
 A PILGRIM FOR FREEDOM 13

Prologue

When I awoke on July 12th, 1943, the toothache I had been experienc-
ing for over a week had become almost unbearable. I was eleven years 
old. We were a long way from our comfortable home in Split, Yugoslavia 
where we had experienced all the conveniences and comforts one could 
wish for. A visit to the dentist’s office there would have been routine. 
Instead, here we were in a small village named Maggio in the mountains 
of northern Italy. There were perhaps 60 homes, one church, and one 
small pension. We were there because we were forced to flee Split when 
the Axis Powers made life impossible for us. In Split, people were disap-
pearing, street executions were common occurrences — even I had been 
shot at on my way home from school. For over a year now we had suffered  
from lack of the barest of necessities of life including food and clothing. 
A toothbrush did not exist.
 I went to my parents stating that my toothache was much worse 
and asked what I was to do. They responded that my brother Paul and I 
should borrow bicycles and ride down the mountain to Viggiu, a small 
town at the foot of the mountain. There, they said, we would find a 
dentist. Paul and I had no difficulty locating bikes for the journey. After 
all, biking was the major form of public transportation. 
 The ride into Viggiu would be easy — it was all down hill. The five 
miles would probably take some 10 minutes. Of course, coming back 
we knew would be a struggle — a ninety minute uphill strenuous ride. 
As it turned out, the ride to Maggio would make the return trip seem 
effortless. 
 Paul and I hopped on the borrowed bikes and headed down the 
mountainside. Suddenly we heard gun shots and numerous explosions 
coming from the direction we were heading. We were, by that time, 
out of sight of Maggio. At first we were undecided whether to proceed 
or to return to the village. But this was wartime and we had grown 
accustomed to explosions, gunfire, and bombings. After all, we had first 
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heard these sounds in our homeland of Yugoslavia and we had now been 
in Italy for over a year. Gunshots, no matter how close, were neither a 
surprise nor a reason to abandon our mission. How wrong we were!
 We turned a corner on that winding, dirt road leading to Viggiu 
and saw a horrific scene. A woman was lying in the middle of the 
road, pleading for mercy from a group of men who were attacking her. 
Communist Partisans were stabbing her with bayonets and torturing 
her. They seemed determined to inflict as much pain as possible on 
her and other victims and to prolong the agony as long as possible 
before killing them. Around the woman, strewn on the sides of the 
road, were dying Italian body guards who had been assigned as pro-
tection for the woman. The Partisans had shot some of them. Others 
were being savagely wounded and then killed with bayonets — some 
directly into their faces. The trucks and automobile that had carried 
these victims were smoldering, and the doors on the automobile carry-
ing the woman were swinging from their hinges. However, the damages 
to the vehicles could not compare to the awful condition of the humans 
on the ground. Blood was flowing everywhere. It was a ghastly sight. 
The guards, who had survived the initial attack, were being eviscer-
ated before finally being bayoneted. One guard tried to escape but was 
recaptured and returned to the leader who ordered the guard’s arms and 
feet bound. Then a steel rod with a hook at one end, was inserted into  
his mouth and he was impelled to a hanging position — a favorite  
Communist execution. Screams echoed throughout the valley. 
 It was only the chaos that allowed my brother and me to escape and 
head on down the road. It was a scene I would not experience again dur-
ing the rest of World War II or serving as a soldier in the Vietnam War. 
It was right out of Dante’s Inferno. What made this attack even more 
frightening for me was that I knew the woman. She was the wife of an Ital-
ian Senior Officer who was a member of Benito Mussolini’s inner circle.  
Her daughter was one of our village playmates.
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 As awful as that was, I also needed to give attention to our own 
safety, not to mention my toothache about which I had entirely forgot-
ten. Shock can be an amazing pain killer. We did eventually find the 
dentist; but as soon as I sat in the chair, we heard explosions and gunfire 
in the town so we had to flee the dentist’s office and Paul and I once 
again were on our bikes — this time going up the dirt road to Maggio. 
This route took us by the nightmarish scene once more, but by then 
the Communist Partisans had faded back into the mountains. Bodies 
were still strewn across the landscape. The woman now lay with a large 
boulder placed across her head. The Partisans had sufficient strength 
and know how to massacre  even well protected family members of 
Italy’s Fascist government. As Paul and I rode on to the village, not a 
word was spoken. The war was forcing us to grow up very fast. 
 We didn’t talk much about what we had seen. We had witnessed the  
horrors of war — from the incessant struggles between European 
ideologues to the global conflict that kept our family hemmed 
in within Italy — unable to find a safe refuge, uncertain about the 
place we would call home after the fighting. But we had never expe-
rienced anything as inhumane as those tortures. It was, of course, an 
important lesson on the tolls that war could take on humans and the 
hatred that fueled European political ideologies of both Fascism and 
Communism. It was a testament to Communist barbarism and Axis 
and Nazi insanity. 
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Part One

