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JULY n, 2020 WILL MARK 25 YEARS S5INCE THE GENOCIDE IN SREBRENICA. WE HOMNOR THE
MEMORY OF MORE THAM 8,372 INODOCENT VICTIMS. ‘NEW ENGLAND FRIENDS OF BOSMNIA &
HERZEGOVINA' (NEFBIH) CORDIALLY INVITES YOU TO TAKE PART IN OUR ‘ROAR FOR JUSTICE.
SREBRENICA REMEBRANCE DAY" ONLINE STORY CAMPAIGN. THIS CAMPAIGN 15 DEDICATEED
TOWARDS RAISING AWARENESS AND PAYING TRIBUTE TO THE INNOCENT VICTIMS OF GENOCIDE.

Above ars the graves of Selima’s three brothars. To the left

Iz Sadik, In the middls I= Mirslem, and to the right Iz Hasan
next to Hasan, In the whits tombstons, s Sellma's

- - He was burked in 2007

Selima’s Story

JOEDAN STEVEN SHER

Photographad In Potocan, 2010, To the leit 1s sister, Ramiza, Selima in the middla, her
mather, baing comfortsd by Sslima’s cousin. Husband, Selim to his right in white shirt.

Ar49, Selima Vejzowic, has orystal clear and

memories of ber life at the time of the genocde m Srebremica
that led to the 10-day slvughter of B,372 men and bays
begioming Fuly 11 m 1995, She is unafmid to tell the wordd of
what bappened imderstanding that unless stories like hers are
tald, derial by Serbians inchading in Serbia ftself and the
Fepublic of Serbia, and mdifference by others around the
globe, the rhetoric of revisionist history will overshadow the
most barmific atrocies to fake place in Europe since the
Huolocaust will be forzoten

Until the age of 18, Salivn lved with her parents, father,
Selim and mother, Hatidza, and six younger siblings, sisters
Hasan m the small village of Podzaj newt dear to two other
homes where extended famdly ressded It was a nomual
exzstence she says, one puncroated by celebmtions, local
gama'mgs,pamz and close connections with others m the
village. It was at those that she would meet and court her
firrure bmshand, also pamed Selim

She went to school until complating the eighth prads. and
was 50 & away and mansportation limied, she stopped her
education The family expectation to help her mothar with the
younger children became her responsibility. She had no
When she married her hoshand in 1088, she moved out of her
famnily"s howse to ber own just down the hill Selim bad a good
job in town, and m 1989 they bad their firse

Genocide 1n Srebrenica

child, a zirl they named Asra. Life was
good for the pew family. Life was safe
Lifs moved forwand.

Then, in 1992, it all changed.

Slobodan Milosevic, president of
Yumeslavia, and a Serbian himself, and
Radovin Karadzic, whe was the
president of the newly established entity
m Bosnia and Herrepovina called
Fepublika Srpska (Fepublic of Serhia),
u:’etm:u:lmda :mﬂnrias meant o

“ethmic cleansing.” a.-,m.-,:mna:]hv
Miilosevic, was ane of temor in arder to
cary ot their poal

The Serbian mlitary moved their fores
e Podza) and smroumding areas. Their
goal was to force Muslims and the fewer
Croats ot of Bosnia and Herzepovina fo
make way for their peal of “a Greater
Serbia” At the tims, about a third of the
couniry was inhabited by Bosmian Serbs,

and the newly voted upon independence by
mmmmmmem
Vogeslavia did not sit well with the Serbs.
Diespite the fact that Serbs, Croats, and
Mushms co-existed peacefully previously,
hate was being flamed by radical Bosnian
Serbs, and Serbia itself

Cme moming in earty May, word got out that
the local Bosniaks nmst repart to their jobs
o collect their final payrhecks they would no
lonzer be employed. Selim sucosssfally
managed to get his check and refum home to
tell Selima. Some others were ol a5
formumate as the nise to re Bosniaks,
espedially the men allowed the Serbs to
capiure and taks prisoners away to whatever
The sounds of artillery and glmﬁrenmm

umalTh.a:hw:nm'hegmmngtuteetEr
O 3 D=W Precarios precipice.
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Then in 1992, it all changed

JORDAN STEVEN SHER

By late May, the Serh army
enfered their village and they
all bad to flea. The village was
burmed down and they went to
nearty Opeiri in the Srebrenica
termitory to Iive. They had liitle
maore than some clothmz and
the limited food they could
CAITY.

