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"It is a matter of honour to us not to force a
non-Communist prisoner-of-war to go back,
to be murdered in Communist China. This is
not a matter of argument, but one of the
fundamental principles for which we fight
and, if necessary, die."

with the wishes of its inhabitants. As a reward for
being on the winning side in the Great War,
the little Kingdom of Serbia had been expanded
threefold in 1919 into the newly-named
"Yugoslavia." The extra territory had been carved
out of defeated Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and
the Allied Kingdom of Montenegro, and converted
the old Serbia into what was undoubtedly the most
heterogeneous state in Europe, if not in the world.
The government in Belgrade ruled over Serbs,
Croats, Slovenes, Hungarians, Greeks, Montenegrins, Germans, and Albanians. Its inhabitants
spoke a multiplicity of languages, used two
separate alphabets, and by religious persuasion
were divided between Catholics, Orthodox, and
Muslims.

WINSTON CHURCHILL to ANTHONY EDEN,

the Foreign Secretary, on the fate of prisoners-of-war in Korea (1952). Cabinet
Papers, released under the 30-year-rule
(Sunday Times, 2 January 1983).
N 6 March last year a Memorial to the Victims
of Yalta was dedicated by the Bishop of
London to "the thousands of innocent men, women
and children from the Soviet Union and other
Eastern European states who were imprisoned and
died at the hands of Communist governments after
their repatriation at the conclusion of the Second
World W a r . . . . " The most moving moment was
when the water for a fountain was turned on by Mrs
Zoe Polanska-Palmer. At the age of sixteen she
escaped from Dachau and made her way to the
Cossack camp at Lienz in Austria. There she was
badly injured (on 1 June 1945) when British troops
were compelled to use violent methods to force
Cossacks into cattle trucks for transportation to the

O

Oppressed for centuries by the Turks, the mountainous terrain was rocked by national and religious
hatreds, dynastic quarrels, and blood-feuds. When
the Germans invaded and conquered the country in
1941 it was not surprising that many Croats saw
them as deliverers from a Serbian-dominated state
they had never wished to join, and which in their
eyes had treated them as second-class citizens.
Most Yugoslavs, however, opposed the Germans
vigorously. Initially opposition was focused on remnants of the defeated army, led by General Drazha
Mihailovich whose followers became known as
"Chetniks." Naturally Britain supported Mihailovich's guerrilla struggle, but was unable to provide material aid until the tide of war began to turn.
When the Germans invaded the USSR in June
1941, the Yugoslav Communist Party, led by Josip
Broz Tito, also joined the armed struggle. (Up to
that date they had obediently followed Stalin's
instructions to accept his ally Hitler's occupation.)
Tito's ultimate aim was uncompromising: once the
Germans were defeated, Yugoslavia was to become
a pure Communist state run on lines similar to those
of Stalin's Russia. Despite the presence of the
common enemy, there could be no compromise

camps of GULAG.

The tragic story of the Cossacks is now well
known. Much less so is that of the Croats and other
Yugoslavs, a group of whom bore placards at the
service testifying to the equally grim fate of their
people in the same region of Austria at that time.
Probably few among the crowd present knew much
of that tragedy, and certainly none could have been
aware of the true nature of the mystery which has
hung over the Yugoslav deportations ever since.
It is not possible or necessary to explain here the
incredibly complicated situation that existed in
Wartime Yugoslavia. In 1945 it was a country that
had only existed for 26 years, and had come into
existence as a result of factors that had little to do
24
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between the Communist partisans and the
Chetniks, whose aim remained the restoration of
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia; and Tito's men made
war more ferociously on Mihailovich's men than
they did on the Germans. Retaliation was swift to
follow, and civil war raged alongside ferocious
opposition to the Germans.
To the Allies, absorbed in the life-and-death
struggle with Nazi Germany, quarrels among
Yugoslavs were a matter of indifference. They were
solely concerned with the question of inflicting
maximum losses on the Germans, and whoever
could assist in that was an ally. To this day there is
continuing controversy over the respective nature of
the Chetniks and the Partisans as combatants on
the Allied side. A German "Wanted" notice of
July 1943 offered equal rewards of 100,000 gold
Reichsmarks for Mihailovich and Tito; and a year
later similar offers were being made for
Mihailovich alone. The British and Americans
placed military missions with both leaders; but in
February 1944 the decision was made to abandon
Mihailovich and concentrate all support on Tito.

HIS DECISION was arrived at on purely pragmatic grounds of military expediency. Tito was
believed to be "killing more Germans" while the
Chetniks were held to be "dragging their feet" and
even "collaborating with the enemy." In fact a
large body of evidence suggests that the information fed to Winston Churchill and his advisers was
being heavily "doctored" in favour of Tito by Communists operating in SOE at Cairo, MI6, and the
BBC.1 As the Third Reich began to crumble, the
Chetniks and other non-Communist Yugoslavs
grew desperate. In Eastern Europe the Soviets were
demonstrating how they dealt with all opposition
groups, and Tito had long understood the advantages of mass terror when dealing with opponents.
His political police force, OZNA, modelled its methods on those of the Soviet NKVD, and soon gained
as horrifying a reputation.
Whole sections of the population who were supposed to have supported the Germans or the
Chetniks were doomed to condign punishment. As
Milovan Djilas has written since, people were held

T

1
David Martin, Patriot or Traitor: The Case of
General Mihailovich (Stanford, 1978), pp. 83-90, 99117, 121-22, 140-41, 146, 148-50, 155, 182, 188-89.
2
Milovan Djilas, Wartime (New York, 1977), pp. 41920.
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"guilty not necessarily of having done something,
but simply of having belonged to something . . .
the judicial process seemed senseless, except in
spectacular cases involving leaders: a court could
not hand down hundreds, thousands of death sentences . . . OZNA, the secret police, was methodically tracking them down, spreading its dragnet,
conducting arrests and executions."2
By the spring of 1945, as the Germans beat a
fighting retreat from the country, an enormous
exodus of terrified Yugoslavs tried to follow them
over the frontier into Italy and Austria. There were
Slovenian Home Guards, Serbian Volunteers,
Montenegrin and Herzegovinian Chetniks, and
vast numbers of Croat Home Guards and Ustashi.
Among the latter must have been many who had
committed War crimes when they were in the
ascendancy; but the majority were very ordinary
people fleeing an appalling fate.