From Split to Milano
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C H A P T E R  1

Going on “A Picnic”

About 18 months before my toothache, on a warm spring day in  
  April 1942, I walked with my mother and three siblings, Deana, 

Gordana, and Paul, down to the docks in Split, Croatia, to board a boat 
headed for Pula, a town on the Istrian peninsula along the northeastern 
coast of the Adriatic Sea. It was a voyage on a ship that took one-and-
a-half days (about 500 kilometers by car) and carried approximately 
fifty passengers. This was not your average recreational excursion. The 
expansion of Italy and Germany into the former Yugoslavia was adding 
to the strife and armed conflict that beset my home-town the better 
part of a decade. But we told all our friends and neighbors, as well as 
the agents selling tickets, that we were taking a three day trip to Italy. 
 It was the last time I would see Split until 2005 when my wife, 
Phebe, and I returned and saw the consequences of another war among 
the peoples who had united under the name, Yugoslavia, or “Land of 
the South Slavs.” We were leaving behind a world we would never expe-
rience again, thank God. The governess would not be getting us up and 
dressed. There would be no formal breakfast in the dining room. We 
would no longer have our morning walks by the sea. There would be 
no more Sunday dinners with our grandparents with large gold coins 
placed under our plates, which would not be available until after we 
had eaten everything on those plates. Trips carrying food to the needy 
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from our grandmother’s kitchen would stop. Warm afternoons on the 
beaches, swimming in the blue Adriatic Sea would only be memories. 
Playing in the old city squares and exploring the catacombs of Diocle-
tian’s palace was over. We would never again spend our summers in Lake 
Bled, Lubljana or in our cottage on Marjan Mountain overlooking the 
Adriatic. The unofficial school uniform consisting of a white shirt and 
blue short pants would disappear from my wardrobe. (I wasn’t too sad 
about that since I didn’t like the rounded collar on the shirt. I thought 
it was girlish.) My father’s car collection, which included one Mercedes 
with a rumble seat that we all fought to ride in, was left behind. Picasso 
paintings and other paintings on the walls of the parlor had to be left in 
place. All of this became a previous life. 
 Armed conflict had afflicted this part of Europe for much of the 
twentieth century prior to my birth on May 31, 1932. But by 1942, 
when my family left Split that spring day, Italy’s invasion of Yugoslavia 
on April 6, 1941, had transformed the perennial tensions among the 
Croatians, Serbs, and Muslims in the Balkans into a full-blown interna-
tional conflict — one sector among many in the initial phases of World 
War II. The war nipped at our heels on our voyage up the Adriatic 
Sea. The ship’s captain told us to move to the side of the boat nearest 
land lest torpedoes aimed by British submarines from the sea side inflict 
heavy casualties on passengers while sinking the boat. One of the ships 
making this route had already been sunk the previous week by a British 
submarine. 
 We packed only enough to fill one bag and left everything else behind 
— including my father. This was to allay suspicions of our intentions. 
This was supposed to be a brief trip, allegedly for the purpose of sight-
seeing and relaxation. We did take with us one essential — money, 
more specifically, gold coins. The war and the economy made most local 
currencies incredibly unreliable and potentially worthless. My mother 
and father actually had each one of the children wrap gold coins to our 
bodies, under our clothes. We even hid gold in the few toys we were 
able to take. Obviously, this was no vacation.
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 We needed those coins right away once we arrived at our true desti-
nation, Trieste, Italy. Pula was merely a ruse to get as close to a new loca-
tion where we hoped to blend in and escape the danger that afflicted 
Serbians in my hometown of Split. Gold bought my family’s papers of 
transit that permitted us to find a relatively safe harbor in Italy as Italian 
citizens. Language was not a problem since we had native fluency in 
Italian. In the Dalmatian province of Croatia, our lives were in danger, 
and my father had already been imprisoned by Fascist soldiers when 
the Axis powers began to control the former Yugoslavia. And just as my 
mother was able to buy my father’s freedom by bribing Italian officers, 
so we could buy Italian citizenship and with it time to figure out where 
we would go next — not for fame, fortune, or success, but simply to 
stay alive. Like the people who passed through Rick’s Café in the movie 
Casablanca, in Trieste we could purchase almost anything. And what 
our family wanted more than anything was to escape the war in Croatia 