“In our new home, which was
my meithers cousins, with all
eleven of us living in ooe room
on the s=cond floor, we often
heard gumfire, tank shells and
hand zrenade explosions
nearty. It was wery fightening
and we were all wormied,
especially for the kids,” Selima
explained.

For the next three months along
with others m the towm, they
slept in the woods to avoid
being seen by the Serbian
soldiers. They took blankets
and tarps. and refumed to their
home during the day to gather
food and water.

“At the time, all we could think
about was survival Of course,
sleeping in the woods was
difffcudt, bt we falt we had no
choice,” said Selima.

“For food, my parents had a
small farm in Podeaj, where we
would gzt fresh vegetables. The
adults would sneak out in the
early moming under the cover
of darkness o pick the
potatoes, com, and beans while
the younees teens took care of
Arra. We were 50 scared I'was
termified Mot everyone was so
lncky to have a farm. so we
would bring some of the
produce to my relatives and
some athers, inchading fo my
in-laws, who needed help ™
Hawing very litfls in the way of
an organized military, Bosoia
was Dot prepared to adeguatsly
repel the Serb army and
paramilitary. But in late July, a
1aziag Bosnian military took
some contral and Selima and
family could at least sleep
indocrs ence again They spent
a tofal of eight months in that
house with bombs and tullets
replacing the singing and
chirping sounds of the sponz
and summer birds.

Ome summer afternoon in 19932,
Selima was among twenty
family members visiting her
uncle’s house for a patherine.
After all, having

Sellma by her brothers” graves.

harely 2 modicum of normaley, any opporhmity to be with family was
celebrated. Amidst the hushed revelry, a mizzile from a tank exploded

on the house

“The smeke and debris were all around us. Shattered plass was scattered
thronuzhaut the howse I couldn’t bear from the blast I can’t even
explain what it was like to be in the midst of that. My husband and
danzhter were there, too. We survived, ut not my pear cousin, who
was gutside and was killed. and his father, my uncle, was wounded.™
“It was Febraary, 1993 and at that time, the U started to drop pallets
of food for these of us in that area, 5o we would retrieve what we could
cary. We didn’t fear the Sarb arpoy becanse the Hosnian arny was
present. and besides, the pallets were deep into the woods and the

soldiers were not going to go there ™

They also collected roots, leaves, and other plants fo make four for
bread Selima speaks of how anxious everyons was. There was oo joy fo

be had It was a desperate time.

A humaritarian crisis began to unfold. It was cold and there was a lot of
snow in March, 1893, People were Iving outside and many died from
expoare. Word was gettimg arcand that the UN was dropping off foad
in Srebremica city, bat also taking people toa “iee zope” in Tuzla.
However, these conveys were nof taking the men or teenage boys
because the Serbs claimed that they could be potential soldiers fighting

apainst them.

Selim urzed Selima o take Arra to gef to Tozla, Selim’s sister and har
two children had pone earlier Selima’s father walked Selima and Arra
30 kilometers to Srebrenica Cify to see if Selima could catch a UN tmack
to Tuzla She took a chance that she could find paszage away from the
encroaching Serbian army. Leaving ber bushand was excraciatingly
painful, tut they both had hepe that they would be reunited.

“We always had bope,” she said. “Nothmz was sure. I was hoping to
find safety in Tuzla, bat traly didnt know what we would encoumter.
My father came with me and carried Azra most of the way. We took
some shart cuts, and maversed the main road when the snow made ear
trek fo0 difficult. My dad walked in front of me to pave a path through
the snow. It was below freeming. I remember undling Az in a pink
puffy coat. scarf, boots and mittens. 1 had on a warm coat that my
usband had bought me in happier times. My father was so brave, and
50 giving. He and [ were very close. [ believe that I have bis atimibates
of kindness and generosity. That is pant of the leracy be left me. In any
ewent, bhe led us to what would eventually be our salvation; the safety

we were sseking ™

Thevarnmdumghtuﬂmu]dhen:h&hmp?ersdlwpmspnﬂmuf
food nearty. Her father and sister-m-law went to get some food whils

Selima slept at a friend”s bonse.