A s THIS VAST FLOOD of refugees prepared to cross

J \ the River Drava into Austria, they encountered advance units of Field-Marshal Alexander's
army which, following the German surrender, had
raced through the Alpine passes into the Austrian
province of Carinthia. The local commander gave
hasty orders to try to stem this human flood-tide.
Colonel Denys Worrall, then commanding a battalion of the Durham Light Infantry, recalls being
ordered about 16 May 1945 to move his men down
to the Drava near Bleiburg to prevent the Croats
from crossing over and surrendering to the British.
"I immediately put platoon posts and in some
cases company posts, along that part of the
Drava where they might cross. . . . I remember
that I went down with my driver in a jeep to look
round the posts to make certain that everything
was all right. In the evening this tremendous
flood of chaps came down the road, some of them
mounted. I didn't know what to do! I went up to a
chap and eventually persuaded him to get them
to sit down, which they did. There were thousands of them: they weren't hostile at all, but they
were armed. They just wanted to surrender to us,
but our instructions were that they weren't to. Of
course, if they'd really taken a dislike to me I
couldn't have stopped them at all. Anyway,
they agreed to go back and went back into
Yugoslavia."
Large numbers were persuaded in this way to turn
round and return to their fate, whatever that might
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be. Other large bodies, however, managed to penetrate the thinly-held British line and surrender.
Once safely beyond the reach of Tito's partisans
they were disarmed and permitted to set up a vast
camp at Viktring, under the eyes of the British 5
Corps Headquarters at Klagenfurt.
However, the refugees were not to live there for
long. Commanders of British units controlling the
camps received orders in the third week of May that
the Yugoslavs under their control were to be despatched back to their own country. As any knowledge of this move in the camps would undoubtedly
arouse widespread revolt, difficult to suppress and.
impossible to contain, instructions were issued that
deception was to be employed in luring the
Yugoslavs on to transport. They were told, in many
cases on the word of honour of British officers, that
they were to be "moved to safety" in Italy.
It was this aspect of the orders that aroused particular revulsion. On 19 May, Colonel Robin RosePrice of the Welsh Guards recorded angrily in his
War Diary:
"Evacuation of Croats begin. Order of most sinister duplicity received i.e. to send Croats to their
foes i.e. TITS to Yugoslavia under the impression
that they were to go to ITALY. Tit guards on
trains hidden in guards van." 3
The accompanying partisans were a particularly
villainous-looking crew, and British troops were
under no illusion that they were other than executioners. These apprehensions were all too wellfounded.

As SUCCESSIVE TRAIN- and truckloads of Yugoslavs

from the camp at Viktring were handed over by
their British captors to the Communist partisans
an efficient operation sprang into motion. Trucks
brought the unsuspecting refugees to a little railway station at Maria Elend, on the branch line from
Klagenfurt leading to North Italy. The trains were
already waiting at the station, and the Yugoslavs
obediently clambered up into boxcars which were
quietly bolted on the outside. The only detail which
struck the passengers as odd was the absence of
a railway engine. But one appeared shortly afterwards and was coupled on to the carriages. There
was nothing about the engine to hint at its identity:
3
WO. 170/4982; Boriwoje M. Karapand2i6, Jugoslovensko krvavo proleie 1945: Titovi Katini i Gulazi
(Cleveland, Ohio, 1976), p. 34.

it was in fact from Yugoslavia (the British authorities were not prepared to risk Yugoslav "socialisation" of one of their own locomotives). Nor
were any suspicions aroused until it was far too late.
This was when the train suddenly swung south on to
a branch line at Rossenbach, whence a long tunnel
passed under the mountains and into Yugoslavia.
Sudden dread gripped the prisoners as they
swayed together in the rushing darkness. Could the
British, despite all their plausibility and promises,
really have been planning to betray them to their
deadly enemies? Rude confirmation was provided
at the next stop. They had at last emerged from the
darkness and realised they were indeed in the hands
of Tito.

T HruSica, the first stop beyond the tunnel on
L Yugoslav soil, armed partisans burst into the
wagons containing officers and dragged 54 of them
outside. There they were beaten savagely, and then
taken to a nearby wood where they were shot or
stabbed to death. All this was done with the full
knowledge of an English liaison officer on board the
train. At successive stations the train would stop
again briefly to allow armed Communists to enter
every wagon. Swearing and jostling, the Titoists
murdered whom they chose, and plundered the prisoners of all their possessions, including most of their
clothing. Crucifixes and other evidences of religious
faith were spat upon and defiled.
The trains trundled south-east through the familiar Slovenian countryside until they arrived at St
Vid, a suburb of the capital Ljubljana. There, halfclothed and subjected to repeated insults and brutalities, the surviving prisoners were marched to
a huge improvised concentration camp around a
former Roman Catholic seminary. As the British
delivered more and more consignments, the
numbers increased until thousands were crammed
into the buildings and open area around. There
were large numbers of Croats and Serbs, but the
vast majority were Slovene Home Guards
(Domobrani) who had taken the oath of loyalty to
King Peter, still recognised by Britain as her ally
and Head of the Yugoslav Government.

A

For four days the prisoners were held in the St
Vid concentration camp, deprived of food and
water and subject to further insults and brutalities.
The worst of these was an incident where a sadistic
female partisan (known as "Ela") personally
stripped and flogged with her riding-crop a priest
whom she found celebrating an improvised mass in
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the disused seminary cinema. But all this was as
nothing compared with the fate that was now imminent. Units of Tito's secret police, OZNA, had built
up an increasing presence; and on Monday, 28 May
1945, the prisoners were assembled and marched
under guard back to the railway station. Soon they
were rolling south again on a train that took them
through sun-baked spruce forest up into the mountains of Mala Gora beyond Ljubljana.
At dawn next day they arrived at the war-shattered town of Kocevje where they were herded in
section about two feet long. With grim efficiency
house on the outskirts. All was very still, with
scarcely any inhabitants of the town visible. A sudden chill gripped the men as they saw below them a
large strip of forest that had been recently cleared
of trees. There was scant time for reflection. In cellars below the house they were subjected to a final
search, and then re-emerged to the great diningroom above. All round were armed partisans, while
on the tables lay heaps of cut telephone cables, each
section about two feet long. With grim efficiency
each victim had his wrists wired together behind his
back, and then they were tied securely together by
the arm in pairs.
Now in groups of twenty the prisoners were
herded on to trucks and taken down the hill to the
clearing. Emerging from the trees, the trucks
stopped, and the prisoners were dragged down and
pushed stumbling forward into the open space.
Communist machine-gunners, squatting under the
trees, began their work. As the harsh staccato jabber of automatic fire shattered the forest stillness,
the staggering figures blundered briefly, screaming
and struggling with their shackled partners, before
they fell dead upon the ground. The lorries arrived
in continual succession, and gradually the clearing
came to be covered first with scores, then with hundreds, and finally with thousands upon thousands of
corpses. Among the heaps of slain there were bodies
that continued to moan or heave; and Tito's
commissars had to clamber over the mounds of
their compatriots, firing with revolvers wherever
some poor wretch showed signs of life. In strong
contrast with the chaotic issues and disputes of
Wartime Yugoslavia, this final bloody chapter was
conducted with ruthless efficiency. But massacres
on such a vast scale, in numbers dwarfing their infamous parallel at Katyn, could not be completely
total.
4
B. M. KarapandZic, Jugoslovensko krvavo prolete
..., pp. 34-79, 168. An eyewitness account by a partisan
officer who subsequently defected is preserved in FO.371 /
48920, 86-90.
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BETWEEN 7 and 8,000 people appear to have been
murdered at KoCevje, though one source puts it as
high as 13,000. A tiny number of fortunates
escaped, and it is their testimony which enables the
tragedy to be described in detail. 4