where we had little chance for survival.
 Over the next decade my nationality would change four times, 
whether the various national officials knew it or not. It started with 
Yugoslavia.
 The first Yugoslavia emerged out of the ashes of World War I, created 
through the merger of the mostly Roman Catholic regions of Slovenia 
and Croatia with the Eastern Orthodox Kingdoms of Serbia and Mon-
tenegro. Included in the new nation was the land of Bosnia, ethnically 
and religiously divided among Roman Catholic Croats, Orthodox Serbs 
and a small minority of Muslim Slavs. In southern Yugoslavia lay the 
region of Kosovo, the hallowed ground of the Serbs which since 1975 
has been dominated by an Albanian population that is now mostly 
Muslim.  
 This land of many nationalities began — the first Yugoslavia — on 
December 1, 1918 when Croatia, a state that had recently declared inde-
pendence, united with the Kingdom of Serbia, to form the Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia. Various Croatian groups were never happy with this arrange-
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ment and feared a state dominated by the Serbs. Not surprisingly, the 
Croats were opposed. In 1921 Yugoslavia adopted a constitution with 
a parliamentary form of government and Alexander, the king of Serbia, 
was recognized as the constitutional monarch of Yugoslavia. But oppo-
sition from the Croats and the senseless assassination of a Croat leader 
prompted Alexander in 1929 to abolish the constitution and establish 
a regime under his rule. Unfortunately, this was the kind of rivalry and 
treachery that had characterized the region for the better part of four 
centuries. 
 Two years later the king instituted a new constitution that was 
designed to expand his power. But opposition to his reign persisted and 
on October 9, 1934 an assassin killed the king during a trip to Mar-
seilles where Alexander was seeking to strengthen ties with France. It 
was the first assassination recorded on film. The assassin, from Bulgaria, 
was part of an organization that sought independence for Macedonia 
from Yugoslavia. The conditions in Yugoslavia during Alexander’s dic-
tatorship prompted Albert Einstein to write that a “horrible brutality” 
was “being practiced upon the Croatian People.”
 Obviously, not all Croats opposed the Serbs since my parents repre-
sented each side of that historic antagonism. My father was a Serb who 
had grown up in Knin, Croatia and my mother was a Croatian from 
the city of Split. Personal affection like the one between my parents was 
not totally uncommon in Yugoslavia. What was customary was a deep 
ethnic loyalty to political self-determination and to the rulers, leaders, 
parties, and armies who represented the nationalist hopes of Croatians, 
Serbs, Slovenians, and Muslims. 
 The struggles among the Slavs obviously were not the only sources of 
antagonism in Europe during my childhood. I remember one night we 
were sitting in our very spacious and well appointed living room listen-
ing to the radio. That night on September 1, 1939, when I was eight 
years old, we heard the news reports of Germany’s invasion of Poland. 
My parents did not talk to us about politics and the possibility of war. 
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But all of us sensed that the strife and unrest we were experiencing 
periodically in Split and throughout our region were being swallowed 
up in an international conflict. We also sensed what our parents already 
knew — we could not stay in Split for long. 
 Until 1939, Yugoslavia continued under the rule of Alexander’s son, 
Prince Peter II, then a minor who was dependent on a regent council 
to guide the affairs of state. Fears of an expansionist Germany exploit-
ing Croatian discontent in 1939 led the government to grant Croatia 
the separate status of a banovina (from the Slavic word for province or 
region under the rule of a “ban” or lord). But the tensions between Cro-
ats and Serbs could not withstand the April 6, 1941 invasion of the Axis 
powers (Germany, Italy, and Bulgaria). While Germany acquired much 
of the former Yugoslavia, the historic province of Dalmatia, where both 
of my parents and I were born and had grown up, went to the Italians 
who had already been flexing their muscles along the eastern coast of 
the Adriatic Sea. 
 The Axis occupation of my parents’ homeland was a major blow 
to my parents’ hopes for carrying on their life in Split. My father and 
mother already well understood that not only their livelihoods but their 
lives were in danger. For that reason we determined to go on a “picnic” 
to Italy. It turned out to be a trip without a return ticket and the first 
stage of a much longer voyage that would take me to South America, 
the United States, and even to Asia, and to the North Pole.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C H A P T E R  2

