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The Man with Four Names

The revolutionary Ivan Milutinović was called 

by various nicknames by his comrades — both for 

reasons of secrecy and out of affection: Čvorak, Pa-

pek, Doktor and Milutin. Each of these nicknames 

was given to him during a specific period of his rev-

olutionary activity, and each, for reasons known to 

him and those around him, he cherished.

The nickname Čvorak was not, as someone 

might think, given after the bird čvorko (starling); he 

was neither that mischievous nor that small among 

people. That nickname was one of the memories 

from his nine years spent in prison — in Zabela, 

Lepoglava and Sremska Mitrovica — and from his 

camaraderie with Moša, Lola, Roćko, Keršovani 

and dozens of other communists sentenced to hard 

labour. There, during some of the more than 80,000 

long prison hours, he would occasionally take up 

chess. He would set aside his gruelling prison ob-

ligations, give a lecture at the “Red University,” 

spend some time with a book, and then, with one 

of the comrades, sit at a chessboard — often carved 

from a simple plank — and begin to battle with 

the officers and soldiers of his “army,” sometimes 

made from wood shavings or dried potatoes. He 

loved outplaying his opponent, cornering him and 

bringing him to checkmate. Then he would sincere-

ly rejoice, like a child, exclaiming, “Now, brave son 

— you’ll have to chase the starling!” At first, his 

comrades tried to banish that harmless little bird 



2

from Ivan’s otherwise pure and folksy language — 

perhaps because its invocation marked their defeat 

at chess. But he wouldn’t easily give up his friend-

ship with that bird, at least when he was joyfully 

loud or wanted to curse. And so, he remained Čvor-
ak, at least to his closest comrades and dear friends.

He was named Papek at the 5th National Con-

ference of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia 

(CPY), held in Zagreb in October 1940, under the 

strictest secrecy. Ivan — a communist hardened 

by years of imprisonment and his close associate 

in efforts to reform the Party — was entrusted to 

organize the historic gathering along with Rade 

Končar and a group of communists, and to ensure 

safe accommodation in Zagreb for over 100 of the 

Party’s top leaders. The delegates — all well-known 

to the police from court files, wanted posters and 

the like — arrived from all corners of the country 

and were received by party contacts in Zagreb. The 

conference lasted five days and nights, after which 

the participants safely returned to all parts of the 

country. This was the greatest recognition of Ivan’s 

role — not only through his election to the Party’s 

inner leadership, the Politburo, but also through the 

nickname Papek, given by fellow delegates, mean-

ing “daddy,” the one who cared for this great family 

of communists gathered from across the land.

The nickname Doktor was probably the one 

he bore for the shortest time — only during his 

month-long stay in Krupanj, a town where Hit-

ler, in early September 1941, raised the first white 
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flag in Europe. Ivan arrived there — in the newly 

liberated centre of the uprising — from occupied 

Belgrade, together with Lola, under an assumed 

name, wearing an elegant suit and dark glasses. It’s 

likely the first commanders and officials called him 

Doktor because of his calm and dignified manner, 

his ability to find the right “cure” for every ailment 

and, perhaps, due to his refined appearance — the 

suit and glasses included.

Still, the nickname Comrade Milutin was the 

one used for the longest time and, as he often said, 

sounded the best to him. This, at least for two rea-

sons: the nickname was a shortened form of his long 

and well-known Montenegrin surname; and before 

and during the war, until his tragic death, it served 

as his official nickname — essentially his name and 

surname in correspondence with the highest mili-

tary and political leadership of the revolution.

* * *

Ivan Radev Milutinović was born in the first 

year of this century into a renowned warrior fam-

ily. His homeland, the Piperi region, was once one 

of the “seven hills” of old Montenegro and, during 

the old Yugoslavia, a municipality with around 

600 households — or, as the local people colour-

fully say, “chimneys,” because for them, the smoke 

from a fire lit on an open hearth marked a home, a 

gathering place for the family. These people — the 

Piperi — have entered history and oral tradition, 
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especially the ten-syllable epic song still sung to 

the gusle, primarily for their centuries-long battles 

against the Turks and all forms of oppression.

He had the “misfortune” — as people from his 

homeland say — to be born “in a bad time, in the 

years of hunger”; the tragic famine and extreme pov-

erty brought upon these people by two Balkan wars 

and the First World War hit him in his boyhood — 

the time of growth and the journey towards man-

hood. On top of that, his father Rade was killed in 

the fighting around Skadar, along with five close 

relatives, which burdened the already large family 

with even more hardship.

Family and villagers called him Malo, pro-

nouncing the “L” in the softest and most endearing 

way. He got this nickname because of his short stat-

ure and sweet nature, but he would not carry it be-

yond the threshold of his childhood home — as he 

eventually grew into a slim, handsome young man 

of average height and a slightly stooped posture.

He received his education largely through hard 

work, but also thanks to the sacrifice and help of his 

mother Stefa and older brother Todor — from his 

native village of Cerovica all the way to Belgrade 

— for which he remained grateful to them for the 

rest of his life. From the family hearth, he carried 

with him into the world, and kept throughout his 

life, a modesty bordering on asceticism; a curiosity 

to learn — from books, from conversation, from 

life itself; a habit of throwing himself wholeheart-

edly into any task; a desire to help others and do 
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good deeds without expecting reward; a deep love 

for mountain landscapes, the greenery of forests 

and the whiteness of snow; a hatred of all oppres-

sion and tyranny brought by the Austro-Hungarian 

occupiers; a contempt for betrayal; and a deep fear 

of hunger and its tragic consequences, which rav-

aged his region during the war years and left lasting 

marks on his health. All of this played a crucial role 

in shaping his character.

A Communist from the Hardest Days

Ivan arrived in Belgrade to study at the Faculty 

of Law at a time when Lenin was speaking of the 

“ebb of the revolution” — when the CPY was un-

der the harshest attacks from the regime, forced to 

operate from the deepest underground, reduced to 

only about 2,000 members. The regime had already 

banned the activities of the “Communist Students’ 

Club,” so the newcomer Ivan, together with a group 

of progressive students, founded the “Association of 

Marxist Students.” It was intended not only “for 

the study of scientific socialism,” but above all, to 

“participate in political struggle, cooperate with 

workers’ organizations, hold joint demonstrations, 

excursions, etc.” At the outset, he served as the As-

sociation’s treasurer and head of the Party cell at the 

Faculty of Law. He gave lectures and led discussions 

among future lawyers on topics in Marxist philos-

ophy, often in the attic of the faculty building, and 
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at times in his small room in Čubura.

He became a member of the Communist Par-

ty in 1923, during its lowest ebb. He saw this as 

a great honour, but above all, as a new obligation. 

He distributed books among workers — books that 

spoke the truth about their situation and called for 

resistance to violence; he organized workers’ meet-

ings and protest rallies; maintained ties between 

Marxist students and workers; and encouraged 

workers to strike and demand better working and 

living conditions. He would visit, day and night, 

carpenters, leatherworkers, printers and metalwork-

ers — the most organized and militant segments of 

Belgrade’s labour movement. He did all of this dil-

igently and collectively with comrades, in secrecy, 

always striving to erase any traces from the police. 

When he and a group of activists concluded that 

the “Association of Marxist Students” had become 

too narrow and that the progressive movement had 

growing needs for combative individuals, he set 

to work founding a new student organization — 

“Progress” — which would gather all progressive 

students. The new association quickly became a 

thorn in the side of reactionary forces in the city and 

at the University, who increasingly staged bloody 

conflicts and brawls with Marxist students. In one 

of these mass clashes with fascist-leaning students 

— which quickly drew in the police, secret agents 

and gendarmes — Ivan was struck on the head by 

an iron rod wielded by a policeman, sustaining se-

rious injuries. He only paused long enough for his 

7

comrades to bandage him — then, head wrapped, 

he rejoined the struggle. After that, he stayed off the 

streets for days to avoid being recognized by agents. 

During the day, he took shelter with relatives, and 

at night he would slip back into his poor student 

room, where he shared hardship with his younger 

brother Vasilije, then still a student himself. Vasili-

je would later recall that Ivan, day by day, “grew 

more gaunt and pale, his lips like two bloodless 

thin lines, his cheekbones more pronounced. But 

his work enthusiasm never waned. He would return 

home late, tired and exhausted. By then I already 

knew of his activity, because from time to time he 

would entrust me with smaller tasks. From all the 

work and running around, his back would often 

hurt, and he’d ask me to massage him. My clumsy 

massage gave him the illusion of relief.”

As the struggle intensified, Ivan and his com-

rades from those days became more battle-hardened 

and mature. There were more and more demonstra-

tions, strikes and protest gatherings — and Ivan, 

tall and striking in appearance, was always present 

where the action was most intense, where things 

were hardest.

In the summer of 1927, he returned to his na-

tive region. The first thing he did — after briefly 

greeting his mother Stefa, whom he deeply loved 

and respected, and the rest of his family — was to 

re-establish the local Party and youth cells, and to 

gather the villagers, people who bore their hardship 

with pride but did not accept injustice. He was one 
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of those who spoke the truth to them, who encour-

aged them in the fight for a better future. The news-

paper Radni narod noted that Ivan, that summer 

on Ilindan (St. Elijah’s Day), organized a people’s 

assembly on Mount Lukavica in his homeland. For 

the occasion, he also organized a performance made 

up mostly of satirical “sparrows” and sketches that 

criticized injustice. He opened the assembly with an 

inspired speech — one that a gendarme patrol had 

also begun listening to. Clearly, the patrol had been 

deliberately sent that day into the remote moun-

tain area — to “protect the king from the people.” 

When the gendarmes heard what this lean student 

was talking about, they tried to remove him — but 

when they couldn’t get close, they tried a different 

tactic: to disperse the crowd. However, under pres-

sure from the people, they were forced to retreat 

and return without completing their mission.

Agent Vujković Was the First to Give In

The end of January 1928 in Belgrade was ex-

ceptionally cold. A dry frost had gripped the city, 

tightening its hold with two frozen rivers. One eve-

ning, wrapped in a winter coat and a scarf made 

of homespun wool, Ivan set out for a meeting with 

workers in the leather industry. As always, he was 

in a hurry, though he managed to arrive “at one 

minute to midnight” every time. Deep in thought 

about what he needed to say to the workers and 
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what they needed to accomplish together — and 

bundled up to the ears — he didn’t even notice 

the shadow that was secretly and persistently fol-

lowing him. That shadow was none other than 

Svetozar Vujković, a brigadier among Belgrade’s 

agents, a bloodhound who, through his zealous ef-

forts to track down communists and members of 

the Communist Youth, would rise to become the 

head of the notorious anti-communist division of 

the Special Police. While Ivan was talking with a 

group of workers in the café Marjanović, Vujković, 

nervously stamping his feet in the cold, watched his 

every move through the fogged-up window, fixat-

ing on the raised collar of Ivan’s coat, imagining 

something large and illegal beneath it, impatiently 

awaiting the moment to grab him by the neck.

There was no turning back now: when Ivan 

parted ways with the workers and stepped out of 

the café, Vujković lunged at him suddenly from the 

shadows. Thus ended a long game of cat and mouse 

in which Ivan had skilfully evaded every police 

trap, while Vujković and his informants had longed 

to finally catch him in the act — to “detain and 

straighten him out,” as they put it. In the arrest re-

port, Vujković would write that he had known Ivan 

for some time “as a communist actively engaged 

in spreading communist propaganda and distrib-

uting communist literature; I also learned that his 

apartment contains communist books, writings, 

brochures, etc.”

In front of the Special Police, the young law 
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student conducted himself bravely — as a true 

communist. Yet there was so much Marxist liter-

ature found in his possession that the agent had to 

log it under 22 separate inventory numbers. Among 

the confiscated items were issues of Hammer and 
Sickle, Class Struggle and Young Bolshevik. Vujković 

documented all of it, including the names of two 

planted “witnesses” to the arrest. He then proceed-

ed with Ivan as he did with others: starting with 

“brotherly” advice to come clean about himself and 

those who supplied the literature; moving on to 

threats, saying Ivan would end up like the dozens 

of communists who had supposedly knelt before 

him; and finally — resorting to beatings. This last 

step came in response to Ivan’s steadfast silence. At 

Vujković’s command, two thugs entered the room 

— eyes bloodshot, sleeves rolled up, armed with ox 

sinews. They beat him mercilessly until he lost con-

sciousness. Then they would wait for him to come 

to, hoping he’d “wise up” — hoping he’d confess 

his activities and reveal his connections. But he re-

mained silent, admitting only to what he was sure 

the police already knew: that he was a member of 

the “Association of Marxist Students,” an organiza-

tion not officially banned; that the papers found on 

him were sent anonymously through the mail; that 

he didn’t know to whom he was supposed to deliver 

them; and that, in any case, the literature wasn’t 

specifically prohibited by name under the law. The 

agents weren’t naive enough to believe him — but 

what infuriated them most was that they couldn’t 
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force him to speak the truth.

The “systematic interrogation” continued: 

the two thugs tied his hands and feet, threw him 

face-down onto the icy cement floor, splashed with 

a bucket of water, then bound his legs to his re-

strained hands so that his bare soles faced upward 

— and began beating his feet with sinews until 

they turned hot and numb, or until he passed out. 

After that came the ritual dousing with cold wa-

ter and a repeat of the entire process — with the 

thugs switching off, so the next pair would be rested 

enough to carry out their part of the brutal work.

Vujković was the first to give in. He had to — 

he was defeated. Ivan’s victory was total, but dearly 

bought. He ended up in Glavnjača prison, awaiting 

trial before the Court for the Protection of the State 

and sentencing. There, he encountered a group of 

old communists, including Rade Vujović and Oto-

kar Keršovani. Rade — a seasoned underground 

fighter and member of the CC of the CPY — wel-

comed the battered Ivan like a younger brother, like 

a comrade. He tended to his wounds, applied cold 

compresses to the bruises and shared with him the 

miserable ration of prison bread. Young Ivan lis-

tened closely to Rade, Otokar and the others — 

absorbing their ideas, taking in their experience, 

thinking about his duties. He also reflected on the 

words Vujković threw at him just before handing 

him over to the court: “We’ll meet again, the two of 

us — but know this: our next meeting will be our 

last!” Ivan knew the first part of the threat would 
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likely come true — but he wanted to believe the 

second part never would.

A Shout Before the Court:  
“Long Live Communism!”

The indictment against Ivan Milutinović de-

tailed nearly every piece of Marxist literature found 

in his possession. It stated that these materials 

“speak against the existing order and call on the 

people to violently change the current system and 

state structure.”

In his defence before the court, the student and 

communist Ivan Milutinović explained that he had 

lost his father and came from impoverished circum-

stances, that he had arrived in Belgrade with all his 

belongings packed in a small suitcase, and that he 

had brought from Montenegro a painful awareness 

of the harsh economic and social conditions in both 

villages and towns. But it was only in Belgrade, he 

said, that he truly saw the misery in which work-

ers lived and the conditions in which poor children 

were educated. As a poor student, he had to work 

as a labourer, mason and low-level clerk. That was 

why he chose to stand with the workers and pro-

gressive students — those fighting for better living 

conditions, for economic and social reforms. He 

had learned, he said, that workers could improve 

their position only through struggle — and that he 

had worked with them to raise awareness and orga-
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nize unions, which were legal or at least not explic-

itly banned forms of activity. He admitted that the 

literature he carried promoted communism, and 

when asked by the judge whether he was a commu-

nist and a member of the banned Party, he replied 

— according to Radničke novine — “I am a com-

munist and, as such, I was a member and treasurer 

of the Marxist students at the University, and I still 

am today. A member of the Party — unfortunately, 

no. Because although I know it exists, I couldn’t 

find it in order to join!”

The judges questioned him at length, cross-ex-

amining him. He answered as the Party had taught 

its members — turning the attack on the regime, 

emphasizing that he had been “abused multiple 

times and detained without a warrant” in Glavn-

jača. In the end, the prosecutor — as journalists 

reported — demanded 20 years of hard labour for 

Ivan due to his “dangerous communist propagan-

da,” while the defence lawyer, pointing out that the 

court was dealing with a young man of good char-

acter, called for an acquittal. The court, considering 

the points raised by the defence and unable to prove 

much of what was in the indictment — and calcu-

lating that the “re-education” of 50 days in Glavn-

jača had already served as a significant punishment 

— sentenced him to six months in prison.

The verdict was delivered in a full courtroom. 

Ivan heard it with dignity, and then — as reported 

in Radničke novine on April 1, 1928, in an article 

signed “Uskok” — instead of the usual “Long live 
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the court!” he shouted: “Long live communism!” 

This caused an uproar in the courtroom. There was 

a real threat that he would immediately be tried 

again — this time for attacking the state and public 

order — but his skilled and well-respected lawyer, 

a known sympathizer of the communists, man-

aged to calm the judges. The journalist “Uskok,” 

evidently himself a communist or Party sympathiz-

er, ended his lengthy court report with a sentence 

informing readers that Milutinović had “returned 

to the notorious Glavnjača — to the place where 

many comrades awaited him, deprived of freedom 

for their great ideals.”

He was transferred to the prison in Zabela, 

near Požarevac. He was seen off by his fiancée, Mil-

ica Uzelac, with whom he had planned to marry 

around that time — but agent Vujković got there 

first. Long days and nights of imprisonment lay 

ahead — isolation, separation from family, stu-

dents and pupils, and from his two great comrades 

and mentors, Vujović and Keršovani, whose fragile 

health he often worried about during long sleepless 

nights. Yet he grew increasingly convinced of two 

things: first — that he had chosen and remained 

steadfast on the right path, among communists; 

and second — that “everything that comes quick-

ly, passes even more quickly.” And so it passed. On 

August 7, he was released from prison.

A Leading Soldier of the “Red Aid”
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Immediately after returning from prison, Ivan 

re-established contact with the Party, with the stu-

dent organization and workers’ unions. He was wel-

comed back with open arms — it was well known 

how bravely he had conducted himself in court, 

and his determination and skill in organizing and 

leading were highly respected. After all, at that 

time, every contribution to the struggle was invalu-

able. For the regime, this was a time of desperate 

attempts to preserve some semblance of order in a 

country shaken — especially after the shooting in 

the National Assembly and the assassination of St-

jepan Radić — by deep unrest. These measures of-

ten amounted to the harshest attacks on democratic 

and human rights, which is why one of the primary 

tasks of the communists was to fight against this 

violence — the so-called “White Terror” — and to 

defend democracy and fundamental freedoms in 

the country. For the Party, this was the period of 

putting into action the Open Letter from the Co-

mintern to Yugoslav communists, written based on 

Marxist analyses and the positions adopted at the 

8th Party Conference in Zagreb, led by the met-

alworker Josip Broz. The core message of the Open 
Letter was to wage an uncompromising struggle 

against all factions within the Party and to build 

unity among communists and all progressive forces 

in the fight against the bourgeoisie. There was work 

here for every member of the Communist Party. 

So for Ivan — by now a hardened Party member 

and an intellectual who had studied Marxist lit-
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erature for years — little explanation was needed. 

He began gathering Party cells, visiting individu-

als, reading the Comintern’s message, explaining its 

contents, its spirit, its intent, and denouncing the 

factions that dismissed or rejected the Open Letter.
At the same time, Ivan became actively en-

gaged in another profoundly humanitarian area — 

as head of the Red Aid organization for Belgrade 

and all of Serbia. This organization of proletarian 

solidarity was founded in 1921, within the labour 

movement. It was led by communists and offered 

broad material, moral, medical, legal and other 

forms of support to the victims of terror both in 

Yugoslavia and across Europe. In that way, Red 

Aid became an integral part of the communist and 

working-class struggle to protect the victims of the 

Obznana and the Law for the Protection of the 

State — and would become even more vital in the 

years to come. All assistance was welcome: mon-

ey, clothing, food, labour in the fields of families 

whose breadwinners were imprisoned or in exile. 

Communists in prison received not only material 

but also moral support, and lawyers who defend-

ed them before royal courts were often paid from 

those funds. The names of those arrested were made 

public — printed in workers’ newspapers — so that 

communists would know who was being persecut-

ed and could organize support accordingly. Many 

honest citizens, in fact, first took political positions 

through Red Aid: they would initially contribute 

to help a communist family, then, encouraged by 
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communists, begin organizing collections in their 

buildings, streets or villages — and soon enough, 

they would become communist sympathizers, even 

members of the Party themselves. For all these rea-

sons, Ivan wholeheartedly took on work with Red 

Aid, leading its extensive network across Belgrade 

and Serbia. He did so from deep political convic-

tion and humanitarian motives — often repeating: 

“Ah, poor working folk, how hard life is for you...” 

— driven also by the same trait he had carried from 

his childhood as Malo: to help everyone, especially 

those most in need of help, without expecting any-

thing in return.

Comrade Bracan Died Standing

Just days before the dreadful year 1929, King 

Aleksandar announced he would impose a dicta-

torship in the country. He fulfilled that threat on 

January 6 — Christmas Eve — in the spirit of the 

satirical verse by poet Milorad Mitrović: “Whoever 

stands in the way of my imperial will — slay them!”

Darkness descended over the country. The 

bloodiest crackdown on communists began — at 

that time, there were around 3,500 Party members 

and a similar number of youth members, along 

with the Red Aid organization. What followed 

were arrests without warrants, killings without tri-

als and overflowing prisons. Ivan’s fiancée and com-

rade, Milica, would later recall those grim days: 
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“It was a hard time for all of us. Arrests were hap-

pening everywhere, we didn’t dare visit each other, 

and we only learned who had been arrested when 

we happened to meet a family member.”

Among the arrested were Đuro Đaković, the 

Party’s organizational secretary, and Nikola Heći-

mović, the head of Red Aid for Yugoslavia. Both 

were taken — and secretly murdered near the Aus-

trian border. The public was told they had allegedly 

attempted to escape abroad and had been shot in 

the back by the authorities. In Belgrade, the police 

arrested Bracan Bracanović — secretary of the CPY 

Provincial Committee for Serbia and a revolution-

ary from Ivan’s native region — along with Vlada 

Nešić, a communist and head of the Red Cross of 

Yugoslavia, and another forty or so communists, 

all of them people Ivan had worked with closely. 

Like Đaković and Hećimović, Bracan and Vlada 

were killed. Nešić had been printing and distrib-

uting communist leaflets in the very offices where 

he worked. After his arrest and transfer to the City 

Administration, word quickly spread that he had 

“committed suicide” — by jumping from the fourth 

floor of that infamous building, supposedly on the 

fourth day after his arrest and before any interroga-

tion. Ivan knew well that this was a lie — except for 

the fact that his comrade Nešić was indeed dead. 

He had seen how swiftly the police pulled people 

into interrogation, and he knew that Vujković was 

a master of torturing communists. It wasn’t hard to 

imagine what agonies Vlada endured before dying.



