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Zlata’s Diary takes us inside the experience of war and touches us in a way that journalism rarely can. We see her normal, happy life begin to disintegrate as she records her innermost thoughts and fears in her diary. But Zlata is courageous, continuing to learn the piano, find books to read and celebrate special occasions, even as she records the chilling events going on around her.

Zlata is now living in Paris, where the UN flew her and her family to safety. But there are still thousands of children like Zlata, living in Sarajevo, whose lives have been changed for ever. Zlata wrote this book for them, too.
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine waking up to the sound of gunfire and explosions. It’s so loud it sounds like it’s coming from the next room, it shakes your bed and it is terrifying. Then imagine turning on the light and everything staying dark because there’s no electricity, walking to the bathroom to splash your face and finding there isn’t any water in the taps. You walk to the kitchen to have your breakfast, except there isn’t any food. Your mum is sitting with your dad and they both look scared. They say you cannot leave the house because it is too dangerous outside. Imagine all of that and then imagine it happening day after day after day.

Zlata Filipović didn’t have to imagine all of that, because it really happened to her. It also happened to thousands of other children living in what was Yugoslavia. What makes Zlata’s experiences special is the fact that we can try to share them, because she wrote them down in a small black diary.

I first met Zlata just before Christmas 1993 in her home in Sarajevo. I had heard about her diary and was there to make a television programme about it. She lived with her parents in a smart flat just by the river and across from a small park. I’m sure it was once a lovely place to live, but when I arrived it was very bleak. That part of the city was being bombed a great deal and the shops across the road were in ruins. There were no trees in the park – Zlata told me they had all been chopped up for firewood.

Zlata started her diary in November 1991 before the war began in Sarajevo. It was a place to write down what she thought about things. She called the diary ‘Mimmy’. ‘It’s like having a friend who you can tell everything to,’ she said. Her life before the war was a lot like that of other eleven-year-old girls. She enjoyed spending time with her friends, watching MTV, eating pizza and playing the piano. She enjoyed school and often went to a neighbour’s house with her friends to have extra English lessons. Her mum worked in a chemical laboratory and her dad was a lawyer, so they were fairly well off. They even had a beautiful holiday home out in the country.

On Zlata’s bedroom wall is a calendar. The date on it is frozen at 5 April 1992. That was the day Zlata’s life was turned upside down. The war that had started over the break up of Yugoslavia spread to Sarajevo. When Zlata showed me the calendar she said, ‘That was the day that time stood still. One day, when Sarajevo is back to normal, I’ll start changing the date on the calendar again.’

Over the next few months of 1992 Zlata’s life changed dramatically. Like all of her friends she didn’t understand why there was a war. She hated being frightened during the bombing and having to run down to the cellar to take cover. She hated the boredom of having to stay inside all the time. And she hated being unable to escape. Throughout this time she wrote down her thoughts. On 7 May 1992 her friend Nina was killed in a bomb attack. ‘Is it possible’, she wrote, ‘I’ll never see Nina again … A disgusting war has destroyed a young child’s life. Nina, I’ll always remember you as a wonderful little girl.’

Zlata never dreamed that her diary would become her passport to freedom. But at the end of 1993 a French company decided to publish the diary. With some help from the French government and the United Nations troops who were trying to bring peace, Zlata and her family were flown to Paris.

Zlata is now safe, but her thoughts remain with the thousands of children like her who are still trapped by the fighting. Since leaving Sarajevo she has travelled far and wide telling people about her experiences, and her diary is being read all over the world. She will never forget what happened or the need to stop what is still going on. Thanks to her writing, perhaps we will be reminded too.

Krishnan Guru-Murthy

Newsround, BBC, 1994

The BBC’s Newsround programme went to Sarajevo on 14 December 1993 to make a documentary about Zlata and her diary, the week before Zlata and her family finally left.




ZLATA’S FRIENDS AND RELATIONS

(This list is not fully comprehensive)


ALICA

Her mother

ALMA AND KEMO

Emina’s sister and Samra’s brother, parents of Haris and Nejra

AUNT IRENA

Summer School teacher

AUNT MELICA

Her father’s sister

AUNT RADMILA

Her mother’s friend from work

BIMBILIMBICA

Her favourite doll

BOBAR FAMILY

Close neighbours and family friends: Grandma Mira, Auntie Boda and Uncle Žika, Maja and Bojana (their two daughters)

