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In 1991, while I tasted my first bite of cake and relished in the comfort of my family, others were 
torn apart from theirs. After Croatia declared independence from Yugoslavia, the Yugoslav 
National Army marched from Serbia to resist their declaration. The first to feel their angst was 
Vukovar, a city merely a narrow river’s width away from the present-day border of Serbia. Over 
60,000 Serbians invaded two to three thousand Croats, yet the largely outnumbered fighters 
prevailed in the sense that the militia was severely diminished and unable to invade further, 
earning the title “Grad Herog” – Hero City.

Evidence is not hidden, nor flaunted. It is just there, like a stale carcass abandoned to rot and 
reek. The previous epicenter of Croatia’s economy now lies in shambles. Bullet holes are more 
prominent than windows, the street polluted with uneven surfaces and remnants of shrapnel from 
artillery. The local water tower stands proudly, serving as both a reminder of the devastation and 
a symbol of hope and survival. A mass gravesite boasts fresh flowers, adding spurts of color to 
the otherwise harsh and lifeless aura of the town.

The integration of fully renovated buildings and their naked counterparts is chilling. Any single 
view is an aggregate of desperation, emptiness and present-day hands grasping onto something, 
anything. Straight ahead of my shoes lies a river. The prior enemies remain poised on the other 
side, finally silent after so many years of ruckus. Left 45 degrees, a flag dances in the wind, 
reminiscent of what the Croats had desired all along: freedom. Left 45 more degrees lies a 
deserted brick building, clad with shrapnel. Another 45 degrees, a reconstruction of a palace 
previously occupied by the Hapburgs that was modern in material, historical in style. The last 
pivot reveals two barren trees that are burned and scarred, yet standing relentlessly.

No longer are their bloodstains on the streets or visible tensions between the two ethnic 
identities, but the effects remain in the division between the current residents: the Serbs and 
Croats. Unwritten rules code the city in a cryptic way. One bar is reserved solely for Serbs, 
another for Croats. The Serbian bar refuses to serve beer, as the local provider is a Croat. Our 
Croatian guide, unfamiliar with the code, mentioned that he went to a coffee shop designated for 
the Serbian population and as a result, became victim to a disintegrated friendship. The city 
seems to be simultaneously held together by the widespread nature of the destruction and torn 
apart by its effects.

The town was eerie. Numbness spread like blood spurring from a victim, more and more until it 
subsided as I settled into a deep sleep, the sole boundary that might remedy my somber and 
spinning thoughts. Trapped in contemplation of the stories these walls might tell, I rode a 
metaphorical train, watching the landscape blur instantly and waiting for these thoughts to 
become ingrained in my soul and mind and heart. Visitors like myself are unable to comprehend 
the magnitude and anguish of the situation, yet those who were affected most by the war are left 
to wallow in their town’s destruction on a daily basis. Somehow, they prevail. They cannot, will 



not walk away. Just as the water tower which stands proudly, they stand tall each day and 
function as an inspiration, a reminder that underneath all rubble and darkness lies a light. 