“At 100 am my dad woke me and told me fo gzt on the macks that
were leaving for Tuzla. I conldn 't believe my eyes. There sesmad liks
thousands of moestly women and girls waiting to get onio a ouck, so I
folt hncky to getin ane. I bronzht my few belonmmngs alons with me and

“In our new
home, which
was my
mother’s
cousin’s, with
all eleven of us
living in one
room on the
second floor,
we often heard
gunfire, tank
shells and hand
grenade
explosions
nearby. If was
very
frightening and
we were all
worried,
especially for
the kids,”
Selima
explained.

Send an email to
info@nefbih.org
to share vour story
today!
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“At the time, I could not have predicted it would be the

last time I would see him...™

JOEDAN STEVEN SHEE

hozped my dad poodbye. At the tms, T could
ot bave predicied it would be the Last time I
would see bim, o1 hear his warm and loving
waoice. I miss him mare than my words will
gver convey.”

Selima and Asa, alons with ene of her
hushand”s sisters and her two children, went
to Tuzla 100 kilometers away on the same
day. but on different rocks.

“The mack we were oo was so packed Tt was
actoally hard to breathe and Iwas so
fightened for Azma. I laid her oo the small
suitcase at my feet bending forward to maks
sure people did not step on her. People died
along the way maybe fom the lack of owyzen,
I don’t know, bt it was a very hard mip.™
Upon amival they slept in a dorm-like
struchare with mamy others. There was no
elecinicity for the bundreds in that shelter. For
Selim and the others, it was esrie and
distarbing bemgz uprosted fom their homes to
b in this vacneus buillding baraly being able
to see She was quite worned that this was to
e her new home?

The next day, however, Selima and her
danzhier were mansported to a fown called
Tinja in Srebrenik, while her husband's sister
went to Zivinice nearby.

Selima and Azra lived with a local Muslim
family that wohmtesred to take them in_ It was
the end of March, 1993, and they had survived
the cold Bosnian winter, and were now at least
living with a caring family with a bed to slesp
in, fipod to eat, monins water and electricity,
and the relative safery of Srebrenik.

Selima recalls a poignant story when Asra was
forar.

“When we bved in Opsici, we usually only
had lunch and dinner so we could presarve our
food. I would tell my daughter that I would
hide a piece of bread for her for when she was
hongry. She clearly remembered this because
when we Were eafing dinner ope evening with
the family, Ama asked me if I could hide
some bread m case she gof bungry. The
homeowner sadly looked ower at my danghter
and cried. And so did 1™

“This family was very nice to us. But after
three months we needed to find our own place.
I knew a woman and her danghter from my
villaze who happened fo hve next door to
where we were in Srebrenik. She and I found
a boase for ws all to live.”

In Srebrenik, as in other places in moach of
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Muslims, Serbs, and
Croats ived in the same or nearby
comommities. When the war starfed, the Serb
families fled to Serbia leaving houses
abandoned. Although some looting eocurmed,
the local officials encouraged refumess like
Selima to cladm ope of those houses. They
even had nmuing water and power. The kocal
Fed Cross provided food. However, it was
typically oot sufficient. Like other displaced
persons Selima and her friend found Jocal
people who had farms to “work for food ™ The

children jomed them and just played while the
women worked In exchange, they gof jams,
dried frusts, potatoes and beans.

“We connected with good. kind peopls. Even
the family that took ws i when we first amived
helped us in this way.”

This is how they ved for almost two years.
Dnring that time, she and her family, who still
Iiwed in the Srebrenica termtory, mailed letters w
each ather facilitated by the Red Cross.
Although the letters were opened to ensure that
1o plans of resistance were being organized,
they wers able to keep up-to-date with each
other's lives.

When explining why most of her family
remained behind in Opetci, Selima points out
that althewgh it was safer where she was in
Srebrenik, her mother would never have left the
other children. And, becanse the males
inchading her father, her bushand, brothers, her
cousin’'s hushand, uncle and cousins not being
abile to pass thooogh Serb militarized zones,
there was no way her mom would leave withouz
them,

In fact, her family was describing a thriving
Srebrenica. Life seemed normal once the TN
roops fom Canada amived in 1993 to make
sure that the Serh army had ne access fo the city
and surrounding areas. There was plenty io eat,
and all was calm. “Wish vou were here,” they'd
write in their letters to her.

