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Tito’s Garden. A Journey Along The Railway Belgrade-Sarajevo  

(Korneel De Rynck, originally in Dutch) 

 

Prologue 

 

 

It is a freezing Sunday morning. An icy wind enters the railway station, hits the outer walls 

and gushes along the platforms. The train, an engine with just two carriages, is ready for 

departure at track six. While the guard inspects the wagons, small groups of passengers move 

towards the train from under the porches and the two entrances of the end-of-the-line station. 

Their step is somewhat timid, hesitant. An older man squints his eyes, wondering whether he 

is on the right platform. A blonde student asks the guard if this is the one. He nods. These are 

the passengers of the train.  

There is no band playing music. No red carpet either, or ribbons to be cut. Everything has 

been scheduled on an early Sunday morning. A train leaving, nothing more. Because all of 

this should not have happened in the first place. Only the presence of journalists gives away 

that there is more going on. Numb with cold they hold their microphones and notebooks, 

ready to ask the passengers what this means to them. How does it feel to get on this train? 

Where are you travelling to? Will you talk to other passengers? Trivial questions, one might 

say. But not on this icy morning.  

At 8:15 a shrill whistle sounds. The signalman, dressed in blue, his hat casually on his head, 

raises a white sign. The engine driver, hanging out of the engine’s window, waves. With a 

shock, the train gets into motion. At first it goes slowly but then it finds its pace and rolls into 

the distance. Its sounds die away, the whirling wind can be heard again. Off is an ordinary 

train with ordinary passengers, on an extraordinary voyage.  

 

Yugoslavia was a train country. Along the endless fields, across brooks and rivers, through 

green forests, valleys and towering mountains wound a network of tracks that carried dozens 

of national and international trains, every day of the year. The train was modern and made 

quick progress, as did the country it travelled through. The socialist republic of Yugoslavia 

originated immediately after the Second World War in the western Balkans, and was a 

federation of six entities: Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina and 

Macedonia. It was a self-willed communist state with at its head the charismatic leader Josip 
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Broz Tito, a former partisan leader. Different ethnic groups lived together in a total mix: 

Serbians, Croats, Muslims, Albanians, Slovenes, … In spite of conflicts during the Second 

World War president Tito managed to have the groups co-exist peacefully under the motto 

‘fraternity and unity’.  

 

The train played a part in that process. It connected villages, towns, people. The carriages, the 

platforms, the railway stations: it were places where Yugoslavians met. The country was 

industrialising and urbanising at rapid speed, and under the supervision of the railway 

company Jugoslovenske železnice (JŽ) an entire rail network was established. Tracks were 

constructed, stations were built, new carriages were taken into service. There were 

connections between Ljubljana, Zagreb, Belgrade, Sarajevo and Skopje, but also between 

smaller towns and tiny villages. Citizens made eager use of the train. In 1988 there were 116 

million passengers.  

The Belgrade-Sarajevo line was one of the busiest connections. Belgrade was the capital and 

therefore also the centre of political and economic power. Sarajevo was foremost the cultural 

heart and a miniature version of Yugoslavia: different religions and ethnicities – especially 

Muslims, Serbians and Croats – lived next to each other. Three times a day a train went form 

Belgrade to Sarajevo, and just as many times it went the other way. People took it to go to 

work, to visit friends and relatives, to go on a holiday, or to go skiing in the Bosnian 

mountains. Business people, students and soldiers of the Yugoslavian army sat next to each 

other. The journey took six hours, did not pass any border controls, and went through the 

fertile Vojvodina province in northern Serbia, next through Eastern Slavonia in Croatia, then 

south through the Bosnian inland. The convoy consisted of a restaurant coach and ten to 

fifteen comfortable wagons, where hostesses walked the aisles. Through a sliding door you 

would find seating compartments, with plush chairs, a small table and curtains at the door and 

windows.   

 

After Tito’s death in 1980, political and economical tensions arose between the federal 

entities. In their struggle for power the elites resorted to aggressive nationalism and media 

propaganda. The Belgrade-Sarajevo intercity was still in service, but moved through a field of 

growing tension. The borders it had to cross became widening gaps. The multicultural 

symbolism got drowned out by the rhythmic sounds of overblown nationalism.  

The country derailed. The Yugoslavian state fell apart and in 1991 a civil war erupted in 

Croatia, between Croats and the Serbian minority living there, and subsequently in Bosnia, 
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between Bosnian Serbs, Croats and Muslims. Along with the war came ethnic cleansings, 

mass murders, rape, refugees. Many thousands of people died.  

The trains came to a stop. Wagons stood still, shot to pieces. The tracks became markers of 

front lines and mine fields. Sarajevo’s railway station was heavily damaged during the years’ 

long siege on the town. The daily passenger flow made way for refugees, wounded and 

soldiers. The clock stood still at 1:15.  

