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I wish to thank the Staff Union of the International Criminal Tribunal for The former Yugoslavia in The Hague, for having given us the opportunity to talk about the bright side of the dark period of the Second World War. Also I would thank to all of you who came to hear us.
The Second World War was largely raging when on 6th April 1941, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia was invaded by the Axis powers, from all directions. The army of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia capitulated within 11 days, and some 200,000 officers and soldiers were taken to Germany, to the prison camps.
Yugoslavia was territorially divided by winning forces, including a newly created,  “puppet” Independent State of Croatia. Serbia remained under the protection of the military commander of the German forces. The Government that closely collaborated with the occupation forces was also created in Serbia, on the pretext of having the same interests - the fight against communism and the Jews.
The implementation of the new anti-Semitic measures began with the first days of occupation. The first measures were put in place with the adoption of the Government's ordinance in 1940. After the bombing of Belgrade and other cities, while the unbearable stench of corpses was spreading on the streets, the Jews marked with yellow tapes were forced to clear the rubble away.
The first actions against the invaders, carried out by the Resistance movement in Belgrade, included setting fire on a German truck. A young Jew, named Elijas Almozino, took part at this action. That was the only reason for the first mass execution of Jews, known as the First hundred.
Camps for Jews and other undesirable were rapidly erected across the devastated Yugoslavia. In March 1942, the German military authorities in Serbia were able to report to Berlin that the Jewish question in Serbia was finally resolved. Out of some 16,600 Serbian Jews, 13,600 were killed. Also, over 80% of the total of 80,000 Jews who lived in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, were killed in the Holocaust.
What happened to the rest of the Jews? Some of them realized at the beginning of the war or even earlier, what was going to happen, which made them escape towards the Italian occupation zone. Living there was not easy either, but at least they were not exposed to the systematic destruction. A part of them fled to Hungary, where, until the arrival of Eichmann in 1944, they were relatively protected. Other Jews sought refuge hiding in villages, rather than in cities, which meant that the help from the local population was needed.
Those who saved the Jews during the Second World War (I do not mean those who were doing that for money), certainly did not even think about the awards which followed after the war. According to the law passed by the Knesset, the parliament of the state of Israel, in 1953, Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum, awarded the Charter and Medal of the Righteous only to non-Jews who were saving Jews during the Second World War. Humanists across Europe had only one goal – saving people in danger, at least one single life, often not knowing whom they had saved. By doing this, they put in danger their own lives and the lives of their families, and had chosen to save people of another nationality who were found guilty because of their faith – the faith of the Jews in this particular case. I am not saying that because the saved people included the Jews, as someone might mind that. This was not the topic at all, they were conspirative, and thus preserved the Jews and their families, who were threatened with death because of their activity.
I grew up in the house of one of the rescued people. My father lived in Zemun before the war. He was a member of Hashomer HaTzair and immediately after the outbreak of the war, almost the whole Hashomer HaTzair organization in Zemun joined the Resistance. My father was one of the 150 Jews who received the 1941 Memorial award in the post-war Yugoslavia, meaning that they had begun fighting against Nazi camarilla from the first days of the occupation. He was also one of 4,572 Jews from Yugoslavia, who fought in the partisan units.
Before he reached the partisans in July 1942, Danilo (that's my father's name), had to say good bye to the family. Saying goodbye was hard, as the Jews did not understand yet what awaited them. His brother thought that the whole family would get hurt because he left. The family was sent away to Jasenovac, one of the bloodiest camps in the Independent State of Croatia, a nazzy creation, where all the members of the family were killed. The night before the Jews from Zemun were driven away in cattle car to Jasenovac, Danilo was informed about the plan through the Resistance organization, and soon he was accommodated in the house of Martina Levec.
Martina Levec, The Slovene young woman was very brave, and, apart from the Jew, she had in her house four other guests – senior Nazi officers. Hidden, with two other Jews for a few months in the attic of Martina's house, my father escaped the search for the remaining Jews from Zemun (a part of the story of his life in Martina's house can be read in the book “Serbs the Righteous”). As I said, I grew up with these stories. I can not explain why, but my father never talked about the horrors of the war, as the very fact of the war spoke for itself. If we could listen to him now, as i did many times, they would be just anecdotes, making you laugh, as the Resistance and the partisans did not do anything, but only thought about cracking jokes.
Why are we talking about the Righteous today, writing books, making exhibitions, and also getting ready to making a movie? There are three reasons for me: firstly, to pay a tribute to the Righteous that they really deserved, to constantly remind ourselves of their humanity, to prevent them from going into oblivion by giving them medals and diplomas.
Secondly, to educate the younger generation, who can learn only from books and our stories what was happening at a time they weren't even born. This is of particular importance because we are faced today with numerous examples of revising history, distortion of historical facts, which should be used for political purposes, especially in countries in transition.
Thirdly, which is not less important, this is a specific form of struggle against anti-Semitism, which existed for thousands of years and continues to exist. These stories should lead the young, and the senior people, too, especialy hardened nationalists (which is not necessarily bad, unless the nationalism is identified with fascism) to accept the fact that other nations must exist, often side by side.
So when I was invited to write about the Righteous Serbia, I have set two conditions - firstly, that the contributions should be written in a literary language, and not as an arid chronicle, or a history. Though it was a limiting factor, the ultimate aim was making people read the book. The second condition included sticking to the territorial principle. If we look at the former Yugoslavia as a whole, Yad Vashem has recognized about 400 Righteous.
Why is this so important? Yugoslavia was a multi-ethnic country, not only territorially, but there were often mixed marriages present. My assignment was to write about the Righteous in Serbia. Surely you've noticed that I do not talk about Serbian Righteous, with some reason, because there are Hungarians, Slovenes, Croats, Albanians, Slovaks, and one German women, among them. Certainly, the major part involves the Serbs. If I was supposed to write only about Serbian Righteous, as I said, I would not accept it, because among the Righteous in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina there are a lot of people of Serbian nationality, and that's the division that no one needs today. We do not need to look back that much to realize that similar divisions during the nineties of the last century led to a bloody war, and we did not want for a single moment that something like that becomes a consequence of our writing.
Just to add, among the extremely humane and brave people who saved the Jews, there are plenty of those, who coincidentally did not receive this prestigious recognition of the state of Israel. 