20

Bracan’s ordeal lasted an entire month. The au-

thorities knew exactly who they were dealing with 

and hoped he would break under torture, answering 

at least some of their questions — about his time 

and activities in the Soviet Union, his connections 

with Party leadership and members across Serbia, 

and the routes through which money from Red Aid 

reached victims of the regime. These answers would 

have been invaluable to the police — but Bracan 

gave them nothing. There are no interrogation re-

cords — and there never were — because after a 

month of interrogation and torture, the police had 

nothing to record. Quite simply — Bracan stayed 

silent. A testimony about Bracan’s torture was pre-

served from one of the communists arrested along-

side him, Marin Popović, who wrote: “The torture 

of Bracan Bracanović in the Special Police contin-

ued day and night for eight or ten days. There wasn’t 

a single millimetre of his body left untouched — 

not a single part that hadn’t received at least 50 to 

60 blows with a baton. He began to swell. His shirt 

was soaked in blood.” Lepa Nešić — later the wife 

of Moša Pijade and at the time also arrested — add-

ed that Bracan was “so horribly beaten that I could 

barely recognize him.”

When the police finally concluded that all at-

tempts with Bracan were hopeless, they murdered 

him — secretly, at night, on September 27, 1929, 

on the outskirts of Belgrade at Lekino Brdo.

In the police document used to interrogate and 

clear the two officers who killed Bracan, it states 
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that after a month of questioning, he had alleged-

ly agreed to reveal the location of the Party’s se-

cret printing equipment — something the police 

desperately wanted. He was taken there under the 

escort of four officers. When they arrived, he sup-

posedly attempted to escape and was “killed while 

fleeing.”

Second Sentence — Six Years of Hard Labour

Around the same time that Bracan and doz-

ens of other communists were being arrested and 

subjected to horrific torture, Ivan too was arrested. 

During a search of his room, police found the book 

About a Certain Maria, and in the margins and on 

slips of paper tucked between the pages were neatly 

written notes about Red Aid funds. Ivan, as trea-

surer, had carefully recorded the names of those 

who donated money to Red Aid, along with the 

names and addresses of those the funds were sent 

to for survival. He did this to remain accountable 

to himself and to the Party — and because Red 

Aid activities were, at that time, not yet illegal. The 

only evidence of his “communist activity” was the 

book About a Certain Maria and the notes inside, 

in the form of “incoming” and “outgoing” entries. 

Once again, Ivan fell into the hands of Vujković. 

But this time, the agent didn’t bother with advice, 

persuasion or threats — he immediately began a 

“systematic investigation.”
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They beat him with ox sinews on the soles of 

his feet, struck his kidneys with sand-filled sacks, 

kicked his shins with the pointed toes of boots and 

whipped his fingernails with thin steel wires. Yet 

despite this, Vujković — now fearful of public back-

lash following the deaths of Nešić and Bracanović 

— was determined to keep Ivan alive at any cost. 

His death, Vujković feared, could tip public anger 

over the edge in Belgrade. Still, desperate to extract 

even a few details, he resorted to the most horrif-

ic forms of torture. Skin and flesh hung in bloody 

strips from Ivan’s feet and back. They continued 

beating the raw flesh, burning the bloody soles and 

palms, dousing him with water to revive him — 

so that he could feel even more pain during the 

next round. Testimonies from his comrades from 

those days survive, including this note: “The police 

carried out a real inquisition on the detainees — 

beatings and torture. I can’t describe the condition 

they were all in — especially Ivan Milutinović.” 

Lepa Nešić wrote of Ivan’s condition: “When they 

brought him to me, it was no longer a human body 

— he had been so mutilated by torture. They asked 

him if he knew me. He denied it just by shaking his 

head.” Ivan himself told the investigating judge that 

fellow prisoner Marin Popadić had to “carry him 

to the bucket to relieve himself because he couldn’t 

walk on his own.” His fiancée, Milica, washed his 

bloody underwear — which the police didn’t even 

try to hide, perhaps intending to intimidate or send 

a warning.
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After a long and exhausting interrogation, he 

was sentenced to six years of hard labour and per-

manent loss of civil rights, with the justification 

that he had committed “repeat offences against the 

state.”

About twenty communists were on trial at the 

time, and Ivan was listed as number 13 in the in-

dictment. Even at this trial, he did not admit to 

being a Party member. He claimed that he sent aid 

“out of compassion,” on his own initiative. When 

the presiding judge asked why he, of all people, 

had taken on this task, he replied: “Because I ex-

perienced six months of prison firsthand. And be-

cause, as a Marxist by conviction, I wanted to help 

people like that.” This, of course, was not accepted 

as a mitigating factor — nor were the two points 

stressed by his defence attorney: first, that the law 

did not prohibit Red Aid activities and that his cli-

ent could not be held criminally or politically liable 

for them; and second, that the student was suffering 

from a serious stomach illness — which was sadly 

true and a consequence of the brutal hunger during 

his barefoot childhood in the rocky hills of Piperi.

At the end of the trial, Ivan was allowed to meet 

with his fiancée and closest family before being 

transferred to Sremska Mitrovica. He kissed Milica 

and told her: “I heard you cried when you heard the 

verdict. You mustn’t cry. You have to be strong and 

not allow your emotions to overpower you.”
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In Lepoglava: The Bloody Hunger Strike

Ivan began his long, eight-year prison sentence 

in Sremska Mitrovica — in a damp solitary cell just 

3.5 metres long and 2.5 metres wide, surviving on 

stale bread and water. There, his serious stomach 

illness worsened, and after some time, through his 

lawyer, he requested to be transferred to Lepogla-

va — clinging to the empty hope that prison life 

might be slightly more bearable in what had once 

been an educational institution. If for no other rea-

son, he hoped at least the change of surroundings 

would help. He was surprised by how quickly the 

request was approved — unaware that even worse 

conditions awaited him there: a damper, colder cell 

and an even more merciless regime. He would “en-

joy” the “comfort” of that solitary cell for a full six 

months, suffering from a serious illness that he re-

sisted only through sheer will to live and to keep 

fighting.

After solitary, he was moved to a shared cell 

with other communists also sentenced to long 

terms. There, he briefly met Josip Broz, who had 

been sentenced to five years in the Bombing Trial in 

Zagreb, as well as Moša Pijade and Rodoljub Čola-

ković.

As a member of the Party committee within the 

prison, Ivan had his hands full: he encouraged those 

who faltered, mediated minor disputes and helped 

organize educational activities. In the struggle for 

even minimal improvements to prison conditions, 
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the imprisoned communists, following a decision 

by the committee, began a hunger strike. They 

simply refused to eat the already terrible food — 

which baffled, infuriated and humiliated the prison 

warden, guards, doctors and even the chaplain. To 

them, it was a clear sign of failure in their “re-edu-

cation” of the communists. Fearing that news of the 

strike might reach the public — and cost him his 

job — the warden immediately offered to negotiate 

certain concessions. Meanwhile, his staff resorted 

to tricks and attempts to lure individual strikers 

into eating. It was all in vain: the Party committee 

kept tight control and no one gave in.

The third day was the hardest — a physical 

crisis set in. The prisoners fought it with nothing 

but willpower and the awareness that they had to 

endure. But on the fourth morning, three severely 

ill comrades, including Ivan, were unable to get up. 

Their bodies had shut down. They vomited blood. 

Their condition worsened by the minute. Other 

strikers tried for a long time to persuade the three 

to start eating again — arguing that it wouldn’t dis-

courage the rest or signal weakness to the prison 

authorities. Finally, under pressure from their com-

rades, the three sick prisoners began to accept food. 

But the administration misread this completely — 

interpreting it as a general collapse of the strike. 

Emboldened, the guards launched a fresh assault 

on the hunger strikers.

By the seventh day, something even worse struck 

— the prison doctor, looking for ways to break the 
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strike, came up with the idea of force-feeding. Ac-

companied by two orderlies, he visited the cells and 

forced straitjackets onto the weakened prisoners, 

preventing them from resisting. Then, rubber tubes 

were shoved into their mouths, and liquid food 

was poured in. The strikers fought back — clench-

ing their teeth tightly on the tubes and blocking 

the flow of food. The doctor then used a tool to 

force their mouths open with a screw mechanism 

— or break their teeth. Even then, prisoners re-

sisted: using sheer will, they forced the food back 

out by tightening their throats. But the worst was 

yet to come: two guards would hold the prisoner’s 

jaw tightly shut while the doctor inserted a tube 

through the nose, pouring in a strong laxative solu-

tion into their already empty intestines. This caused 

extreme, deadly diarrhea, draining the last reserves 

of strength. Two prisoners didn’t survive. They died 

in the most agonizing conditions. One of them was 

Ivan’s fellow inmate from Belgrade, Anton Festini, 

a steadfast communist longing for the light and sun 

of his native Dalmatia.

The hunger strike was brutally crushed. The 

warden and guards took it as a victory and imposed 

even harsher measures: just one hour of yard time, 

fewer family parcels allowed, reduced right to com-

municate with relatives. The horrors of that time 

were documented by Moša Pijade and Roćko Čola-

ković, both participants and leaders of the strike. 

And yet the communists of Lepoglava continued 

to resist. Ivan was among the most defiant — as 
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shown by the disciplinary actions recorded in detail 

in his prison file: For being “insolent towards the 

priest during class” — a written warning; for “par-

ticipating in a hunger strike” — 8 days in a dark 

cell, made worse by having his arms and legs tied 

every other day; and for arguing with a guard — 

loss of writing privileges and family correspondence 

for one month. Further “infractions” brought more 

punishments: more warnings, two months without 

letters and, again, two meals missed as punishment 

— and then again — two meals withheld...

Dictatorship: 3,000 Years of Prison  
for Communists

In November 1933, Ivan — along with Moša 

and a group of other communists — was trans-

ferred to the prison in Sremska Mitrovica. The re-

gime aimed to isolate communist political prisoners 

from other inmates and the surrounding villagers, 

among whom they had a “disruptive” influence, 

concentrating them in one place to better control 

and suppress their activities. It was a time when the 

king could boast of the achievements of his dicta-

torship’s battle against communists and the work-

ing class. By then, the Court for the Protection of the 
State had, in just five years, sentenced 1,446 regime 

opponents — mostly communists and youth mem-

bers — to a total of over 3,000 years of prison.

Now gathered, at the “Youth Wing” of Srems-
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ka Mitrovica, were Moša, Ivan, Stanko Paunović, 

Oskar Davičo, Boris Ziherl, Đuro Pucar, Jovan Ve-

selinov and dozens of other communists. They were 

housed in rooms, grouped together. Moša — who 

would spend 14 long years behind bars — brought 

them together and presented a plan for work and 

resistance: “The bourgeoisie has locked us behind 

these walls. Let’s use this time to forge our revo-

lutionary consciousness, to deepen our knowledge 

of the world and mankind — so we can give our 

oppressors what they truly deserve...”

Communist political prisoners knew from ex-

perience that the only way to counter the warden’s 

and guards’ abuse, and the prison’s crushing rou-

tine, was through organized life and work. They 

wrested from the prison whatever they could: time, 

light, books, food — and, above all, knowledge.

In early February 1934, Moša, in agreement 

with his comrades, submitted a formal report re-

questing: the right to freely obtain books, maga-

zines and newspapers; three hours of fresh-air walks 

daily; freedom of movement within the building; 

improved food; and the right to correspond twice 

a month with family and friends. The regime gave 

no response. Instead, conditions for Moša, Ivan 

and the others were further tightened. In response, 

the communists launched three days of demon-

strations, which one participant, Bane Adreev, 

later described: “The entire youth wing went up 

in protest. In every room, prisoners began shout-

ing, banging their plates against the bars, doors 
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and tables. The building shook from the noise — 

it could be heard kilometres away. Inmates made 

red flags out of scarves, sweaters and shawls, tied to 

broomsticks. On large bedsheets we wrote slogans: 

Give us sun and air; Better living conditions; Better 
food; More visits and letters. We hung these out the 

upper windows, so they could be seen even from 

the train station. We shouted from room to room, 

held discussions and elected a leadership composed 

of representatives from each room — from Room 

6, it was Ivan Milutinović; from Room 2, Ognjen 

Priča... Revolutionary songs rang out from every 

room. We sang late into the night. The next morn-

ing, the demonstrations continued...”

The protest became grounds for a “lawful” col-

lective indictment against 26 of the striking prison-

ers. The trial, held inside the prison, was turned by 

the demonstrators into a public condemnation of 

the regime — followed closely by public observers. 

A group of the most respected Belgrade lawyers de-

fended the communists, and the trial was attended 

by the famous Parisian lawyer Étienne Milio, sent 

by the League for the Protection of Human Rights. 

However, neither the brilliant defence organized by 

the Party’s leadership, nor the wave of global public 

outrage, nor Milio’s presence, nor the courage of 

the accused did much to change the outcome: most 

were sentenced to two more years of hard labour — 

including Ivan, whose total sentence now rose to 

nearly nine years. After witnessing the trial, Étienne 

Milio reportedly said: “I am shaken by this pitiful 
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and disgraceful — truly disgraceful — scene. It is 

the twilight of justice.”

Immediately after the trial, Ivan was visited 

— as once before in Lepoglava — by his fiancée 

and devoted comrade Milica. The guards did not 

allow them to speak in private or to say goodbye 

as two people bound by love. A barred gate sepa-

rated them, with dutiful guards standing nearby. 

Still, as they shook hands, Ivan discreetly slipped 

her two tightly folded Party documents, written in 

small script with precise instructions on whom to 

deliver them to. Milica was well prepared: she had 

brought along a child for whom Ivan was the godfa-

ther, and while pretending to adjust the child’s coat, 

she slipped the papers into his pocket — a clever 

move, as soon after, agents at a nearby café table 

thoroughly searched her clothes and belongings, in 

full view of the child and other guests.

The communists imprisoned in Sremska Mi-

trovica were physically cut off from the progressive 

movement in the country, but that didn’t stop them 

from remaining a trusted part of it. They lived a po-

litically active life, had their own Party leadership 

and kept fighting — and, above all, they studied. 

They held to the belief that some knew more and 

others less, but no one knew so much they couldn’t 

still learn more. They studied history, internation-

al relations, economics, and questions of national 

identity and the peasantry. Those who knew foreign 

languages were tasked with translating Marxist lit-

erature, which was then studied at the prison’s “Red 
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University” or sent to the Party to be reproduced 

and studied by members — part of the ongoing 

preparation for the final clash with the bourgeoisie. 

This was a unique Party school, where each par-

ticipant had a learning plan and received written 

materials in which the most experienced comrades 

explained topics in a clear, popular style. Later, the 

prisoners secretly obtained a mimeograph machine, 

and among them were comrades who, after years in 

the underground, had become skilled in printing 

and smuggling literature — using illegal channels 

to get materials in from the outside or to deliver 

them from the prison to comrades still free.

Professor at the “Red University”

Communist political prisoners had their own 

collective, called the “Commune,” founded on the 

experience gained during imprisonment and the 

understanding that “only through united strength 

and a combative stance can a resilient position in 

prison be achieved and preserved.” That guiding 

principle was emphasized in the preamble to the 

community’s rulebook, which also required pris-

oners to cultivate comradeship and fraternal rela-

tions, and to offer each other the sincerest material 

and moral support in any hardship. Communists 

in prison had to fight to strengthen their commu-

nity in order to collectively and in solidarity fight 

for more humane living conditions for all inmates. 
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Everything they received from family, friends, Red 

Aid, the Red Cross and other humanitarian orga-

nizations — whether books, food, clothing, mon-

ey or other essentials — was placed into a shared 

fund. Prisoners who were ill received more food 

and, if available, medicine. All others received equal 

shares. Ivan, being seriously ill, had what was con-

sidered a significant privilege under prison condi-

tions — unanimously supported by his comrades. 

Still, he almost always gave up his share or divided 

it among the others.

He was fully dedicated to the “Red Universi-

ty,” a unique Party school that prepared commu-

nists for the decisive battles ahead. The goal of the 

school was to ensure that every “student” — every 

communist political prisoner — would leave prison 

more educated and politically equipped than when 

they entered, so they could serve the cause for which 

they were imprisoned not only with more courage, 

but with greater competence. They started in study 

circles, even from the “alphabet,” and those who 

struggled were given extra help, even “overtime” 

lessons. Ivan had a particular interest in studying 

economic and national issues, especially the peas-

ant question. As a member of the prison Party com-

mittee, he led a study section and served as lecturer 

in that field. For years, he studied the peasantry 

— its readiness for alliance with the working class, 

the motives that could mobilize and drive it in rev-

olution. To those who weren’t the most attentive 

students, or who were weighed down by doubt due 

33

to their lack of knowledge and understanding of 

theory, he often repeated Marx’s well-known quote: 

“There is no royal road to science, and only those 

who do not fear fatigue in climbing its steep paths 

have any chance of reaching its shining heights.”

The entire day for the imprisoned communists 

was planned. They knew when it was time for walks, 

when for chess, when for discussion — but above 

all, when the mandatory study sessions were held. 

This cultivated self-discipline, created work habits, 

restored meaning to life and raised the general level 

of education. Everyone woke up feeling that their 

long prison day wouldn’t be wasted — that they 

would learn something new and become better pre-

pared for the future struggle. Revolutionary and 

writer Erich Koš remembered that time and those 

duties this way: “More than 200 men marched in 

line for walks. More than 200, all at once, would 

protest and shout slogans, go on hunger strike. And 

yet, each one lived his own life.

“All that time, in the midst of our colourful 

group of three hundred lives, Ivan Milutinović 

worked, studied and read — even during rest peri-

ods. I never saw or don’t recall the bed he slept on 

or the room he lived in. But I remember clearly that 

when he entered our cell on his first day — and we 

didn’t know him yet — we all stood up and went 

silent, like when a teacher enters a classroom.

“Pale, very pale, with a calm face where only the 

flickering light in the lenses of his glasses seemed 

alive, he walked through the long, narrow prison 
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corridors, past the buzzing rooms, with steady and 

measured steps. With a bundle of newspapers and 

books under one arm and a pencil in the other 

hand, he passed us by, greeted us with a few kind 

words, a smile — and continued on to solitary con-

finement. There, in the quiet and cramped space of 

a solitary cell, side by side, worked Keršovani, Priča, 

Moša Pijade and Ivan Milutinović.

“I observed him. He was a man of medium 

build and solid frame, whose entire personal force 

was concentrated in his will, expressed in his firm, 

thin, pale lips pressed tightly together in determi-

nation...”

The learning continued even after the group 

was again transferred — this time back to Lepogla-

va by order of the regime, as the voices coming from 

Sremska Mitrovica were being heard far and wide 

— even in Paris, where, around that time, an exhi-

bition was opened featuring original photographs 

of the torture of communists and democratic fight-

ers in Yugoslav prisons. Just before the exhibition, 

a delegation of progressive writers visited Yugosla-

via — led by Romain Rolland — and toured all 

the country’s prisons, including Lepoglava. There, a 

cell on the upper floor had been specially prepared 

and polished for the occasion. But the visitors were 

not shown the cell in the so-called “Sing-Sing” — 

the one located beneath the church which, as Čola-

ković wrote, “had nothing in it but concrete and a 

bucket.”
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Beaten Out of Pure Sadism

In Lepoglava, the communists continued their 

struggle for more tolerable prison conditions. At 

first, they achieved some success — but only a 

month later, the regime struck back with brutal 

force. One of the prisoners wrote: “After more than 

a month, the regime gathered the most bloodthirsty 

gendarmes from across the country and secret-

ly brought them to the prison in Lepoglava. One 

night, around 3 a.m., they burst into our rooms 

while we were sleeping and started shooting and 

beating people left and right — whoever they could 

reach. During that attack, Stevo Boljević was shot 

through the lungs. The Party leadership, through 

our internal channels, warned comrades not to al-

low themselves to be provoked, as the executioners 

intended to stage a bloodbath. The coordinating 

committee ordered everyone to stay in bed and wait 

to be taken from there. The gendarmes approached 

the beds, dragged people out, beat them, tied them 

in pairs and led them down the long corridors. Ivan 

Milutinović and Keršovani were tied together, beat-

en in the room, and then — still tied — were re-

peatedly struck with rifle butts, clubs and sticks as 

they were marched through the hallways. Every po-

litical prisoner went through the same brutal beat-

ing. It was a cruel, murderous assault. They struck 

with heavy wooden objects on our heads and backs, 

so that people collapsed in heaps in the courtyard 

with broken skulls and bruises all over their bodies. 
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Everyone looked pitiful.

“While we waited in the yard, some gendarmes 

walked up to individuals and beat them again — 

with boot soles — stomping on them. Ivića was 

beaten because he was the ‘spokesperson’ during 

the protests. Writer and poet Đorđe Jovanović — 

‘Jarec’ — was beaten for glancing at the guards 

with a smirk. Others were beaten just for moving. I 

was beaten because I was Macedonian. Beaten out 

of pure sadism.” But they failed to kill the revo-

lutionary spirit. As soon as they were transferred 

to Sremska Mitrovica, all of the prisoners lodged 

a strong protest and threatened a hunger strike. A 

delegation — including Ivan Milutinović — pre-

sented their demands: improved living conditions 

without beatings or abuse; five hours of outdoor 

time; better food (especially for sick comrades); a 

shared food storage (for items from visits, packages 

or bought with prisoners’ own money); visits twice 

a month; and the right to receive letters. The delega-

tion spoke out forcefully, threatening the prison ad-

ministration with a full hunger strike by all political 

inmates. At the time, the regime was weakened by 

electoral losses. Massive domestic and international 

propaganda campaigns by the Party and Red Aid in 

response to the Lepoglava massacre had been joined 

by a mobilization of relatives, friends and even op-

position MPs. These MPs had intervened with the 

Minister of Justice, demanding better treatment 

of political prisoners and an end to the inhumane 

abuses and beatings. A potential hunger strike by 
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political prisoners could have worsened the situa-

tion further. That’s why the Ministry of Justice and 

the prison administration agreed to meet the pris-

oners’ demands.

The long prison days passed — weeks, months 

and years — in struggle and in work. Ivan was a 

member of the Party leadership inside the prison, 

one of the “deans” of the “Red University,” an active 

lecturer and a fighter against factionalism — which 

was being stirred up even there by Retko Miletić. 

In that fight, in his burning devotion to the cause 

of the Party, came the long-awaited day — Octo-

ber 28, 1937 — the day he completed nearly nine 

years of hard labour. He stepped out from behind 

the prison walls, where prisoners had been treated 

in medieval fashion. Writer Erich Koš remembered 

their parting: “Milutin had been imprisoned for 

nine years — a time when a man has already passed 

his first youth, and when everyone begins to take 

stock of their life, to assess their strength in order 

to give their life its full measure and express their 

true self. In his ninth year — as in his first — Milu-

tin worked with the same endurance, the same de-

termination, with the precision of a machine. And 

that alone is an heroic feat, a feat of courage.”

Postponed His Wedding for an Entire Decade

He stepped once again onto the familiar, be-

loved pavement of Belgrade — described by his fel-
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low inmates as “an ordinary man, but always and 

everywhere a true man.” Immediately, he rejoined 

the life of the Party in the capital. He didn’t want 

even a single day of rest, and the Party leadership 

had to practically order him to take at least a month 

off. He agreed. And so, for the first time, he found 

enough time to fulfil a long-held personal wish — 

to marry Milica Uzelac. They marked the event 

modestly, in the village of Vrtište, near Niš, at the 

home of his brother Vasilije. That moment of family 

joy should have happened long ago — in Septem-

ber 1929, to be exact — but Ivan had been arrested 

and sentenced to a long prison term. Throughout 

all those years, his fiancée Milica remained by his 

side, loyal and dependable — visiting him often, 

worrying about his frail health, and enduring ter-

rible humiliation from prison guards because she 

wasn’t his legal wife.

