
 Aeqvitas 
Volume 5, Number 4                                        Study. Reflect. Act.                           Special Issue: From the Bay to the Balkans 2011

Reflections on a Visit to Mostar, Europe’s Most Divided City  
By Helen Ma �‘12 

Resting on the 
pebble beach on the azure 
Nerevta, overlooking the 
majestic Stari Most—
Mostar’s recently restored 
Sixteenth Century ‘Old 
Bridge’—it seemed surreal 
that there was ever a war in 
such a dreamlike, 
picturesque site.   

However, just a few 
steps from the river, 
lingering destruction is 
evidence that the war was 
especially heated in the 
streets of Mostar, the largest 
city in the region known as 
Herzegovina, as well as the 
principle cultural capital for 
Bosnia’s Catholic Croat community.  

During the conflict of the mid-
1990s, the destruction of the Ottoman-
era bridge, ordered by the Croatian 
Defense Council, marked the symbolic 
end of the cultural ties between Mostar’s 

Croats on the west side of the city, and 
the Muslims on the east. 

Although UNESCO, the World 
Bank, and other international 
institutions funded the reconstruction of 
the monument in 2004, the city and its 

people still somehow remain grounded 
in—and divided by—the recent past.  

Senior Jacqueline Rees-Mikula 
noted that despite the symbolism of the 
bridge, intense divisions remain. 
“Mostar is the city where this divide 
most visible,” Rees-Mikula explained. 

“It’s ironic that the bridge is used to 
symbolize co-existence in a city where 
reconciliation has occurred the least.” 
Indeed, several locals we encountered 
explained that they had not been to the 
“other” side of the city after the war and 
did not express the wish to do so soon.  

The division has also 
taken on an economic 
dimension, which 
contributes to lingering 
tensions. Even with the 
majority of tourist 
attractions, the 
predominantly Muslim 
eastern side of the city is 
lagging behind the 
comparatively affluent 
western side of the city, 
which has received direct 
investment, subsidies, and 
even a new university 
campus courtesy of Croatia.  

As we strolled from 
one side of the city to the 

other, our friends and local guides, two 
brothers who were among the few 
Croats to enroll in the university on the 
east side of the city, explained that 
separation is reflected in every facet of 
live, including soccer games that have 
ended in riots and ethnic-based street 
violence, as well as the vandalism of the 
seemingly innocent Bruce Lee statue.  

It is difficult to picture Mostar 
in the next several decades: will the 
people finally disregard their differences 
and come together, or will they remain 
faithful to their distinctions and 
continue such polarization? One only 
hopes that locals can find more common 
ground than vandalizing one another’s 
homes and neighborhoods. 

 

The Voice of the San 
Domenico Social Justice 
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fair dealings.  
 

 
Senior Jacqueline Rees-Mikula, Art teacher Jill Hoefgen, and Senior 
Kristina Meyers, overlooking Mostar’s old town and Stari Most—the 
Old Bridge—from  atop the minaret of  a local mosque. 
 

 
Damage from the war of the 1990s is still visible throughout Mostar. 
 

Graffiti indicates ethnic dominance in 
specific neighborhoods. The blue and 
yellow shield is the symbol for Bosniak 
Muslims, and the red and white checkered 
crest is for Croats.  
 



San Domenico Students and Alumnae Help Bridge Ethnic Divide in Bosnia  
By Kali Collymore �‘12    

Last summer, 
seven current seniors 
and two teachers from 
San Domenico travelled 
across the world to a 
country many have 
never heard of: Bosnia-
Hercegovina. Prior to 
departure, the septet 
consisting of Cailin 
Dornbush, Alessandra 
Jurick, Hanna Kim, 
Kristina Meyers, Helen 
Ma, Jacqueline Rees-
Mikula and myself, 
studied the conflict of 
the 1990s, as well as the 
destructive toll it took 
upon the people of the 
country.  

