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Capital Punishment in the Serbian Army:
The Case of Execution at Lake Plavin 1915

Abstract: This article attempts to reconstruct the key segments of
the events that took place at Lake Plav on December 25th, 1915,
when 21 Serbian soldiers were executed by order of Colonel Alek-
sandar K. Stojsi¢. The source base for this research had to rely on
the memoirs and recollections of contemporaries due to the lim-
ited mention of this topic in official military correspondence. This
unprecedented event signaled the appearance of a new type of war
related violence in the Serbian army. Besides the issues of deser-
tion, violence and punishment in the armed forces, this article also
discusses the notions of sovereignty and citizenship in times of
extreme hardships of war during the Great Serbian Retreat. Many
Serbian soldiers who left their units in late 1915 tried to defend
themselves by saying that the “military oath” was invalid because
Serbia was “abandoned” or “lost”. Such a situation forced the mili-
tary authorities to try to regain their shaken authority by “negotiat-
ing discipline” under completely new circumstances.

Keywords: deserters, Serbia, Great War, Colonel Aleksandar K.
Stojsi¢, court martial

“The court martial works on Sundays and during holidays, at any time of the day.. "
Guidelines for the work of courts martial, Belgrade 1901 (article 324).

In late May 1937, the Yugoslav public could read in the newspapers
that another officer from the famed generation of Serbian war commanders

1 Muow I'ojkoBuh, 360pruk 8ojHux npasocyonux nponuca (1839-1995), (beorpap: Boj-
HOM3JaBadky 3asoj, 2000), 181.
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had left. People commented with sadness that famous officers were disappear-
ing from the scene one by one. General Aleksandar K. Stojsi¢ was 63 years old.”
He did not belong to the most famous and oldest war figures. Although he be-
came a general in 1923, after the war, he was widely known in Serbia as a cou-
rageous and capable officer. According to the standardized newspaper obituary,
he was born into a respectable Valjevo family and after high school he entered
the Military Academy in Belgrade. He gradually advanced through the military
ranks, passing through lower positions in the infantry. Since 1912, his biogra-
phy has been enriched with a series of war exploits and events. He entered the
First Balkan War as a major, but in 1913 he was promoted to lieutenant colo-
nel. Two years later, he became a colonel.

The fact that he took command of the XVII Infantry Regiment in May
1914 is of particular importance to this article. The history of this unit was in-
extricably linked with General Stojsi¢. He earned the highest Serbian military
decorations and several foreign ones, including the French Legion of Honor.
He remained in active service even after the war, commanding the new units
of the Yugoslav army. By 1931, he was retired. It was an impressive track re-
cord. Stojsi¢ was described in the usual terms associated with this generation
of Serbian officers: he was seen as a “father-like figure”, “tactful and mild-man-
nered”? Contemporaries also knew him as a “daring and sang-froid man”* He
also had a reputation of a commander who was present at the front line. As a
result, he was wounded twice: once in 1914, and for the second time during
the Kajmakcalan battle on the Salonika front. Namely, officer Stojsi¢ particu-
larly distinguished himself on September 13, 1916, when he personally took
command of the frontline troops in order to motivate them to repel another
Bulgarian counterattack.® Thus he received a second wound, this time in his

differently. In this article, his surname is written as “Stoj$i¢”, as his daughter Vera Verner
put it on his grave at the New Cemetery in Belgrade.

3 AHonwM, ,CMmpT xepoja ca Kajmakuanana. Anexca Crojiunh, [MBU3KjCKU TeHepas y IeH3Uju
admirali Kraljevine Jugoslavije 1918-1941, (Beograd: Dobra-INIS, 2004), 283.

4 AHoHuM, ,,CMpT Xepoja ca Kajmakyamana®, 5.

5  The Battle of Kajmak¢alan took place from September 12 to October 3, 1916. Kajmakacalan
is the highest peak of Mount Nidza in northern Greece (2521 m) and was one of the most
important strategic positions on the Salonika front. The battle was characterized by close
combat between the trench lines and barbed wire. Control over the mountain top passed
several times in different hands, before the Serbian army finally prevailed.
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left hand, which he has never been able to fully use since then.® A short note
from the Belgrade occupation papers reveals that his family remained in Serbia
while he and his soldiers left the country. His wife, Milica Stojsi¢, who lived in
Valjevo, inquired about her husband’s health at the Serbian Red Cross in Ge-
neva after hearing that he had been wounded again.”