They had long dreamed of their “honeymoon,” 

but it lasted far too short. The demands of the rev-

olution — of which he was a loyal soldier and one 

of its leaders — came before personal wishes and 

needs. Party duties sent the newlywed and seasoned 

communist to Montenegro. But he wanted to go — 

after so many years in prison, he longed to reunite 

with his family and see his homeland again.

He arrived in Piperi, sought out relatives and 

his native village, met with communists and re-es-

tablished contact with the Party’s provincial lead-

ership.

By the end of 1937, he was back in Glavnjača. 
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The order came from his old nemesis — Svetozar 

Vujković. Brutal as ever in his crackdown on com-

munists, Vujković ordered his informants to storm 

and thoroughly search Ivan’s apartment in hopes 

of finding anything “incriminating.” The “loot” 

was the same as before: books, notes, and again 

— books. Among them, they took one of his most 

cherished titles — Woman and Socialism by August 

Bebel, nearly every page underlined — and a thick 

notebook filled during prison’s sleepless nights and 

idle hours, one he never parted with. Its cover read: 

“On the Peasant Question.” They also took from 

him a carefully kept stack of letters — his corre-

spondence with his life partner and comrade, Mil-

ica. It was, in essence, a poem — the story of Ivan 

and Milica, of their love and deepest feelings, writ-

ten in prison cells or lonely rooms, when they were 

physically far apart.

They had spoken of that love through prison 

bars, in their own silent language — more in lip 

movements and glances than words, to avoid be-

ing “reported” by the guards. He comforted her, 

though he himself was despondent that on Decem-

ber 31 he would — for the tenth New Year in a 

row — spend the night behind bars, curled on a 

cold wooden pallet in a vermin-infested cell with a 

concrete floor and blood-streaked walls, stained by 

bedbugs crushed by inmates packed two to a square 

metre, struggling to fend off even those pests. They 

lay “spooned” so tightly that anyone who got up had 

to step on his comrades. The guards mocked them 
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for it: “Well, there’s your song now — go ahead, 

sing, you communists — ‘Shoulder to shoulder 

with comrades!’” — a sarcastic reference to the fa-

mous workers’ anthem whose defiant chorus ended: 

“Forward — shoulder to shoulder with comrades!”

Still, that New Year’s Eve turned out bright-

er than he expected. Sometime in the afternoon, 

Vujković himself showed up at the prison office, 

summoned Ivan through a guard, greeted him with 

cynical “friendliness” and warned him — again — 

to finally “come to his senses.” Then, acting mag-

nanimous, he announced: “I won’t keep you here 

any longer. Go — spend New Year’s 1938 with your 

wife.” The hardened revolutionary — Vujković’s 

long-time “patient” and police opponent — knew 

life too well to take his arrest as a mistake or coinci-

dence, and certainly not to interpret this decision as 

an act of kindness. But he also knew not to provoke 

the police — any new offence could mean a new 

prison sentence and separation from the revolution-

ary struggle.

The police continued to monitor Ivan Miluti-

nović closely. But thanks to an ever-widening net-

work of comrades and underground contacts, he 

managed to shake off their trail, gather young activ-

ists around him, secure safehouses for meetings and 

sheltering communists hunted by the police, collect 

Red Aid donations for families whose breadwinners 

were bleeding for the freedom of the Spanish peo-

ple, organize legal defences for communists facing 

trial, and lead the fight against the last remnants of 
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factionalism within the CPY — directly contrib-

uting to heal and strengthen the Party, preparing 

it for new and decisive struggles. As for himself, 

he had changed in many ways. He became spar-

ing with words, and even more so with smiles. Life 

had made him deeply serious. He read and worked 

constantly. There was no time for laughter, songs, 

dancing or sports.

A Bolder Turn Towards the Countryside

In May 1939, Ivan took part in the histor-

ic National Conference of the CPY, held beneath 

Šmarna Gora. A few months later, Party duties led 

him again — now as a member of the CC of the 

CPY — to Montenegro, where the deep impact of 

his earlier visits and efforts was already visible. This 

was especially evident in the expansion of the pro-

gressive movement in Montenegrin villages, where 

80 per cent of the population still lived — mostly 

in extremely poor conditions. At the time, a broad 

Party-led campaign for cultural and economic de-

velopment in rural areas was gaining momentum.

The movement began in early 1937 under the 

name “Peasant Brotherhood.” Its goal was to pro-

vide moral and material support to the countryside, 

by working in all fields — agriculture, cooperatives, 

health care, social and educational development. 

The peasantry embraced it wholeheartedly, seeing 

it as a chance to improve their own dire circum-
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stances. In just one year, 82 local organizations 

were formed, involving over 7,000 households. 

Ivan’s prediction proved accurate: that “Peasant 

Brotherhood” would become an excellent channel 

for extending the Party’s influence in rural areas. 

Libraries were opened, progressive literature was 

read, educational campaigns launched and political 

lectures held — all under communist leadership. 

Naturally, this did not escape the authorities’ no-

tice. The village’s growing political engagement was 

seen as a threat to the regime and “Peasant Brother-

hood” was soon banned.

But the Party didn’t “throw in the towel” — 

it saw the countryside as a political and economic 

force essential for the coming struggles. It swiftly 

formed a new organization: “Peasant Self-Help.” 

This group focused on economic and educational 

development, as well as: organizing markets for ag-

ricultural products; regulating prices and processing 

goods; supplying merchandise; fighting speculation 

and loan sharking; building rural health care; and 

educating the peasant population. Once again, the 

movement was enthusiastically embraced: in just 

the first eight months, over 3,000 rural households 

joined, and this number soon tripled. Through its 

branches, the society tackled a wide range of rural 

issues, becoming a major force — and giving com-

munists a powerful channel to influence peasants.

Authorities soon recognized that, through 

“Peasant Self-Help,” the communists were exert-

ing strong influence and turning the countryside 
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against the regime. So, by late 1940, all county 

chiefs received a strictly confidential order to inves-

tigate the organization’s activities in their jurisdic-

tions. The directive read: “The communists’ tactic 

of operating illegally through legal means has, late-

ly, become especially visible within the economic 

cooperatives of Peasant Self-Help... Created and led 

by communist initiatives and their sympathizers, 

these cooperatives have recently emerged as a very 

strong force...”

Thanks to the sound policy in which Ivan had 

direct influence, the Party scored another major 

success in this part of the country — by building 

ties with the progressive women’s movement. The 

importance of organizing women was emphasised 

during the 1939 CPY National Conference. The 

“women’s question” had long been neglected in po-

litical life — and even the Party, overwhelmed by 

its illegal work, constant repression, the challenges 

of building its strength, and focused primarily on 

mobilizing the working class and youth, had not 

given it the attention it deserved. At the Confer-

ence, in official documents preparing the Party 

for the coming revolutionary battles, it was stated: 

“Women are the main working force of the home 

front. They remain in the fields, in the streets and 

in the home without a breadwinner. The impor-

tance of work among women is crucial because of 

the threat of war.”

Ivan relayed this clear directive from the Party 

leadership to the Montenegrin communists, stress-
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ing that these tasks would be easier to carry out 

now — in a time of growing anti-war mobilization 

of women, as they fought for voting rights and for 

relief from the economic hardship faced by families. 

He urged the Party to seize the moment and ex-

pand its influence among the people. By late 1939, 

the first public texts on this appeared in the press: 

“Shall half the population — the women, who suf-

fer most from war and hate it the most — have no 

say? We know danger looms. The lives of women, 

already full of suffering, would become unbearable 

in the event of war. That is why women’s participa-

tion in deciding between war and peace is necessary 

and of immense importance. We need the right to 

vote so we can use it to secure peace.”

Around the same time, the newspaper Žena da-
nas (Woman Today) published: “We have shouted it 

to the world a thousand times: We do not want any 

more wars! We reject the kind of politics that leads 

to war. We are mothers and women, and above all, 

we love our children. We love all of mankind. All 

we want is for peace and freedom to reign in the 

world.”

Among the key Party actions among women 

were: drafting proclamations and slogans; admit-

ting women into the CPY; and most importantly, 

organizing protest rallies of women as a form of 

struggle for voting rights, for “equal duties and 

equal rights,” for peace, freedom and a better life for 

their children. Such rallies were held in nearly every 

county, with bold calls issued in advance. Commu-
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nists spoke at them, and reports were published in 

the progressive press. Yet this was often a difficult 

and painful struggle. The patriarchal household 

and domineering husbands were frequently as big 

an obstacle as the backward police. One striking 

example came from a women’s rally in Andrijevi-

ca, as one participant later wrote in a newspaper: 

“I was informed there would be a meeting. I asked 

my husband — I had to — whether I could go. He 

forbade it. I told him I would go anyway. He said 

that if I did, I should never return home. Still, I 

went. When I came back, he refused to let me in 

the house — even though I am the mother of two 

children. I returned to my relatives and spent two 

full months there. Eventually, under family pres-

sure, I went back — but against my will. Like a 

runaway servant returning to a distrusting master.”

Welcome to the Comrade in the  
Provincial Committee

While studying all matters of importance to 

the countryside, Ivan repeatedly concluded that the 

Party must devote increasing attention to women 

— their role in the family, in society, their political 

organization and preparation to endure the harsh 

conditions of war with as little hardship as possible, 

often alone with children and burdened with seri-

ous social responsibilities. Naturally, he paid this 

kind of attention to working women and home-
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makers in urban settings as well, and to women as 

fighters striving to prepare their children for life, for 

the economic and social stability of the family, and 

more. His stance on the “women’s question” is also 

reflected in the words he spoke at the end of the 7th 

Provincial Conference of the CPY for Montenegro, 

Boka, Kosovo and Metohija, and the Sandžak, on 

the occasion of Mileva Vuković — a communist 

and fighter — being elected to the Provincial Com-

mittee. At that time, visibly enthusiastic, a feeling 

stemming from both the successful conclusion of 

the conference and recognition of the Party’s major 

achievements, Ivan said: “It is to the honour of the 

Montenegrin Party organization that it has elected 

a woman to its highest leadership. This means that 

the Party organization has developed and strength-

ened its influence across all layers of the people — 

including among women — to the point where it 

can now elect a woman into the highest leadership.”

The 7th Conference was held under Ivan’s lead-

ership in August 1939, near his birthplace, at Vran-

jičke Njive, just fifteen minutes from the Podgorica 

police station, right beside the busy road to Nikšić. 

This was a time when the Party was fighting the last 

remnants of factionalism, which for nearly two full 

decades had undermined its strength — a time of 

major Party preparations for events whose outlines 

were already beginning to emerge.

The conference lasted two nights and a day. 

Delegates spoke at length, plainly, without rhe-

torical flourishes or carefully chosen words. Boris 
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Vukmirović, the head of the Party organization for 

Kosovo and Metohija, also spoke. The main thrust 

of his remarks was aimed at exposing the factional 

activities of Petko Miletić, who had established con-

nections with like-minded individuals both within 

the country and abroad without the Party’s knowl-

edge, thereby poisoning its healthy structure. Boro 

felt particularly responsible to speak on this matter, 

as Miletić was originally from Peć — a town that 

now had a strong CPY organization.

Finally, Ivan Milutinović took the floor. He an-

alysed the state of the Party organizations, revealing 

to the delegates new perspectives, expressing ideas 

that felt like their own. He spoke in plain language, 

understandable to all, without big words or filler, 

clearly portraying the situation, giving precise as-

signments, hinting at decisive events, and analysing 

conditions in the countryside. The most important 

tasks were adopted — though never written down 

— primarily to avoid giving the police even a the-

oretical chance of tracking or infiltrating the com-

munist organization, something that had already 

happened several times here and caused the Party 

irreparable damage.

Called to Military Exercise — Then Arrested

The closer the war approached, the more obvi-

ous it became that the king, the bourgeoisie and the 

generals had little interest in fighting. On the con-
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trary, they turned against those who supported re-

sistance to aggression, those who stood for defence. 

The first target was the Party. The military leader-

ship and the police agreed to gather and imprison 

the most prominent communists under false pre-

tenses, sending them to concentration camps that 

had begun springing up across Yugoslavia, mod-

elled after Hitler’s: in Bileća, Smederevska Palanka, 

Ivanjica, Višegrad. Lists were compiled of the com-

munists they intended to capture.

In January 1940, hundreds of communists 

and other anti-fascists — people eager for military 

training in order to resist fascism alongside the 

people — were called up for “exercises.” They were 

summoned — and then arrested. Among them was 

Ivan. He was “detained” on January 2, supposedly 

for subversive activities and disturbing public order. 

He was first taken to the infamous “attic” in the top 

floor of the City Administration, a space reserved 

solely for communists, and then transferred to the 

Glavnjača prison, where he found recently arrested 

“notorious communists” such as Moša Pijade, Lolo 

Ribar, Đorđe Andrejević Kun, Kosla Stamenkov-

ić, Todor Vujasinović and others. Moša and Ivan 

spent the entire night drafting a written protest to 

the Prime Minister and the public, sharply con-

demning this new unconstitutional act. The next 

day, their answer came — in shackles. They were 

chained together, two by two, with heavy iron links, 

thrown into “black Marias,” and then transferred to 

a prison train (a “ćira”) which rattled them for two 
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full days and nights from Topčider to Bileća, often 

left standing for hours on frozen sidings, delayed by 

snowdrifts and blizzards. They were denied light, 

water, and even the most basic food. Clad in mea-

gre clothing, shivering with cold, their legs chained 

in icy iron, they were closely guarded by soaked, 

zealous gendarmes. Ivan was chained to Moša — 

Prisoner of the concentration camp in Bileća (1940).
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his old comrade from Lepoglava and Sremska Mi-

trovica — a revolutionary who had spent 14 years 

in prison, launching and winning battles against 

the police alongside fellow fighters.

In Bileća — with its deserted streets and a for-

est of bayonets from the local gendarmerie training 

school — they were accompanied by Lieutenant 

Terzić, who loudly boasted that he had been sent 

by the royal court with the mandate to “teach the 

communists a lesson.” He brought with him a se-

cret directive that stated, among other things, that 

“communists in the camp should be subjected to 

the harshest regime, provoked into rebellion and, 

as insurgents, executed in defence of the state or-

der.” The gendarmes were authorized to kill a pris-

oner for even the slightest disobedience — with-

out facing any accountability — which meant they 

could easily provoke that “slightest disobedience” 

and shoot. Especially since the prisoners were met 

with impossible conditions: the icy walls of an old 

Austro-Hungarian barracks surrounded by high 

ramparts and barbed wire, freezing rooms, wash-

rooms without a drop of warm water, an unimag-

inable house order. Day and night, two gendarmes 

roamed among the packed prisoners with bayonets 

fixed, watching their every move. This was the “in-

ternal guard,” which forbade any gathering, even 

in pairs, any conversation louder than a whisper, 

any going outside or moving around, any reading of 

books or newspapers, any correspondence beyond 

a single letter per month to immediate family, and 

51

any receipt of packages or money. This house order 

was read aloud to them by the district chief, who 

emphasized the gendarmes’ authority to kill for 

even the smallest offence — and that they would 

not be held responsible.

Broken Ribs, but an Upright Spine

The old revolutionaries looked at each other 

in disbelief, realizing that all of this was calculat-

ed to destroy them physically and psychologically 

— that, compared to this, Lepoglava and Sremska 

Mitrovica were sanatoriums. At night, lying next 

to each other, they whispered about how they were 

placed outside the law here, that they must fight 

for their bare lives and the lives of their comrades, 

and that this struggle must be organized and fierce. 

They agreed to clearly and loudly, publicly notify 

both the district chief and the prison warden that 

such house rules were even darker than those of Hit-

ler’s concentration camps, that they did not accept 

them and would fight against them by all means of 

their choosing. As soon as they submitted a written 

complaint, Moša and Ivan were taken to an office 

and had several ribs broken — a beating that pro-

voked fierce protests from Lola, Tošo Vujasinović 

and other communists. The district chief, Milivoje 

Jojić, turned a deaf ear, but neither Ivan nor Moša 

nor the others gave up or despaired, knowing well 

that here, despair would mean defeat. They fought 
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for their lives — and for the lives of the new groups 

of prisoners who would continue arriving in the 

camp for months.

A Party committee for the camp was formed, 

consisting of Ivan, Moša, Lola Ribar and Tošo 

Vujasinović. A calculated effort began to inform 

the public — through family members and Party 

contacts — about the unbearable conditions in the 

camp. A connection was made with the camp cook, 

Lazo Kapor, who was the first to smuggle out letters 

revealing the truth about the camp’s regime and 

prisoners’ lives. He also brought out a copy of the 

house rules, which, within a few days, reached the 

Party leadership and prominent Belgrade lawyers, 

and from there the pages of Party and progressive 

newspapers. From the very beginning, the public 

strongly condemned one clause in particular: “It is 

strictly forbidden: any attempt at dissent, refusal of 

work or food, resistance or disobedience towards 

superiors or public security officials. Any internee 

who violates this regulation will be severely pun-

ished and, in the event of disobedience, risks being 

shot with firearms.”

The pressure from the progressive public be-

came increasingly intense — not just for more 

humane living conditions, but for the closure of 

this and other concentration camps. Faced with 

the prisoners’ wisely led struggle and mounting 

public criticism, the camp administration began 

to yield. First, they allowed heating in the freez-

ing cells. Then prisoners were allowed to mingle, 
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then to whisper more audibly, then to speak freely, 

and eventually to hold lectures and discussions on 

strengthening the Party and leading the revolution 

— a continuation, for Ivan and the other political 

prisoners, of the old “Red University.”

When transports of prisoners from Slovenia 

and Macedonia arrived, the gendarmes kept them 

strictly separated from the “troublemaker” inmates. 

But Ivan, as a member of the Party committee, 

made contact with them, told them the truth about 

the camp regime, and called them to solidarity in 

the struggle — which they accepted. Soon, to pro-

tect the lives of Moša and Ivan — who had again 

been beaten by the gendarmes — a hunger strike 

began in the camp, and the public was once again 

informed. The reason for this beating was their loud 

refusal to obey the gendarmes’ order to greet the 

entry of a gendarmerie captain into the room by 

standing at attention. Not only did they not greet 

the captain as demanded, but they began public-

ly protesting when he entered the room cursing, 

shouting and threatening with a pistol. The two 

were taken away as “ringleaders” and beaten with 

rifle butts, batons and military boots. This too 

reached the public, which turned even more open-

ly against the concentration camps and the regime 

within them.

Victory of the Party — Abolition of the 
Concentration Camps
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The communists of the University of Belgrade 

wrote an open letter to the imprisoned communists 

in Bileća, which was published in the progressive 

press both in the country and across Europe. The 

Red Aid organization also mobilized, organiz-

ing the sending of care packages from across the 

country to prisoners and their families. The public 

campaign to protect the lives and rights of the de-

tainees was led by the Party leadership and a group 

of progressive lawyers, with Dr. Ribar at the head. 

Among the many protests, a particularly notable 

one was the Open Letter from Comrade Sperans 

(the underground alias of Edvard Kardelj) to Vlad-

imir Maček, a politician who shared power in the 

country with Cvetković. Comrade Sperans revealed 

to him the full horrors of the concentration camps 

and pointed out the false democracy of a govern-

ment that had imprisoned “the most loyal fighters 

and allies of the liberation struggle.” But it didn’t 

stop there: Sperans even travelled to the Montene-

grin coast to meet with Montenegrin communists 

to plan how to organize the rescue of the prisoners 

from Bileća in case the regime attempted to physi-

cally eliminate them. News also spread that a “Great 

People’s Delegation” from all parts of Montenegro 

and Boka — consisting of 117 delegates — visited 

the Ban of the Zeta Banovina on March 11, 1940, 

and delivered a sharply worded petition demanding 

the closure of the Bileća camp. The delegation was 

organized by the Montenegrin communists and in-

cluded respected individuals from across the prov-
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ince. The document handed to the Ban painted a 

realistic picture of the difficult situation facing the 

Montenegrin people: widespread corruption and 

profiteering, soaring prices and the government’s 

unwillingness to ease the suffering of the people. 

In this outpouring of public anger, legal protection 

was demanded for “those who openly, honestly and 

sincerely rose up against the high cost of living and 

against dragging Yugoslavia into a war on behalf 

of English lords and French bankers.” It was em-

phasized that in Bileća, “through starvation and 

abuse, the best sons and daughters of the people of 

Yugoslavia are being destroyed,” and the universal 

demand was that both this and other concentration 

camps be “dissolved, and the internees released.”

Battles were fought — victories were won. And 

the prisoners continued learning: from lectures 

written and copied inside the camp, from books 

smuggled past the guards by Kapor and others. 

More and more time was spent under the “toothy” 

spring sun by the Trebišnjica River, mostly learn-

ing, discussing and organizing. They marked May 

Day by singing the Bilećanka, a song composed and 

performed by one of the Slovenian comrades im-

prisoned there, Milan Apih. In both content and 

melody, it was a remarkably simple song — a pro-

test against injustice and suffering, a call to relent-

less struggle for freedom. All the prisoners quickly 

learned and began to sing it, forming a unique cho-

rus of resistance, defiance and faith in victory.

A great victory for the Party and all progressive 
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forces in the country — and across Europe — came 

on May 16, when all the prisoners from Bileća were 

released and, shortly after, the concentration camp 

was dissolved. Ivan once again found himself on 

the streets of Belgrade, re-entering the whirlwind 

of struggle — steeled by one more profound experi-

ence and deeper knowledge.

August 1940: With Tito Under Durmitor

The Party’s immediate preparations for the 5th 

National Conference followed. That historic gath-

ering was preceded by meetings and the election 

of delegates in local, district, provincial, and cen-

tral Party leaderships. As a member of the CC of 

the CPY, Ivan was tasked with organizing the 8th 

Provincial Conference of the CPY for Montenegro, 

Boka, Kosovo and Metohija, and the Sandžak. He 

wholeheartedly accepted the assignment, as he had 

every one before. He travelled through the region, 

spoke with leadership and Party members, familiar-

ized himself with the problems people were facing, 

monitored the election of delegates, and listened to 

the pulse of the people regarding their resolve to 

defend the country. Then, together with the pro-

vincial Party leadership, he focused on selecting the 

location for this exceptionally important gathering.

It was decided that the conference would be 

held during the peak of the tourist season, in Au-

gust, in the busiest tourist town in Montenegro — 
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Žabljak. At that time, hundreds of visitors, most-

ly from elsewhere, would pass through, allowing 

delegates to either arrive discreetly or at least easily 

justify their visit to Black Lake to the police. The 

meeting took place in the hamlet of Bare Žugića, 

in the hospitable home of the prominent commu-

nist Dušan Žugić. There, around Tito and Milu-

tin — by which name most communists knew Ivan 

— gathered about forty delegates. From the very 

beginning, Milutin personally took care of security: 

he arranged a secure escort from Podgorica to Ža-

bljak, where accommodation was prepared by local 

communists. The meeting took place without inci-

dent, under careful protection by comrades from 

the region.