A critical 
component of this 
experience entailed 
organizing and running 
one week of summer 
camp in the small, 
ethnically-divided 
mountain town of Vares, about an hour-and-a-half by bus 
from the capital of Sarajevo. Here, we were joined by Edna 
Siljdedich, a San Domenico sophomore from Sarajevo, as well 
as five students from Cal Berkeley’s Peace and Conflict 
studies program, including San Domenico alumnae Sarah 
Adams ‘09 and Negeen Suri Nawim ’09.  

The children in Vares attend an elementary school 
that operates under the postwar system known as “two 
schools under one roof,” in which students are segregated by 
ethnicity and religion.  In Vares, one of approximately 40 
communities affected by this system, Bosnian children are 
labeled as Bosniak Muslims, Catholic Croats, and Orthodox 
Serbs learn separately from one another.  
 

At the Vares summer school, approximately 60 local 
children—mostly Bosniaks and Croats—between the ages of 8 
and 14 turned up for various activities, including art projects, 
card games, dance, basketball, and soccer. The children 

approached each day 
with enthusiasm and a 
willingness to learn new 
games and even a little 
English. By the end of 
our four days in Vares, 
we barely noticed the 
ethnic divisions among 
the children, especially 
amidst the chaos of face 
painting and capture 
the flag. 

San Domenico 
High School Art 
Department Chair Jill 
Hoefgen began 
designing the integrated 
summer school 
program more than ten 
years ago. She has 
travelled to Bosnia with 
four groups of San 
Domenico students as 
part of the program 
known as From the Bay 
to the Balkans. “The 

purpose of the summer camp is for San Domenico students to 
create real and meaningful interactions with local children,” 
Hoefgen explained. “Another goal of the program is to allow 
the kids in the divided town of Vares to interact at the 
summer camp with each other and our San Domenico 
students.”   

“These children are taught to see themselves as 
separate,” Hoefgen further explained.  “We are trying to show 
them a way to learn, create, and play together.  It gives them 
something to do during the summer in an otherwise sleepy 
rural town, but it also shows the school administrators, the 
politicians, and the parents that collaboration and integration 
can be successful.” 

Throughout the course of the summer camp, we were 
able to empower these local children to transcend the ethnic 
and religious lines previously drawn within their society, and 
to help them form bonds with one another.

 
San Domenico students, alumnae, and faculty at the Partisan monument in the 
main square in Vares. Front row: Alessandra Jurick ‘12, Hanna Kim ’12, Edna 
Siljdedich ’14, Cailin Dornbush ’12, Kristina Meyers ’12, Helen Ma ’12, Art teacher 
Jill Hoefgen, Jacqueline Rees-Mikula ’12, Kali Collymore ’12, Back row: History 
teacher Ian Sethre, Negeen Suri Nawim ’09, and Sarah Adams ’09. 

 
Helen Ma with her English-language conversation group.    

 
Hanna Kim’s origami paper folding workshop was a hit with the kids.
 



Edna Siljdedich Looks Back on a Summer “at Home” in Sarajevo 
By Edna Siljdedich �’14, Aeqvitas Co-editor    
 

I spent last summer 
with relatives in Bosnia-
Hercegovina, one of seven 
now independent countries 
that once comprised 
Yugoslavia. When most people 
think of Bosnia, they think of 
division and war. When I 
think of Bosnia, I think of the 
warmth and love of my family 
and my home.  
 I was born on 
November 23, 1995, just two 
days before the Dayton Peace 
Accords—the complicated 
agreement that ended the 
three-year war in Bosnia—
were signed in Dayton, Ohio. I 
came out of the hospital on 
that very day to a new, postwar Sarajevo.  
 My father was killed during the 
siege of Sarajevo before I was born, so 
during this time it was just my mother, 
my brother, my sister, and me. For the 
next two years, we continued to live in 
Sarajevo, and briefly in Croatia. When I 
was two years old we moved to what we 
thought of as the greatest place in the 
world, America. Leaving the trauma of 
war behind, we settled in Marin County, 
California, eager to start our new lives.  