HHHE MASSACRES at KoCevje were but one of many
-L taking place, and clearly only a highlyorganised operational plan can account for the scale
and efficiency of the killings in so short a space of
time. In the last days of May, Slovenia became a
slaughterhouse. The returned Slovenes and Serbian
Chetniks were also taken to camps at Maribor and
Dravograd, where many were savagely tortured: in
the latter town 500 Chetniks had their throats cut
and their corpses were flung into the river. The
Metropolitan Joanikije was tortured to death at
Arandjelovac. Todor Niletic, a Montenegrin peasant who managed to escape, "saw with my own eyes
that the Partisans shot on that spot every man in the
column and threw the corpses into the Sava
River...." His own son was among them. On one
occasion, when local people objected to the indiscriminate slaughter, partisans boasted that they
had written licence from the British to act as they
did.
Some 20 or 30,000 Serbs and Slovenes died in
this way. But these numbers were dwarfed by those
of the Croats, whose armed forces had inflicted
dreadful atrocities on the Serbs in an earlier phase
of the War. Some 200,000 had been driven (by
threats, not force) back across the Drava by the
British, and a further 1,000 who had fallen into
their custody were returned a week later. The Communists killed about 10,000 as soon as they laid
hands on them. Their corpses were piled in some old
entrenchments and blown up. Far worse was to
come, in the form of "Tito's death marches." The
remainder of the Croat exodus was marched under
heavy guard into the interior. At every step the partisan and OZNA escorts continued firing indiscriminately into the massed columns, which included
large numbers of women and children.
The largest of these columns was driven along the
bank of the Drava as far as Maribor. As they continued so near the Austrian frontier, numbers
escaped to tell the tale. The entire route was littered
with an unbroken succession of corpses. At Ptij
German anti-tank ditches were stacked with them,
but it was at Maribor itself that the worst "Katyn"
took place. There some 12,000 Croats were
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machine-gunned in droves and dumped in huge
trenches.
"The partisans started shooting at our backs [a
miraculously-preserved survivor recalled]: fast
as lightning, I threw myself on top of the dead
bodies. More dead bodies fell on top of me. When
the partisans finished shooting our group they
withdrew. They did not bury us because there
was room for more. So they went to Maribor for
more victims. I untied myself from my dead partner and crawled out of this mass grave. I was naked, covered with the blood of the victims, and
so frightened I could scarcely walk."
He hid up a tree and escaped later.

THE OTHER COLUMNS endured similar cruelties,
generally with the same violent ending. Near
Samobor, priests and officers were picked out of the
ranks and dragged alongside by vehicles until their
corpses had been battered into shapeless bloody
bundles. This was the speciality of the troops of the
partisan leader Koca Popovic. Of another body of
thousands driven towards Split on the Adriatic, precisely three survived. Altogether, it is believed that
the vast majority of the 200,000 Croats driven back
or handed over by the British Army in Austria were
killed within a few days. Those few who survived
and did not escape the country ended up in Tito's
concentration camps. News of what these were like
trickled out to the Red Cross later in the year. It
was learned that one camp near Pettan held 16,000
inmates, mostly women and children.
"Within two months about 1,500 persons are said
to have died, mostly children under three. A
great deal of cruelty seems to have gone on, emanating from the Commandant of the Camp and
the Kommissars on duty—beating, standing in
rain or sun, women being thrashed by men for
trivial things—and there appears to be terrific
overcrowding and the most appallingly unsanitary conditions, with a starvation diet. The
reports are some of the worst I have read and that
is saying a good deal, as you can imagine."
So wrote Miss S. J. Warner of the British Red
Cross. 5
5
B. M. Karapandzii, Jugoslovensko krvavo prolete
..., pp. 168-74, 182-232; FO.371/48825, 63-64, 73-75;
FO.371/48894, 95-96. The total number of Croats cannot befixedwith certainty. It was well over 100,000 (cf.
Karapandfic, pp. 224-25).

> T I H E SURVIVORS' STORIES of this colossal massacre

X have since been largely confirmed by Milovan
Djilas {Wartime, pp. 446-47).
"Along with the Germans, our enemies who
collaborated with the invaders or bound their
destiny to the fascist powers—the Chetniks, the
Ustashi Home Guards, and the Slovenian Home
Guards—also laid down their arms. Some of
these groups got through to the British in Austria, who turned them over to us. All were killed,
except for women and young people who were
under eighteen years of age—so we were told at
the time in Montenegro, and so I later heard from
those who had taken part in these senseless acts
of wrathful retribution. These killings were sheer
frenzy. How many victims were there? I believe
that no one knows exactly, or will ever know.
According to what I heard in passing from a few
officials involved in that settling of scores, the
number exceeds twenty thousand—though it
must certainly be under thirty thousand, including all three of the groups just cited. They were
killed separately, each group on the territory
where they had been taken prisoner. A year or
two later, there was grumbling in the Slovenian
Central Committee that they had trouble with
the peasants from those areas, because underground rivers were casting up bodies. They also
said that piles of corpses were heaving up as they
rotted in shallow mass graves, so that the very
earth seemed to breathe...."
This last problem was mitigated on occasion by
treating the soil with an alkali and a further layer of
soil; tanks were then driven back and forth across
the site.

HE ultimate responsibility for all this cruelty lay
with Tito and the Yugoslav Communist Party.
According to an imigri source a direct order was
issued in Tito's name to the gaunt, vindictive head
of the Serbian OZNA, Colonel Slobodan Penezic.
Djilas believed

T

"that a written order didn't exist. Given the
power structure and the chain of command, no
one could have carried out such a major undertaking without approval from the top. An atmosphere of revenge prevailed...."
And more recently he speculated, "Whether or not
Tito had given direct orders no one knows. But certainly he was in favour of a radical solution—for
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pragmatic reasons, as the British, too, had pragmatic reasons for returning these refugees."
There are other reasons for concluding that the
slaughter was a deliberate and carefully planned
piece of Party policy. As the Nazis and Soviets discovered, mass executions involve a great deal of
work and thought. The speed with which Tito's
killings took place is one significant factor. Another
was the well-organised location of suitable mass
graves, chosen or prepared well in advance. Then
again, there is the independently attested unusual
method of wiring victims together in pairs. There
can be no doubt that this was a war crime of the first
magnitude, one bearing all the hallmarks established on a vaster, though no more barbaric, scale
by the Nazis and Soviets. It is clearly beside the
question to say that many Croats had probably
been Ustashis responsible for equally terrible
crimes when they held the upper hand. Such an
argument would justify German atrocities in
Russia, and vice versa, and can only betray the
essential inhumanity of its proponent. Wickedness
is not such a complicated business as some would
have us believe. Besides, as Djilas points out,
"The great majority of the people the British
forced back from Austria were simple peasants.
They had no murders on their hands. They had
not been Ustashis or Slovenian 'Home Guards.'
Their only crime was fear of Communism and
the reputation of the Communists. Their sole
motivation for leaving the country was panic. If
the British had handed over to us 'Quisling' leaders such as Nedic, and police-agents who had
collaborated with the Nazis in torturing and killing people, or had done it on their own, there
could be no question of the morality of the British
action. But this is not what they did. They forced
back the lot—and this was profoundly wrong."6

