate because I still have the love of my Penelope, my family, and my friends, and because I see that as time goes on, that circle of people who are concerned for my fate and acknowledge my sacrifice has widened, both in Croatia and throughout the world.  If I add to that immeasurable wealth my current spiritual maturity and the deposits I have made all these years in Minerva’s bank, I believe all those who are searching for the deeper meaning of life should have reason to envy me.  And though my future is still uncertain, I still believe that when everything has been added up and subtracted, I have no cause to complain because I have come out on the positive side. 

Nonetheless, what saddened me most after the denial of parole were the reactions to the news of my family and friends, my dear wife and elderly mother.  I have brought those two much pain and sadness, so I was especially anxious to have some good news for them.  I am especially upset by the pain this bad news will inflict on my mother and my wife, and the disappointment my relatives and numerous friends will feel; however, as far as I am concerned, I have not only come to terms with it, but am deeply convinced that the almighty God, in his infinite wisdom and mercy, must have a reason for giving me such a heavy cross to bear.  We mortals will never know whether it is better for our immortal souls to suffer more or less on this earth, whether it is better for death to catch up with us earlier or later.  Only God knows.  Such thoughts lessen my pain as I contemplate the nightmare the two most beloved women in my life are suffering at this moment.

An event from my school days in Imotski

Dear friends, while thinking about my grieving, elderly mother, my thoughts drifted back to my early youth, awakening memories of an unforgettable experience I would now like to share with you.

It took place in January, 1958.  I was twelve years old and in the eighth grade in Imotski. (Why, in spite of my parents’ admonitions that “I’d wear out twice the clothes”, I preferred to walk the eight kilometers to Imotski rather than the four to Sovici is another story in itself.)  The winter was especially harsh that year, and in January, heavy blankets of snow had fallen on several occasions.  On the short, winter days, my mother would wake me at dawn and get me off to school, and on rainy and snowy days, dawn would greet me at a point about halfway to Imotski.  Since there were no electric lights then in Gorica, and we had no alarm clock or clock of any kind, it is remarkable that my parents always knew when to wake me up.   Actually, my father, Peija, would rise at dawn every day, go feed the horses, and then wake up my mother around five-thirty. Then she would get up, light a fire, and make me a cup of barley or warm milk. 

If the clouds prevented him from seeing the stars, Peija would “stand guard” until he heard the “Vokic express”, (as we called the bus that went from Imotski to Capljina, which passed through Gorica at exactly six a.m.), and would then awaken my mother so she could get me ready for school.  One snowy January night in this same year, my father poked my mother with his elbow and told her to get up and get me off to school because after he had heard the bus go by, he had gone back to sleep, and now I’d probably be late for school!  Mama woke me up so energetically that I jumped, thinking the house must be on fire.  I quickly pulled on my pants and my shabby sweatshirt, threw my book bag over my shoulder, and, wrapped in one of my mother’s old black scarves, I forged my way through the drifts of snow piled up on the doorstep and headed toward school.

Since the snow was still falling, I was careful that my books didn’t get wet and that I didn’t slip in my raggedy shoes and fall down.  I thought it strange, though, that I didn’t encounter anybody the entire way to school.  When I got to the school and found it dark and locked up, I saw that the whole village was still asleep, that there wasn’t a living soul on the street.  Surprised and somewhat confused, I went on toward the church and as soon as I saw the clock on its tall tower, everything became clear; at the same time, I felt an unpleasant shiver of fear course through me.  Unable to believe my eyes, I had to take several looks at the clock to convince myself that it was really only 2 a.m. in the morning.  Right away, I figured some cargo train must have passed through Gorica around midnight and that the snow had muffled its sound somehow so that my father had thought it was the Vokic bus.

I made my way home, freezing and scared.  I was no longer concerned about slipping or getting my books wet.  My attention was totally focused on the smallest sounds and noises, the barking of a dog, the howling of a wolf; that is, on any danger that could be stalking me.  Meanwhile, in spite of the hypersensitivity of my ears, the snowy night was as totally and utterly silent as a tomb.  Only when I’d made it halfway home did I hear some muffled sounds coming toward me from the other direction, though I was unable to identify them.  