There seemed to be nothing problematic or controversial about this
remarkable military biography. However, speaking at the general’s funeral, his
colleague, General Grgur Risti¢, mentioned something unusual and somewhat
interesting. He claimed that Stojsi¢ took care of his men, but that he “knew how
to control and influence the soldiers under his command with great success”?
Was this an allusion to a specific event or just an innocent, casual remark? In-
deed, one major event was missing from the general’s official biography. Every-
one present at his funeral must have been aware of that. Namely, on December
25th, 1915, Colonel Stojsi¢ ordered the execution of 21 men under his com-
mand which happened in Montenegro, right after his unit left the town of Plav.
More precisely, Stojsi¢ was desperate to stop the disintegration of his unit. De-
sertion was reducing the fighting capacity of his unit as it quickly evolved into
a mass phenomenon. His decision had the elements of summary execution and
was completely illegal according to the Serbian military legislation in force at
the time. The execution itself represented one of the most drastic applications
of the death penalty in the Serbian army during the First World War.

It can be argued that this event was the exception rather than the rule
and that it was the logical last resort of a wartime commander. In addition, only
a fraction of Serbian troops was affected by this type of violence. Consequently,
does this “incident” even deserve the attention of researchers? However, upon
closer inspection, the relevance of this event becomes apparent. The violence
that was used in this case was so drastic, unprecedented and new in its form,
that it had to shake the entire Serbian army. Dealing with this event, it is pos-
sible to address some of the most inaccessible processes that took place in the
crumbling Serbian army at the end of 1915.

The Plav shootings deepen our understanding of the true conditions
in the Serbian army. Besides, this incident reveals that the most essential mil-
itary concepts were put under intense scrutiny in late 1915, among them the
meaning of the military oath and flag, but also the honor of soldiers and of-

6 AHoHuM, ,,CMpT Xepoja ca Kajmakyamana®, 5.

Anonim, ,Nestali i korespondencija“, Beogradske novine, 16. 10. 1916, 3.

8 Anounwm, ,,CKyniuTuHa u cnaBa Y apyxetwa Hocunana Kapabophese 3Besne ca madeBnma®,
Beoepadcke onwmurcke nosune, LVI/12, fenjembap 1938, 1000.

N
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ficers. The loss of national territory, one of the key elements of state sover-
eignty, further encouraged ordinary Serbian soldiers to question the capacity
of the state and its right to executive power. The Plav shootings vividly testify
that the social agreement between the Serbian state and its citizens, which had
been gradually established since the early decades of the 19th century, was in
deep crisis due to the outmost hardships brought by the last war. After all, the
silence about this event was broken only after the Second World War, in emi-
gration. In this respect, the Plav shootings are very important for understand-
ing the memory culture, built and maintained around the Great Serbian Re-
treat or the “Albanian Golgotha’, as that event is colloquially known in Serbia.

Criminal law in wartime conditions

In order to suppress absenteeism, desertion and the practice of self-mu-
tilation to avoid combat, the Serbian military system relied on the Military Crim-
inal Code introduced in 1901. Its paragraphs 57 to 69 regulated unauthorized
absences from units in peacetime, high alert and wartime. Several peculiarities
were highlighted, so the law distinguished between a lone deserter and deser-
tion in a group.’ The second option was seen as a more serious offense and the
harshest punishment was reserved for a ringleader. The critical deadline for re-
turning to the unit, without any sanctions, was three days. Within that frame-
work, the absence could be tolerated and the soldier could still be pardoned.
According to this law, the death penalty was provided only for those who had
deserted more than once (Article 65).1° In wartime, the situation was quite dif-
ferent. An officer who deserted his unit on the battlefield would face the death
penalty. For ordinary people who deserted on the battlefield, there were two
possible sentences: ten years in prison or the death penalty. A prison sentence
would practically mean freedom, because wartime conditions meant that the
sentence would be served only after the end of the war. Until then, the soldier
should have behaved in his unit as usual.