D

JILAS'S last remark conveniently brings us to
the central issue of the present story.
Why did Britain return the wretched fugitives,
many of whom had fought as her allies against the
Germans, to certain death? For there is no doubt
that the British concerned in the affair knew full
well what would be the fate of anyone they forced

' Wartime, p. 449; George Urban, "A Conversation
with Milovan Djilas", ENCOUNTER (December, 1979),
p. 42; Karapandiic, Jugoslovensko krvavo proleie . . . ,
p. 46.
7
WO.204/1596.
8
ENCOUNTER (December 1979), pp. 41-42.
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back across the frontier. On 7 May the German
Commander South-east, General von LOhr, had
appealed to the Anglo-American AFHQ in Italy to
allow the Croats to surrender and find asylum with
them, otherwise
"one would have to expect the most horrible massacres in North Croatia of the Croat population. . . . That the people of any nation should be
tortured and murdered merely because of having
collaborated with Germany is considered to be
barbarous and must be fought with all moral and
material means."
The telegram was passed up to US General Mark
Clark and Field-Marshal Alexander.7
In fact there is no doubt that the majority of
British officers were under no illusions as to what
was likely to happen to anyone they returned, and
(as will be seen shortly) Field-Marshal Alexander
emphasised strongly that their lives would be endangered if they were returned to Yugoslavia.
Why, therefore, the British committed such an act
of clear and massive inhumanity is mysterious. The
Yugoslav regime, while grateful for the unexpected
offering, was also puzzled. "To be quite frank with
you", Djilas recalled in 1979,
"we didn't at all understand why the British insisted on returning these people
I think they
ought to have had a pretty shrewd idea of what
we'd be doing with them. We had a British Military Mission attached to us. Its members could
have entertained no doubt as to how the Ustashis
and Chetniks were treating us, and how we were
treating their captured men and, in fact, anyone
we remotely suspected of supporting them. But
the British preferred to shut their eyes." 8
The epithet "British" must, as employed here, be
used in a restricted sense. That the British people at
large knew nothing of the matter goes without saying. What is much more surprising is the fact that
the Cabinet, the Foreign Office, and the War
Office were also ignorant. With German and Soviet
War crimes there was always a general, and usually
a specific, political "licence to kill" handed down
from above. The Yugoslav handovers enjoyed no
such authority. Who, then, made the decision that
resulted in such a welter of death, cruelty and
despair?

THE QUESTION of responsibility was put within a
year of the event by the Anglican Bishop of Gibraltar, Dr Harold Buxton, who wrote on 9 May 1946
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to The Times, raising the issue of British military
complicity in the massacres. He had received a circumstantial account of the operation from his
nephew, Francis Scott, who in the previous year had
been serving as an officer in Carinthia. Scott
explained:
"Our orders were to disarm any Chetniks whom
we caught crossing the frontier, to take great care
that they were not told where they were going,
and then to take them back to a different part of
the frontier and hand them back unarmed to the
Communists from whom they had just escaped.
This hardly seemed to most of us to be in accord
with the best British principles of fair play but as
soldiers we had to obey orders which we were told
emanated from Whitehall.... [The Yugoslavs]
were all certain that they would be shot if they
were [sent back]."
The Bishop passed his nephew's account on to an
M.P., Professor Douglas Savory, who in turn
forwarded it to Hector McNeill, Ernest Bevin's
deputy at the Foreign Office. McNeill called for an
investigation, but soon found himself encountering that protective veil of obscurity which has
surrounded the business ever since. The Refugee
Department of the Foreign Office knew nothing of
the matter, suggesting only that "there might have
been some kind of slip-up about the orders", but
went on to stress that, apart from the Ustashi ("who
deserve all they will get"), the Croats returned
"were quite innocent." For the Southern Department, responsible for Yugoslav affairs, John
Colville wrote emphatically that
"We have made specific enquiries of the military
authorities in Vienna who have denied that they
have handed over anybody except escaped Prisoners of War and deserters. . . . There may of
course have been isolated cases which were
hushed up and which never got back to Headquarters but there has never been any order from
Whitehall of the kind suggested in Mr. Francis
Scott's irresponsible letter."
In his reply to Professor Savory, Hector McNeill
echoed this information, stressing that if anything
like what Scott alleged had really occurred, then
"the matter has been so effectively hushed up that
no word of it has ever reached the military authori9
FO.371/59468,
10

19-26.
General Murray assures me that in fact he had no
illusions as to what their fate would be.
11
WO.170/4337.

ties at Vienna or the Foreign Office."9
added.)

(Italics

THERE CAN BE no question that this is precisely
what happened. The operation had in fact been
even larger and bloodier than Francis Scott suspected, and he and his fellow-officers were clearly
being deceived when they were told that the orders
emanated from Whitehall. Since the introduction
of the 30-year rule it has been possible to examine
these orders; and it is worth turning to them now to
see what light they throw upon the matter.

HE SURRENDER of the Yugoslavs to the British
and their subsequent forced repatriation are
fully recorded in the War Diaries of the British
Command in Carinthia at the time. This was 5
Corps of the Eighth Army in Occupied Austria,
commanded by Lieutenant-General Charles
Keightley from Headquarters in Klagenfurt. 6
Armoured Division occupied the area bordering the
Yugoslav frontier to which the refugees had fled.
By 3 May, 6 Armoured Division's commanding
officer had already accepted the surrender of a
Chetnik army of 12,000 men. In his report. General
Murray explained that the force "includes a considerable number of women and children." When
he explained that he wished them to move to an internment area further from the Yugoslav frontier,
"they agreed that a movement away from Tito's
troops was highly desirable. They were, however,
very much concerned with their ultimate fate.
They feared that we might hand them over to
Tito, in which case they were quite clear what
their fate would be. They foresaw mass executions, which might or might not be true. 10 I was
advised that applications had been made by Tito
to the British Government from time to time for
the extradition of his opponents, all of which had
been refused."
General Murray concluded by noting that "In my
dealings with the Chetniks I formed a favourable
impression of their honesty and sincerity. They
were well satisfied that being in British hands, they
would get a square deal." Clearly he found these
large bodies of internees an administrative embarrassment, but equally clearly he did not envisage
mass murder as an answer to the problem. He could
not "imagine the British Government would ever
agree to such a suggestion."1 1 Nor indeed did it, but
nevertheless the handovers and predicted massacres took place.