Determined not to be taken by surprise, I jumped behind a nearby tree to hide until the danger had passed.  Since I hadn’t taken into consideration the fact that voices carried much farther on a still, snowy night like this, I had almost frozen by the time they had come close enough for me to recognize them as the voices of my parents and to make out their words:  “Dear God, how could you have made such a mistake?  He’ll freeze out here in these drifts or die of fear..the wolves could have gotten him!” said my mother, tearfully reproaching Pero.  He told her to stop whining, that I had probably taken refuge somewhere in town or had found one of the school doors unlocked and gone in to stay dry, that I wasn’t the fearful type, and that he hadn’t seen a single wolf all winter.  He also pointed out to her the tracks of a large vehicle in the snow which he believed could have been the bus.

As I listened to this exchange, my courage grew and I forgot the cold; I stayed hidden a little longer until I could come up with a way to exhibit my bravery to them.  Just as they passed by my tree, I jumped out all of a sudden, threw my mother’s wet scarf out in front of them, and yelled at the top of my lungs.  My mother, shocked, lost her balance, slipped, and fell down in the snow, so we helped her back up on her feet.  Then all three of us embraced and had a good laugh about it all.  On the way home, I told them about the locked-down school, the deserted town, and the church clock, leaving out the part about my fear and apprehension.

My mother told me how she had made a fire after I’d left, put a lot of wood into the stove so the house would be nice and warm, and then lay down for another hour, as was her habit.  It must have been a mother’s intuition that prevented her from falling back asleep, so she lay awake in bed until dawn.   When dawn didn’t come, she awakened Pero and told him something was wrong, since I had left long ago and it still wasn’t dawn.  Pero got up and went to a house fifty meters from ours, to a neighbor who had a clock.  Seeing that the entire village was still asleep, he woke the neighbor and asked him what time it was.  The astonished neighbor told him it was 2 a.m.  My dear, worried parents left immediately to search for me. 

It was probably around 4 a.m. when we finally arrived home.  Mama told me to go to bed and that she would wake me in two hours.  When I got up again, I had a big piece of bread and drank several cups of warm milk.  My clothing had completely dried, as my mother had sat the entire time in front of the stove to make sure of that.  When I left the second time for school, snow was no longer falling, but a strong wind that had come up in the meantime whirled the drifts around in the air.  Before I’d made it halfway to school in Imotski, the end of that long, unforgettable night had come and a cold January day dawned.  I admit that my goal here in describing this long ago event was to illustrate the love and concern of my parents, but I also wanted to pay my respects to all our parents who, under very difficult conditions, sacrificed and suffered so much in order to raise and nurture their children. 

I wanted to tell some of my school colleagues about my midnight arrival in Imotski, but I didn’t, knowing that before long everyone would know that we had no clock in our house, and then the city kids, some of whom even had wristwatches, would tease me about it.

If there had been only village kids, I would have told them all, because I knew that most of them also lived in meager conditions and some came from even more impoverished families.  Actually, it was well known that in Western Hercegovina and Imotski, not only had the Yugoslav Communists committed bloody acts of terror and revenge, but through the imposition of high taxes and low prices for tobacco, had shamelessly robbed the inhabitants of this barren area and held them in even greater poverty and destitution than they had suffered during the Turkish occupation. 

Thanks to the centuries-long moral teachings of the Catholic church and their strong religious beliefs, these peasants were able not only to stoically endure the deprivation in their lives but also succeed in providing their many children a good upbringing and instilling in them a deep spirituality and faith, as well as ambition and sense of humor.  Although there was much poverty and life was very difficult, there was a lot more spirit and love back then, more concern and responsibility, joy in life and gaiety, especially when there were christenings, marriages, and various village celebrations, for example at Easter and during the holiday season.

I am therefore saddened and deeply concerned about today’s modernization and how it has destroyed the natural, instinctive life of our villages, to see that many are ashamed of their peasant roots and have accepted and are imitating the decadent culture of consumerism and exhibitionism, replacing their spirituality and faith with selfishness and naked materialism. I read in the newspapers recently that in the last ten years, the population of the Imotski area has decreased by 5,500 and that many villages are completely empty, excepting for a few elderly men and women.  The situation is little better in other areas, because according to demographic data in the Republic of Croatia, last year alone showed more than 31,000 fewer births than deaths.  For centuries, our villages and rural areas represented, without a doubt, the heart and soul of our nation.   So if our villages die, it won’t be long before our beautiful homeland becomes a beautiful homeland to others instead of to us.  And when that times comes,  Croatians will be a valuable commodity everywhere, in the cities, villages, and even the streets over whose very names so many have pontificated and bickered in the past.