The important communist gathering lasted for 

three full days, and the delegates were protected 

by local communists and youth members (SKOJ). 

The discussions were active and lengthy. The dele-

gates, including Tito, discussed the thorny path of 

the Party, the consequences of factionalist activity 

and heroes like Đuro Đaković who gave everything 

— even their lives — for the Party and people. 

The central theme was the purity of the Party, its 

strengthening and its connection with the masses. 

Delegates left with renewed pride in belonging to 

such a vast communist family, and determination 

to carry out the tasks assigned to them. That in-

spired them to bring to life all the tasks assigned to 

them here — including those outlined by Comrade 

Milutin, who spoke about communist work in the 



58

countryside, the linking of rural and urban areas, 

uniting workers, peasants and intellectuals into a 

single front, and strengthening the Party’s influence 

among women.

“Caretaker” of the 5th National  
Conference of the CPY

The delegates under Durmitor departed to their 

posts within the broad, militant ranks of the Party 

— filled with enthusiasm for new, decisive battles. 

Tito and Milutin also set off on new assignments 

— to prepare for the 5th National Conference of 

the CPY in Zagreb. There, Tito selected the house 

where this historic gathering would be held, out-

lined the main tasks for preparing the Conference, 

and then assigned Milutin, Rade Končar “Brka,” 

Franc Leskošek “Luka,” Pavle Pap, Stipe Ugarković 

“Dalmatinac” and others to carry them out: to pre-

pare the chosen building, organize its security and 

the reception of delegates arriving from across the 

country, procure food for all participants, secure 

sleeping arrangements, etc. Milutin wholeheartedly 

took on all these extensive, day-and-night prepara-

tions — meticulously planned and carried out. At 

the same time, he was doing the final editing of his 

report on the Party’s work in the countryside.

Zagreb’s communists were involved in the 

preparations, including carpenters, bricklayers and 

cooks. Red fabric was purchased for wall decora-
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tion, and food was obtained to feed about a hun-

dred people for five days. Tableware and eating 

utensils were borrowed from the city’s most prom-

inent merchant, allegedly for a reception hosted by 

Ban Šubašić (who was indeed preparing a banquet 

around that time) for participants of a regime-orga-

nized event announced in the press. A group of car-

penters built benches for the delegates and a table 

for the presidium, all in parts, so they could be dis-

creetly brought in and assembled inside the house. 

A group of bricklayers knocked down partition 

walls between rooms to create a “congress hall.” 

Straw mattresses and coarse blankets were procured 

for sleeping. The windows were covered with dou-

ble layers of canvas to keep the light from kerosene 

lamps — burning day and night — from being 

seen from the street, and the entrance door was 

secured so it couldn’t be opened from the outside. 

Milutin and Končar also procured some weapons, 

to be used by assigned and trained delegates in the 

event of an attack on the building, to protect the 

evacuation of Tito and members of the Politburo.

On October 19, 1940, 105 delegates gathered 

in that house in Dubrava, representing about 8,000 

members of the CPY. Of those, 80 had been arrest-

ed and tried before the State Protection Court and 

the police, and 42 — including Tito, Moša, Milu-

tin and others — had served long prison sentences, 

so altogether, the delegates carried a “fund” of 200 

years of hard imprisonment among them. Each del-

egate was received at a specific location in Zagreb 
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and, according to plan, discreetly brought to the 

house in Dubrava. Everything went smoothly: the 

police didn’t notice a thing, despite the presence of 

many well-known faces — staunch opponents of 

the regime.

The delegates greeted each other warmly, spoke 

openly but quietly — about struggles, comrades, the 

revolution. Above the working table were the por-

traits of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, and above 

them the banner: “Long Live the CPY Conference.” 

On the side walls, another slogan was displayed — 

written in both Cyrillic and Latin scripts, in Ser-

bo-Croatian, Slovene and Macedonian: “Workers 

of all countries, unite!” Everything had gone right: 

arrival in Zagreb, reception in the city, arrival at 

the Dubrava house; the work began on time, every 

delegate had a seat, a full plate, a place on the floor 

to sleep. All of it left a strong impression on the del-

egates, bearing witness to the mind and hand of an 

experienced Party organizer — anonymous for this 

event. But that didn’t matter: few people here knew 

each other’s real names, and those who did most-

ly remembered one another by their underground 

code names, which were also used when delegates 

were called up to speak — another precaution to 

guard against surprises.

From the moment they arrived, no delegate 

could leave the house. They ate there, and when 

the benches were moved aside, they slept on the 

floor, covered with whatever they had on them — a 

coat, a raincoat. Luckily, the days were fair, so they 
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could sleep at night even without blankets, in their 

clothes, but it was stifling, because over a hundred 

people worked, ate and slept in one room, and the 

windows were rarely opened — only briefly at night 

and very cautiously so nothing would seem suspi-

cious to the police.

Reports were presented by Tito, Kardelj, Milu-

tin, Lola, Vida Tomšič and others. They addressed 

all aspects of Party work: the political situation, la-

bour unions, rural issues, national questions, youth 

and women’s issues, agitation and propaganda, mil-

itary involvement, Party infrastructure and People’s 

Aid (formerly Red Aid). Tito delivered the main 

report: about strengthening the Party and its duties 

in preparing the people to resist aggression against 

Yugoslavia. He warned of decisive events ahead, the 

difficult struggle that communists would face — 

one filled with sacrifice. He also spoke of the Party 

entering this struggle purified of factionalism, with 

a reliable revolutionary core to lead it and a healthy 

youth to keep it strong. His words were attentively 

absorbed by bearded, dimly lit faces — nobody tak-

ing notes, as secrecy forbade it.

Recognition by the Party —  
Election to the Politburo

In his report on the peasant question, Mi-

lutin pointed out that the majority of the popu-

lation lived in rural areas, often in hardship, dis-



62

satisfied with their economic and political status 

— and that this made the countryside the prima-

ry source of comrades for future battles alongside 

the working class. He especially focused on the 

assessment presented by the highest leadership of 

the CPY, ahead of the Conference and as part of 

its preparations, in the Party’s program of action: 

“The working class can become the decisive politi-

cal force, defending its own interests and fulfilling 

its historical-social mission, only when it transcends 

its class boundaries and becomes the leader and 

protector of the interests of its people — primarily 

of the peasant and other popular masses.” This was, 

in essence, a concrete application of Marx’s well-

known thesis that only a class which represents, 

expresses and actively advocates for the interests of 

all of society can become a victorious revolutionary 

force. Milutin elaborated on the CPY leadership’s 

position, outlined in Proleter, that “the leading role 

of the working class does not mean that the work-

ing class can singlehandedly carry on its back the 

immense struggle against a well-armed, superior 

enemy and oppressor. The leadership of the work-

ing class consists in bringing to the struggling as-

pirations of the working peasantry a clear under-

standing of the common enemy, of the paths of 

struggle against that enemy, of the goals and deep 

class nature of that struggle, of the need for per-

severance, unity and centralization in the fight. In 

this way, the working class becomes the centre for 

rallying the peasantry and other working masses.”
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The Conference thus concluded: not a Party as 

the monopolist of revolutionary action, but a Party 

as the leading ideological and political force — not 

one that carries out a revolution and then gifts it to 

the working class, poor peasants and other social 

strata — but a Party as the initiator and inspirer of 

organized, ideologically directed mass action, driv-

en by the people’s ongoing revolutionary energy, by 

mobilizing resistance from impoverished classes, 

drawing attention to national oppression, guiding 

anti-war sentiments among the people and invok-

ing the Yugoslavs’ traditions of freedom.

The report on the Party’s work among wom-

en was delivered by Vida Tomšič. She dedicat-

ed part of her speech to work with “patriotic and 

revolutionary women of Montenegro,” noting 

that in that region, the number of women mem-

bers of the CPY had increased sixfold — which, 

on behalf of the Party leadership, she highlighted 

as the result of the communists’ efforts. She cited 

this as proof that the Party’s potential for work 

with the masses was boundless, emphasizing that 

“in this region — where it was least expected — 

we now see the greatest understanding among 

comrades for the woman question, and that’s in 

Montenegro, where the Party organization includes 

more than 50 women — far more than in any oth-

er region, even though conditions for organizing 

women were actually much better elsewhere.” No 

one understood better than Milutin the true value 

and significance of that seemingly modest number, 
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and how much persistence and struggle went into 

recruiting each comrade in an environment where 

attitudes towards women and their societal roles re-

mained highly conservative.

At the end of the fifth day of the Conference, 

the Party’s highest leadership — the CC of the CPY 

— was elected. Due to conspiratorial precautions, 

delegates’ names and surnames were not mentioned; 

instead, nominations included only: underground 

nickname, which Party organization they repre-

sented, length of Party service, occupation, number 

of times arrested by the police, conduct before class 

enemies and number of convictions. Thus, a Cen-

tral Committee of 22 full members and 16 candi-

dates was elected. Milutin was chosen as a member 

of the Politburo of the CC of the CPY — a leader-

ship body made up of seven members. It was the 

highest recognition for the seasoned revolutionary.

At a meeting with the delegates, Tito said: 

“Comrades, decisive days lie ahead. Forward now 

into the final struggle! The next Conference must 

be held in a liberated country — free from both 

foreign occupiers and capitalists!”

The delegates set out on the paths of revolu-

tion across the country. They all knew that Marx’s 

“train of history” was coming, and that it must be 

met at the “main station” — to board it with the 

people — so that the communists would not re-

main accidental passengers stranded on a siding. 

They parted with the conviction that the Party had 

overcome its internal crises and become the orga-
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nizer and leader of the working people. They de-

parted determined to carry out the decisions of the 

Conference together with CPY members and the 

people — to fight and win, inspired by optimism 

and belief in the outcome of the struggle and in vic-

tory. Milutin would depart last, having made sure 

everything had gone smoothly and that no one had 

encountered trouble with the police in Zagreb. As 

a token of recognition from the delegates, he took 

with him the nickname Papek, which he cherished 

deeply. He headed to Belgrade, where — as agreed 

— a contact from Montenegro, the communist 

Niko Rolović, was waiting for him. In a clandestine 

apartment, he handed Niko a document contain-

ing the Conference’s decisions and said: “Listen, 

Niko — carefully: this must not fall into enemy 

hands! If things get dangerous — you have to eat 

it. In other words — you give your life before you 

give this!” After sending Niko off with wishes for 

a safe journey — into life, into struggle and into 

fulfilling the Party’s tasks — Milutin, as planned 

by the Politburo, headed to Metohija, to Kosovo, 

through central Serbia. There he attended meetings 

of Party and SKOJ leaderships and organizations. 

He explained the Conference’s decisions, preparing 

the communists for the Party’s greatest test in its 

history. This is how the Party’s leadership worked 

too in all parts of the country.

April War: The Party Remained  
with the People
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At the end of November, Ivan went complete-

ly underground and moved to Zagreb where the 

work of the Party was directed. He stayed there for 

five full months, occasionally travelling illegally to 

Belgrade on Party assignments. When he needed 

a courier connection between Belgrade and Za-

greb, he entrusted those tasks to his wife Milica. 

Two days before Hitler’s attack on Yugoslavia, he 

was in Belgrade and held a meeting with the lead-

ing communists of Serbia. At the railway station, 

parting from his wife and a group of comrades, he 

called out from the steps of the train carriage: “Stay 

brave!” He received news of the war breaking out in 

Zagreb, hearing on the radio about the devastating 

bombing of Belgrade and the wild dives of Stuka 

bombers over the heads of innocent people.

On April 10, in the city beneath Sljeme, he at-

tended a session of the CPY’s top leadership, where 

it was decided to continue the struggle and, if the 

collapse of the state occurred — which seemed im-

minent — to begin preparing for armed uprising 

against the occupiers. On the Politburo’s orders, he 

set out via Lika towards Herzegovina and Monte-

negro to connect with the Party leadership there 

and help organize resistance. He knew the journey 

would be long, full of uncertainty and danger, but 

work had to be done quickly because the enemy was 

working quickly too.

He reached Vrhovine by train, packed with 

soldiers, merchants and civil servants fleeing into 

the interior of the country, not even thinking of de-
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fending the homeland. But the trip was interrupted 

by Marshal Goring’s pilots. Bomb explosions tore 

up the tracks and scattered train cars, leaving be-

hind the dead and wounded — a scene of true dev-

astation. Hiding behind a rock, Milutin witnessed 

this great human tragedy and watched a confused, 

disorganized army unable to even mount a basic de-

fence, protect the vulnerable or help the wounded. 

He had never served in the army himself — he had 

spent nine years of his youth, which people consid-

er a man’s “best years,” in prison. After his release, 

he was labelled “unreliable” and denied the right to 

serve or train to defend his country. Now he saw 

that even those not stripped of that right — those 

whose first and sacred duty it was — were failing to 

fulfil it. He ran to help a wounded soldier, calling 

on others to assist — no one responded. Still, he 

did not give up. He believed this was an exception, 

that the people had shown their spirit and strength 

on March 27, and that they would rise in the spirit 

of their own slogan: “Better the grave than a slave.” 

Exposed and fearing for the soldier’s life and his 

own, he tore a piece from his own shirt and ban-

daged the man’s wound.

He continued on foot, then by bicycle bought 

with the last of his emergency savings, then again 

on foot — across Mount Velebit. Along the way he 

saw a scattered, broken army, weapons — bought 

through the people’s hardship — discarded, pan-

icked officers, a headless military and a lost peo-

ple. It was a dismal picture of national collapse — 
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made even more sorrowful when, nearing Knin, he 

learned that the Kingdom had capitulated.

He turned towards Sarajevo, and from there to 

the ruined, abandoned, sorrowful Belgrade — city 

of his revolutionary youth, now silent and grim, 

wrapped in pain and defiance.

He immediately reconnected with the Party’s 

leadership. They met and discussed the new situa-

tion, the prospects for struggle and war. But since he 

was well known to Vujković and company, who had 

now zealously placed themselves at the service of 

the occupiers, there was a risk he would be followed 

or arrested as a “frequent guest.” Thanks to the 

Belgrade communists, he changed about ten safe 

houses over twenty days and nights — so success-

fully that not even the most persistent agents could 

track him. By day, as his wife recalled, he worked 

tirelessly, mostly in meetings with Party leaders; at 

night he read until late, mostly Marxist literature, 

or the still-rare books compiling the revolutionary 

and liberation struggles of other peoples. He also 

read the widely popular but officially banned How 
the Steel Was Tempered by the Soviet author Niko-

lai Ostrovsky. A hardened revolutionary himself, he 

read about how others — steel-like — were forged. 

He greatly liked the book and admitted its charac-

ters “haunted” him all night. He recommended it 

to his wife and comrades as essential reading.

From Belgrade, he went to Zagreb for the fa-

mous May Consultation of the CPY. There, gath-

ered around Tito, were members of the Party’s 
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top leadership and delegates from national Party 

leaderships. Together they analysed the situation 

in occupied and dismembered Yugoslavia. It was 

concluded that during the March and April events, 

the Party had passed yet another test of struggle, 

strengthened its influence among the people and — 

unlike all other political parties in the country — 

remained with the people even in these most tragic 

moments of national history. They assessed that 

the objective conditions existed for organizing and 

leading an armed struggle against the occupiers and 

domestic traitors. Accordingly, new tasks were laid 

out for all communists. It was decided that military 

committees would be established within all Party 

leadership bodies. These committees were to begin 

collecting weapons and other military supplies, or-

ganizing fighting groups and preparing them for 

armed action. Prior to that, in April, a Military 

Committee had been established within the CC of 

the CPY. It was anticipated that the enemy would 

launch new, organized attacks on the communists, 

so all Party leaderships were instructed to ensure 

greater secrecy, protect their members more effec-

tively and maintain the functioning of Party tech-

nical operations — for duplicating proclamations, 

leaflets, Marxist literature, and producing passes, 

forged documents and other materials necessary 

for the safe movement of Party leaders and cou-

riers throughout occupied Yugoslavia. One more 

task was given to Party organizations: to grow in 

numbers by admitting “all those who have proven 
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themselves, or are proving themselves under current 

conditions, as fearless and disciplined fighters.”

The Party leadership relocated to Belgrade to 

direct the struggle from there. Safe hideouts and 

basic conditions were secured for round-the-clock 

work in deep underground activity, right under the 

nose of the occupiers and the extensive police force, 

which had long known the faces of all top Party 

leaders. And so began — better yet, resumed — 

that painstaking, delicate and highly responsible 

work: maintaining connections with Party leader-

ships across the country, strengthening Party oper-

ations, monitoring public sentiment, tracking the 

persecution of Jews from all parts of the country, 

Slovenians from Styria and Serbs from Pavelić’s 

“state,” and organizing resistance — both Serbian 

and Croatian — to these persecutions...

July 4, 1941: A Call to the People for Uprising

In the early morning hours of June 22, 1941, 

Hitler attacked the USSR without declaring war. 

As soon as the news was “picked up” in Belgrade 

— on that same day at 2:00 p.m. — the Politbu-

ro of the CC of the CPY met. The meeting was 

held in the apartment of Milutin’s close relative and 

long-trusted collaborator. Standing guard outside 

were the apartment owner and Milutin’s wife, Mili-

ca. It was decided that a proclamation should be is-

sued, which was written that very evening, printed 
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the next day in an illegal printing press, and distrib-

uted throughout Belgrade and the entire country. 

In it, the Politburo declared, among other things, 

that “the darkest hour we have long anticipated in 

our struggle has come,” and continued with a call 

to arms: “You who suffer under the occupier’s boot, 

all of you who cherish freedom and independence, 

who refuse fascist slavery — know that the hour 

has struck for your liberation from the fascist in-

vader... Proletarians of all parts of Yugoslavia, take 

your places — in the front lines of the fight! Close 

ranks around your vanguard, the Communist Par-

ty of Yugoslavia! Prepare urgently for the final and 

decisive battle! Destroy fascism!”

This was the call to uprising — a moment Mi-

lutin had wholeheartedly longed for. A Supreme 

Military Command was also formed, with Tito as 

the Supreme Commander, and Milutin was named 

as one of its members. But Milutin also found him-

self on another list: on the very day of Hitler’s attack 

on the Soviet Union, the agent Vujković — now a 

loyal servant of the Germans — compiled a list of 

202 known communists and anti-fascists who were 

to be arrested immediately. At the top of the list 

was Moša, followed immediately by Milutin and 

Lola. The list, based on years of meticulously kept 

police files, was delivered to Dr. Ivan Ribar through 

reliable contacts, and he passed it to Milutin even 

before the ink had dried. When Tito saw the list, he 

tasked Milutin with ensuring, via Party networks, 

that all comrades listed were immediately informed 
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of the impending arrests, so they could change ad-

dresses and throw off pursuit. Milutin, well-versed 

in police tactics and counter-surveillance, complet-

ed the task successfully — none of the comrades on 

the list were arrested.

On Friday, July 4, the Politburo convened an-

other meeting in Belgrade. The meeting took place 

in the villa of Vladimir Ribnikar, whose wife Jara 

— now a well-known writer — greeted the “guests,” 

brought them into the house and stood guard with 

a group of communists. Milutin was notably late to 

this historic meeting — partly due to other assign-

ments and partly for security reasons. Jara would 

later recall: “I went out three times looking for Ivan 

Milutinović, who was late, and by then, everyone 

was getting worried. He finally arrived. He was a 

tough man, like he was made of knots, with eyes 

like needles, a sharp, piercing gaze you never forget. 

But he loved to joke — his humour was simple and 

kind.”

At the meeting, it was decided that the people’s 

war against the occupiers would begin immediately, 

and that the main form of armed struggle, given 

the circumstances, would be guerrilla warfare. The 

Politburo appointed its delegates to various regions 

and gave them special political and military author-

ity, as well as a very clear mission — to ensure the 

uprising was carried out in practice. It was also de-

cided to issue a new proclamation from the CC of 

the CPY, which was printed on July 12. It read, in 

part:
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“Workers, peasants, citizens and youth of Yu-

goslavia!

“To arms! To arms against the fascist occupy-

ing horde, which seeks not only to exterminate the 

best fighters of our people but also to enslave all 

Slavs in the Balkans, to subjugate the entire world, 

and to impose the most horrific regime in the his-

tory of mankind. To arms, for the hour has come 

to cast off the fascist yoke of occupation. To arms, 

for we owe it to the Soviet people, who fight for our 

freedom. To arms — for the final battle, for the 

destruction of the fascist plague.”

The Party, as the vanguard of the working 

class, called the entire people to battle, guided by 

the needs of the moment and inspired by the words 

and actions of Marxist thought — by Marx’s own 

message to the insurgents of proletarian Paris in 

1848: “It is not the proletariat’s task to carry out its 

revolution behind society’s back, starting from its 

own interests alone, but in the very heart of society 

— in its main current.”

Responding to the Party’s call, the peoples 

of Yugoslavia rose up in July against the occupi-

ers. That growing resistance was, for nearly three 

months, directed from occupied Belgrade. Meet-

ings were held, battles throughout Belgrade and the 

country were analysed, orders and proclamations 

were sent out, and couriers and delegates were dis-

patched to every part of the land. Milutin, saying 

that this was “a revolutionary’s moment,” moved 

from one end of the city to the other, greeting and 
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dispatching messengers from the uprising, and even 

held talks with well-known pre-war politicians who 

had not betrayed the people — to win them and 

their supporters over to cooperate with the com-

munists. He worked day and night, fully aware of 

the dangers waiting on the streets of the occupied 

capital, but he never exposed himself unnecessari-

ly, never relied on chance or luck. He believed that 

in revolutionary work, there were no small matters, 

and held himself and others to that standard.

With Lola, in Liberated Krupanj

In occupied Belgrade, lying at the crossroads of 

roads and in the embrace of two great European riv-

ers, the gunfire of fighting groups echoed day and 

night, and the glow of fires consuming occupier fa-

cilities lit the sky. For the leadership of the revolu-

tion, staying in the city was becoming increasingly 

difficult and dangerous — because of more frequent 

raids and blockades. On top of that, on September 

15, the traitor Milan Nedić issued a proclamation 

calling on all those who had “fled to the forest” 

and taken up arms against the occupier to report 

to the authorities by September 17, promising that 

“not a hair on their heads would be harmed,” while 

warning that those who failed to “return to peace 

and order” in the next two days would “feel the re-

prisals on their own backs.” When Tito read that 

unequivocal order from Nedić, he judged that a 
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complete blockade of Belgrade would follow after 

the announced September 17, making any escape 

to free territory either impossible or extremely risky. 

Because of this, Tito gathered the Politburo and 

announced his decision to leave Belgrade. He left 

with couriers the very next day, and two days later, 

among others, Milutin and Lola set off via Čukari-

ca and Žarkovo towards free territory.

With false identification in their pockets, eager 

to finally meet the partisan units and their offen-

sives, to reach the people of the already liberated 

territory around the rebellious and freedom-loving 

town of Krupanj — where, ten days earlier, Hitler 

had raised his first white flag in Europe — Milutin 

and Lola turned south, towards the fighters whose 

actions they had followed and directed from Bel-

grade together with Tito. From the far outskirts, 

from a sea of tall green cornfields, they cast one last 

glance at Belgrade, the city of their revolutionary 

youth, dreams and struggles — hoping to return to 

it soon, once liberated. But it turned out to be their 

last sight of the city, a farewell for life — a final 

“goodbye” to Belgrade...