Banker’s Holiday

If I had been born in the United States, my birthday, May 31, 1932, 
would have almost coincided with the national observance of Memo-

rial Day. (I was born on a Tuesday and Memorial Day is typically on 
Monday.) The American holiday first emerged as a way for African-
Americans in the South to honor the Union soldiers who had died in 
the Civil War. By the 1870s most states designated a day in May to 
honor all soldiers who had died in that conflict. By the era in which I 
was born it became a day to honor all American soldiers who had died 
in battle (though it would not become a national holiday until an act of 
Congress in 1967). But since I was born in Croatia, May 31 was not a 
holiday in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia.
 As it turned out, at least in the city of Split where my father, Branko 
Novakovic, was the director of the Serbian National Bank, it became 

one. Since he was functionally the 
president of this bank, he had the 
power to open and close its doors 
at his discretion. On the day of my 
birth, my father decided to close 
the bank’s operations and celebrate 
the birth of his first son, who was 
also the first descendent from my 

Mike (left) with father  
and Paul, 1940
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father’s side of the family to carry on the Novakovic name. Obviously, 
this practice of closing businesses with the birth of a son does not exist 
in the United States. My sisters, Gordana and Deana, both older than 
I, always ribbed me about receiving special treatment from my father, 
which was an indication of prerogatives that men enjoyed in the Old 
World. 
 My father’s birthplace of Knin is a small town near the headwaters of 
the Krka River, a mid point between Split and Zagreb. Knin has always 
been relatively small compared to the 
bigger cities in Croatia and Serbia, 
but at two points in its storied past 
this town occupied a prominent place 
in both the history of the Croatians 
and the Serbs. In the eleventh cen-
tury, when it was the capital of the 
Kingdom of Croatia, the town had a 
sign which bore the message, “Wel-
come to Knin, town of King Dmitar 
Zvonimir.” This kingdom lasted for 
only three centuries, but Knin’s stra-
tegic geographic position and military 
fortress played an important role in many wars and changes in power 
in the region, which included the Kingdom of Hungary, the Venetians, 
the Turks, the Austrians and the French. In 1522, the Ottoman Empire 
took control of Knin and the town became a Serbian stronghold 
because of Turkish policies that encouraged Serbian refugees to take the 
place of Croatians who had fled to escape Ottoman rule. The fort in 
Knin became the base for Austro-Hungarian resistance to the Muslims, 
an endeavor in which Serbs and Croats together fought, despite their 
religious differences. No matter how small Knin remained, its history 
and significance would always be bound up with Europe’s defeat of the 
Ottomans’ designs upon Christendom.