Article 66 of the Military Criminal Code referred to those who spread
fear and panic, or encouraged others to flee. In this case too, the instigator
should have been sentenced to death, while the other members of the group
could have been sentenced to ten years in prison. However, self-mutilation on
the battlefield carried only the death penalty."" Another important law for the
functioning of the military court was the Law on the Procedure of Military

9 T'ojkoBuh, 360pHuxk, 197-198.
10  Ibid.
11  Ibid, 198.
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Courts in Criminal Offences, also promulgated in 1901 to define both the role
and jurisdiction of the military court. The sole purpose of this type of court
was to prosecute those caught under Article 66 of the Military Criminal Code,
that is, those arrested for being absent from the battlefield or for spreading
false rumors and panic at the front. The court-martial was supposed to con-
sist of five members, four officers and one non-commissioned officer. It was
emphasized that this court has nothing to do with regular court proceedings
and that it should continue its work with as little bureaucracy and formality
as possible. The work of the court had to be completed in 24 hours or in three
days at the latest. However, the death sentence could not be passed by a simple
majority but by the votes of four out of five judges. The decision would then
be forwarded to the commander for execution.'” If more than one member of
the court disagreed with the death penalty, the accused would face a regular
court.” Despite such precise guidelines, military documents and diaries re-
veal a hidden world of informal day-to-day practices that included intimida-
tion and discretionary amnesty.'*

Before the desertion crisis it faced in Kosovo and Montenegro in late
1915, the Serbian army had already experienced a very serious moral crisis
a year earlier during the defensive phases of the Battle of Kolubara. In Octo-
ber and November 1914, thousands of soldiers left their commands, witness-
ing the collapse of Serbian lines along the Drina. Obviously, the officers of the
regiments could not cope with these problems alone. Various measures were
discussed, including some draconian military punishments such as forced dis-
placement of fugitives’ families, and confiscation of their property.”” Finally, on
November 20, 1914, special depot commands were introduced to “collect” sol-
diers who left their units."” The depot command was to be placed directly un-
der the authority of the Serbian Supreme Command, while each depot com-
mand was to be composed of several officers and non-commissioned officers.

12 Ibid.

13 Ibid, 182.

14 Benuxu pam Cpbuje 3a ocnobohetrve u yjedurverve Cp6a, Xpsama u Cnosenaua, 111, (Beorpap:
I'naBuu henepamurab, 1925), 401; Hopbe JTykuh, Bumka na Jpunu 1914, (beorpag 1966:
BojHouspaBauku 3aBop), 426.

15  Vojni arhiv (Military Archives, Belgrade - VA) Register 3a, box 141, folder 1, document 1,
Headquarters of the III Army to the Supreme Command, 16 (29) September 1914; Bpa-
Hucnas Imuropujesuh, Kpam Anexcanoap Kapahophesuh, tom I, (beorpan: Beorpasckn
u3fiaBavyKo-rpadmyKy 3aBog, 1996), 149.

16 VA, Register 3a, box 141, folder 1, document 1, Headquarters of the IIT Army to the
Supreme Command, 16 (29) September 1914.

17 Ibid.
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Any soldier who wandered away from his unit, without any permission, was to
be questioned and court-martialed.' Consequently, all the soldiers collected
were not returned to their units without investigation. In the end, three depot
commands were formed in Gornji Milanovac, Kragujevac and Mladenovac,
near the front line in 1914." Moreover, the civil administration and military
stations throughout the country were supposed to control the papers of all sol-
diers in their area. If caught, the fugitives would have to be brought immedi-
ately to the nearest depot command. By mid-November, a closely network of
control and inspection was created, even in the most remote parts of Serbia.
There were very few opportunities for deserters and fugitives to remain free
for longer.”” The idea was quite clear: to free combat units from dealing with
deserters. Thus, the formation of this new type of unit, which focused strictly
on desertion, had a huge psychological effect. This measure, together with the
arrival of ammunition from the allied countries, reinforcements in manpower
and a short pause in the fighting, were seen as key elements that enabled the
counteroffensive on Kolubara in early December 1914.

Rearguard formations in Montenegro

Pursued for almost three months by advancing German, Austro-Hun-
garian and Bulgarian troops, the Serbian Supreme Command found itself con-
fined to a narrow territory along the state border with Albania and Montenegro
by mid-November. In the end, the troops retreated mostly across the Monte-
negrin border or, to a lesser extent, by entering Albania directly. The plan was
for the two groups to meet on the Albanian coast of the Adriatic where they
would be assisted by Entente forces.”» Many processes characterized this re-
treat, one of which was desertion. In fact, Serbian troops experienced a severe
numerical reduction as soon as they crossed the former Serbian-Ottoman state
border. Crossing the old border of 1912 seems to have triggered a psychologi-
cal shift for many soldiers, as if they became aware that they had gone too far
from their families and homes. Colonel Dobrosav Milenkovi¢, commander of
the Sumadija Division of the I levy, wrote about it. He mentioned that at the

18 Narodna biblioteka Srbije (National Library of Serbia, Belgrade), Manuscript Department,
R. 736/V1/41, Headquarters of the Supreme Command to the Commander of the II Army,
5(18) November 1914.