BRACO

Her mother’s brother, married to Seka, Milica’s and Dača’s father

BRACO LAJTNER

A family friend, married to Keka, Martina’s and Matea’s father

CICI

The cat that Zlata, Nedo and the Bobars adopt

CICKO

Her canary

EMINA AND SAMRA

Friends and neighbours

FIPA

Her nickname

HARIS

Son of Alma and Kemo, brother of Nejra

KEKA

Family friend, married to Braco, Martina’s and Matea’s mother

MAJA AND BOJANA BOBAR

Her friends and neighbours

MALIK

Her father

MILICA AND DAČA

Her cousins, Braco’s and Seka’s children

MIRNA

Her best friend

MIŠO

Mirna’s father

MLADJO

Srdjan’s brother

NEDA

Her mother’s best friend from work

NEDO

27-year-old refugee, friend and neighbour

SLOBO AND DODA

Husband and wife, her mother’s friends

SRDJAN

Her parents’ friend

ŽIKA BOBAR

Neighbour



Zlata’s Diary

Monday, 2 September 1991

Behind me – a long, hot summer and the happy days of summer holidays; ahead of me – a new school year. I’m starting fifth grade. I’m looking forward to seeing my friends at school, to being together again. Some of them I haven’t seen since the day the school bell rang, marking the end of term. I’m glad we’ll be together again, and share all the worries and joys of going to school.

Mirna, Bojana, Marijana, Ivana, Maša, Azra, Minela, Nadža – we’re all together again.


Tuesday, 10 September 1991

The week was spent getting my books and school supplies, describing how we spent our holidays on the seaside, in the mountains, in the countryside and abroad. We all went somewhere and we all have so much to tell one another.


Thursday, 19 September 1991

Classes have also started at music school now. I go twice a week for piano and solfeggio. I’m continuing my tennis lessons. Oh yes, I’ve been moved up to the ‘older’ group in tennis. Wednesdays I go to Auntie Mika’s for English lessons. Tuesdays I have choir practice. Those are my responsibilities. I have six lessons every day, except Fridays. I’ll survive …


Monday, 23 September 1991

I don’t know if I mentioned my workshop class (it’s a new subject) which starts in fifth grade. Our teacher is Jasmina Turajlić and I LIKE HER. We learn about wood, what it is, how it’s used, and it’s pretty interesting. Soon we’ll be moving on to practical work, which means making various things out of wood and other materials. It’ll be interesting.

The teachers have already started testing us, there’s history, geography, biology. I have to study!


Friday, 27 September 1991

I’m home from school and I’m really tired. It’s been a hard week. Tomorrow is Saturday and I can sleep as long as I like. LONG LIVE SATURDAYS! Tomorrow night, I’m ‘busy’. Tomorrow is Ivana Varunek’s birthday party. I received an invitation today. More about this next time …


Sunday, 29 September 1991

It’s now 11.00 a.m. Ivana’s birthday is actually today but she had her party yesterday. It was super. There were little rolls, things to munch on, sandwiches and, most important of all – a cake. Boys were invited as well as girls. We had a dance contest and I won. My prize was a little ‘jewellery’ box. All in all it was a great party.


Sunday, 6 October 1991

I’m watching the American Top 20 on MTV. I don’t remember a thing, who’s in what place.

I feel great because I’ve just eaten a ‘Four Seasons’ PIZZA with ham, cheese, ketchup and mushrooms. It was yummy. Daddy bought it for me at Galija’s (the pizzeria around the corner). Maybe that’s why I didn’t remember who took what place – I was too busy enjoying my pizza.

I’ve finished studying and tomorrow I can go to school BRAVELY, without being afraid of getting a bad grade. I deserve a good grade because I studied all weekend and I didn’t even go out to play with my friends in the park. The weather is nice and we usually play ‘monkey in the middle’, talk and go for walks. Basically, we have fun.


Friday, 11 October 1991

A hard but successful working day. Maths test – A, written test in language – A, biology oral – A. I’m tired, but happy.

Another weekend ahead of me. We’re going to Crnotina (our place about fifteen kilometres away – it has a big orchard with a house that’s about 150 years old – a cultural monument under protection of the state. Mummy and Daddy restored it. Grandma and Grandad are still there. I miss them. I miss Vildana, her dog Ati, I miss the clean air and beautiful countryside.


Sunday, 13 October 1991

It was wonderful in Crnotina. I like our house (it’s really unusual) and the surrounding countryside more and more every time we go. We picked pears, apples, walnuts, we took pictures of a clever little squirrel that stole the walnuts, in the evening we had a barbecue – my specialty is ćevapčići [grilled meat rolls]. Grandma made apple strudel. I collected different leaves for the herbarium and played with Ati.

Autumn has already replaced summer. Slowly but surely it is painting and colouring nature with its brush. The leaves are turning yellow, red, and they are falling. The days are getting shorter and it’s colder. Autumn is really nice too! In fact, every season’s nice in its own way. Somehow I don’t notice and don’t feel the beauty of nature when I’m in town the way I do when I’m in Crnotina. In Crnotina it smells good, it caresses me, it calls me into its embrace. I had a really nice rest enjoying and feeling the beauty of nature.