What if, say, Zagreb and Split had not continually received “fresh infusions” from the villages, if the flower of Croatian youth, healthy in mind and body, had not regularly streamed in? Our metropoli would long ago have stagnated and become sterile.  The history of the Croatian nation has shown us that geography is destiny; since ancient Roman times, our nation has been caught up in its vortex and been the victim of numerous occupations and foreign tyrannies.  There is no doubt that without its vital and healthy rural population, our nation would not have survived or preserved its national identity.

Croatia has learned important lessons from its tragic history

Taking all this into consideration, it is astonishing that our present day intellectual and political elite shows so little concern for these catastrophic demographics and the extinction of Croatian villages.  It is also tragi-comic that the majority of those who have influence over public opinion, and many political figures as well, waste so much time, intellect, and energy interpreting (subjectively for the most part) the lessons of the past as though they were consummate historians or philosophers.  

The Croatian nation has learned well the lessons of the past,  passing the ultimate test during the Homeland War when the sons of Partisans and Ustashis fought together side by side.  All that is needed is a little imagination and good will to see that the unfortunate divisions that existed during the last World War emerged due to the imposition of alien ideologies, and that the majority of Croatia sons who died on both sides of that tragic battlefield did not even comprehend these ideological differences; both were convinced they were fighting for a better and happier future for their nation.  For those with good will, these conclusions, along with the instructive experiences gained from the Homeland War, are more than sufficient to heal forever the tragic divisions from the last World War.  It is obvious that some journalistic cabals and public figures are unwilling to allow these wounds to heal, although they must certainly be aware that as a small nation and young state, we cannot allow past divisions to poison the present and encumber our future. 

And since the victors for the most part have written the history of the last World War, it is often difficult to distinguish fact from war propaganda.  The truth was actually nearly impossible to recognize, because due to their bad consciences and ideological partisanship, the victors attempted in the post war period to continuously blacken the defeated side and multiply its crimes.  The young generations therefore, and especially the Serbian minority in Croatia, were raised with the conviction that the soldiers of the NDH-Independent State of Croatia were bloodthirsty criminals with horns who deserved the ultimate degradation, the most excessive suffering, and the greatest punishment.  Due to human nature and vanity, it is still almost impossible to publicly and reasonably debate these grim, sensitive issues, so it is wiser to surrender the debate to the experts and the passage of time.  When all the secret documents are released in ten to twenty years time, the experts will hopefully be able to distinguish truth from lies and facts from war propaganda, and then finally write an unbiased history of this tragic period.  Then it will more than likely become clear to all that neither side was without fault and that, therefore, neither had the right to defame and mercilessly cast stones at the other.

My dear Vancouver friends, it seems that the banquet you traditionally organize in my honor has become known to many, not only in the Republic of Croatia but throughout the world.  My letters have during the past years been published and photocopied in various forms, so that the circle of readers is constantly increasing.  I can see this from the letters I have received during the past year, and mainly from younger readers.

Some have written that they have seen that suffering is the main archetype of my existence and others ask in what way they can help in order to gain my release.  Some ask what is specific about the Vancouver Croatians, why is it they who have organized a banquet, and ask if I had at one time lived in Vancouver or have special friends there.  I have to admit that these letters rescue me from my prison lethargy and at least for awhile dissipate my grim prison apathy, though it always manages to creep back.  Unfortunately most of these letters have gone unanswered, and I take this opportunity to apologize to all those to whom I haven’t personally responded.  I hope they can somewhat understand my situation and forgive me.

In a way it’s more appropriate for me to remain completely silent to these beautiful, sensitive letters than to respond with empty, superficial formalities.  I have begun, especially in the past few years, to try to answer some of them, only to abandon my efforts shortly thereafter.  The problem is that I have trouble finding a common language, not only with the young people, but with people in general whose fates in life have been so different than mine, who have not suffered or traveled the “thorny path to the stars”.  I fear that they would reach the wrong conclusions from my correspondence; that is, that they would not understand my thoughts and presume I had perhaps gone insane from these long years in prison and found solace in fantasy.  If I ever am released to freedom, I will probably have similar difficulties communicating with people who have lived normally and sought only the sunny side of life.  The other, dark and tragic side, the deeper, richer level of human existence, is unknown to them.