Branko Novakovic, Mike’s  
father in WWI uniform
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 Knin’s significance to the Serbs was also responsible for the town’s 
second period of prominence. In 1991, after the breakup of Yugoslavia 
under the Communist rule and the declaration of Croatian indepen-
dence, Knin became the capital of the Republic of Serbian Krajina. 
Although never recognized internationally, this Serbian Republic was 
the outlet for Serbian separatist movements during the Balkan conflict.
 Because of the historic presence of Serbs in Knin, my father’s family 
had lived there for at least four hundred years. I possess the will of my 
great grandfather from 1780 which specified his debts and instructed his 
sons to settle with his creditors. As priests, they were not wealthy, even if  
their service in Knin did merit a Novakovic Street, named in their honor. 
A small lake and waterfalls also bear the Novakovic name. My ancestors 
on my father’s side had served in the Serbian Orthodox Church for 
generations. My paternal grandfather was also a priest, but he encour-
aged his sons to find work that was more lucrative. My father’s chosen 
career was banking. He trained in Vienna, and one of his first jobs was 
at a bank in Zagreb. He remained on good terms with the man who had 
first hired him after he became director of the bank in Split. I remember 
accompanying my father to visit his former colleague in Zagreb. One of 
the lessons I learned during those trips was a piece of Old World wis-
dom about how to wash one’s hands. The former colleague told me not 
to let the water run over the soap as I washed my hands. His logic was 
that to do so wasted water and soap. Whenever I visited him after that 
I did not like to wash my hands. As it turned out, this advice was good 
preparation for what awaited me when I turned nine. During the four 
years when my family and I were in Italy, trying to avoid the fighting 
of World War II, soap and clean water were luxuries. Still, even though 
I had few occasions to wash my hands (or the rest of my body for that 
matter) in Italy, that lesson about not wasting soap or water remained 
etched in my memory.
 As I later came to understand in America, my father was a man 
who gained success and a privileged lifestyle by practicing the tenet of 
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his family’s religion, and living a life of honor and perseverance.  He 
worked very hard, all day and most evenings at home, but he did enjoy 
the fruits of his labor. Although my mother’s family was prominent in 
Split, my parents’ wealth came almost exclusively from my father’s work 
and responsibilities at the bank. While directing the bank in Split, my 
father met my mother and they were married in 1924. They lived very 
comfortably and could afford a cook, maid, chauffeur, and a variety of 
nannies (some of them not the most patient with children), who also 
functioned as governesses to me and my three siblings. I particularly 
disliked a German one who was a constant annoyance.
 As comfortable as our home was in Split, the best indication of my 
father’s success as a banker was his automobiles. At one point he owned 
three cars when simply own-
ing one was a novelty — at 
the time, Split had approxi-
mately six automobiles in 
the entire city. In 1939, he 
bought a new maroon Mer-
cury to accompany a green 
Mercedes coupe that he 
liked to drive for weekend 
excursions to the countryside where our villa was located. My dad was 
so proud of this new luxury car that he had a garage built within our 
regular garage to keep dust from building up on his prized Mercury. 
This was also the car that the chauffeur would use to take my father and 
the family to different functions and events. But for his daily work at 
the bank, my dad walked. This luxury car was simply that — a luxury. It 
was also a love that he passed on to me since, over the course of my life, 
I owned as many as seventy-five cars, from a dilapidated twelve-year-old 
Oldsmobile that drank oil almost as fast as it burned gas — my first 
that I bought as an undergraduate university student — to a Mercedes 
S-Class 600, my current car of choice.

Mike’s father and his Buick, 1939
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 When we left Split, both my parents made a great sacrifice. My 
father’s first job after the war was carrying luggage as a bellhop in New 
York City. At the same time, my mother worked long and difficult 
hours as a seamstress in the garment district of New York. It is hard to 
calculate which of my parents gave up more. In the case of my father, he 
would never recover the prominence or wealth for which he had trained 
and worked so hard in Yugoslavia. But because of his success our family 
had the means to escape with our lives the terrors of war that on the 
day I was born seemed inconceivable to a man who closed a bank to 
celebrate the arrival of his first son with his wife and daughters.