19  Ibid.

20 VA, Register 3a, box 141, folder 1, document 1, Order of the Chief of Staff of the Supreme
Command for 7(20) November 1914.

21  Muwan Hepuh, Cpncka sojcka na Anbarcxoj I'oneomu, (beorpan: MuHMCTapcTBO BOjCKe
U MOpHapu1ie, 1936), 61.
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Tenesdol pass, the officers of the XIX regiment forced out from the neighbor-
ing forest about 100 soldiers of the XII regiment of the I levy. The men tried to
explain that they had lost the unit, but the truth was quite the opposite.?? As
the troops arrived in Kosovo, desertion provoked bitter social conflicts and a
rift within the units. Lieutenant Stojan Ivkovi¢ wrote in his diary on November
22, 1915, when he was near Kosovska Mitrovica, that 93 men from his battery
escaped. His personal orderly also fled, taking with him all of lieutenant’s per-
sonal food provisions.” Desertion not only worsened the unit’s performance,
but also caused demoralization among the soldiers who remained.

The Serbian Supreme Command was very well aware of this problem
and regularly addressed it in its communication. In late November 1915, it was
estimated that the military strength of all regiments was below a quarter of the
nominal strength.** Every night, many units lost hundreds of soldiers due to de-
sertion. For example, on November 26, the commander of the Timok Division
of the II levy reported that 132 of his men had fled to the enemy, while he had
only 2,500 men left in his entire division.” Two days later, the commander of
the units that belonged to the defense of Belgrade, General Mihailo Zivkovié,
wrote to the Supreme Command that morale and discipline had collapsed to
such an extent that it was no longer possible to rely on soldiers and non-com-
missioned officers. He concluded that the scale of desertion was such that the
officers were completely helpless.*

The phenomenon evolved every day. At the end of November, there
were cases when Serbian units clashed with each other, because the fugitives
did not want to stop or return when they were ordered to. Instead, they would
open fire on loyal troops or local Albanians.”” An additional problem for the
Serbian army was that the local Albanian population was acquiring rapid-fire
rifles from Serbian deserters on a daily basis. Guns were left behind or ex-
changed for food and clothing. These weapons were later seen in the hands of
Albanian rebels who sporadically clashed with Serbian units.

22 Job6pocas J. Munenkosuh, llymaoujcka oususuja I nosusa 1915, 111, (Kparyjesar 1936),
166.

23 Crojau ViBkoBuh, Pamnu onesnux 1915-1918, npupenuo Anexcaupap C. ViBkosuh,
(Beorpap: A. C. ViBkosuh, 1998), 51.

24 Benuxu pam Cpbuje 3a ocnobohere u yjedurerwe Cpba, Xpeama u Cnosernaua, X111, (beo-
rpaj;: I'maBuu henepanura6, 1927), 26.

25  XXusko I. ITaBnosuh, Pam Cpbuje ca Aycmpo-Yeapckom, Hemauxom u Byzapckom 1915.
200une, mpupenunu Bugocas Koauesuh u 3opan Jakosmesuh, (Beorpan: Menuja 1ieHTap
»Ombpana®, 2017), 799.

26 Ibid.

27  Ibid, 807.
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It is important to point out that despite the fact that the retreat had el-
ements of an utter collapse, in general, the Serbian army managed to maintain
organization and a minimum of discipline during the retreat. During the op-
erations throughout Montenegro, several units, mostly from the First Serbian
Army, were given extremely difficult tasks. This included assisting Montenegrin
forces at critical points along their front line with Austria-Hungary. Further-
more, the same troops acted as a rearguard along the main retreat junctions.
These units not only had to be ready for combat, but also had to stay longer
in inaccessible parts of Montenegro, far from food supply routes. These units
soon encountered enormous problems in finding even the most basic food.One
of such units was the Plav Detachment, formed on December 6, 1915, to car-
ry out a specific operation. The exit from the mountain passes that connect-
ed the road from the Decani monastery to the Montenegrin city of Plav had
to be defended “in the most persistent way”.?® There was also a fear that in the
event of a major attack by the Albanian rebels, the retreat routes could be cut
oft.” The XVII Regiment of the I levy was the nucleus of this improvised bat-
tle group. In addition to this first quality unit, there were other units such as V
Recruits Regiment, together with a machine gun squad and one platoon (two
guns) belonging to V Mountain Battery. The Volunteer Squad was also attached
to those formations.* The official correspondence reveal that the men stationed
in this part of Montenegro were “tired, exhausted and dissatisfied”, adding that
cases of death due to exhaustion and starvation began to appear.’ The com-
mander of the Timok Army wrote from the north of Montenegro on Decem-
ber 10, 1915: “The feeling of despair with fatal consequences is slowly taking
over even those who have shown courage and self-confidence in the most dif-
ficult situations”** The units in the field were still not sure of their numbers. It
was estimated that upon leaving Serbia, a regiment was considered “strong” if
it had “at least 800 rifles”