Saturday, 19 October 1991

Yesterday was a really awful day. We were ready to go to Jahorina (the most beautiful mountain in the world) for the weekend. But when I got home from school, I found my mother in tears and my father in uniform. I had a lump in my throat when Daddy said he had been called up by the police reserve. I hugged him, crying, and started begging him not to go, to stay at home. He said he had to go. Daddy went, and Mummy and I were left alone. Mummy cried and phoned friends and relatives. Everyone came immediately (Slobo, Doda, Keka, Mummy’s brother Braco, Aunt Melica, there were so many I can’t remember them all). They all came to console us and to offer their help. Keka took me to spend the night with Martina and Matea. When I woke up in the morning, Keka told me everything was all right and that Daddy would be home in two days.

I’m home now, Melica is staying with us and it looks as though everything will be all right. Daddy should be home the day after tomorrow. Thank God!


Tuesday, 22 October 1991

Everything really does seem to have turned out all right. Daddy got back yesterday, on his birthday. He’s off again tomorrow, and then every two days. He’ll be on duty for ten hours each time. We’ll just have to get used to it. I suppose it won’t last for long. But, I don’t know what it all means. Some reservists from Montenegro have entered Herzegovina. Why? For what? Politics, it seems, but I don’t understand politics. After Slovenia and Croatia, are the winds of war now blowing towards Bosnia-Herzegovina??? No, that’s impossible.


Wednesday, 23 October 1991

There’s a real war going on in Dubrovnik. It’s being badly shelled. People are in shelters, they have no water, no electricity, the phones aren’t working. We see horrible pictures on TV. Mummy and Daddy are worried. Is it possible that such a beautiful town is being destroyed? Mummy and Daddy are especially fond of it. It was there, in the Ducal Palace, that they picked up a quill and wrote ‘YES’ to spending the rest of their lives together. Mummy says it’s the most beautiful town in the world and it mustn’t be destroyed!!!

We’re worried about Srdjan (my parents’ best friend who lives and works in Dubrovnik, but his family is still in Sarajevo) and his parents. How are they coping with everything that’s happening over there? Are they alive? We’re trying to talk to him with the help of a radio ham, but it’s not working. Bokica (Srdjan’s wife) is miserable. Every attempt to get some news ends in failure. Dubrovnik is cut off from the rest of the world.


Wednesday, 30 October 1991

Good news from my piano teacher today. There’s going to be a school recital and I’ll be playing in it!!! I have to practise. I’ll be playing Kabalevsky, Six Variations on a Slovak Song. All the variations are short, but difficult. It doesn’t matter, I’ll do my best.

Nothing new at school, it’s the half term soon and we’re working on our grades. The days are shorter, it’s colder, which means it’ll snow soon – HOORAY! Jahorina, skiing, two-seaters, one-seaters, ski-lifts – I can hardly wait!!! I’m pushing it a bit, there’s still some time to go, but we’ve already bought ski tickets for the whole season.


Tuesday, 5 November 1991

I’ve just come back from choir practice. I’m hoarse! Imagine, our choir teacher told us today that we would be giving a performance soon. What a ‘public life’ I’m having! We’ll be singing Nabucco, ‘Ave Maria’, ‘When I Went to Bembaša’, ‘I Sing of Thee’ and ‘Ode to Joy’. All the songs are wonderful.


Friday, 8 November 1991

I’m packing and I’m putting you, dear Diary, in my backpack. I’m spending the whole weekend with Martina and Matea (M&M). Super!!! Mummy is letting me go. In my backpack I’ve got my school books, my pyjamas, my toothbrush … and as soon as I put you in – off I go.

CIAO!!!


Sunday, 10 November 1991

It’s now 16.30 and I’ve just come home from M&M. It was wonderful. We played tennis, watched MTV, RTL, SKY … went out, walked and had fun. I took you with me, dear Diary, but I didn’t write anything. You’re not cross with me, are you?

I’ve done my homework and now I’m going to have a bath, watch TV and then go to bed. A weekend like any other – wonderful!


Tuesday, 12 November 1991

The situation in Dubrovnik is getting worse and worse. We managed to learn through the radio ham that Srdjan is alive and that he and his parents are all right. The pictures on TV are awful. People are starving. We’re wondering about how to send a package to Srdjan. It can be done somehow through Caritas.1 Daddy is still going to the reserves, he comes home tired. When will it stop? Daddy says maybe next week. Thank God.


Thursday, 14 November 1991

Daddy isn’t going to the reserves any more. Hooray!!! … Now we’ll be able to go to Jahorina and Crnotina on weekends. But, petrol has been a problem lately. Daddy often spends hours waiting in the queue for petrol, he goes outside of town to get
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