Mike’s Grandfather Theodore Novakovic, 
a Serbian Orthodox Priest 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C H A P T E R  3

Seen But Not Heard

Before we left for Trieste in search of a safe haven during World War II, 
my experience with gold coins was infrequent. Yet, they were abun-

dant during our trip as practically our only means of survival. Before the 
voyage, I held them only one at a time as part of a much hoped for gift 
when visiting my grandparents’ home on Sundays for a formal dinner 
in their elegant dining room. As a boy, it was difficult sitting through 
all of the courses of food and behaving so as to be seen and not heard 
— which was the rule for all the children around the table. Now when I 
think about the value of the silver and crystal used in that dining room I 
understand. My favorite food was palacinkas, a Czech version of the crepe 
suzette, thin pancakes filled with cream and marmalade. We sometimes 
had them at the Sunday dinners. To add further interest for the children, 
my grandparents usually would place a gold ducat — usually an Austrian 
Krone — under our plates. It was thrilling to lift the plate, after eating 
everything on it, and retrieve a piece of gold. When the coin was there, I 
found Sunday dinner to be much more bearable than if I had to wait to 
be excused so I could play with my brother, Paul. Eventually, I lost all of 
those coins when the Fascist soldiers, who invaded Yugoslavia, came to 
our home and took the gold while rummaging through all of our family’s 
possessions. 
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 Those coins, like the ornate plates under which they were hidden 
and the elegant tablecloth on which they were placed, were one small 
indication of my mother’s family’s wealth and status. Her maiden name 
was Nevenka Juras and she had lived, like several generations before 
her, in Split, the second largest city in Croatia and the urban center of 
the Dalmatian province. The city has a long history that dates back to 
the original sixth-century B.C. Greek colony of the same name. The 
name itself comes from a plant that grows wildly in the area, the “spiny 
broom,” which in Greek was spalathos. Under Greek influence, the 
city’s name was Aspalathos. When the city came within the orbit of 
the Roman Empire, the Latinized word spalatum became the basis for 
referring to the city as Spatulum, eventually shortened to the modern 
name of Split. 
 Part of the city’s fame, which also accrued to my mother’s family, 
were sections of the palace built there in the early fourth century A.D. 
by the Roman Emperor Diocletian for his retirement. The palace was 
massive, and for all intents and purposes, a military fortress. Its walls 
measured 700 feet long and 70 feet high, and an area of more than nine 

acres was enclosed. This 
palace also functioned as 
a walled city and during 
the emperor’s life shel-
tered as many as 9,000 
inhabitants who served 
the emperor and sup-
ported themselves. After 
passing between Roman 
and Byzantine rule, by 

the seventh century the palace had become the city of Split and to this 
day remains the inner core of the city with shops, markets, and parks.
 My mother’s family owned a part of that palace. In fact, they lived 
in part of the wall that faced the Adriatic Sea, the most desirable part 

Remains of Diocletian Palace, Split. 
Mike’s grandparents owned part of the building.
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of the palace. The wall was at 
least twenty-five feet wide, 
large enough to provide space 
for four apartments. Today my 
grandparents’ home has been 
divided into separate units, but 
during my boyhood my moth-
er’s family lived on all four 
levels, with one level dedicated 
to bedrooms, another to a din-
ing room and kitchen, and 
another to living rooms and 
visitors’ and servants’ quarters. 
Part of the catacombs were 
also included. Tito and the 
Communists would eventually 
take away all private property. 
When the Communist government collapsed in 1991, however, the 
part of the palace that my family owned was partially returned to my 
mother’s descendants. This meant that my oldest sister and I became 
the unlikely holders of the deed to a part of the Diocletian Palace. The 
most memorable part of the palace for me as a boy was not the residence 
of my grandparents but the catacombs in which my brother Paul and I 
played after we received permission to leave the dinner table. We would 
dare each other to see how far we could go into those dank and dark 
spaces. Without any light — not even a flashlight — it took some cour-
age to venture very far before we turned around and fled back to the 
entrance. Eventually we graduated to candlesticks and human powered 
small battery lamps, a new invention from Germany.
 In addition to owning part of the city’s oldest structure, my mother’s 
family also had great wealth from several business enterprises which 
included one of the first, and for a time, the only automobile manufac-