In newly liberated Krupanj, there was no short-

age of work for Milutin and Lola: here operated 

the Local Command, the first National Liberation 

Committee, workers’ control boards, and prepara-

tions were underway for an historic council of the 

top military and political leadership of the revolu-

tion. Milutin — or, as the first committee members 

and citizens of free Krupanj called him, Doktor — 
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held meetings, visited units and the mine, praised, 

guided, criticized and helped. In brief night breaks 

from work, he refused to sleep in the “Orkić” inn in 

the town, thinking the people and the army might 

frown upon it, and instead insisted that Mića Jer-

emić, secretary of the first National Liberation 

Committee in Krupanj, prepare for him the most 

basic military cot in the Local Command. Eyewit-

nesses never saw this as a pose, but rather as a way 

of life, proof of his exceptional modesty.

Often rushing with Lola to meetings with 

workers, units or villagers, visiting the wounded in 

the hospital or the night sentries, he would whis-

tle the fighting proletarian song East and West are 
Red... Lola would start the song, while Doktor — 

admitting he was “born tone-deaf” and had never 

had a chance to gain even the most basic musical 

education — would simply whistle the melody, 

staring into the distance ahead, heralding at least 

the red dawn they sang about, fought for and died 

for.

One day, Krupanj warmly welcomed around 

thirty hardened fighters who had spent years in the 

prisons of Sremska Mitrovica, and who — thanks 

to the Party and youth organization — managed 

to dig a tunnel beneath the walls of the notorious 

prison, reaching first the Fruška Gora partisans and 

then this freshly liberated territory in the heart of 

Hitler’s “European fortress.” Milutin greeted them 

with special warmth. It was an emotional reunion 

of comrades from solitary cells, the “youth room” 
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and the “Red University” — from the darkest days 

and the most difficult conditions of life and politi-

cal struggle. Their old comrade Čvorak made sure 

they received the best food and shelter possible, and 

some got urgently needed medical care, knowing 

how much their experience and support would 

mean for the uprising’s growth and the Party’s 

work.

On September 26, 1941, the village of Stolice 

near Krupanj hosted the most prominent military 

and political leaders from nearly every part of the 

country. Uprising leaders spoke, shared results, re-

layed messages, and then Tito, based on the discus-

sion and proposals, formulated historic decisions: 

That in each province, national military-political 

leaderships — main headquarters of the Nation-

al Liberation Partisan Detachments — should be 

established; that their work would be unified by a 

Supreme Headquarters of the National Liberation 

Partisan Detachments of Yugoslavia; that strong, 

unified military units should be formed for the 

whole country; that more attention should be paid 

to intelligence, supply services and care for the 

wounded; that new liberated territories should be 

formed, compensating for the loss of one with the 

liberation of another, even larger; that efforts should 

continue to strengthen the political and military 

unity of the people in the fight against occupiers 

and domestic traitors; and that full attention should 

be paid to the election of National Liberation Com-

mittees as bearers of genuine people’s revolutionary 
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power. This was a decisive agreement, an historic 

moment in the development of the armed revolu-

tion. There were now tasks for every communist 

and every insurgent — especially since the struggle 

was only just beginning.

Good News from Uprising Montenegro

Even earlier, in heated Belgrade during the in-

surgent July and August, and here at the council 

and from messengers arriving from afar, Milutin 

had listened to details about the nationwide upris-

ing in Montenegro. At its head stood the trusted 

and patriotic Royal Captain Arso Jovanović, Mi-

lutin’s fellow tribesman from Piperi. Within days 

of the Politburo’s call to arms, it was Arso who as-

sumed command and gave the uprising its military 

shape — transforming the fervor of thousands into 

organized battalions, issuing precise orders, and 

placing detachments on coordinated fronts. The 

insurrection began on July 13 with attacks on Mus-

solini’s columns, launched by 1,800 Montenegrin 

communists, 4,500 SKOJ members, and nearly 

30,000 armed volunteers. In scarcely two weeks, 

under Jovanović’s command, the forces swelled to 

40 battalions and liberated nearly all of Montenegro 

— Podgorica, Cetinje and Nikšić alone remained 

blockaded strongholds. Over 4,200 Italian officers 

and soldiers were captured. The enemy, stunned 

by the scale of their losses and by the profession-
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al command of the insurgents, struck back with 

savage ferocity. Five divisions, reinforced with ar-

tillery and aviation, were hurled against both fight-

ers and civilians. These were punitive expeditions 

more than military operations: houses, grain, and 

livestock feed were burned; anything unable to flee 

was taken to internment camps; and what remained 

behind was slaughtered without mercy. 

In Stolice, he heard details about the fighting 

in his native region of Piperi, where the Party or-

ganization, founded in 1920, had 90 members on 

the eve of the uprising. The people of Piperi, ral-

lied around the communists, had by the end of 

May already formed six preparatory detachments 

and, in six village warehouses, had stored: 220 ri-

fles, 15 light machine guns, 2 heavy machine guns, 

180,000 bullets, 10 crates of grenades, etc. After 

taking their oath, they launched into the July up-

rising — under the overall command of Captain 

Arso Jovanović, the most prominent son of Piperi, 

whose leadership gave form and direction to their 

zeal. On the outskirts of Podgorica, they fought 

bravely against the Italians. Milutin heard that his 

old friend and comrade from prison, Moša Pijade, 

had joined the Piperi insurgents and was playing 

an active role in igniting the people’s struggle, and 

that the Party cells were growing after every action 

— so much so that after two months of fighting, 

the number of Communist Party members had 

doubled, with the most conscious and courageous 

fighters being admitted to the Party. Among the 
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fighters from his home village of Cerovica was 

seventy-year-old Miloš Kusanov Lazarević, armed 

with an old revolver and three bullets. The com-

munists and youth members publicly praised his 

willingness to fight but also warned him: the battle 

would be long, difficult and exhausting, and only 

those who were “able to come and go, and stand 

firm in a fearful place” would endure. He surprised 

them: “I know how to fight, children. And besides, 

I’ve done enough fighting and living — so if I fall, 

what’s my life compared to the lives of you young 

ones!” There was no arguing — he stayed in the 

unit. And when the Cerovica insurgents ambushed 

the Italians, old Miloš jumped over a ditch, fired 

his old revolver at a Mussolini soldier, and grabbed 

his rifle and a hundred bullets from him. Beaming 

with joy, he said: “There, children, you see — that 

revolver was worth bringing against the Italians!”

Commander of the Partisan Forces  
in Montenegro

Towards the end of September, Tito, together 

with members of the Politburo and the Supreme 

Headquarters, moved to Užice — the heart of the 

short-lived “Užice Partisan Republic” — to direct 

the struggle from there. For Milutin, tireless as ever, 

work multiplied: strengthening the network of Peo-

ple’s Liberation Committees, organizing wartime 

production in the arms factory so rifles, grenades, 
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machine guns and ammunition could go straight 

to the front, securing food and military supplies, 

and managing the finances of the Supreme Head-

quarters. He joined other leaders on frontline visits 

and pressed wavering Chetnik commanders to fight 

the occupier, but as the battles around Kraljevo 

and Požega dragged on — and Chetnik vacillation 

hardened into betrayal — he became convinced 

cooperation was impossible. Meanwhile, in Monte-

negro, the uprising was being given a proper com-

mand frame. On July 19 the Provincial Committee 

created a Provisional Supreme Command for Mon-

tenegro, Boka and the Sandžak; alongside political 

leaders, Captain Arso Jovanović was appointed as 

its Chief, and in practice the Politburo delegate left 

the military command to Arso while he acted as “li-

aison with the people,” while Milutin was charged 

with the no less weighty military tasks. 

In October, while Milutin worked from Užice, 

Arso planned and oversaw the large ambush at Jeli-

no Dub on the Podgorica-Kolašin road (October 

18): three combined battalions destroyed a convoy 

of 43 trucks, captured 64 men and inflicted heavy 

losses — an action that echoed across Montene-

gro and spurred others to fight. Soon after, Arso 

travelled to Užice with Mitar Bakić as the official 

representatives of insurgent Montenegro to brief the 

supreme leadership and coordinate operations. 

While working with comrades on fuelling 

the revolution, a piece of good war news from his 

homeland reached him in the town on the Đetinja 
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River, just as he was directly involved in preparing 

the parade and celebration of the October Revolu-

tion Day. It was a report that, on October 18, about 

300 partisans ambushed and completely defeated 

an Italian column at Jelino Dub, in the Morača 

canyon, on the Podgorica-Mateševo road: they de-

stroyed 43 trucks, killed 150 in battle, and captured 

64 Italian officers and soldiers. A brilliant victory, 

organized under the command of Arso Jovanović, 

whose operational leadership gave the Montene-

grin uprising its military backbone. With only one 

wounded partisan, it was proof that insurgent forc-

es should not form large units and engage in fron-

tal assaults or attempt to block major cities, which 

leads to exhaustion and high casualties. Instead, 

ambushes, sabotage and surprise attacks should be 

used to strike the much stronger enemy. Because 

of its scale and lessons, this victory was recognized 

by the Supreme Headquarters not only as the be-

ginning of a new phase in Montenegro’s struggle, 

but as proof that the Montenegrin detachments 

could now be integrated into the broader Yugoslav 

front. It was also decided to send about 3,500 Mon-

tenegrin fighters towards the Sandžak and further 

towards Užice, mostly across liberated territory, to 

offer support to insurgent units in Serbia and help 

expand the liberated zones towards Bosnia. Mis-

takes made in the early days of the uprising needed 

to be corrected, the Chetnik movement — already 

taking root in Montenegro — had to be exposed, 

and effective measures taken against espionage, war 
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profiteering, looting, and all other issues that arise 

in war and human hardship. These were just some 

of the reasons why Tito sent Milutin from Užice 

to Montenegro, appointing him Commander of the 

Main Staff and granting him extraordinary powers. 

He arrived at the Main Staff on November 5. 

People welcomed him warmly. He now worked side 

by side with Arso Jovanović, whose command of 

operations was complemented by Milutin’s political 

authority and organizational drive. There he found 

the units, a partisan hospital, a radio station and 

an improvised print shop, along with a group of 20 

Italian officers, NCOs and drivers captured in the 

Jelino Dub operation. He talked with leaders, care-

fully assessed the situation, held several meetings, 

visited the people and toured the units. Then he re-

ported to the Supreme Headquarters and, at the end 

of his long report on the situation in the Sandžak 

and Montenegro, concluded that “full of energy, 

we are continuing work to expand and strengthen 

Party activity.” Then he turned to practical prob-

lems, deciding nothing alone without hearing the 

opinions and suggestions of others, but demanding 

the same from everyone. Above all, he sought to 

fully implement the decisions adopted at Stolice. 

He signed orders on how to organize partisan units, 

arm and supply them, maintain peace and order in 

towns, and control suspicious persons. Regarding 

how to handle war booty, he emphasized that “no 

partisan may claim anything from captured mate-

rial or loot on their own.” He issued instructions on 
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electing National Liberation Committees, and sent 

delegates across the region to recruit volunteers for 

Serbia and the Sandžak.

Turning to the prisoners of war, he quickly no-

ticed that the Main Staff had, for the past 15 days, 

been providing better living conditions for them 

than for its own fighters. He agreed with those 

who thought it unacceptable to hold such a large 

group of prisoners while hundreds of communists, 

fighters and patriots languished in Italian prisons 

— but he insisted the exchange be handled quick-

ly and efficiently. The constant movement of units 

and severe food shortages also urged the release 

of prisoners. Previously, regular soldiers had been 

sent back to their units with a letter from the Main 

Staff to Italian commanders, demanding they stop 

burning, looting and interning innocent civilians, 

release the internees — otherwise, “there will be 

no more wounded or captured enemies.” They also 

proposed exchanging the 20 detained officers and 

drivers for the same number of men and women 

imprisoned in Italian jails, whose names would be 

provided during negotiations. At the same time, the 

released soldiers took letters to their commanders 

written by the remaining prisoners, describing the 

exceptionally humane treatment they had received 

from the partisans.

General Pirzio Biroli delayed the exchange and 

tried at all costs not to recognize the partisans as a 

warring side, constantly claiming they were “rebels” 

and “bandits.” He entrusted the negotiations to lo-
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cal collaborators. However, the Main Staff respond-

ed firmly: the meeting would be held on such-and-

such day at the grave of the legendary hero Prija, 

who had died fighting the tyrant Mahmut the Vi-

zier, with a strict condition — “Italian officers must 

attend the meeting, as they alone are authorized to 

negotiate. They may be armed, but without armed 

escort. Our representatives will come armed with 

revolvers, also without an escort.” Period. Signa-

Milutinović, commander of the General  

Staff of the National Liberation Partisan  

Detachments for Montenegro (March 1942).
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ture. Seal.

The Italian officers came to the negotiations 

and, as “guests,” were allowed to speak first. They 

threatened to kill 100 for one, to crush the parti-

sans. The partisan representatives, dressed in new 

uniforms and equipped as if for a parade, listened 

for a long time, restraining themselves in the face of 

threats and insults, until Peko Dapčević, following 

Milutin’s directive, interrupted them: as represen-

tatives of the Main Staff, they “don’t give a damn” 

about threats; that Italian units are a band of looters 

and chicken thieves, “because among the prisoners 

from Jelino Dub we found so many chickens that 

our headquarters and company ate for three days, 

and so much wool that we could knit socks for ev-

eryone;” that the demand to stop fighting is mean-

ingless because “we would not have started the fight 

if we planned to stop it so soon. No, we will not 

stop — not until we clear you, the Germans, and 

all the rest out of Yugoslavia. Count on that.” The 

meeting, though fruitless in substance, was careful-

ly staged to show the Italians that the insurgents 

were organized, disciplined, and spoke with the au-

thority of a regular army.

Those were far from diplomatic words. The Ital-

ians stood up, and the talks ended without a deal. 

After carefully listening to the report from his “mis-

sion,” Milutin was satisfied with how the “negotia-

tions” ended. He knew the Italians would soon give 

in. And they did. Three days later, they proposed 

an exchange. It was successfully carried out. Along 
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with a message from the Main Staff to the Italians, 

printed in the newspaper Saopštenje: “And to you, 

bloody cur, Pirzio Biroli, servant of even bloodier 

dogs, Hitler and Mussolini, we say this: Your army 

has vanished in our ravines, just as so many armies 

have vanished and broken trying to crush these de-

fiant mountains and conquer this never-conquered 

people...”

A Brotherly Hand Extended Towards Serbia

Couriers were arriving at the Main Staff from 

all over, reporting that the number of volunteers 

signing up for the Montenegrin National Libera-

tion Detachment designated for operations in the 

Sandžak was many times greater than needed. A 

new problem emerged: who to select and send on 

that long journey, and who to “disappoint” by hav-

ing them stay and fight in their own region. Ul-

timately, the detachment was formed according 

to Milutin’s order. It counted 3,690 selected fight-

ers. Nine battalions were rushing from all parts of 

Montenegro to Žabljak under Durmitor, the assem-

bly point. They marched with flags unfurled and 

singing, enthusiastically welcomed by the people, 

loudly proclaiming they were going to take Pljevlja 

and link up with fighters from Serbia. Milutin was 

sincerely joyful about this — in it, he saw the re-

alization of his dreams. He personally saw off the 

unit from his home municipality, about 300 se-
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lected young men. First, he conducted a review of 

the fighters, then read aloud a greeting from Soviet 

partisans to their Yugoslav comrades, broadcast via 

Radio Moscow: “We Russian partisans send fiery 

brotherly greetings to the partisans and soldiers of 

Yugoslavia. We have heard of your heroic feats in 

the struggle against German fascism. We are deeply 

convinced that you, like us, will persevere in this 

heroic struggle against our common enemy...” The 

fighters took this message as both recognition and 

a call for new battles and new victories. Then, some 

of the volunteers who had not been selected for 

the march to Serbia pleaded with Milutin to allow 

them to join under the battalion’s flag anyway. He 

responded: “Comrades, how do you see our strug-

gle!? What would happen if we all left now and let 

the Italians be at peace in Montenegro? We have 

enough work to do here too — don’t worry about 

that.” Some older comrades pointed out to Milu-

tin, who had never served in the military, that on 

the road to the Sandžak and Serbia there would be 

combat and casualties, that many likely wouldn’t 

survive, and that it would be better for the young-

er ones to stay — and for them, the older ones, to 

go, since they were more experienced in battle, old-

er, and their loss would be less felt if they were to 

die. They had already lived through much of life, 

both good and bad, while the young still deserved 

a chance at life. Commander Milutin listened to 

them attentively, respected their words, appreciat-

ed their compassion, but he also knew that in this 
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struggle there were no “young” and “old” — this 

was a fight in which everyone had duties and re-

sponsibilities before future generations. It demand-

ed the greatest self-sacrifice and effort. The next 

day, he wrote in an order that: “With the departure 

of selected personnel (towards the Sandžak), sectors 

must not fall behind in terms of combat readiness.” 

The detachment, politically organized under Mi-

lutin’s supervision, was militarily prepared and di-

rected by Arso Jovanović, Commander of the Main 

Staff of Montenegro, Boka and the Sandžak. It was 

Arso who shaped the plan for advancing through 

Sandžak towards Serbia, coordinating with Tito 

and the Supreme Headquarters in Užice. For him, 

this operation was not only a gesture of solidarity 

with Serbia but also a decisive step in linking the 

Montenegrin struggle with the broader Yugoslav 

front.

For ten days the partisan battalions, led by Arso 

Jovanović and Ivan Milutinović, marched through 

the mountains toward Pljevlja, determined to expel 

the occupiers from this fortified outpost that stood 

like a wedge in the heart of liberated territory. In 

the night between November 30 and December 1, 

1941, they launched their assault. Defending the 

town were over 2,000 soldiers of Mussolini’s elite 

Alpine Division “Pusteria,” entrenched in bunkers, 

trenches, and strongpoints, armed with around a 

hundred cannons, three hundred machine guns, 

and even tanks. Fighting was fierce and bloody: de-

tachments broke into parts of the town, but with-
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out reserves or sufficient artillery support they were 

cut off and subjected to merciless fire. By the next 

day, the attack had failed, despite heavy Italian ca-

sualties. The insurgents also suffered devastating 

losses — 238 killed and 262 wounded, includ-

ing entire battalions mauled beyond recognition. 

Italian reprisals added to the tragedy: dozens of 

wounded partisans were executed, some fifty civil-

ians shot and houses burned. The battle’s outcome 

sent shockwaves across Montenegro. What had 

been expected to be a swift, morale-boosting vic-

tory turned instead into a national day of mourn-

ing. In nearly every clan and village, someone had 

fallen, and opponents of the uprising seized on the 

catastrophe in their propaganda. Assessments of the 

failure multiplied: the choice of target, underesti-

mation of the enemy’s fortified strength, over-com-

mitment of forces inside the town and inadequate 

coordination. Some argued the detachment should 

have waged a campaign of sabotage across the 

Sandžak rather than a frontal assault. Yet captured 

Italian officers themselves conceded the plan had 

been carefully prepared, even praising Commander 

Arso Jovanović’s detailed operational order.

In later years, Tito would single out Pljevlja as 

an example of “frontal assaults that brought us so 

many defeats,” laying part of the blame on Milu-

tin, though records show that Arso and his staff 

were neither punished nor sidelined — in fact, they 

were promoted to higher posts shortly after, with 

Arso receiving the second highest post among the 
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partisans, Chief of the Supreme Headquarters, on 

December 12. However, the battle itself entered 

memory as both a bitter defeat and a tragic lesson, 

borne in blood by those who charged against the 

strongest Italian garrison in the Sandžak, but also 

a source of pride for the brave Montenegrins, who 

mounted a large-scale offensive against an advanced 

military power at a time when the Wehrmacht was 

advancing on Moscow.

Part of the detachment — two battalions in 

total — joined the 1st Proletarian Brigade on De-

cember 22, in Rudo, while around 1,500 fighters 

remained with the Sandžak fighters, engrossed in 

battles against Italians, Ustaše and Chetniks.

The military failure at Pljevlja, which weighed 

heavily on Captain Arso Jovanović and Ivan Milu-

tinović as commanders, was eagerly welcomed by 

some former army officers, gendarmes and oppor-

tunists hungry for easy glory and a carefree life. In 

his reports to Tito and the Supreme Headquarters, 

Arso admitted the losses but stressed that the at-

tempt had been necessary to break Montenegro’s 

isolation and link the struggle with Serbia. He 

warned that the defeat would embolden traitors 

at home, and indeed, until then they had stayed 

quiet, hidden, waiting for the partisans to falter 

so they could raise their heads among the people, 

pushing the idea that one should bow to the oc-

cupier — because “the submissive head avoids the 

sword” — and wait for the outcome of the world 

conflict. Thus, after the defeat at Pljevlja, Monte-
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negro found itself gripped by two of the greatest 

evils in its history: domestic betrayal and hunger. 

Both the betrayal spreading like disease through 

the Chetnik movement, and the hunger caused by 

an exceptionally dry year, suffocated the people and 

weighed heavily on Milutin, as seen in his letters 

sent to the Sandžak, Herzegovina and even Alba-

nia. He tried to procure whatever corn and pork 

could be found, even offering gold for it, so that the 

mouths of hungry fighters or children might sur-

vive. He urged the people to take matters into their 

own hands and deal with the traitors from among 

their own — as the old Montenegrins had done 

on Christmas Eve in 1707, when they wiped out 

the converts (Poturice), because: “National unity is 

more needed than ever before in our history — but 

also more threatened than ever.”

Little Dolores and Doctor Bava

A respite from all the heavy concerns and dif-

ficult wartime duties, Milutin found at the bedside 

of wounded comrades, in conversations with Doc-

tor Saša Božović, who had just arrived through a 

prisoner exchange for Italian officers from a camp 

in Albania, where she had given birth to her daugh-

ter, Dolores. Saša breastfed the newborn beside the 

wounded, and Milutin would always bring some-

thing for her in his pocket — at least a sugar cube, 

a piece of chocolate, a handful of rice — saying that 
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everyone must do their part to ensure that Dolores, 

the youngest partisan, and all children survive the 

storm of war to see freedom and live a better life. 

Also brought there was a captured surgeon of the 

Italian army, Dr. Giovanni Bava. They had heard 

he was a blackshirt, which he didn’t deny. When 

the partisans surrounded him, he fought like a 

wolf. It was said he threw an entire crate of gre-

nades at them, one by one. They caught him before 

he could detonate the last one — which was meant 

for himself. At the headquarters, he was extreme-

ly mistrustful, afraid of the partisans. As soon as 

he arrived, he was ordered to operate on wounded 

partisans. He did it without objection, and those 

knowledgeable in medicine said he worked consci-

entiously. Still, he insisted he was doing it purely 

as a wartime surgeon, obligated by his profession, 

regardless of the enemy. Once he “thawed” a bit, 

one of the uprising’s leaders began speaking to him 

in fluent Italian, telling stories from La Scala in Mi-

lan, and even sang one of Caruso’s famous arias. In 

those troubled times, even Dr. Bava began to hum 

the tune, and later refused to rest on a bed while 

Saša and Dolores lay on the floor. A few days lat-

er, he began tending to the wounded on his own, 

spending all his time with them, admitting that he 

had a completely different — and unfavourable — 

image of his wartime opponents. Milutin later sent 

him to Žabljak, to a large partisan hospital, where a 

surgeon was much needed. But soon, news reached 

Milutin: Dr. Bava had been working diligently, but 
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one night he disappeared. Patrols were dispatched. 