T
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WITH THE COLLAPSE of Germany and the arrival of

British forces in north-east Italy and southern
Austria a serious dispute had broken out between
Tito's newly-imposed Communist government in
Yugoslavia and the Anglo-Americans. Tito
claimed for Yugoslavia the important port of
Trieste, on the spurious grounds that his troops had
liberated it, and because it had belonged to that
part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire which
Yugoslavia felt entitled to inherit. In Carinthia,
too, the presence of a Slovene minority led Tito to
make further territorial claims. Large bodies of illdisciplined partisans infiltrated both regions,
causing serious embarrassment to the British
administration. It is not known to what extent this
pressing problem was linked with the fate of the
refugees.
On 17 May a "SECRET" 5 Corps order was issued
to divisional commanders to the effect that "all
JUGOSLAV nationals at present in the CORPS area
will be handed over to the Tito forces as soon as
possible. These forces will be disarmed immediately
but will not be told of their destination." This order
was signed by Toby Low, Brigadier General Staff
to General Keightley. Two days later, at seven
o'clock in the evening of 19 May 1945, Low held a
meeting with Colonel Ivanovich, Deputy Commander of the Third Yugoslav Army. There it was
agreed, firstly, that all Yugoslav troops would withdraw south of the Austrian frontier within two
days; and, secondly, that
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tended the operation to be shrouded in obscurity;
but it is the historian's duty to attempt to penetrate
the veil. At the time Keightley denied that any involuntary repatriations had taken place at all. According to his account,
"there were a considerable number of Yugoslav
Displaced Persons (not soldiers), they were asked
if they were prepared to return to Yugoslavia,
and expressed themselves quite willing, in fact
volunteered and were accordingly sent off by
train and lorry. After they had got into
Yugoslavia, six of them dribbled back and said
that the moment they crossed a bridge, they were
all machine-gunned. On this information being
received, no further evacuations to Yugoslavia
were made, except where the people expressed
themselves anxious and willing to g o . . . ." 1 3
Keightley was lying, of course; but the central question at issue is what, if any, authority Keightley had
received for his callous treatment of the refugees.
There are gaps in the evidence, but it must be said
at once that it is extremely unlikely that he would
have taken action on a matter of such importance
without consulting his superiors. It was, moreover,
a political decision and one of particular significance at that moment, for Tito's truculent attitude
over Trieste and Carinthia had led to a serious
consideration of the possibility of war between
the Communist Yugoslavs and Field-Marshal
Alexander's forces.

"5 CORPS will return all YUGOSLAV NATIONALS

now in the CORPS area who had been righting in
uniform with the GERMANS and their camp followers . . . total approximately 18,585 of whom
3,010 already evacuated to 4 YUGOSLAV ARMY."

That very day a thousand Croats were handed over
at Rosenbach, and these evacuations, as the War
Diaries record, continued daily until the end of the
month. 12

S

o MUCH is clear. It was Brigadier Toby Low
(now Lord Aldington) who actually arranged
the refugees' delivery to Tito's people, but of course
he was acting on behalf of the Corps Commander,
Charles Keightley. It is when we reach Keightley
that the mystery begins. It is certain that he in12
WO.170/4241; WO.170/4243; WO.170/4337;
WO. 170/4241.
U
FO.371/51227.
14
ENCOUNTER (December, 1979), p. 41.

IF SUCH AN EXIGENCY occurred, the imigri Croat,
Slovene and Chetnik troops to whom the British
had provided asylum would become a focus of considerable significance. From one angle they could
be regarded as an embarrassment or an actual nuisance, acting as an unnecessary provocation to Tito
and causing a serious drain on scarce resources
through their need for guards and supplies. From
another angle, however, they might be looked upon
as exceptionally valuable auxiliaries, hating Tito's
regime and possessing a potential for transforming
any future war into a Yugoslav civil war. The latter
view was indeed that of Tito's Politburo. As Djilas
recalled, "some of us even feared that they [the
British] would enlist them for future use against
Communist governments, especially our own. Yet,
to our great surprise, they did none of these things
but delivered them into our hands... . 14 The same
idea should have passed through the mind of any
British commander appraised of the situation.
It may be, of course, that the refugees were
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returned in direct exchange for Tito's evacuation of
the disputed territory. As these were indeed the two
matters settled on 19 May by Brigadier Low and
Colonel Ivanovic, it is possible that we have here the
real motive for the handovers. Be that as it may,
these negotiations again were of a crucially
political nature, involving questions of peace and
war, and the frontiers between nations. At any
point the delicate exchange might have broken
down, turned sour, or taken some other unexpected
turn; and Keightley would have been rash beyond
belief had he arranged all this without higher
authority.
Nor does Keightley's own character suggest he
was the man to take pointless risks where his own
career was at stake. He was a tough, ambitious,
capable officer; a bit of a martinet and bully, but
very conscious of a soldier's duty to fulfil instructions to the letter. Brigadier C. E. Tryon-Wilson,
who was then on Keightley's staff, has confirmed to
me that it is inconceivable that anyone at 5 Corps
Headquarters would have taken the risk of going
beyond instructions.

T is IN FACT the question of Keightley's instructions that is the most baffling, tantalising, or
suggestive in the whole enigma. As recently as 29
April 1945, Prime Minister Winston Churchill had
issued a firm instruction to the Foreign Office with
regard to "anti-partisan Yugoslav Forces when the
15th Army Group make contact with them." The
Prime Minister ruled that, "There is no doubt
t h a t . . . they should be disarmed and placed in refugee camps, as this is the only possible solution."
Following this, at the beginning of May, FieldMarshal Alexander had issued instructions that
"dissident or quisling troops of Yugoslav origin in
Venezia Giulia . . . will be treated as disarmed hostile troops." Both instructions were in accordance
with an important Combined Chiefs of Staff directive of 9 August 1944. As a Foreign Office official
minuted later, while Alexander's words "implied

I

15
FO.371/48920, 122; WO.106/4346, 23A. I am
grateful to Mr StaniSa R. VlahoviC for supplying me with
a copy of the Prime Minister's minute (PREM 3/495/6,
124). In fact Sir Orme Sargent at the Foreign Office had
already accepted that "we must agree to" internment as
the only possible course (PREM 3/495/6,125-26). On 2
May the US Acting Secretary of State approved the
policy urged by Churchill and the Foreign Office {Foreign
Relations of the United States: Diplomatic Papers 1945,
Washington, 1961, pp. 1226-27).
16
WO.106/4059, 371,372.