Freedom Is a Spiritual Need

It’s paradoxical but true that my fantasies were what did actually save me from going insane and provided me with my primary spiritual nourishment in this spiritual wasteland. The spirit really does suffer under conditions of incarceration, because freedom is not a physical but a spiritual need; the spirit’s nostalgia and yearning for its home and homeland are more painful than the yearning for freedom.  All those who have gone back after a long period to the place they spent their childhood and youth know that nothing can refresh the soul and animate us to such a degree as that precious place under the sun we call home.  This is why from time immemorial, the great minds and interpreters of the soul compared the permanent exile of a man from his nation and home to a death sentence.  It is now completely clear to me why some preferred death to perpetual exile, even though in a physical sense they could have lived a luxurious or at least a comfortable life outside. A man’s soul takes nourishment from its own roots, and his heart is warmed best by the sun radiated by his home and hearth, and nowhere on earth do the stars shine so brightly as in those skies.  When one considers that I have seen neither stars nor moon for over 28 years, then one can conceive how much imagination I have needed to conjure up in order to keep my soul from withering away.

I still remember well a plaque that hung in one of our school classrooms, bearing the phrase:  “Books are the windows that provide us a view into the real world.” I can truly say I have looked through those windows, I’ve always loved to read, and during my imprisonment I can state that conservatively speaking I have probably read two to three thousand beautiful, excellent, and instructive books.  Books have increased my imagination; I’ve spent time with numerous warriors, heroes, and saints, from the  time of the Ancient Greeks to the present day.  I’ve admired their exploits and emphasized with their defeats and martyrdom. I enjoy reading because books represent to me conversations with great thinkers, conversations that expand my horizons and deepen my comprehension of life and human nature.  Books have also reveled to me the strength of faith and what role religion has had in interpersonal and international relations, and this has helped me to transform my unfortunate personal fate into invaluable wealth.  Thus I am able today to face whatever the new day brings without bitterness and hatred in my heart, not even toward those who have maliciously defamed me.  Because in the end, they have not done me harm, though they did not wish me well.

I would just like to add in conclusion that experience and knowledge have convinced me that the history of the world is the history of different cultures and civilizations; that religion provides the base and foundation of every culture, and that specific moral values serve as guardian angels to healthy cultural development and progress. Also that later, when culture developed into civilization, this religious base and the moral criteria that had preserved it became neglected.  It’s clear today that western civilization is entering a sterile and dangerous period. It is thus not surprising to see what the priorities are of those who have succeeded the former Christian Europe, if one has in mind that in all these nations, the ones coming to power are those individuals and parties who worship above all the contemporary Golden Calf.

Maybe I would in time have become a worshipper to these idols if I hadn’t happened to end up in prison.  I am happy to be able to say today that my conscience is clear in this regard and that I am grateful that, in these dangerous times and under difficult temptations, I have been able to listen to my inner voice, remain true to it and my ideals, and that I have done all within my capacities and powers to free my Croatian nation from the rule of godless Communism and hybrid Yugoslavianism.

And the fact that Christian America still keeps me in prison after all these years, in spite of the illustrious Croatian victories in the Homeland War, says much more about her Christianity than about me.  I am just sad for all my friends and relatives, some deceased now, sorry that the Americans have remained deaf to their pleas and requests to free or at least transfer me to a Croatian prison, because as far as I myself am concerned, I left long ago, have simply detached, and I am able to sacrifice whatever small part still remains of my life.

I am also aware that in the meantime, I must endure to the end in a dignified and honorable manner in order not to betray and disappoint all those who love and pray for me.  I must endure for my grieving mother (note: Zvonko’s mother passed away just a few months after this letter was written, on February 14, 2005) and my devoted wife, for all my relatives and old and new friends.  I must endure in the hope that I will once more walk the old paths of my youth and breathe Croatian air into my lungs.  I must endure in the hope that I will one day be able to kiss my rough Hercegovinian stone, embrace the ancient trees, and in the still night gaze at the shining stars radiating down over my village.  I must endure for all my friends who have passed away without having achieved their hopes and dreams, and for my late father who knew how to tell time by those same stars.  And finally, I must endure for you, my dear Vancouver friends, you who have once again torn me from the monotony of imprisonment and inspired me to write this long and extremely difficult letter of greeting.

I thank you sincerely and with all my heart for the concern and support you have offered so consistently and warmly.  I also wish you a very Happy New Year in 2005, and hope that memories of happier Christmases long ago as well as the upcoming holidays bring cheer, peace, and joy into all your hearts.

Sincerely,

Zvonko Busic, 2005
P.S. 

If I hear that my story of the midnight trip to school has pleased you, I will write next year about the trip I took over Biokovo with two friends when I was fourteen, and then swam in the sea for the first time in my life.
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