He was caught trying to escape. The hospital ad-

ministration proposed he be executed for abandon-

ing the wounded when they needed him most. That 

dilemma reached Foča, to Tito. He carefully exam-

ined the case, starting from Bava’s resistance during 

capture, considered all the facts, acknowledged the 

hospital’s anger, but concluded: “I understand your 

anger, comrades, but to tell you the truth — if the 

enemy captured me, I’d try to escape too! Let him 

go!” The Supreme Commander’s order was carried 

out. Dr. Bava, overjoyed to have once again saved 

his life, picked up the scalpel and returned to the 

wounded partisans. That story reached Milutin, 

who said: “By God, Comrade Tito resolved that in 

the smartest way possible: we need a surgeon, and a 

dead head is of no use to anyone.”

Faced with severe hunger and its consequenc-

es, Milutin begged the Supreme Headquarters, 

then based in Rudo, to send some gold or silver 

coins so that some grain might be bought in Al-

bania and distributed to the people and the units. 

The leadership understood the gravity of the sit-

uation and, from the meagre reserves of the Su-

preme Headquarters — reserves that had recently 

been gathered and safeguarded by Milutin himself 

— set aside 100 kg of silver coins and one million 

dinars and sent it to the uprising in Montenegro. 

The Supreme Commander entrusted this unusual 

and difficult wartime task to the commissar of the 

“Bijeli Pavle” battalion, old communist and pre-war 
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stonecutter Đuro Čagović, giving him a pack horse 

and a strong escort. That caravan travelled from 

Rudo to Milutin over 13 days of deep mountain 

snow and ice, cautiously and with great difficulty, 

avoiding Italian, Ustaše and Chetnik patrols, most-

ly through untracked wilderness. Đuro avoided 

all traps and reached Žabljak, a town turned into 

a partisan hospital, entirely devoted to caring for 

the wounded. Girls brought wounded men bread, 

cream, even bridal dowries. From there, following 

Supreme Headquarters’ instructions, part of the sil-

ver was handed to the hospital administrator. Then 

Đuro continued across snow-covered Sinjavina and 

reached Milutin, always preoccupied with creating 

even the smallest wartime reserves for even hard-

er times. He personally distributed long-awaited, 

scarce supplies to the Main Staff members, couriers 

and fighters: a bit of tobacco and cigarette paper, a 

quarter-pound of coffee, a bag of sugar, a piece of 

salami, a chocolate bar, etc. He was especially car-

ing and gentle towards his couriers, who travelled 

in winter to the Supreme Headquarters in Foča, to 

units on the front, to occupied towns. He always 

took the last and smallest portion for himself, ready 

to help the common, often powerless man — with 

advice, comfort or a small gift. He had carried that 

trait since childhood and developed it in prison — 

to help another, expecting no reward or thanks.

He would strike up conversations with ordi-

nary people, with the folk — warmly, openly, with-

out building castles in the air, but with optimism 
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about the final outcome of the war. Because of that, 

people greeted him warmly and sent him off with 

the kindest wishes. His compassion is also reflected 

in this anecdote from the end of the wartime win-

ter: via a courier, he received a strange package for 

wartime conditions, sent from somewhere beneath 

Durmitor. He immediately forwarded it via courier 

to Cetinje, to the positions of the Lovćen partisan 

detachment. It was 200 lira, sent by an old man, Ra-

dosav Đurđić, from beneath Durmitor, addressed 

far, far away — to his son Miloš, formerly a partisan 

and now a prisoner in Cetinje — to help him in his 

misfortune. The father sent the money through the 

person he trusted the most — the partisan detach-

ment of that region. The couriers passed the money 

along, hand to hand. Milutin, deeply moved by the 

father’s care and trust, sent it to the Lovćen unit 

on the front lines, appending to a top-secret order 

about upcoming actions their obligation to imme-

diately deliver the money, via their secret channels, 

to the underground party organization in Cetinje, 

which would pass it to the fighter Miloš. They were 

to inform Milutin in writing once it was done. The 

money travelled across all of Montenegro, as if in 

peacetime, as writer Mihailo Ražnatović put it, 

“from hand to hand, through courier bags, under 

barbed wire, through prison bars, to the thinned 

hands of one suffering prisoner.” And behold: a few 

days later, Miloš Đurđić received not 200, but 400 

lira. Someone among the party members and Mi-

lutin’s contacts must have thought 200 lira was too 
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little for the young man, and added as much again, 

without asking for reward or thanks. It was proba-

bly one of those underground fighters from Cetinje 

who managed to slip the money to Miloš in the 

prison of Bogdan’s region. But the most important 

thing is this: that the father’s money reached the 

son’s hands, that the father’s hand, stretched from 

beneath Durmitor and supported by Milutin, his 

commanders and couriers, reached all the way to 

Lovćen, that its fingers delivered that unfortunate 

savings into the prison — to the son — so that Mi-

lutin could have one less worry, and a father one 

more hope.

A Call from Ostrog for Unity, to Arms

In an effort to preserve national unity in the 

fight against the occupiers, domestic traitors, hun-

ger, winter and other hardships, the Main Staff of 

the National Liberation Partisan Detachments of 

Montenegro convened the Ostrog Assembly of pa-

triots from Montenegro and Boka. The soul of that 

gathering of 65 prominent national representatives, 

held on February 8, 1942, was Milutin. It was a 

time when numerous partisan detachments were 

engaged in fierce battles with Italians and Chetniks 

on all fronts in the region. Due to Arso’s urgent mil-

itary duties in the Zelengora region, Milutin deliv-

ered the opening report on battles and victories, the 

importance of national unity and Chetnik treason, 
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the work of 123 village and municipal National 

Liberation Committees in liberated territories and 

20 village and 15 municipal committees in non-lib-

erated areas, and the need for all of their efforts to 

be unified under a single committee elected at this 

assembly. The gathering, fully aware of the difficult 

situation and the weight of its historic responsibility, 

worked, as participant Savo Orović recorded in his 

War Diary, “without ceremony or declarations, but 

seriously, composed and with dignity, as befits true 

representatives of the people and defenders of their 

honour and freedom.” People spoke openly and 

critically about what needed to be done to achieve 

victory. They condemned the Chetnik betrayal, re-

counted battles, discussed the duties of National 

Liberation Committee, village guards and people’s 

courts, and proposed measures to alleviate hunger: 

a census of all livestock, food and grain reserves, 

requisitioning of all surpluses, organizing markets 

in liberated areas and banning the transfer of sur-

plus to markets in occupied towns, listing families 

at risk of starvation and ensuring solidarity-based 

aid, signing up for the national loan, etc.

Speakers included prominent communists, 

popular partisan commanders, national priests, of-

ficers of the former army and untainted politicians 

— in short, representatives of all patriotic forces. 

By the end of the session, working day and night as 

the times demanded and hosted by the abbot of the 

Ostrog Monastery, Leontije Mitrović, they elected 

the National Liberation Committee for Montene-
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gro and Boka, consisting of 22 national delegates. 

This committee was tasked with becoming, along 

with all lower-level committees, “the organizer of 

the fight for the life of every Montenegrin, for the 

life of every resident of Boka,” and the leader of the 

struggle against all traitors and degenerates, stat-

ing that “every fifth-columnist, every breaker of 

national unity must become for us the most hated 

and despised person.”

The Assembly adopted a Proclamation to the 
People of Montenegro and Boka, which was dupli-

cated and sent to all regions. In this historic docu-

ment, among other things, it states that “the unity 

of all patriotic forces, born out of the struggles so 

far, must be the basis of all future resistance,” that 

at the Assembly “the fighting unity of all those for 

whom national freedom is the highest and most 

sacred value” was clearly expressed, that “nothing 

has ever been able to break the unity of our peoples 

when their freedom, survival and honour were at 

stake,” that “the king, government and their sol-

diers surrendered — but the people did not,” for 

whom “freedom was and remains the greatest value 

of life.”

The Proclamation took the road of struggle and 

freedom, to call, encourage and warn. All the dele-

gates signed an oath that they would not “hang up 

their rifles until our victory crushes the last fascist 

executioner, until our victory brings happiness to 

the lives of our children and shines over the graves 

of our ancestors.” Below the text, before their signa-
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tures, delegates wrote the verses of the oath:

“Whoever betrayed, brothers, those heroes —

rust has spread across his home;

Behind his path, the penitents

all wailed — forever lied.”

Such an oath, committing them to fight for 

a future with all their strength, all means, and in 

brotherly unity, was also signed by Commander of 

the Main Staff Milutin, writing beside his name 

simply: “civil servant from Piperi.”

In response to the messages to the people from 

the Assembly of patriots held in the sacred place 

of Ostrog, Chetnik leaders printed leaflets and 

dropped them from Italian planes as messages to 

“our dear people,” warning of the “tragic fate of the 

Montenegrins” and blaming all evils on the com-

munists. One leaflet ended with the words: “The 

terrible people’s court has raised its mighty voice 

and its sharp sword in a crusade against commu-

nism, for the salvation of the nation. This struggle 

has spread like fire throughout all of Montenegro. 

In the fight against the communist monster, we 

must all unite and stand together.” This was yet 

another proof of Chetnik treachery, their collabo-

ration with the occupiers. It was a reminder to stay 

vigilant. The people found their responses to that 

open Chetnik provocation in the conclusions of 

the Ostrog Assembly and in the messages from the 

Communist Party leadership, published in Narodna 
borba under the title “Let No One Die of Hunger.” 

Arso Jovanović, Ivan Milutinović and Mitar Bakić during 

the Third Enemy Offensive, Zaborje (May 1942).
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There, the Party leadership called “all communists, 

all partisans, all patriots to fight against the threat 

from another enemy, brought upon us by the occu-

pier — the threat of hunger... Sign up for the na-

tional loan, gather reserves, watch over every grain 

of wheat — let everyone help the people and strike 

the enemy! Fight decisively for the survival and vic-

tory of the people, fight against all enemies of this 

struggle! Fight with rifles, with bullets, with words, 

with pens and with the collection bag. Against the 

tax of the occupiers and of hunger, for the victory 

of the people and freedom!”

The Chetniks were eager to exploit any mea-

sure taken by the new people’s government in their 

campaign against the communists and National 

Liberation War. Wherever they had influence, they 

obstructed the signing of the national loan, con-

demned the requisitioning of grain and livestock 

from wealthier villagers, publicly and secretly call-

ing it theft, claiming that “a time is coming when 

all will be taken from the peasants: livestock, land, 

tools — everything will be communized.”

The Birthday of the 4th and 5th  
Proletarian Brigades

The partisan units fought bravely and per-

sistently against the occupiers and Chetniks. The 

National Liberation Committees worked actively, 

and most of the people stood by the leadership of 
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the National Liberation Movement. But still — 

they had to retreat, to pull back northward into 

Montenegro, towards the top military and polit-

ical leadership of the revolution, accompanied by 

the 1st and 2nd Proletarian Brigades, along with a 

group of battalions from Montenegro, Herzegovi-

na and the Sandžak. There, in June, from the units 

that Milutin had brought to this point on orders of 

the Supreme Headquarters, the 4th and 5th Mon-

tenegrin Proletarian Brigades were formed — made 

up of nine well-armed battalions of seasoned fight-

ers from across Montenegro. Milutin was the first 

to announce the news. He personally knew many 

of the fighters from the battles to defend every inch 

of liberated territory. He looked at these people — 

determined to continue the fight across all of Yugo-

slavia. These fighters, mostly young men and wom-

en, were retreating from Montenegro, but without 

panic — with song, with the conviction that they 

would return as liberators, as victors. They sang 

when they met up with their countrymen from the 

1st Proletarian Brigade, with fighters from Šumadi-

ja, Posavina, the Sandžak and Herzegovina. The 

Serbs sang about the Morava, the ripening wheat, 

the blue hue of plums, of love and the longing to re-

turn home. The Montenegrins sang about a fairy — 

where else would she be but on Durmitor, among 

the partisans — “listening to a reading — Lenin’s 

teachings on education, and watching a comrade 

speak about justice,” and how on their flag they saw 

“the sickle and hammer, the red star.”
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Within and around the dance circle were up 

to three generations of fighters: seventy-year-old 

Đoko Pavićević with his two sons and daughter, 

five members of the Žugić family from the house 

where Tito and Milutin had held the 8th Party 

Conference of the CPY, Colonel Savo Orović of the 

former Yugoslav army, already a legendary com-

mander Sava Kovačević and his courier and neph-

ew Dragan, commander of the Lovćen Battalion of 

the 1st Proletarian Brigade Pero Četković and his 

elderly father Blagota, an ordinary fighter, and five 

Milutinovićs — all of them Milutin’s close fami-

ly. Altogether, among this shock group, there were 

thirteen and a half battalions of Montenegrin sons 

and daughters — about 3,000 fighters...

Milutin looked at them, heading into the fu-

ture, and said to the leaders around him: “This 

army, brothers, cannot lose the war. It may lose a 

few fighters, it may even lose a few battles, but the 

war? Never!”

By the Fire on Mount Cincar

The wartime path of the group of Proletarian 

and Shock Brigades led westward, towards the Bos-

nian Krajina. And there we were, on that journey, 

on Sunday evening, August 9, 1942, atop Mount 

Cincar. Beneath a pine tree, a large fire blazed, and 

around it sat Tito, Milutin, Sava Kovačević and a 

group of commanders. It was a moment of rest af-

105

ter a hard day of battle. They were listening to a 

broadcast from Radio London, which, among oth-

er things, summarized an article from a prestigious 

weekly about how the British warmly greeted the 

“fantastic successes” of Draža Mihailović, the “Ser-

bian Robin Hood,” in fighting the Germans. Every-

one around the fire was angry. One of them turned 

the dial. Suddenly they picked up Radio Moscow. 

They listened to a choir singing battle songs “in 

honour of the Yugoslav partisans.” They listened 

attentively, silently, visibly satisfied. Afterwards, 

they talked about Draža’s betrayal, about parti-

san victories, about the long and roundabout ways 

the truth about those victories reached the public, 

and about new tasks. Suddenly, from somewhere 

far off, from another fire, songs rang out. Judging 

by the melodies, they were Krajišnici and Dalma-

tians. They sang about battles, heroes and victories. 

As if competing in song as they did in battle — as 

brothers-in-arms. The Krajišnici sang about Marko 

Orešković Krntija, a beloved leader from Lika. The 

song was simple, soldierly, heartfelt, not especially 

harmonious:

“Rise, comrade, your comrades are calling, calling,

Rise, comrade Krntija.

The proletarian class has lost a comrade, a comrade,

The rocky land of Lika a true Bolshevik.

Traitors, curse your mothers —

You will pay for Orešković Marko...”

Milutin’s close comrades — fellow inmates and 
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fellow fighters — saw, for the first time, a large, 

hard, masculine tear on his face. He grieved not 

only for Krntija, but for the thousands of others 

who, in their charges across both liberated and oc-

cupied territory, had paid the price of freedom with 

their lives. By then, the famous Proletarian Bri-

gades of the National Liberation Army were already 

attacking Livno, Duvno, Kupres and nearby towns. 

In just one assault on Kupres, from the 4th Prole-

tarian alone, 68 fighters were killed and 80 wound-

ed. These were assaults on fortified houses, bunkers 

and barbed wire. There was no way forward, but no 

one wanted to retreat.

New battles and new victories followed. More 

than one-fifth of Yugoslavia was liberated — an 

area roughly the size of Switzerland or Belgium. 

From this territory operated a strong and bat-

tle-hardened army, and the people’s government 

was in effect there. After a large public gathering in 

Cazin, where Tito publicly stated for the first time 

that his real name was Josip Broz and that he was 

a metalworker from Zagreb, Milutin and Vlado 

Zečević — a priest, a communist and member of 

the Supreme Headquarters — went to visit Nurija 

Pozderac, a well-known prewar politician, senator 

and respected patriot. After greeting each other 

and exchanging friendly words, Milutin suddenly 

said: “Nurija, brother and comrade, come with us 

— join the partisans!” Nurija replied: “And I will, 

you know. If needed, I’ll come tonight!” To that, 

Milutin answered: “No, not like that, Nurija, in 
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a rush. Stay home a few more days, sort out your 

family matters...” But Nurija wouldn’t budge: “No, 

I’m going right now! I’ve had enough of this fear 

of the Ustaše. I’ve already been called up twice to 

join the Ustaša army, and I didn’t go. Who knows 

what will happen the third time. I’ve spent enough 

time herding sheep around the house to avoid being 

compromised — now I’m going with you, no more 

waiting...”

The Train of History Arrives in Bihać

In the midst of efforts to organize the newly 

liberated town of Bihać, Milutin, together with 

Comrades Ribar, Moša and Lola, received the task 

of participating in preparations for the session of 

the Anti-Fascist Council for the National Libera-

tion of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ). Milutin gladly took 

on the task, rejoicing at the birth of this wartime, 

genuinely all-people’s parliament of the new Yu-

goslavia, whose formation would legally establish 

and greatly strengthen the lasting organization of 

the people’s government — built since the upris-

ing days in Krupanj. One of the council members, 

a peasant from Mačva, known as “the Red Miller 

from the Drina,” Milan Belovuković Deva, who ar-

rived in Bihać with the Proletarians, wrote in his 

wartime memoirs: “Ivan Milutinović burst into 

my warehouse. ‘What’s going on, Deva, why aren’t 

you getting ready?’ he said. I replied, ‘I don’t un-
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derstand you, Milutin.’ ‘We’re waiting for you,’ he 

said. ‘Who?’ I asked, confused. ‘Milan Belovukov-

ić Deva,’ he said. ‘You’re going to Bihać. You’re a 

member of AVNOJ.’ And until Milutin said it, I 

didn’t even know what AVNOJ was.”

Once again, Ivan took on the role of “jack-of-

all-trades”: welcoming delegations and delegates, 

arranging their accommodations and meals, and 

after the session, sending each one off with good 

wishes and a little money for the journey — drawn 

from the meagre but never exhausted reserves of the 

Supreme Headquarters, which he managed.

Delegations from all corners of the country ar-

rived, empowered by the people to make decisions 

in their name about the future of the new Yugo-

slavia. Among the 14 delegates representing the 

Montenegrin people was Milutin, listed simply as 

a “private clerk and member of the Supreme Head-

quarters.” The session opened on November 26 in 

the hall of the women’s monastery, with the anthem 

Hey, Slavs performed by the choir of the “Theatre 

of National Liberation.” The anthem was followed 

by cheers and salutes. These grew even louder when 

Tito declared: “I am happy to be here today and see 

the best sons of our peoples — patriots, true repre-

sentatives of our people — who have distinguished 

themselves in this hard and bloody struggle.”

Milutin watched those well-known political 

figures with admiration — outstanding fighters 

against injustice, violence and fascism. Judging by 

their expressions, words, and the attention with 
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which they listened to the Supreme Commander, 

he believed they fully understood the historical 

weight of the moment and their role in it. He saw 

in them true representatives of the people — those 

who, in the most difficult moments of history, had 

stood with the people and the communists. His 

thoughts returned to 1941: to Belgrade, Krupanj, 

Užice and his native Montenegro. He remembered 

Marx’s “train of history,” which comes and goes re-

lentlessly. And now, here and now, he saw the com-

munists and the people on the same speeding “train 

of history,” at a main junction — here in Bihać, at 

this historic session, one of history’s great stations. 

From this track and this station, the train of histo-

ry — the train of the Yugoslav revolution — could 

not go back. It was moving forward into history, 

As a member of the Supreme Headquarters of 

the National Liberation Army of Yugoslavia in 

Oštrelj (October 1942).
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towards victory. Milutin was convinced of this by 

the words of every elected delegate.

Moša spoke: “Our council is not being founded 

too early or too late, but precisely at the moment 

when internal and external circumstances require 

and make it both necessary and possible...”

A peasant from Sinj, Pavao Krče, said: “A great 

sieve has arrived, which will catch the entire nation, 

and behind the sieve comes the finer mesh. We’ve 

all come to that mesh or will come to it: whatev-

er is petty and miserable will fall through. What 

remains — remains. It’s like when a mother gives 

birth to a child. She suffers greatly, but when she 

holds the baby in her arms, all the pain disappears. 

That’s how it will be with us when this struggle 

ends...”

Luka Stević, an old soldier with 11 medals on 

Milutin as a delegate at the 1st Session of AVNOJ  

(first from the left).
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his chest, came to the podium: “Comrades and 

brothers, I am a Serbian peasant who has made it all 

the way here to Bihać. No surprise — considering 

how many enemies the Serbian people have, how 

many foes our poor nation faces — it’s a wonder I 

made it here at all...”

Prota Jagoš Simonović called on the delegates: 

“Comrades, when this session ends, let us scatter 

like bees to flowers. Let us speak, advise the peo-

ple, regardless of faith, status or age — let us unite 

them deeply, because that is what the fighters who 

have shed blood from the start of the uprising until 

today demand of us...”

Nurija Pozderac, who was elected one of the 

Vice Presidents of the Executive Committee, spoke: 

“We, the Muslims of Bosnia and Herzegovina, are 

convinced that there is no other path for us but to 

embrace you in brotherhood. We will join your 

ranks — we are already joining them...”

Milutin embraced Nurija and proposed that his 

entire statement be broadcast over Slobodna Jugo-
slavija, which was agreed.

At the session, AVNOJ’s Proclamation to the 
Peoples of Yugoslavia was adopted, beginning with: 

“Brothers of all nationalities and faiths!” This pro-

claimed the inclusive nature of the struggle and the 

character of AVNOJ.

“We owe everything to the Party!”
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After the conclusion of the session, a communal 

dinner was organized at the “Bosna” hotel. Dr. Ivan 

Ribar, a proven patriot and democrat, father of Lola 

and Jurica, elected here as president of the Execu-

tive Committee, paid high tribute to the leader of 

the revolution and the Party in his toast, to which 

Tito, among other things, replied to the delegates: 

“What I have achieved is the work of our Party. I 

was a young, uneducated man, and the Party took 

me under its wing, educated and raised me. I owe 

everything to it!” The dinner ended with all the 

delegates standing and singing Hey, Slavs, which 

served as a vow of the brave, encouragement, a call 

to arms and a warning to traitors.

Milutin was elected to the Executive Commit-

tee of AVNOJ and assigned to the Economic and 

Financial Sector. He travelled across liberated terri-

tory, ordered a registry of mills and set tax rates, ar-

ranged support for people who had nothing, post-

poned rent payments until better times, instructed 

local committees to register all food surpluses, to 

enable exchange of goods at markets — but only 

within liberated territory — and laid out proce-

dures for how livestock should be returned by com-

mittee process to its rightful owner if recognized 

in someone else’s pen. On January 15, 1943, based 

on a decision by AVNOJ, he announced the launch 

of the National Liberation Loan in the amount of 

500 million dinars (kuna), for 10 years and with 3 

per cent interest. In his explanation, he emphasized 

that “our peoples never had the opportunity to in-
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vest their hard-earned savings, their modest finan-

cial means, into a more patriotic and noble cause,” 

and that “the guarantee for the invested money will 

be found by the people in themselves — in their 

struggle, their strength and their victorious will.” 