Mike’s grandfather Juras, the owner  
of floors in the Diocletian Palace, Split



14 MICHAEL NOVAKOVIC

turer in Yugoslavia. My maternal grandfather was of Croatian descent 
and his wife came from an Italian family; as early as the tenth century 
A.D. the Venetian Republic controlled Split and made Dalmatia a place 

where Italian speakers could 
live and make a living. Because 
the Croatians and Italians were 
Roman Catholic and used the 
same alphabet (Latin as opposed 
to the Serbian Cyrillic), the two 
groups lived together amicably. 
But the family lost much of 
their wealth during World War 
I when several of their business 

enterprises failed. Even so, automobile manufacturing remained into 
the 1930s one source of family income so that when I was a boy I visited 
a home that was opulent. That wealth trickled down to me in the form 
of those gold coins underneath my plate.  
 My mother was a dignified 
woman, domineering but also 
caring. She had five siblings, three 
sisters, Angelica, Rosarija, and my 
favorite aunt, Maritca, the oldest. 
Maritca was the only sibling to 
remain single and that meant that 
she could give my siblings and me 
a lot of attention, which some-
times made up for my mother’s 
formality. My mother also had 
two brothers — Milko and 
Vinco. All of her family remained 
in the Old Country after we left, 
and endured Communist rule.  

Grandfather Juras’ car factory, 1932

Aunt Maritca and Uncle Milko in 
sidecar
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In fact, one of my uncles, married to my mother’s sister Angelica, was 
killed in the 1950s by the Communists, intentionally run over by a 
truck while walking through the center of Split.
 My mother studied opera as a girl. With her family she took annual 
trips to Venice for shopping and to Vienna for the opera season. As 
an adult, she had the respon-
sibility for overseeing the 
affairs of a large home, with 
four children and a successful 
husband. She had the help of 
a cook and nurse. My mother 
was living the same kind of 
life that she had experienced 
in her parents’ home. Because she had help in rearing the children, my 
mother usually did not know about my mischievous ways. For her, Paul 
and I were always “good boys.” 
 Although her family maintained the conventions of genteel Croatian 
society, they acknowledged their responsibilities to the rest of society 
and were magnanimous with their affluence. I remember on several vis-
its to my grandparents’ home seeing a big dining area across the avenue 
outside the palace in which fifty to seventy-five of Split’s less fortunate 
residents were eating food prepared by my grandparents, and children 
playing games on the floor after the meal. Today their neighborhood is 
filled with high-end shops and boutiques — the most fashionable shop-
ping districts in the city. But in the 1930s it was the site of a family-run 
and family-funded soup kitchen that provided a form of charity that 
was more effective for many of the poor in Split than the assistance 
provided by the church or certainly the government. 
 The refined life my mother knew as a child, and continued to experi-
ence as an adult, meant that she always hoped she would return to her 
hometown. That hope disappeared when we eventually settled in New 
York City and she needed to work as a seamstress to help support the 

Mike (left) with mother and Paul, 1935
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family. The difference between her life in Europe and her experience in 
the United States was enormous. But she also knew that returning was 
impossible after the war, because of Tito and the Communist rule in 
Yugoslavia. Even in her declining years, as a 90-year old woman, two 
years before her death, she spoke of wanting to join the United States 
military to fight the Communists. To her, Communist doctrine was 
incomprehensible — it was evil. To steal from the haves and give to the 
have-nots achieved nothing. It became counter-productive.

Mike’s Grandmother & Grandfather,  
Nevenka & Vincent Juras, ca. 1850 