 I used to resent my mom for 
moving us to a new place with no family 
or friends. I felt as if I had been robbed of 
who I was supposed to be. Now that I am 
older, I understand the sacrifices she had 
to make in order for me to live a better 
life. It is clear to me how different my life 
would have been if we had stayed, and 
now I am so glad that we didn’t. 

When I was younger, I didn't 
understand what it meant to be a 
“Bosnian”. Now I am able to better 
understand what happened in my home 
country, it stirs up new emotions. I have 
matured and learned a lot since the last 
time I went to Bosnia two years ago, so 
this most recent trip was special to me.  
 In a way you could say I have a 
split identity. I have definitely become 
“Americanized”, which isn’t surprising 
because I was raised in America. But it's 
different to be raised in America by 
Bosnians.  

When I'm in Bosnia, I act just 
like any other Bosnian teenager. I speak 
Bosnian, eat Bosnian food, and use the 
same traditional Bosnian manners my 
grandmother used, my mother used, and 
my cousins use.  
 In Bosnia, reminders of war are 
everywhere—buildings in ruins, people 
missing limbs, and the way people tell 
stories. It’s as if time is divided into two 
eras, “before the war” and “after the 
war.” Now the people of Sarajevo are 
starting to move into a new era. On the 
surface the younger generations of 
people could probably fit right in with 
Americans. Unfortunately though, many 
people are closed-minded and hold onto 
‘traditional’ ways of thinking. 
  In Sarajevo image and 
reputation are important, so if you go to 
the store in sweatpants, everybody in 
your neighborhood will hear about it. In 
America, being casual isn’t such a big 
deal. In America most people don't even 
know their neighbors, let alone care 
enough to gossip about such petty things. 
  Last June, I met up with the San 
Domenico group in Bosnia and it was so 
fun seeing my friends and a couple 

teachers from back in 
California. They invited me to 
help out at the multiethnic 
summer school in Vares, and 
of course I went. 
  As the kids poured in 
laughing and chatting, one 
little boy was saying some silly 
things in Bosnian and after I 
told him, in Bosnian, that 
wasn't nice to make fun, the 
look of shock on his face—and 
everyone else’s—was hilarious. 
They were not expecting to 
meet a San Domenico student 
who could speak Bosnian! 

The way these 
children told their stories and 
interacted so sweetly together, 

made me realize that they are happy to 
be friends with girls and boys of different 
ethnicities, and I realized that the 
younger generation could be one of 
change. I honestly believe that the 
summer school has changed their 
opinions of segregation and that division 
will fade. The kids told me how much 
they love the summer school and they 
touched my heart so genuinely with their 
kindness and appreciation for what the 
students and teachers from the San 
Domenico program have done for them.  
 Obviously my experiences in 
Bosnia were different from those of the 
other San Domenico students who have 
travelled to the Balkans. I go to Sarajevo 
to visit my family, and they go to learn 
about its rich history, help out in the 
reconciliation effort, and to better 
understand what is happening in this 
sometimes forgotten land.  

Being a Bosnian in America has 
shaped my life in so many ways, 
including influencing my decision to 
come to San Domenico. I remember 
visiting so many different high schools 
and each time no one had any idea where 
or what Bosnia was. At San Domenico, I 
met so many people who understood the 
trauma and where I came from, and it 
made me realize that this school is 
perfect for me. 
  The fact that I am able to be a 
“Bosnian” and an “American” makes me 
feel like the luckiest girl in the world. I 
am so grateful to my family, especially 
my mom, for being brave enough to leave 
everything behind for me.  

Sarajevo will always be in my 
heart, but for now, Mill Valley, California 
is my home. 

 
Sophomore Edna Siljdedich (second from right) with children in Vares  

 
Edna at age 3 (right), with her mother, 
Zizana Karahasanovic, soon after their 
arrival in the Bay Area. 
 