Bonds, ranging in value from 100 to 5,000 dinars 

(kuna), were printed at the “Borba” printing house, 

and after being signed by all members of the AV-

NOJ Executive Committee, they were distributed 

— both legally and illegally — across liberated and 

occupied territories, into the hands of those who 

would exchange them for money to help support 

the struggle. The members signed day and night, 

while Milutin organized couriers to transport the 

signed bonds by satchel and horse. He hurried them 

so much that one of the signatories, priest Vlada 

Zečević, noted in his wartime memoirs that “from 

all that signing, I began to despise even my own 

name.” Once, several signatories, through careless-

ness, mis-signed a 500-dinar bond, and when Mi-

lutin noticed, he got angry, saying: “You’ve irrevers-

ibly destroyed 500 dinars of state property!”

While in Bihać, members of the Executive 

Committee took their meals at the “Bosna” hotel. 

They would sit together for modest meals and of-

ten teased Milutin for paying them too little of a 

“minister’s salary.” And they weren’t wrong: with 

those nearly worthless 30 Pavelić kunas per month, 

not even a moderate smoker — if tobacco had been 

available — could properly afford to smoke. But 

Milutin held firm: it was war, a time of universal 
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sacrifice, lodging and meals were provided, and 

what they received was just for pocket money. He 

guarded every dinar, every kuna with care, often not 

taking his own salary — or not all of it. One day, 

while they were sitting at the meagre table chatting, 

Đuro Pucar Stari, secretary of the CPY Regional 

Committee for the Bosnian Krajina, walked in. 

Seeing how modestly they were eating, he promised 

them “extra calories.” He kept his word: a few days 

later, from Lušci-Palanka, they received a generous 

gift from the scarce wartime reserves — wagons of 

Executive Committee of AVNOJ (photo taken in Gračanica, 

on the Rama, March 1943); seated (from left): Nurija 

Pozderac, Dr. Ivan Ribar and Dr. Pavle Savić; standing 

(from left): Dr. Mladen Iveković, Veselko Masleša, Father 

Vlada Zečević, Ivan Milutinović, Dr. Sinisa Milošević and 

Mile Peruničić.
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flour, dried meat, beans and vegetables. They were 

sincerely pleased. However, Milutin again imposed 

austerity: he immediately proposed that part be set 

aside for the wounded, and another part for reserves 

collected to feed the delegates of the Youth Con-

gress of Yugoslavia (held December 27-29 in Bihać). 

Both proposals were, of course, adopted. And not 

only that — on Milutin’s suggestion, and inspired 

by his example, members of the Executive Com-

mittee also gave up their three-day regular ration, 

already modest, and donated it to the fund for feed-

ing the youth delegates.

The two-month period of work in Bihać was, 

as Milutin himself said, the happiest and most cre-

atively fulfilling time of his life — days spent work-

ing with the people, fulfilling his dream of building 

a new, free state. However, the enemy did not let 

that period last: they began pressing the liberated 

territory from all sides. The “Fourth Offensive” was 

beginning; columns of fighters, wounded and refu-

gees turned towards the Neretva, towards Sutjeska, 

marching towards the most dramatic events of the 

war. From there, from Bihać, Milutin joined the 

highest military and political leadership of the rev-

olution on that difficult and glorious journey — the 

path of 20,000 fighters, 4,000 wounded and thou-

sands of refugees, a path that led across the blood-

soaked Raduša and Vilica Gumno, the devastat-

ed town of Prozor, the raging Neretva, the frozen 

Prenj, ravaged Herzegovina, snowy Durmitor, the 

threatening Piva and the ominous Vučevo, into the 
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bloodied waters of the Sutjeska...

Tea for the Poet Nazor

Along this stretch of the wartime path of the 

liberation war, Milutin, as a member of the high-

est military and party staff, played an important 

role, giving his all to save every wounded fighter 

and secure passages for the columns of soldiers and 

civilians. After the fall of Prozor, he organized the 

evacuation and rescue of a huge amount of war 

booty and material, and the delivery of weapons 

and ammunition to the units on the frontlines, who 

were, in a life-or-death battle, resisting the enemy 

for days and buying time to save thousands of the 

wounded. From the mill at Rama, where the Su-

preme Headquarters was continuously meeting and 

managing the “battle for the wounded,” Milutin, 

appointed as leader of the innermost group of the 

AVNOJ Executive Committee, “reinforced” by the 

poet Nazor, took care of that group of elderly and 

very meritorious people, ensuring they had an es-

cort, shelter, something to eat and protection from 

the harsh winter. Despite all his duties, even in the 

most critical situations, as Dr. Ribar recorded in 

his Memoirs from the National Liberation War, he 

found the time “to expertly light a fire and make 

tea for the old and ill poet Nazor.” In addition to a 

personal escort, he assigned him two captured Ital-

ians, Mario and Marino, provided two ponies to 
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carry his books and a cow so he would always have 

milk. Some time later, after the breakthrough into 

Herzegovina and the start of the even harder “fifth” 

offensive, Milutin ensured that Slobodna Jugoslavija 

published Nazor’s famous “Message to the Dalma-

tians” in which he told them, among other things: 

“Let every Dalmatian mountain become a partisan 

fortress, every bay a pirate’s nest against those who 

would steal our sea, every island a cliff where the 

predator’s ships will be smashed!”

On the approaches to the frozen Prenj moun-

tain, he organized for the units to give up about 

a hundred horses to be put at the disposal of the 

columns of the wounded, then that each captured 

Italian soldier carry stretchers and help save those 

he had wounded, and for dozens of patrols to care-

fully search all the trails of the wounded columns 

and collect the stragglers and the sick. He himself 

managed to be present in a hundred places — usu-

ally where it was hardest, where a word of advice, 

praise, reproach or hope for tomorrow was most 

needed. So he also arrived at the site of the build-

ing of the legendary bridge of salvation across the 

Neretva. Rich in life experience, he personally in-

structed engineer Vlado Smirnov, his friend from 

the days of the “Užice Partisan Republic” and an 

old bridge builder, and encouraged his men. About 

that bridge, Smirnov would later write:

“For a few hundred kunas I got from Milutin in 

Bihać, for the technical service expenses, we bought 

80 kilograms of excellent, new, long nails, in factory 
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packaging. That was practically our only prepara-

tion...” With those few nails, some telephone cable 

and a few planks the raging Neretva was bridged. 

Mostly through the enthusiasm in work of the en-

gineers and the great human desire to open the way 

for the columns of the wounded and fighters. Mi-

lutin stood for a long time at the beginning of the 

bridge, letting through and urging on the columns 

of fighters, stretchers with the wounded, horses with 

precious loads. That lasted the whole night, and he 

kept order at the approach, directing, urging them 

on, wishing them easier, safer paths — towards at 

least some kind of safety, food, rest, victory.

He reunited with Montenegro with emotion, 

returning with Tito and the division as a victor to 

the land from which, with his ten or so battalions, 

he had been forced to retreat a year earlier. He held 

gatherings with the people, met with prominent 

patriots and fighters who had resisted throughout 

the Chetnik reign of terror, was thrilled by Sava’s 

May Day greeting to the Supreme Commander — 

a victory over an Italian regiment at Javorko, near 

Nikšić, demanded that the supply organs treat the 

people’s property with care, given the hungry and 

exhausted units, and recommended organizing the 

production of sweaters, socks, opanci and other nec-

essary equipment for the fighters who had just ar-

rived and were from all over the country. His work 

was interrupted by the “fifth” enemy offensive.
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The Builder of the Bridge over the Piva

When the Supreme Headquarters, at the begin-

ning of June, in the midst of the offensive, divided 

the divisions into two groups, Milutin, as a mem-

ber of the Supreme Headquarters and the Politburo, 

was left with the second group, the one protecting 

the main Central Hospital. At that time, he parted 

ways with Dr. Ribar and the poet Nazor, whom he 

sent ahead with the Banija fighters, wishing them a 

safe journey and a reunion in better circumstances 

he foresaw. In truth, earlier in the Piva canyon, he 

had suggested to the exhausted Nazor that he leave 

him in the care of trusted people, patriots, hidden 

in one of the inaccessible caves, but the poet, even 

though he loved Milutin like a brother, refused en-

tirely, explaining that he would feel “buried alive.”

The 3rd Division, with thousands of wounded, 

sick and helpless people, found itself completely sur-

rounded. Its position worsened by the hour. There 

were attempts to leave the most severely wounded 

in the Piva canyon, under the care of medical staff 

and underground activists, attempts to cross into 

the Sandžak, attempts to break through with the 

main force. From every direction, they were inter-

cepted, forced back, squeezed into an even smaller 

space. Milutin never left the fighters of the 1st Dal-

matian, 3rd Sandžak, 5th Montenegrin and Mostar 

battalions, deeply concerned for their fate.

When, after prolonged hesitation, it was decid-

ed: a breakthrough over the Piva and Vučevo, across 
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the Sutjeska and Zelengora, following the Supreme 

Headquarters — Milutin headed to the river along 

the only path, checking on the exhausted, stumbling 

over the dead and the wounded. At the Piva, near 

Gornje Kruševo, he found a long column and a jam 

around the only footlog, over which, in these dra-

matic circumstances, the wounded, the weak and 

Sava’s division were supposed to cross. People could 

cross only one by one, horses were unloaded, and 

their cargo and saddles carried on people’s backs, 

while the animals were driven into the rushing river 

to swim across to the opposite bank. Cannons and 

all heavy equipment were left behind for good. On 

that small patch of land in the canyon, hundreds of 

fighters, women, children, Italians carrying wound-

ed, typhus patients and some remaining livestock 

were crammed together. It was an indescribable, 

dangerous crowd, worsened by the enemy’s artillery 

and pilots who struck the masses with deadly pre-

cision, causing panic. Milutin realized: this was a 

waste of time — here, it was the same as suicide. 

Therefore, he ordered the passage over the footlog 

to be stopped and construction of a bridge to begin 

immediately. He explained briefly and clearly that 

the time “lost” building the bridge would be repaid 

many times over by the speed with which columns 

of fighters, stretchers, loaded horses, heavy weapons 

and livestock would be able to cross it. He person-

ally selected the site for the bridge — a narrow Piva 

gorge, no wider than 20 metres, concealed from 

both planes and artillery.
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As soon as the bridge was built, the column 

stepped onto it and passed over it for hours. Mi-

lutin stood at its entrance for hours, directing peo-

ple when and how to proceed, preventing conges-

tion. At one point, he saw next to him the seven-

ty-year-old Đoko Pavićević, with a grey beard and 

a long rifle. He warned him to move aside to avoid 

being hit by a piece of a bomb dropped from an 

airplane, but Đoko replied: “Let the planes come, 

Milutin, let them — the more of them over us, the 

fewer over Russia! And I want to die standing by 

your side — on the front!” Đoko stood firm, and 

then, upon persuasion, stepped onto the bridge, 

while Milutin stayed — until the columns had 

passed. Then he too turned to that only path up the 

steep Vučevo, now increasingly strewn with corpses 

and the fallen.

A Witness to Commissar Butum’s Death

The Vučevo plateau seemed like salvation to 

everyone. They settled down, laid down their weap-

ons, lit fires, began dressing wounds, slaughtering 

the last of the livestock reserves and roasting the 

meat. Instead of water, they used unmelted snow 

that cut their cracked lips. In the morning, the 

Junkers came, raining bombs and machine-gun fire 

upon them. Vučevo instantly turned into a real hu-

man slaughterhouse. It was nearly impossible for a 

machine-gun bullet to fall without hitting a fighter, 
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a typhus patient, a wounded man or a loyal partisan 

horse. That’s how Nurija Pozderac, a man whom 

Milutin deeply respected, was wounded — appar-

ently lightly. He was immediately bandaged, and 

under Milutin’s personal supervision, a stretcher 

was made for him and 16 of the best fighters, all 

communists, were assigned to carry and protect 

him in shifts. They carried him carefully, so as not 

to aggravate the wounds, and he, slowly dying on 

the stretcher, cursed Churchill for not opening a 

second front to ease our struggle, and threatened 

Hitler that he would lose the war even if he, Nurija 

from Cazin, didn’t live to see the day of victory. 

It turned out that all the care from Milutin and 

the comrades for Vice President Nurija was in 

vain: due to his condition, the bleeding couldn’t be 

stopped and he died surrounded by comrades. His 

last words were addressed to Milutin: he entrusted 

him with the care of his son Sead, who watched his 

father die with tears in his eyes. They buried him 

like a hero from folk songs — at the top of Dragoš 

saddle, they dug his grave with bayonets and laid 

him in it, far from his homeland, even farther from 

the end of the war.

At dawn on June 13, 1943, the 3rd Shock Di-

vision was halted by a German force forty times 

larger (about 60,000 soldiers), better armed, fed 

and rested. The Mostar, Dalmatian, Sandžak and 

Montenegrin fighters, and all those who had made 

it this far charged forward, never thinking of aban-

doning their wounded and sick comrades. They 
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charged seeing before them, in the assault, their 

commanders and commissars. Both the healthy 

and wounded stormed in waves and died. That’s 

when Commander Sava fell, and Milutin ordered 

his insignia removed so the enemy wouldn’t rec-

ognize and desecrate his body. At some point that 

day, everyone realized there was no way forward. 

The units were thinned out and broken into smaller 

groups, but not a single one — not even a squad, 

not even the gun crews — surrendered or lost their 

heads, or their faith in the outcome of the strug-

gle. They stormed forward in small groups, died or 

broke through, surviving the horrors of Sutjeska, 

rescuing their wounded comrades.

He saw old Tomo, father of Pero Cetković — 

commander of the 3rd Division at the Neretva, 

killed by a plane before one of the assaults on 

Nevesinje — charging at a bunker. Old Tomo 

charged rather recklessly, on horseback. They 

warned him to dismount, that the Germans would 

target him, and he replied: “Why should I protect 

myself when the young are dying, falling like wheat 

being cut!” That’s how it was: Tomo sought death, 

but it avoided him.

He saw how, beside the legendary command-

er Sava, his loyal courier and nephew Dragan fell, 

how the children of old Doko Šajov charged by his 

side; how the doctor Ivović’s only daughter, severe-

ly wounded, begged him to kill her himself so the 

Germans wouldn’t humiliate her; how five healthy 

fighters would die in an assault just to save one 
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wounded comrade; how nurses, at the cost of their 

own lives, sacrificed themselves for the wounded — 

among them two real sisters, nurses from the 5th 

Proletarian, Stana and Ljubica Martinović, who fell 

beside each other in a race to help the wounded, 

with Ljubica dying and Stana gravely wounded, 

saying: “Lucky you, my dear sister, that you died!”

While moving through the units, practically 

during battle, instructing the fighters on how to 

organize and break through in groups, Milutin 

reached the headquarters of the 3rd Sandžak Bri-

gade. He reported that the brigade had suffered 

heavy losses but that, as a member of the Supreme 

Headquarters and the Politburo, he still counted 

on them as if they were at full strength. That kind 

of report gave him reason for optimism, even in 

such an extraordinarily difficult situation. There, 

he witnessed the death of the commissar of one of 

the Sandžak companies, student Slobodan Tuzlić 

Butum. He returned from carrying out a courier 

assignment in that inferno limping. He said he 

was “scratched” and refused to be bandaged. He 

picked up his submachine gun, and when he saw 

there were fewer and fewer able-bodied fighters to 

carry messages or deliver reports, he ran again — 

and again — with orders from the commander to 

fetch a report on the neighbouring unit’s condition. 

When he returned the fourth time and reported to 

the commander that the task had been complet-

ed, he collapsed. Dead. From a standing position. 

Without a sound. From a severe hip wound sus-
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tained during his first task. Mortally wounded, he 

did the last thing he could for his comrades. And 

died doing it. Watching Butum’s death, Milutin 

said aloud: “He who knows how to die like this 

cannot truly die!... An army with fighters like this 

cannot be defeated!”

Sutjeska: We Are All Communists

Until nightfall on that horrific day, groups of 

fighters were breaking through — towards Herze-

govina, the Sandžak and Montenegro, following 

the Supreme Headquarters. Milutin was gathering 

them, directing them. That evening, around 200 

fighters gathered around him on the path below 

Ozren. There were some who were frightened, anx-

ious. In a discussion about what to do, one man 

loudly said that everything was lost, that even the 

survivors would be killed, that any further attempt 

to break through was pointless. Milutin responded 

sharply to such thinking: “Not true — we will go 

on living and fighting. There is no situation from 

which communists cannot emerge!”

To prove it, he said quietly but firmly: “Com-

munists — forward!” Men rose from stones and 

stumps, grabbed their rifles, stood in the darkness 

around him, ready to follow any order. But then, 

one by one, others who weren’t Party members be-

gan stepping forward too, forming up around Mi-

lutin, and one of them best expressed what they 
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were all thinking when he said: “Forget that now, 

Milutin — ‘Communists, forward!’ We’re all com-

munists!...” And all of them stood in formation, 

and moved into action as one unit.

In Montenegro, Milutin reconnected with the 

Party leadership, divided the unit he had brought 

into smaller groups and sent them across the re-

gion to reconnect with communists, the people and 

underground fighters, to carry out actions — so it 

would be clear that all the talk about the total de-

struction of the partisans was nonsense. One group 

of fighters under his command stopped a train with 

gunfire on the open track between Trubjela and 

Nikšić, captured a group of Italians and completely 

emptied the train. Since the track from there into 

Nikšić was downhill, Milutin ordered the empty 

train to be pushed towards the occupied town. It 

sped furiously into the garrison and caused com-

plete chaos. Though the action itself was minor in 

material impact, the story of it spread far and wide, 

and its consequences became greatly magnified.

Italian Divisions Under White Flags

With a group, he arrived in his homeland and 

there, from one National Liberation Movement 

supporter, received three kilograms of corn bread 

baked under a clay bell. For all of them, there 

wasn’t even enough to properly smell it, so one of 

the fighters sincerely suggested that the entire loaf 
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be given to Milutin, as the most exhausted among 

them. Everyone agreed, except Milutin. He firmly 

refused and ordered the bread to be fairly divided 

into as many pieces as there were present, but that a 

symbolic reserve be set aside — just in case things 

got worse, and especially for the weak, sick and 

helpless. According to one of his biographers, “he 

never counted himself among them, even though 

he was both.” On the contrary, even in that situa-

tion, Milutin, as recalled by Stana Tomašević — at 

the time secretary of the Provincial Committee of 

SKOJ — “personally distributed bread and tobac-

co. Then he would take out his ‘prison’ pocketknife, 

cut his slice of bread into three equal parts, regard-

less of its size — small or large — divide his tobac-

co into equal ‘portions,’ and disciplinedly take his 

bread rations for breakfast, lunch and dinner. He 

did the same with tobacco. The rest of us would eat 

our bread in a single bite, and the smokers would 

similarly go through their tobacco quickly, then 

persistently beg Milutin to give them some of his 

share. ‘Why are you so greedy?... Learn to restrain 

yourselves and you’ll have the same as I do, since 

we all get the same,’ he would answer, but he would 

still give Blažo or Andro one of his hand-rolled cig-

arettes. After eating his bite of bread, he would pull 

out his carefully folded and always clean handker-

chief, wipe his mustache, then fold it again and put 

it back in his pocket. When teased about how much 

care he gave to his pocketknife and handkerchief, 

he replied that those two had been with him since 
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prison — which was true.”

The group he led was constantly joined by new 

fighters, eventually growing into a full battalion. 

Soon the 4th Proletarian Brigade returned here, the 

5th Proletarian was reassembled, the 2nd Proletar-

ian Corps was hurrying towards Montenegro, Italy 

had capitulated — and one day Milutin saw a sight 

he had long hoped for: in front of General Peko 

Dapčević, now commander of the corps, stood an 

entire Italian division in full arms, already surren-

dered. The commander of that, until recently Mus-

solini’s division, humbly delivered a report to Gen-

eral Dapčević. For Milutin, this was a great per-

sonal recognition: back in November 1941, he had 

sent Peko to conduct initial talks with the Italians 

and had told him to openly say to Mussolini’s high 

representatives that the Italian army in Montene-

gro would soon be forced to surrender its weapons. 

That, finally — after two years, after many battles, 

sacrifices and national suffering — had come true.

All conditions were now set for the establish-

ment of the National Anti-Fascist Council for the 

Liberation of Montenegro. The session began on 

November 15, 1943, in the liberated mountain 

town of Kolašin. The committee that prepared the 

session sent invitations to all councilors. Milutin’s 

invitation ended with these words: “To you, Com-

rade Milutin, on this occasion as always before, 

we unanimously express our recognition for your 

wise and selfless work in the field of the National 

Liberation War, and we warmly greet you with our 
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fighting slogan: ‘Death to fascism — freedom to 

the people!’” He spoke multiple times at the session, 

emphasizing the historic importance of that date 

when the people’s representatives were gathering to 

elect the first true people’s government, which was 

to mobilize all national forces for the National Lib-

eration War — especially stressing to all councillors 

and the new government: “Send into our army all 

who can carry a rifle, all who are ready to fight...”

Power is for a Time — Freedom is Forever

From Kolašin, alongside a group of delegates 

elected here and authorized by the representatives 

for the 2nd AVNOJ Session, Milutin set off towards 

Jajce. Through mountain wilderness, between ene-

my strongholds, across liberated and non-liberated 

territory.

In the village of Pošćenje, they met the old 

Montenegrin commander and famed Drobnjak 

hero Zajo Mijatović. With him, Milutin — as re-

membered by delegate Pero Krstajić — had a warm 

and open conversation. Among other things, he 

asked: “Tell me, commander, did we start the fight 

against the occupier too early?” To which Zajo re-

plied: “The people’s fight for freedom can never be 

premature.” Milutin said he was glad to hear such 

wise words from a warrior who was already into his 

ninth decade of life, but that German power was 

still great and strong. Zajo had an answer to that, 
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too: “The Germans have the right to force, and we 

to defence. Everyone’s power is only for a time — 

but freedom belongs to man!” Milutin, hoping to 

draw out more of the old man’s wisdom, said: “The 

Germans are still strong, they’ll crush us.” Zajo 

replied again: “Our Drobnjak will withstand their 

horde. We’ve taken down nine pashas — I believe 

we’ll take down that many German generals too.”

In Bare Žugića, beneath Durmitor, Milutin vis-

ited the ruins of Mićo Žugić’s home, where he and 

Tito had held the Party’s Provincial Conference in 

1940. He learned that all of Mićo’s sons were in the 

Partisans, and he, old and weak, had stayed behind 

to guard the hearth. But enemy soldiers came, loot-

ed and burned everything he had worked and built 

his whole life. Unable to take revenge, after three 

days of mourning he died of heartbreak.