The war ended in 1995 with the Dayton Peace Agreement. By then, Yugoslavia had fallen 

apart into five independent states: Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia-Montenegro, Macedonia and 

Bosnia-Herzegovina. The Yugoslavian railway company begot national heirs. Bosnia was 

further split up into two entities: the Republika Srpska of the Bosnian Serbs, and the 

Federation of Muslims and Croats. With each its own railway company.  

  

The tracks between Belgrade and Sarajevo have soon been repaired, but it was too early for a 

reopening of the direct train connection. The wounds were too fresh. You could travel 

between both cities, but you had to change several times. It was not until many years later, in 

2009, that the railway line has officially been reopened. On the 13
th
 of December, an early 

Sunday morning, the intercity slowly began its journey from the old Belgrade railway station. 

For the first time in eighteen years it was possible to travel directly from the Serbian to the 

Bosnian capital and back.  

Instead of three times a day it just goes once in both directions. Previously composed of more 

than ten carriages, it now holds twee passenger coaches and one restaurant coach. It used to 

be and impressive chain, a moving wall, now it is a long city bus. And while the train once 

rolled through a modern and multicultural Yugoslavia, it now winds through former war 

zones and front lines, past places loaded with memories of sieges and ethnic cleansings. The 

train goes through an area where the war was at its fiercest. Along the line you see silent 

witnesses: destroyed buildings, walls full of bullet holes, rebuilt houses.  

The journey no longer takes you through one country, but through three different ones: 

Serbia, Croatia and Bosnia. Some bureaucratic and irrational characteristics of the restored 

connection show that this subdivision is still a very sensitive matter. One train carriage, the 

restaurant coach, is delivered by the Serbian railway company, one passenger coach is 

delivered by the railway company of the Bosnian Republika Srpska, while the other one is 

supplied by the Federation of Muslims and Croats. A Serbian locomotive drives all the way to 

the Croatian border, where Croats take over until the Bosnian border. There the Republika 

Srpska, the first Bosnian state entity, hangs its engine to the coaches. In the middle of Bosnia, 
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in Doboj, at the crossing to the Federation, an engine of the Croats and Muslims is coupled to 

the train, which then goes on to its final stop, Sarajevo. Smoking on the train is allowed in 

Serbia and Bosnia, but is forbidden in Croatia. Every time new guards enter the train. The 

border police conducts passport controls when you leave Serbia, enter Croatia, shortly 

afterwards leave Croatia again and finally when you enter Bosnia.  

As a consequence, the journey now takes not six but nine hours. A deterioration in times of 

speed and uniformisation.  

And yet the reopening of the railway line is a hopeful sign for normalising the relationships 

between the former enemies. A sign that the countries will work together, no matter how 

difficult it is to get this cooperation on track. The train itself connects towns, countries and 

people across the borders. Together with other initiatives it can play a role in the return of 

lasting peace.  

 

I travel along the railway line, fifteen years after the end of the war. I look at what happened 

then and what has changed since. Have people started living together again? Have the factors 

that triggered the war disappeared?  

Coincidentally, it is an ideal moment to ask these questions. The countries are knocking at 

Europe’s gates. Croatia will be a member state in 2013, Serbia is to be an official candidate 

for accession, Bosnia would like to reach that status but is not yet able to. Only recently the 

last of the wanted war criminals have been caught: Ratko Mladic and Goran Hadzic. For 

sixteen years they had been mysteriously untraceable, but while I was working on this book, 

they have been found. Now that all arrests have taken place, it is only a matter of time before 

the Yugoslavia Tribunal in The Hague closes. Forever, we hope.  

My story begins at the starting point of the railway line: Belgrade. Next I visit places the 

tracks run through. I travel with train nr. 451. It determines where I come, I determine where I 

get out. The 451 is my major means of transportation and the running thread through this 

book. But sometimes I leave the trajectory to visit places nearby that have played an 

important role in recent history. The journey takes me from Belgrade to Stara Pazova, Novi 

Sad, Ruma (Serbia), Vinkovci, Vukovar, Osijek (Croatia), Doboj, Tuzla, Zenica and Travnik, 

and ends in Sarajevo (Bosnia). 

Along the road I talk to people on the train, in the railway stations and in the towns and 

villages. I meet former Croatian president Stjepan Mesic, Tito’s granddaughter, a former 

advisor of Milosevic, relatives of Gavrilo Princip, who gave the starting shot for the First 

World War in Sarajevo. I speak with politicians, journalists, NGOs, ex-soldiers, religious 
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leaders. But also with Zoran, who built a church because he had survived the war, with 

Mladenko, a young Bosnian refugee, with the football-playing imam of Doboj, a seller of 

Mladic calendars and the managers of a segregated day care centre in Vukovar.  

We talk about Tito’s Yugoslavia, its downfall, the war in the nineties, and about today, 

tomorrow and the far future. About a train, about tracks towards reconciliation, about lasting 

enemies and renewed friendships.  

 

 

 