Her sister, Ramiza, zof marmed three years
before the war and had two danghrers, Elvisa
mnd Eniza, and gave birth to ber youngest child,
aboy, Haris, in 1994, in midst of the war. They
all encouraged Selima to retom, but waveling m
Bosnia was not safe. Life was good in
Srebrenica.

The Canadian peacekespers laft and a small
Dtch unit took over.

Selima saw news reports that the Serbs had
delivered a new offensive push and were headed
for Srebremica.

“5all, I was oot 5o warried After all, this was a
“zafe zone.” The Ul peacekespers were there.
How could anything happen? The people will be
evacuated, I was sure.”

Cm July §. things fook a ferrible um. The newly
formed Bosnian Serb armny under General Fatke
Miadic, which was tasked along with the
Serbian-deminated Yugoeslav military, began
their ofensive. Ten thousmd men fled through
dense forests to Potocan just outside of
Srebrenica whers the U Peacekespers were
stationed beliewing it to be safe. But thers was
1o miervention by the peacekespers who either
surrendered or just stoad by,

“Ttis time fo take revenge oo these Muslms,” it
was later reported that Mladic commanded.
Meanwhile, in Potocar, with false promisss of
freedom by Mladic s soldiers, in addition to the
terror tactics of murder and rape, the Bosniak
men sumendered. The bomfic plan by the
Bosnian Serb forces was quickly revealsd. and
the atrocities were umleashed.

Men and boys were pat into holding sites,
mostly in a football stadium in Branmac. Orhers
were held in sites incloding in Viasenica, Mova

Visit NEFBIH s website: hitps:/nefbih arg/

Send an email to
info/@ nefbih.org
to shal e your 5[‘0]'}' today!

Eazaba, Branjevo, md Kravica. All of these
places were ponth of Srebrenica along the
Cirina Fiwer near the Serbian border. They
were beld in warehouses, fcteries and schools
ameng other places, and executed The
killmgs began with unrelenting brotality en
July 13 as the massacre now unfolded
Several thousand women and zirls wers
ransparted fo the airfisld m Tuzla where they
were housed in tents. Many of them wimeszed
the men and boys being roumded up and left
behind as they were ussed to the airpornt
Same even reparted sesing the slaushter. And
ower the next ten days, over 8004 Bosniak
men and beys were killed and dumped into
mass Eraves.

Selima had to find the women and girls of her
famuily at the Tuzla Airport.
“‘nivfnandudImdub'us to find oy family.
There were thousands of mostly women and
children there, so finding anyooe was very
difficult. T can’t even tell you the mixhure of
emotions I had, the desperation I felr.™

5he found her youngest sister, FRaza, who was
only fourtsen at the time. and ber ten-year-old
boy cousin, Sejid, the ooly male from ber
father’s side of the family to make it out alive.
“When I finally found poy family, mchiding
Iy mom, we wenf to my house where I had
cooked lots of food. and they showered. We
were all trembling from what we were now
becoming very aware of The Serbs were
targeting the males. The helplessness we falt
carmat be described.”

Since the bouse was not big enouzh for
everyone, most of them went to a shelfer in
Zivimice. Selima wanted her mother to sty
with her, but ber mom was too diztraught to
do s0.

The Bosnian army had a presence in
Srebrendk, and Selima’s mother wanted fo sty
i a shelter in town, 50 that she conld go to the
command headgoarters every day to see if
there was word of any men or boys who had
survived.

“She cried so much,” Selima told me. “There
was nothmg I could say or do to calm ber
especially because I was so upset myself™
Meamwhile, there was oo word on ber bushand
eithar.