Near Gacko, they caught up with a column 

of people carrying the dead and severely wounded 

from the battle at Fazlagića Kula. They were carry-

ing the dead and singing. Simply, instead of wailing 

and lamenting the fallen, as is the custom here, they 

sang together: “Our struggle demands — when one 
dies, one must sing...” And so, they did not send off 

the fallen with cries or tears but with song. Man-

ly, heroic song. Milutin and his comrades joined 

them. Just before reaching Gacko, the column was 

met by the people. Among them was the mother 

of the fallen Bogdan Tepavčević. He was her only 

son. They placed the stretcher before the Partisan 

mother. She wiped away her tears, kissed her only 

131

son on the forehead and said: “My son, Bogdan, I’m 

proud you fell for freedom. I won’t mourn you — I 

have other sons. All those who fought alongside you 

at Fazlagića Kula, and who fight across this land 

— they are my sons too!” Moved by the courage of 

that mother, Milutin gave a heartfelt speech over 

the body of Bogdan Tepavčević and his comrades.

When the delegation of councillors reached 

the Neretva, Milutin sought out and visited Hodža 

Razić, who, at the most difficult time, risking 

death for himself and his family at the hands of 

the Ustaše, had for months treated Proletarian Mo-

mir Jakić under his roof, among his family — and 

later sent him back to his unit, recovered. Milutin 

had already heard this story from Momir himself, 

which for him was further proof of the strength 

of brotherhood and unity, of the readiness of our 

people to show solidarity and take risks for the 

common cause. He said this publicly at a gathering 

of locals, after warmly embracing the honourable 

hodža and patriot.

Milutin led his small but chosen “company” 

across Montenegro, Herzegovina and Bosnia — 

over mountains and ravines, through flooded riv-

ers and destroyed bridges, along guarded railways 

and roads. He took care of food and shelter, en-

sured precautions and combat security, telling the 

delegates: “I must bring all of you to Jajce alive and 

well!” And whenever things got tight, he would go 

ahead into the vanguard himself, and they would 

cross enemy-guarded lines, as per his decision, usu-
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ally right next to bunkers — where the enemy was 

strongest but least expected them.

While passing through a village known to be 

unfriendly towards the Partisans, one of the del-

egates took a pack horse tied in front of a house 

whose owner was with the enemy army. The horse 

was welcome — everyone hung their bags and 

rucksacks on its saddle and marched more quickly 

towards their destination. After they had covered 

a good distance, a young woman caught up with 

them. She asked who was in charge and tearfully 

begged Milutin “by God and Saint Jovan” to return 

her horse, explaining that neither she nor her chil-

dren were to blame for her father’s sins, and they 

couldn’t survive in the mountains without the lit-

tle horse. Milutin — who had always had a weak-

ness for a mother’s tear — immediately ordered the 

horse to be unloaded and returned to the woman. 

The delegates weren’t too pleased, but his word 

wasn’t challenged, and they were even more con-

fused when he quietly slipped her 100 lira, saying it 

might come in handy in an emergency. Gratefully, 

she kissed his hand and wished him: “May both 

your right and left hand turn to gold!”

In Jajce, in the Days of the State’s Creation

The Montenegrin delegation, led by Milutin, 

travelled for a full 13 days and arrived in Jajce on 

time — healthy and in good spirits, meeting with 
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their countryman and fellow delegate, Chief of the 

Supreme Headquarters Arso Jovanović.

The 2nd Session of AVNOJ began on Novem-

ber 29 in the House of Culture in Jajce. Here, just 

like a year earlier in Bihać, the choir sang the an-

them Hey, Slavs, this time conducted by Nikola 

Hercigonja. The first to speak was Tito. He spoke 

about the development of the National Liberation 

War, the victories, the prospects of the struggle, the 

unity of the people. Among other things, he said: 

“It took rivers of precious people’s blood, it took 

tens of thousands of the best sons of our peoples 

to lay down their lives in a two-year-long unequal 

struggle with the enemy, so that, in the end, the 

truth about the real situation in Yugoslavia would 

pave its way to the world public...”

Josip Vidmar, a well-known politician and 

scholar, took the podium: “We Slovenes lived in 

bondage, subjugated, oppressed under the enor-

mous German yoke. Today, tonight, the Slovene 

people appear for the first time as equal, indepen-

dent and sovereign, creating a state entity in union 

with the brotherly peoples of Yugoslavia...”

Roćko Čolaković, Milutin’s comrade from 

prison, spoke, saying: “Bosnia will no longer be 

anyone’s servant, as it has been for centuries. Her 

children will no longer be anyone’s hired hands. 

Her children, free and united, will build their truly 

happier future — in a free, federal Yugoslavia...”

Judge Pero Krstajić spoke passionately about 

how for decades “one same idea fed the fighting 
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spirit of our peoples and rustled at the bottom of 

their souls the truth that our peoples are of the 

same blood and the same origin, and that they must 

stand together, in good and in bad. They realized 

that nature brought them together, and artificial 

hands separated them, and that the present and fu-

ture unite them. Only such an idea and the deep 

hope that one day the moment of our national liber-

ation and unification would come kept us alive and 

gathered us in these difficult historical days for joint 

cooperation in this great historical endeavour!”

Senator and writer Marko Vujačić Kutlača em-

bellished his inspired speech about the betrayal by 

the government that fled, not forgetting to take 

Ivan Milutinović at the  

2nd Session of AVNOJ  

(November 1943).
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with it “state money and the people’s toil,” with 

verses from a folk song:

“When it was time to fight in battle:

Where are you, brother, Prince Marko?

But when it came time to divide the wealth:

Where did you come from, unknown hero?”

From this, Kutlača concluded: “They neither 

fought any battles, but rather betrayed and fled, nor 

will they share any spoils, nor can they return to 

Yugoslavia, because our bayonets will drive them 

off, just as they will destroy Hitler’s German fort-

ress...”

The session adopted the Declaration by which 

AVNOJ was constituted as the supreme legislative 

and executive representative body of Yugoslavia and 

elected a National Committee with all the attrib-

utes of a new government; all rights of the traitor-

ous royal government as the lawful government of 

Yugoslavia were revoked; it was decided to review all 

international agreements previously signed by the 

king, and that new ones would not be recognized; it 

was resolved that the new Yugoslavia would be built 

on democratic federative principles as a state union 

of equal peoples...

At the session, the delegates decided to award 

Tito the title of Marshal of Yugoslavia. The decision 

was greeted with standing applause, accompanied 

by songs and three resounding cheers of “Ura!” 

which echoed through the town on the Pliva, and 

that marked the ceremonial close of the gathering.
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Farewell to Comrade Lola

At the end, instead of a formal goodbye, Mar-

shal Tito said: “The 3rd Session of AVNOJ will be 

held in liberated Belgrade!” That gave encourage-

ment to the delegates. Milutin remembered Tito’s 

similar words at the end of the 5th National Con-

ference, on the eve of war in Zagreb. He remem-

bered those words, carried them with him, believed 

in them. From now on, he would carry them as a 

member of the first wartime government of the new 

Yugoslavia, the National Committee, in which he 

would lead the people’s economy. He had reason 

to be happy, to join with his comrades in strength-

ening the foundations of the new state. And yet...

A group of delegates from Montenegro at the 2nd Session of 

AVNOJ in conversation with Tito (Milutinović first from 

the right, wearing glasses).
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The wise people say: no one can have two bless-

ings at once. So it was here: the state was created, 

the train of history was firmly on track, news of 

military victories flooded Jajce — but Milutin and 

his comrades had to say a final farewell to their dear 

comrade, Lola. The news of his death was heart-

breaking, all the more so because the new state 

had just been founded, and the freedom Lola had 

fought for so steadfastly, was now clearly in sight.

In the funeral procession were Lola’s father, 

Tito, Arso Jovanović, all the AVNOJ delegates and 

heads of foreign military missions. The chords of 

Lenin’s funeral march echoed through Jajce. So did 

the thunder of cannons from frontlines rapidly ad-

vancing towards the capital of our great free state. 

So did the words of Moša Pijade, who spoke on be-

half of the Politburo and the Supreme Command: 

“They can’t even comprehend, Comrade Lola, how 

daring you were, that you infiltrated even occu-

pied Zagreb, accomplishing missions of immeasur-

able importance for the revolution.” Lola’s father, 

the President of AVNOJ, also spoke over his son’s 

body. Quietly, with dignity, movingly, at length — 

and in the end he said: “You, Lola, always said to 

me during our conversations: ‘No sacrifice for the 

homeland is too great...’ And I, your father, today, 

above your coffin, will not betray you. I will remain 

strong and brave, I will honour your sacrifice and 

your brother’s sacrifice for the fatherland.

“And today, in this heavy hour, I swear to 

you, my son, that from now on no sacrifice for the 
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homeland will be too hard for me. Your and Jurica’s 

deaths, your deaths, my children, are a painful loss 

for me as a father. But you fell for the homeland — 

I understand that. You, Lola and Jurica, my sons, 

will live in me forever. I will continue on the path 

that you started and followed...”

The warriors, overcome by the tragedy of the 

moment, wept. Lola’s comrades from prison in 

Bileća — Milutin and Moša — wept with them. 

The people of free Jajce, gathered in the square 

where just that morning a joyful kolo had celebrated 

the birth of the new state, sobbed aloud. Now the 

loud Partisan songs were replaced by sighs of grief, 

by gun salutes as a final farewell to Lola, by the 

rumble of a truck that carried his body to a secret 

place, into the heart of the Partisan-held Grmeč, 

where he would wait in peace for the end of the war.

Minister of People’s Economy

There was no time for mourning. The struggle 

called — to the front, to the rear, towards new mil-

itary and political victories, towards strengthening 

the new Yugoslavia. Milutin was at the centre of 

those struggles. On the free island of Vis, the seat of 

the revolutionary headquarters for several months, 

Milutin worked on drafting the law on war profit 

and on replacing six different currencies in circula-

tion with a new one — our own, properly printed 

banknotes as one of the symbols of the new state. 
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He also organized the reception and distribution 

of the ever-growing Allied aid, ensuring it reached 

every part of the country where it was most needed. 

From there, he took just a short trip to Montenegro 

— what would turn out to be his last visit — for 

the 3rd Session of the Montenegrin Anti-Fascist As-

sembly of National Liberation (CASNO). The ses-

sion (on July 13, 1944, in liberated Kolašin) began 

with a formal meeting, followed by a wreath-laying 

ceremony at the graves of 100 fighters of the revo-

lution executed by the Chetniks at Breza, and then 

a mass public gathering in Smailagića Polje, where 

thousands of joyful, festively dressed and spirited 

people had gathered. It marked the third anniver-

sary of the uprising in this region. There were: the 

ceremonial line-up of the 5th Proletarian Brigade, 

massive crowds, and top military and political 

leadership. Speaker after speaker took the stage. 

Among them was Milutin, wearing the uniform of 

a general in the new Yugoslav army — a man who 

had always stood by the people of this region in 

times when true friends and heroes revealed them-

selves through hardship. The message of his speech 

was: we have fought and suffered; we fought for the 

new Yugoslavia; others have fought and suffered too 

— all our peoples — and their sons died for Monte-

negro’s freedom; the war is not over, Germany is 

still strong; we must continue to fight, not sparing 

any sacrifice for the freedom of our shared home-

land, Yugoslavia.

After the public gathering and the impressive 
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parade of the 5th Proletarian, the CASNO session 

continued. Milutin spoke there too — this time 

sharply, even cuttingly — addressing those who, 

well-meaning but uninformed, feared the creation 

of a separate Montenegrin federal unit within 

Yugoslavia. Milutin, who had long studied the na-

tional question, found it necessary to explain to the 

people’s representatives that federal organization of 

the state meant that “each people in such a com-

munity is its own master. Therefore, the creation 

of a federal Montenegro in no way diminishes the 

unity and love of Montenegrins for the Serbian 

people. On the contrary — that unity is stronger 

and that love is greater because they exist on a vol-

untary basis, in an equal community — a federal 

Yugoslavia. With today’s decisions, comrades, you 

are creating a free Montenegro as part of a federal 

Yugoslavia... Throughout our independent political 

development, we have grown to the level of a nation 

and through our struggle earned full rights to both 

an independent existence and to unification with 

other peoples. That right can never be taken from 

us...”

Taking leave of his comrades in Montenegro, 

heading back to Vis, he said: “See you in free 

Belgrade!” He hurried to Vis to press forward on 

drafting the law on seizure of war profits, curren-

cy replacement, registering destroyed economic 

infrastructure, identifying the most urgent needs 

for rebuilding the ruined economy — all to ensure 

everything would be ready for work in liberated 
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Belgrade. New travels also awaited him, by plane 

and ship, to our bases in Italy. He visited hospi-

tals, our air force squadrons and supply bases for 

the National Liberation Army’s war equipment. He 

spent long conversations with wounded comrades, 

deeply moved by their eagerness to return home as 

soon as possible and continue fighting for freedom. 

One meeting especially affected him: a group of six 

female partisans healing from their wounds under 

the same tent. Each of them had lost a leg. In uni-

son, they pleaded with the comrade general to or-

der their return home — to the very place where 

they had recently fought, where their families and 

comrades were, where they believed even their 

wounds would heal faster, where they would serve, 

until death, the cause to which they had given their 

youth.

With the People of Banat, in the  
Battle to Support the Front

The path of war led him into a significant dip-

lomatic mission: on September 21, 1944, together 

with Tito, Aleksandar Ranković, Arso Jovanović 

and Mitar Bakić, he set off via Craiova in Romania 

towards Moscow. At night, in utmost secrecy, they 

boarded a transport plane at the wartime airfield 

on Vis. They travelled safely and held negotiations 

in Moscow with top Soviet representatives on co-

ordinating the actions of the National Liberation 
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Army units and the Red Army, whose combat col-

umns were already reaching our eastern borders. In 

the agreement signed on September 28, the mode 

and directions of Red Army operations were de-

fined, including how they would be supplied, how 

Ivan Milutinović Milutin, General of the National 

Liberation Army of Yugoslavia.
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long they would remain on our territory, and the 

USSR government’s obligation to deliver to Yugo-

slavia — as part of Allied aid — 100 wagons of 

essential foodstuffs and full armament for 12 in-

fantry and two air divisions, as well as to receive 

National Liberation Army personnel for training in 

Red Army military schools. At the ceremony mark-

ing the signing of the agreement and its official 

announcement, Milutin was awarded the Order 

of Kutuzov, 1st Class, in recognition of his merits 

in the victory over fascism — the highest wartime 

decoration for commanders of army rank.

That short warrior’s stay in Moscow was his 

first — long-desired — encounter with the land of 

Lenin’s October. He felt happy: he had been part 

of a sensitive and successfully completed diplomatic 

mission, was a guest in the first socialist country, 

had met with celebrated military leaders, had seen 

Moscow and the often-imagined Red Square.

On his way back from Moscow, he stopped in 

newly-liberated Banat. He came to help organize the 

economy, transfer food to front-line units and the 

starving population of newly liberated areas, help 

establish organs of people’s government and more. 

In Zrenjanin (then called Petrovgrad), he found 

the provincial political and party leadership of Voj-

vodina. He also reunited with old communists and 

fellow prisoner from the Sremska Mitrovica prison, 

Jovan Veselinov Žarko. They embraced, looked at 

each other long — as if not believing they were alive 

and together again after everything they’d survived 
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in prison and war. They worked closely on import-

ant tasks, rushing from meeting to meeting, from 

village to village, from workshops to destroyed fac-

tories. One day, Tito summoned them to Vršac, 

where he was stopping on his way from Craiova to 

Belgrade. For that — at the time long — journey, 

they took a shaky railway barely able to support 

their uncomfortable, rickety passenger car and loco-

motive. As backup, a bulky German military vehicle 

followed them, although no one could guarantee it 

would survive the bumpy, damaged road.

The meeting with Tito was very warm. They re-

ported on the situation in Banat, and he told them 

that Banat — with its fighting people and wheat 

fields — must play a key role in the continued 

struggle and especially in rebuilding the country. 

They dined together, and then Milutin and Žarko 

returned to their duties. They resolved all issues 

jointly. Milutin energetically advocated preventing 

any disorder, looting of property from the homes of 

local Volksdeutsche who had fled with Wehrmacht 

units, and the squandering of private and commun-

al goods. Even though he had exceptional powers 

as a member of the Supreme Headquarters and the 

Politburo, he never acted alone — and wouldn’t 

allow others to either. He demanded that deci-

sions be made by mutual agreement, after broader 

evaluation. He insisted that even the smallest part 

of communal property be inventoried, preserved 

like a good housekeeper would, and redistributed 

strategically to devastated areas — for the army 

145

of 800,000 fighters, who were bleeding across 

the country and suffering from shortages of food, 

clothing, shoes, bedding — all of which could be 

found in abundance here.

As Veselinov would later write in his memoir We 
Are All One Party, Milutin demanded not just en-

thusiasm from people, but competence, discipline, 

and readiness to complete every task and carry out 

every order to the end, leading by his own example. 

He reminded everyone that now, in freedom, the 

organs of people’s power must become ever strong-

er, more authoritative and efficient. He demanded 

order in work, dress, behaviour — in short, order 

in everything. As Žarko once told him openly, per-

haps a bit too much order. Milutin didn’t deny it. 

He simply emphasized his burning desire to build 

the newly liberated Banat on the healthiest possible 

foundations after the deeply disrupted economic, 

social, political and national relations left by the 

occupation — and to rebuild it as quickly and eas-

ily as possible.

The Only Victor — The Danube

The long-awaited news arrived: Belgrade had 

been liberated. Among the people, an explosion of 

joy erupted — the people of Banat, who in 1941 

had almost unanimously taken up arms against the 

occupier, now wholeheartedly embraced the slogan: 

“All for the front — everyone to the front!” From 
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the balcony of the building that stood where today, 

while travelling through the Banat plains, the Zren-

janin water tower is seen from afar, Milutin spoke. 

Not particularly eloquently, but the people of Banat 

understood him perfectly — he spoke of them in the 

new Yugoslavia. They also saw how deeply moved 

he was by the liberation of Belgrade, how eagerly 

he awaited to reunite with it. And indeed, the very 

next day — he vanished from the city. Without a 

trace or word. The provincial leadership speculated 

for a long time where he might have gone. In the 

worst of times, Veselinov’s comrades heard he had 

been seen heading towards Pančevo, accompanied 

by the President of the Military Court of Vojvodina 

and two young men on motorcycles. The next day, 

from a Slobodna Jugoslavija radio broadcast, they 

learned the worst: on October 23, in the darkness 

of night, Ivan Milutinović Milutin — member of 

the Politburo of the CC of the CPY, of the Supreme 

Headquarters of the National Liberation Army of 

Yugoslavia and of the National Committee — per-

ished due to a floating mine, in the middle of the 

Danube, near liberated Belgrade. That news, as his 

wartime comrade and friend Father Vlada Zečević 

would write in his book From Jajce to Belgrade, 
came “like a bolt from the blue.”

It happened suddenly, unexpectedly. Milutin 

had arrived in Pančevo, found the city’s command-

er and demanded urgent transport to Belgrade. 

The major was ready to fulfil the resolute general’s 

request, but the roads were destroyed, the bridge 
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was blown up, trains weren’t running, the ferry line 

across the swollen river hadn’t yet been established 

— and floating mines were drifting down the 

murky waters by the hour. The major explained all 

this to the general. But Milutin wouldn’t relent: he 

had heard that the barge Kostolac-14, loaded with 

potatoes, was heading down the Tamiš towards the 

Danube and Belgrade, and demanded to be board-

ed. They explained that the trip to Belgrade would 

take five hours, and that at any moment the barge 

could hit a floating mine. Still, Milutin refused to 

back down. He boarded, saying: “There are no ob-

stacles for me — I must get across!”

The barge, towed by a weak engine, was crawl-

ing towards Belgrade. By nightfall, it had only 

reached the middle of the Danube, near Višnjica. 

A mist had settled over the river, and only a few 

dim lights of the capital city flickered faintly in the 

distance, lulling Milutin. Suddenly — a terrifying 

explosion. The worst had happened: the barge’s 

metal hull struck a floating magnetic mine and 

was blown into the air. Milutin, clutching a piece 

of plank, plunged into the water, into the arms of 

the one enemy he had feared most in life, shouting: 

“Comrades, help me, I can’t swim!”

Red Army soldiers did all they could. Fisher-

men from the Belgrade side rushed to the site. Res-

cue teams came from Pančevo. Patrol units were 

formed immediately to search the Danube. But it 

was all too late. In vain. The Danube had taken 

General Milutin into its deadly embrace. For days, 
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search teams scoured every reedbed, every bend of 

the neglected riverbank, every metre of the river-

bed. Only on November 12 did the Danube release 

his body — washing it ashore on the right bank, six 

kilometres south of Smederevo. His coat still bore 

his general’s insignia, the Order of Kutuzov on his 

belt, and two revolvers. In his pocket — the note-

book he never parted from. The notebook, badly 

damaged by days in water, still spoke of him and 

his final mission. First — as would be natural for 

him — it mentioned disabled war veterans: “In 

Italy, 500 wounded, 400 of them missing legs, 100 

missing arms; in Africa 300 without legs, 80 with-

out arms. Twenty blind in both eyes. No prosthet-

ics yet — the war is raging — but that must be ex-

pedited. One estimate shows 700 prostheses would 

cost 2-3 million dinars... With materials, two could 

be made daily — 50 a month.” Then notes about 

quantities of seed needed for the already late au-

tumn sowing; about which factories could start up 

again; mobilization of young recruits for the army; 

reserves of grain and lard. Again, urgent needs of 

military hospitals, and how the blood of wounded 

soldiers had birthed freedom — and now, in free-

dom, the healthy must help the wounded.

He was buried the next day with full military 

honours. His comrades from the underground, from 

prison, from war, gave speeches. They mourned the 

revolutionary who had survived nearly a decade of 

torture in Lepoglava, Sremska Mitrovica and Bileća, 

survived the Neretva, Sutjeska and Drvar, who had 
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walked through fire for over 20 years — only to 

perish in a bizarre accident, on liberated territory, 

on the threshold of liberated Belgrade, hurrying to 

new battles, new duties, never content with what 

had been achieved, always convinced he could do 

more, must do better.

Milutin’s last farewell to comrades in Kolašin 

had been: “See you in liberated Belgrade!” That 

meeting, he never lived to see.

Tito had ended the 2nd AVNOJ Session with 

the firm belief that the 3rd would be held in liber-

ated Belgrade. His words came true — but not for 

Milutin.

As a final honour to his wartime comrade, when 

the National Liberation Army of Yugoslavia liberat-

ed Podgorica on December 19, 1944, the Chief of 

the Supreme Headquarters Arso Jovanović visited 

his family home, along with the family home of 

another fallen Piperi general, Vlado Ćetković. This 

was a final honour and duty of the commander to 

his closest collaborators.

On July 6, 1945, Ivan Milutinović Milutin was 

declared a People’s Hero of Yugoslavia. Less than 

three years later, on March 27, 1948, the remains 

of Ivan Milutinović and Lola Ribar — both before 

and during the war — were laid to rest in the Tomb 

of National Heroes at Kalemegdan. There, with the 

remains of Moša Pijade and Đuro Đaković, they 

eternally remain together — their radiant legacies 

continuing to inspire and ignite revolution for those 

who come after them.
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