that Yugoslavs captured as prisoners of war should
not be returned to Yugoslavia, there is no explicit
direction to this effect."15
Next, on 17 May 1945, the very day on which
Brigadier Low issued orders for "all Jugoslav
nationals [to] be handed over to Titoforces as soon
as possible", Alexander sent telegrams to the War
Office and General Eisenhower at SHAEF. In these
he stated that 25,000 Croats and 24,000 Slovenes
had already surrendered to his forces, with an estimated 200,000 still pouring in. There were also
huge numbers of Germans, Hungarians, and
Cossacks. He explained that "with possibility of
hostilities in Austria against Jugoslavs it is essential
to free my L.[ine] of C. [ommunications] immediately from this embarrassment." He requested
urgently that this pressure be slackened by Eisenhower's acceptance of the Germans and Cossacks
under SHAEF control in Germany. The Croats and
Slovenes, however, he felt he could "deal
with . . . to the best of my ability with my own
resources." If Eisenhower declined to help, then
"the only alternative is that... I shall be compelled to disband them [the Germans and
Cossacks]" (italics added). There was clearly at
this stage no question in Alexander's mind of
handing anyone over to be killed, least of all the
Yugoslavs.
The same day (17 May) Field-Marshal Alexander sent a further telegram to the Combined
Chiefs of Staff, urgently requiring directions
"regarding final disposal" of "the Cossacks,
Chetniks and Croats." His concluding words emphatically prove again that the possibility of inhumane action against these categories was remote
from his mind:
"In each of above cases to return them to their
country of origin immediately might be fatal to
their health. Request decision as early as possible
as to final disposal."16
The Chiefs of Staff at once took up the subjectmatter of this telegram with the Foreign Office.
They felt that "while the Chetniks should be
retained as disarmed hostile troops, the Croatian
Ustasa should be pushed back into Yugoslavia."
But the US Chiefs of Staff disagreed even with this,
and the Foreign Office "accepted their view that in
the first instance all Yugoslav quisling formations
should be treated alike and retained." This discussion took some time, and it was not until 20 June
that Alexander at last received his reply:
"It is not possible to give you any decision at this
time concernng final disposal of the Chetniks and
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German Croat troops. This matter is presently
under consideration by the U.S. and British
Governments. For the time being however you
will continue to retain such personnel in your custody and to handle them in accordance with
existing instruction. . . ."
It is clear beyond contestation from this
exchange of telegrams that on moral grounds
Alexander was opposed to returning the Croats and
Chetniks to Tito, and he received explicit instructions from his superiors in London and Washington
not to do so.
All the Foreign Office ever learned of the matter
was that "while the question of principle was under
discussion", 5 Corps had "agreed to hand over
Croats to Yugoslavia and 900 Croats were transferred on the 24th May." It was presumed that this
"was, of course, a ghastly mistake which was rectified as soon as it was reported to headquarters." In
fact 450 Croats and 1,000 Slovenes were handed
over on 24 May; the process continued unhindered
for a week; and this snippet read uncommonly like a
skilful piece of disinformation emanating from 5
Corps Headquarters. 17

ONE THING IS CLEAR: if Field-Marshal Alexander

gave General Keightley the order to surrender the
Yugoslavs to Tito, he did not do so merely on his
own authority. Three independent sources confirm
that he could not and did not do so.
/. The series of telegrams already quoted shows
that Alexander felt a strong moral repugnance to
any handover, and that he sought advice as to what
should be done about the problem from SHAEF
Headquarters, the War Office, and the Combined
Chiefs of Staff. The replies categorically forbade
any forcible handover.
2. The subsequent Foreign Office enquiry established that no orders had been given from London
and, in the absence of any satisfactory explanation,
could only assume that "a ghastly mistake" had
occurred.
3. In reply to private enquiries (made in 1962
and 1963), Alexander explained clearly and correctly that he had been "responsible for the safe17

FO.371/48825,19; FO.371/48920, 122-23; WO.
106/4059.397A; FO.371/48920,91;
WO.170/4337,
16.
18
Letters of 17 August 1962 (to Marvin Lyons) and 12
February 1963 (to Sven Steenberg). I am indebted to Mr
Lyons and to Mr Stanislav A. Ausky for photocopies of
these letters. Cf. WO.170/4183.
19
Kenneth Young (ed.), The Diaries of Sir Robert
Bruce Lockhart (London, 1980), pp. 328, 519-20.
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guarding and administration of all prisoners who
had surrendered, but the ultimate disposal of such
prisoners was entirely a matter for the Allied
Authorities.'"
Alexander's memory is borne out by the orders.
On 3 May 1945, 8th Army Operation Instruction
No. 1465 laid down that
"Chetniks, troops of Mihailovitch and other dissident Yugoslavs . . . will be regarded as surrendered personnel and will be treated accordingly.
The ultimate disposal of these personnel will be
decided on Government levels."18
That is to say, by those who possessed authority to
order the Field-Marshal to fulfil a political instruction. As the Foreign Office, War Office, and Combined Chiefs of Staff are ruled out in this capacity,
we are seemingly left with only one figure possessing the power to make a political decision of this
sort. This was the highly experienced and able
Minister Resident in the Mediterranean, Harold
Macmillan, whose job it was to advise and, if
necessary, act in a political capacity in the Mediterranean theatre. His powers were considerable; and
in the previous year he had annoyed the Foreign
Secretary by exceeding them when "interfering
with Italian and Balkan affairs." He also (as Eden
claimed) "usurped functions" properly exercised
by the Foreign Office.19

H

AROLD MACMILLAN has consistently refused

to discuss his responsibility for the British
handovers of Cossacks and Yugoslavs from Austria
and Italy; but enough evidence exists to make a fair
appraisal of his role in the affair.
On 12 May 1945 Macmillan telegraphed the
Foreign Office to say that
"At Field-Marshal Alexander's suggestion I am
making a short visit to 8th Army Headquarters
and 13th Corps tomorrow in order to put
Generals McCreery and Harding fully in the picture. I hope to be back early on morning of May
13th."
But instead of returning to Caserta on the Sunday
as planned, Macmillan flew north to General
Keightley's Headquarters. It is likely that
Keightley had contacted him, indicating that he
had an awkward problem on his hands.
At Klagenfurt Keightley and Macmillan conferred, with Brigadier Toby Low supplying factual
details. Keightley explained that contact had been
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m a d e with t h e R e d A r m y to t h e north-east. H o w ever, h e added, " n o trouble is anticipated here
although t h e Russians have advanced into what
technically is o u r z o n e . . . . " T h e infiltrating
Yugoslavs were troublesome, b u t could b e contained "until he [Keightley] is strong enough to
clear u p t h e whole of his a r e a . " However, h e was
not in a position to risk serious clashes. S o far so
good. A s Macmillan reported two days later,
" t h e chief object of visiting them was because
Field-Marshal Alexander thought it would do
good to p u t t h e m in t h e political picture. This I
did a n d I think it was useful." 2 0
Differences with Tito's troops were a m a t t e r of
serious concern, b u t did not a t this stage require
instant decisions. W h a t did was t h e embarrassing
matter of t h e Cossacks a n d fugitive Yugoslavs,
whom Stalin a n d Tito were anxious to recover a n d
deal with in their normal bloody manner. Both
matters were raised a t the meeting and discussed in
some detail. A full account of what passed between
Macmillan a n d Keightley has not been preserved.
Of those closely concerned, General Keightley died
before enquiries could be p u t to him. Lord
Aldington says t h a t h e has forgotten every detail.
Brigadier Tryon-Wilson explains that he is too busy
to discuss t h e matter, though he may do so one day,
and M r Macmillan consistently, a n d without explanation, refuses to do so. Nevertheless, just as one
or two men amazingly escaped Tito's massacres in
Yugoslavia, so scraps of evidence have been
retrieved which enable t h e exchange to be
reconstructed.