“Cm July 17, I went from Tinja with ooy
daughter to visit my family and hushand™s
famuily to sleep over in Zivinice Early that
oieht, the news came that the first group of
men whe had escaped from Srebremica had
amved here I 'was woken up from the lond
voices and gunshots, almost like a celebration,
becase of their amival In that moment, I
wasn't aware of who was in that zroup. The
pext moming two of my ushand's nephews
came to the door and called me ousside to
infiorm me that oy hosband was ons of the
men who had mads it out, and that he was
sleeping at his sister’s bouse in Zivinice.™
Her beart urst. Selim bad mads it. The hope
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SELIMA’S STORY

they bad of sesing each other azain was not
false. She raced out of the house with Az to
reumite with ber shand for the joyows reunion.
He then told her what

Selim had walked imto Srebrenik with several
other men—they had fied Srebrenica as the
terror began. Tt took six days to each Srebrenik
as they hid m the woods and ate what Iifle faod
they camied with them Slesp was ftfiul and
sporadic. They bad to avoid any Serh soldiers,
understanding that they would be killed He
camied with bim =2d news. ioa. He didn’t know
what bappenad to Selima’s fanmly, bat he fared
the worst.

A friend of Selina’s sister, Rantiz, who was
part of the Selim’s group that had escaped told
Famiza of the grim news about ber lushand.
‘While flesing Srebremica, be was shot in both
le=zs. His wounds were too ditical to allow him
to make the ek with them He courageously
told the others to leave him; that he knew he
wornld jost hald them back. They had no choice
bmmdu-m Ihfvm-ukhlsban:lrpatkm Elve to

mgedy all Selima, Ramiza and the others could
do was to wring the tears ot of their eyes unal
they could ooy Do more.

It was pot until 2003 that Famiza’s lushand's
Temains would evennaally be identified It would
take that long to finally bring closure for her and
the fanmily.

Selim fixed up the house in Srebrenik for her
mother, Hatidza to live with them where they
staryed until 1996 while the others in her family
remained in Zrvimice.

“In Srebrenik, pry mother was alwarys sad and
crymz Neme of us filt we could aver live a
namnal life again in Bosnia. We felt umsafe;
always mnsafe. We wanted to et out and join
Selim’s sister ™

Before the war, Selim’s sister and
hushand lived in Belzrade Serbia, where he was
working, ut then flied to Aunstria once the war
bezan The two then endizated to the United
Smtes; to San Francisce. They sponsored
Selma, Selim Arra, and the soan-to-be hom
Fatima, whose birthplace was in %an Francisco.
Ameng her other sisters who also moved o the
U5, ooly Famiza remamed in Bosnia where
she and her mother live in Samjevo.

The waiting for news of survivors or vicims of
the massacres in Srebrenica continned for
Selima and Selim m the TS

o o2 knew for sure whether their male family
members bad sorvived the massacre thoagh it
was quite clear that they did net. There werz
Tumors that some were miprisoned m Serbia, or
that others were m hiding in Bosnia Buf the
erim news evenmually made its way mro the
Tearfully, Selin explained the remorse she
camies o this day.

“Inever thought we would oot all be reunited
My youngest brother, Hazan was fifiesn at the
time I left. Tdidn"t bave him join me and Diad
when we walked to Srebremica ciry because I
was worried that there mizht not be enouzh

food for him I figured we would be together
aeain. The Serbs would have allowed a 15-year-
old to leave at that time, but T was concemed for
hes well-being

She panszes as tears well up and pently roll down
her cheaks.

"I T had known I'd pever see my father or
Trochers again, T never wenld have pone away. My
youngest brother, the one who I didn’t take with
me when [ left, didn't make it He was eizhteen
when they omrdered him Hasan, my other two
brothers, oy Diad, oy uncle and his two sons, my
‘brother-in-law, and noy cousin”s bushand were
emepuied along with the tensands of others. I
cowld never ever have imagined that such evil
existed How could anyone think thae this weuld
take place? It was and sl is heyond ooy ability to
understand?™

Years passad as the names of the dead slowly
r=achad their loved ones. Survrvars were given the
oppTInity fo idenfify remains bepinning in 2001
Selima’s sister m Bosnia had DA that matched
with her father and twothers. However, the tvo
oldar brothers, who wers a year apart in age, were
nat easily identfied as to which one was which
This discrepancy, which caused a delay in needed
closure, pained the surviving family members.
Selima steadses herself and solemnly recites the
following: "My dad, Selim was murdered at the
aee of fory-five. As for ooy brothers:

Sadik. was nurdered at the aze of mveniy-two.
Miralem, was murdered at the age of twenty-ons.
Hazan was omrdered at that age of eiphteen.
They were last seen alive on Fuly 11, 19957
Femam: for many are still being located and
idemtified Between August and Mowember of
1993, the Bosmian Serb anmy dug, up bodies from.
the mass graves arcand the reglon and
systemabically moved them te sacondary and
tertiary sites in onder to conceal the atrocities.
Discovermg those sites requires inensive
reseanch. For over a thousand of those victims and
their fanmilies, peace has not yet amived as their
Emams are yet i be fmmd.
L:mgteD"\Anfanmmcengm.te
idenification of the sisters” father was made in
2007. With Hatidza and Famiza's DMA. the
identities of their brothers, and uncle (her father’s

‘brother) were confirmed in 2010, Far each, Selima

amd her fanily went to the Srebrenica Memarnial in
Besnia to property bury their loved ones. It is on
Tuly 11 that every family wishing o do so can
Ty their family member”s remains at the
memorial service on the samed mrounds in
Srebrenica Patocan.

Selima is acwiely aware of the denial that
contimes, parcalariy by the Serbian and Greater
PFepublic of Serbia’s povernments. The rhetoric
out of those entities echoes the revered heroism
bestowed upon its Zovernmenial and nulitary

leaders, and soldiers during the war. There are fow

memorials honenmg the victims, bat mamy
henonng the “brave protectars of Serbs who lived
in Bosnia at the fime ™

There 5 denial on the part of many mufside of the

Serbian republics, too. Tust last year, Peter Handke

was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for Litemtare.
Handke, an Ausirian citizen was an ally to
Slobodan Milosevic, the prime mover of thase
stiming up hatred and eventual genocide of
Bosniaks,

Deespite the Infemnatioral Criminal Tribunal of
the former Yugoslavia (JCTY), a United Nations
court of law dealing with war crimes durins the
war in the Balkans, mposing s6ff przon
semfenres on many who actvely participated in
mmurders, rapes, and displacement of thousands
m the Sarbian entities. Aside from a few

enli ghtenad and brave souls, many Serbians do
oot acknowledee their guilt. The count was
established in 1993 and dishanded in 2017 with
comvictians of the key architects of the
campaien against Bosmiaks inchiding Milosevic,
Famadric and Mladic. Ciourts in the Balkans
comtime to try and comvict war crminals.
However, to this day, mamy of the less imfamous
war crinminals have not been amrested o tred.
Sadly, as well, anly the massacre in Srebrenica
Ws proven fo be a genocide. Other atrocies,
which comfribated to the purders of 100,000
men and boys, estimares of up to 50,00 women
and girls raped. many thousands wounded, and
the coumniless displaced are merely deemed “war
In fact, the term “ethnir cleansing,™ a manta
that Milesevic himself coined, is an oft-nsed
phrase when refaming i the actions by the
Serbs. That term was adopied by the ICTY inits
disposition of sentencing for most of those who
were comvicted and impriscned.

It is so difficult for Salima o tell her siory, as
one might imagme. Vet she sees it as her
responsibility to awaken these who don't know
what happened. ar have

“When I moved to the T1.5. Thad dreams aboat
oy famaly back in Bosmia. They were not
oighimares at all. In the dreams we are all
together playimz, celebming, and enjoving eur
lives together. But they stopped afier about a
vear ™

She sighs, “T miss my family more than can be
When asked what she hopes for her children and
grandchildren Selinn sighs.
“T¥ot just fior ooy children and prandchildren, ot
for the world. that no ops gets @argeted just for
their beliefe, or that they carry a different name.
or the color of their skin, that leads to losing
lowed opes; foa penocide ™
This Taly 11 marks the 25% mniversary of the
genocide. Tt will be commemorated in many
places, but the primary location of events is at
the Srebrenica Memarial in Srebrenica/Potocar.
All of us need to remember what took
place; bow Salima’s stary and the thmasands of
oithers like bers still haunt the survivers, their
children and srandchildren Many penocides
bave and they contmue fo happen
even today. For all those who have penshed, we
mst mever forget.
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