A Daytrip to the Other Side: Visiting Republika Srpska with San Domenico 
By Alessandra Jurick �’12, Aeqvitas Co-editor  

 
 

Midway through our service trip to Bosnia, we left 
the comfortable familiarity of Sarajevo for an excursion to 
Republika Srprska—the Serb Republic—which is home to the 
majority of Bosnia’s ethnic Serb population.  

Traveling through the beautiful green mountains and 
lush forests of R.S. on our way to our first stop, Visegrad, the 
group noticed that unlike in the predominantly Muslim city 
of Sarajevo, locals displayed Serbian flags and posters 
supporting indicted war criminal, Ratko Mladic, who was 
only just captured last spring.  

When we first arrived in Visegrad, we walked over 
the Turkish-style stone bridge built in 1571. The bridge 
inspired the Nobel Prize winning novel The Bridge on the 
Drina by local author Ivo Andric, and, more recently, it was 
the site of dozens of massacres, in which Muslims from 
Visegrad were shot and then thrown into the Drina River by 
Serbian nationalist, Milan Lukic.  

We sat at a café in Visegrad talking 
quietly about the historical events that had 
occurred here fifteen years ago and our 
thoughts about the town. It became clear 
very soon that no one wanted to stay long—
Visegrad was very quiet and eerie and the 
locals cast suspicious glances in our 
direction. As we shuffled through the rain, 
we walked past men fishing on the river bank 
and once more over the bridge where so 
many had taken their final steps. 

Although five groups of San 
Domenico students have travelled to Bosnia 
in the last seven years, this is only the second 
time that Visegrad has been on the itinerary 
of From the Bay to the Balkans. Ian Sethre, 
San Domenico History Department Chair 
and co-coordinator of the program, feels the 
inclusion of this excursion is an important 
addition. “It would be easier—and probably 
more comfortable—to stay in and around 
Sarajevo, but it is critically important for 

students to see the so-called ‘other side’,” 
Sethre said. “Students should see this 
aspect—the scenes and memorials of these 
atrocities, but also this half of the country, 
home to the majority of Bosnia’s Serb 
population—to develop a more complete 
perspective.” 

Next, we went to Srebrenica. During 
the war, this small town that had been 
designated a United Nations “Safe Area” that 
was in fact a refugee camp for 60,000 
Muslims until July 1995, when Bosnian Serb 
forces led by Ratko Mladic overran the small 
detachment of UN peacekeepers there. Some 
families found relative safety at the UN-held 
battery factory in nearby Potocari. However, 
20,000 displaced civilians were denied 
entry, and ended up in the cornfield across 
the highway. 

It was here that thousands of 
Muslim men and boys were separated from 
their families, some fleeing into the woods 
where they would later be killed, and others 
being bussed to nearby locations were they 

were slaughtered by Mladic’s soldiers. Within five days, more 
than 8,000 men and boys, ranging in age from 11 to 83, were 
killed in this act of genocide, and the cornfield is now one of 
the largest cemeteries in Europe.  

 In the years since, war crimes investigators 
have exhumed hundreds of mass graves and conducted DNA 
testing to identify victims. Every year on July 11, hundreds of 
newly identified victims are reburied at Srebrenica.  

No article, novel, picture, or film could have prepared 
us for the sea of white gravestones that covered the ground. 
As we walked through the photo gallery in the memorial, I 
became increasingly aware of the fact that I was standing 
where women had seen their sons, brothers, fathers, and 
uncles for the very last time.  

In that moment, the horrors of genocide became very 
real and very disturbing.

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
The infamous Mehmed Sokulovic bridge in Visegrad, scene of 
many wartime atrocities.   
 

Posters celebrate Ratko Mladic, 
who is charged with genocide for 
the atrocities committed at 
Srebrenica, as Serbian hero. Mladic 
was finally captured last spring.  
 

 
Senior Cailin Dornbush walks among the thousands of gravestones 
at the Srebrenica-Potocari Memorial Center. 
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