N PREPARING his published memoirs, Tides of
Fortune, H a r o l d Macmillan provided research
assistants with the very full diaries he kept in 1945.
H e generally wrote t h e entries on the same (or, a t
latest, t h e next) d a y a s t h e event described. It is
scarcely surprising that, with more than twenty
years of crowded public life intervening, M r
Macmillan should have omitted to check t h e entry
for one day in M a y 1945 as carefully a s h e might
have done. T h e forcible return of the Cossacks and
Yugoslavs was quite unknown to the general public;
and it must have seemed that it h a d long before

I
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21
21
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slipped away in the absence of documentation
which would reveal the facts.
Firstly, as the Macmillan diary recalled, the
question of "about 40,000 Cossacks and White
Russians with their wives and children" was discussed. The Soviets demanded all (including the
White Russians, who could not under international
law legally be surrendered, and who in consequence
were not covered by the Yalta Agreement). Mr
Macmillan was anxious, for reasons he will not reveal and which can therefore only be guessed at, to
comply with the Soviet demand in its entirety. It
was agreed between the General and the Resident
Minister that the White Russians should secretly be
included among the returning Cossacks; and that
this part of the deal should be concealed from FieldMarshal Alexander and officers conducting the
operations in the field, whose consciences were
feared to be less pliable. General Keightley accordingly suppressed any reference to the White Russians in his telegram to Alexander next day; while
Macmillan must have agreed to back the subterfuge with a lie if, as was most likely, Alexander
consulted him over the Cossacks' status and citizenship. All this I have described elsewhere,21 and it is
not necessary to elaborate it all here.
Next (still continuing his diary record) Mr
Macmillan's published account moves on to
describe the remaining part of the discussion.
"Among the refugees were many thousands of
Ustashi or Chetniks (anti-Communist Yugoslavs), mostly with wives and children, fleeing in
panic into the area in front of Tito's advancing
troops. These included [diary extract follow]
anything from guerrilla forces raised by the
Germans from Slovenes and Croats and Serbs to
fight Tito, and armed and maintained by the
Germans; to people who, either because they are
Roman Catholics or Conservative in politics,
or for whatever cause are out of sympathy
with revolutionary Communism and therefore
labelled as Fascists or Nazis. (This is a very
simple formula, which in a modified form is
being tried, I observe, in English politics.)
The visit [to Keightley] impressed upon me
once more the turmoil and misery resulting from
war. It was heart-breaking; but we could do
nothing to mitigate the suffering of all these
unhappy people." 22
All this was very moving stuff, and accorded well
with the image Harold Macmillan cultivated of the
world-weary Edwardian statesman, lone survivor
from an age when higher standards prevailed. As
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his American counterpart, Ambassador Robert
Murphy, put it,
"Macmillan—in dignity, voice, manners, dress,
and personality—was and still is almost the
American popular image of an English
gentleman." 23

A

T LONG LAST I have been able to lay hands on a

. copy of Harold Macmillan's report to the
Foreign Office on his meeting with General
Keightley. Apparently missing from the Foreign
Office files in the Public Record Office, a copy has
turned up from the records of the Directorate of
Military Operations. Despatched at 5.20 pm on 15
May 1945, two days after Macmillan's return to
AFHQ at Caserta, it is remarkable for what it does
not reveal. In his diary Macmillan at this very
time recorded the Soviet demand for the 40,000
Cossacks held by Keightley's troops, including nonrepatriable White Russians. To the Foreign Office
Macmillan reported that "In North Carinthia there
is a pocket of some 30 [sic] Cossacks including
women and children." As for the "many thousands
of... anti-Communist Yugoslavs", whose fate had
loomed so large in the 13 May discussion—all reference to them is entirely omitted.2*
The omission can only have been deliberate, in
view of the urgency of coming to a decision over
this important matter. That the Cossacks were
mentioned at all, even in this grotesquely garbled
version, was probably due to the fact that, as
Soviet citizens, the majority would be liable for
return (under the Yalta Agreement), whether
Field-Marshal Alexander liked it or not. The
Yugoslavs, on the other hand, were a very different
matter; and their very presence in the British zone
had to be concealed. Not only was there no agreement covering their forcible return, but they were
citizens of an Allied nation, many of whom had
served in an Allied army since a time when Stalin
and Tito had been Hitler's friends. With regard to
them, most British statesman and soldiers would
have echoed in all sincerity the pious sentiments Mr
Macmillan enshrined in his diary for future publication; and, as has been shown, there was no possible chance of gaining official authority for their
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surrender to the tender mercies of Tito's political
police, OZNA. The only likely explanation seems to
be that Mr Macmillan was anxious to conceal the
existence of the Yugoslav refugee problem from the
Foreign Office, while he and General Keightley
arranged a swift fait accompli ("a ghastly mistake") on the ground.
For, on 14 May 1945, the day after Harold
Macmillan flew back from Klagenfurt, Lt-General
Sir Brian Robertson, Chief Administrative Officer
at Allied Forces HQ, issued a directive to the 8th
Army to the effect that "all surrendered personnel
of established YUGOSLAV nationality who were
serving in German forces should be disarmed and
handed over to YUGOSLAV forces." Though it
reversed all existing instructions and pre-empted
Alexander's enquiries, it seems that Mr Macmillan
had used his authority at AFHQ to push this order
through.
Meanwhile Robertson had asked Alexander C.
Kirk, US Political Adviser at AFHQ, whether the
US concurred with this new policy of forced repatriation of anti-Communist Yugoslavs. Kirk
declined to reply until he had received authority
from the State Department. Next day (15 May) the
State Department replied firmly that:
" . . . we are strongly of the opinion that such contemplated violation of agreed Anglo-American
policy cannot be justified on grounds of administrative expediency."
This ruling was passed at once by Kirk to Harold
Macmillan and Supreme Allied Command at
Caserta. As has been seen, it was discreetly ignored,
and the operation continued unchecked. So secretive was this move that it was not until 4 August
(nearly three months later) that the US authorities
discovered that large-scale hand overs, reportedly
resulting in "mass murder", had in fact taken
place. 25
It was Field-Marshal Alexander who intervened
to reverse the instruction on 23 May:
"This supersedes FX79968 of 22 May [a document apparently missing from the files]. No
JUGOSLAVS who have come into the hands of
Allied Troops will be returned direct to
JUGOSLAVIA or handed over to JUGOSLAV TPS

against their will." 26
23
Robert Murphy, Diplomat Among Warriors
(London, 1964), p. 206.
2
* WO. 106/4059, 341.
25
Foreign Relations . . . 1945, V, pp. 1246-47.
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27
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The Field-Marshal clearly believed his order would
be obeyed, and on the same day the US State Department was assured that "Under no circumstances will Yugos who are in custody of Allied
troops be returned to Yugo." 27
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But General Keightley, possessing Macmillan's
authority, totally ignored this order and continued
using force to repatriate Jugoslavs until the end of
the month. It was not until Macmillan had flown
home for good that Alexander was able to prevent
any further use of force. Discovering that (despite
his clear instruction of 23 May) deportations were
continuing, he issued on 4 June a firm
"New Army policy respective Yugoslavs effective forthwith: /. No Yugoslavs will be returned
to Yugoslavia or handed over to Yugoslav troops
against their will."
On the same day he put out a similar order forbidding further forcible handovers of Cossacks—an
order which has disappeared from the files, though
its existence is confirmed by a Cossack witness.28
When the Americans finally learned in August of
the bloody aftermath of Macmillan and Keightley's
13 May discussion at Klagenfurt, their Political
Adviser at Caserta again addressed a strong protest
to Field-Marshal Alexander, Macmillan being no
longer in office. In reply, Alexander's Deputy Chief
of Staff "pointed out that British Resident Minister
had concurred in proposed action", but as a good
soldier he accepted his own responsibility in
authorising the operation. Kirk was however by
now fully apprised as to whose was the real
responsibility, and noted emphatically "that Resident Minister acted contrary to policy agreed upon
after consultation by Department and Foreign
Office."29
It is a curious fact that Kirk's notes—and the relevant replies and minutes from AFHQ—have disappeared from the appropriate files now accessible
in the Public Record Office; and it must surely be a
matter of public concern that documents of this
importance have apparently been tampered with
before deposition.

28
It was probably Dr Miha Krek, former Yugoslav
Deputy Prime Minister, who revealed to Alexander that
his orders were being disobeyed. Krek received the news
on 1 J u n e , and wrote to t h e F O and A F H Q to protest on 7
June. But very likely he had already passed information
across through other channels. In his reply to Dr Krek,
Alexander was obliged to admit t h a t the "handover was
carried out on the instructions of this H e a d q u a r t e r s "
( F O . 3 7 1 / 4 8 8 2 5 , 6 2 , 76, etc.). For the suppressed parallel
order of 4 J u n e reprieving the Cossacks, see my Victims of
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AROLD MACMILLAN could of course clear up
any lingering mystery still hanging over this
brutal episode, the Yugoslav "Katyn." Despite
repeated requests over a period of years he has
declined to discuss the matter with me—on the
grounds that he does not comment on matters of
public policy with which he was concerned. This is
perhaps not altogether candid. Privately he has discussed the issue. He has positively asserted, for
example, that (despite his diary entry) he had
absolutely no knowledge of the presence of White
Russians among the returned Cossacks, though
conceding that some might have been included in
error. Then, again, he has indicated approval of
Christopher Booker's mitigation of his role; but as
Mr Booker concedes that Macmillan did know and
approve of the dispatch of the White Russians, 30 we
seem to be faced by a discrepancy as hard to explain
as the rest.

H

Though Harold Macmillan had reasons for not
wishing to discuss the forced repatriations with me,
he did recently discuss them freely with Sir Nigel
Fisher, author of a recent laudatory biography.31 In
this more appropriate setting, Mr Macmillan is
quoted as saying that in my book Stalin's Secret
War,
"Tolstoy omitted to mention, or perhaps did not
know, that a high-level agreement had been
reached between the United States, the United
Kingdom and the Soviet Government, to which
Alexander and Macmillan were obliged to conform." (This refers to the forced repatriation of
the Cossacks)
One can almost sense the languid charm, the
dismissive flutter of the hand. What was not mentioned in this delightful interview was the fact that
Mr Macmillan had been specifically described as
infringing the agreement mentioned, and of doing
so by deceiving his government. It might have
appeared a little odd, too, that the author of a book
entitled Victims of Yalta should not have known of
the existence of the Yalta Agreement. I put these
points to Sir Nigel Fisher, who apologised handsomely and agreed that he should have checked the
Macmillan statement. What is relevant to the
present enquiry is that Mr Macmillan presumably
has no better justification of his actions than this.

HAROLD MACMILLAN'S MOTIVES for arranging the

surrender of more than 70,000 men, women and
children to certain death, torture, and imprisonment can only be guessed at. Perhaps he thought
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the gesture would ingratiate Stalin and Tito, both
ever hungry for blood. By what logic he came to the
belief that such an action furthered his country's
interests will probably never be known.
A remarkable factor is the secrecy surrounding
the operations, secrecy so effective that more than a
generation had to pass before the truth began to
emerge about the fate of the Cossacks and
Yugoslavs. Clearly Mr Macmillan had to conceal
what he was doing from Field-Marshal Alexander
and Winston Churchill. There was another crucial
aspect which certainly cannot have escaped him.
As early in the War as October 1942, the Foreign
Secretary (Anthony Eden) had stated in the House
of Commons that proposals for the establishment of
a United Nations Commission for the investigation
of War Crimes had been submitted to all Allied
Governments. As the tide of war turned against the
enemy, preparations to meet this contingency
increased. At the Teheran Conference in 1943
Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin issued a declaration stating that Germans responsible for War
Crimes would be tried and punished at the end of
the War, a resolution which was publicly reaffirmed at Yalta in February 1945. On 12 April
1945, a bare month before Mr Macmillan provided
General Keightley with his authority to hand over
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the Cossacks and Yugoslavs, the British War Cabinet discussed the proposed trials in some detail. 32
Minutes of this and related discussions were read
by Mr Macmillan, who was of course directly concerned with consideration of the policy.
Had defence counsel at the War Crimes Trials at
Nuremberg and elsewhere been in possession of the
facts of what happened in Eastern Austria and
North Italy within a week of the German surrender,
the entire process of trying war criminals might
have ground to a halt. For was it not an indictable
war crime knowingly to despatch tens of thousands
of defenceless men, women, and children to execution squads and death-camps?
There may be those who regard the whole episode
as an unpleasant piece of long-dead history, now
better forgotten. Regrettably this is not so. Thousands of grieving relatives of the victims survive,
and the killing still goes on. Only last year, on 3
November 1982, a Yugoslav political court sentenced to death Stevan MojiC, a 62-year-old former
subaltern of the Serbian Volunteer Corps. MojiC
was one of those handed over by the British to Tito
as a result of Harold Macmillan's decision in May
1945. Then only 24 years old, he escaped from the
worst of all the massacres, at KoCevje, by jumping
from the train. He concealed himself for eleven
years. Nearly 40 years later, the Yugoslav Government shows that it at least has not forgotten the
secret transaction. 33 Could Mr Macmillan or Lord
Aldington (Toby Low) be persuaded to employ
their considerable influence and prestige on behalf
of this unhappy man?

The Victorian Singing
Yes, we had quite a large,
quite a large collation,
we discussed, yes, we discussed
several pork chops.
Some dozens of claret
were opened, were opened;
a pipe of port was in question,
in question.
Nobody was sober, was sober, was sober.
Lifted skirts, naked thighs, high boots.
All discussed, all discussed
in the lewdness of Latin!
But O for the oysters, oysters, oysters!

Gavin Ewart

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