Despite being formally composed of several units, the Plav Detach-
ment was in reality numerically weak. On December 11, the Supreme Com-
mand received a report according to which the Plav Detachment consisted of
2,200 men.*”® The XVII Regiment was the strongest unit (more than 1,500 men),
together with the Volunteer Squad, which was estimated to have about 575 sol-

28 Hepuh, Cpncxa sojcka, 90-91.
29  Benuku pam Cpb6uje, XIII, 274.

30  Ibid, 200.
31  Ibid, 202.
32 Ibid, 253.
33 Ibid, 261.
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diers.** The next day, December 12, Colonel Stojsi¢ reported that the food sit-
uation was so dire that the soldiers began to die of starvation.” Problems with
bread supplies were the most serious. There were even cases when portions of
bread intended for outposts were stolen by other units stationed along the way.
Therefore, nothing reached the Plav Detachment.* Despite these problems, the
detachment had to perform its duty. On the same day, December 12, the unit
had to help local Montenegrin troops who were attacked by Albanian rebels
near the village of Hoti.”” The task of the Plav Detachment was also to organ-
ize an intelligence network and find reliable people who would then be sent to
the town Pe¢ in Metohija. It was important to find out what was happening on
the other side of the mountain.*®

Soon, cases of dysentery also appeared, while the number of fugitives
rose sharply.” The Drina Division of the II levy recorded as many as 232 de-
serters in the night between December 17 and 18. The same unit recorded four
deaths caused by poor nutrition and exhaustion.* On the same night, 39 people
from the Plav detachment, more precisely from Stojisi¢’s XVII Regiment, de-
serted. These were soldiers stationed at vanguard positions, and the desertion
continued every night. During the following night, on December 19 to 20, as
many as 981 soldiers deserted from the Drina Division of the II levy. It was re-
corded that the number of people who died of starvation increased from four
to ten soldiers, while 167 men requested medical assistance. The commander
of this unit wrote in despair to the Supreme Command that morale was at “zero
point” and that “soldiers openly express disobedience”*' The same thing hap-
pened tomorrow night, when another 863 soldiers left the 6th Regiment of the
II levy. Thus, the regiment practically ceased to exist. The commanders begged
to transfer them somewhere else, where it would be easier to find food, towards
Shkoder or at least towards Podgorica.** Fears grew that the troops would fall
into “total lawlessness because of these intolerable conditions”* On December
21, the Supreme Command agreed that most of the troops of the First Army

34 Ibid, 362; Henuh, Cpncka eojcxa, 98.
35  Benuku pam Cpbuje, 273.

36 Ibid, 321.
37 1bid, 279.
38 Ibid, 321.
39  Ibid, 330.
40  Ibid, 339.
41  Ibid, 346.
42 Ibid, 362.
43 Ibid, 363.
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should move south, closer to Lake Skadar, towards the richer Montenegrin vil-
lages where they could at least buy food. Starting on December 22, 1915, all
the troops of the First Serbian Army, except for a few that were still part of the
Montenegrin command, moved towards the villages of Tuzi and Hoti.**

Execution at Lake Plav

On December 25, 1915, after a 19-day stay in the city of Plav, the Plav
detachment was supposed to be transferred to the village of Gusinje and reach
Podgorica in four days. However, the night before, a group of soldiers unsuc-
cessfully tried to desert, which changed the regimental commander’s plans.
There are four known sources that mention the events that took place that day
to varying degrees. In 1952, the autobiography of Dimitrije Ljoti¢ was pub-
lished posthumously in Munich under the title “From my life”. This famous
interwar politician and German collaborator during the Second World War
apparently wrote his autobiography between the two world wars. The publica-
tion of this manuscript in 1952 was the first public mention of the Plav events.
Ljoti¢ introduced this story as part of his contemplations on the nature of those
in power. His thesis implied that if a strong and honorable person represented
the state authorities, the citizens would forgive him for any possible mistakes.
In that context, he mentioned the name of Colonel Aleksandar K. Stojsi¢ and
his decision to kill his own subordinate soldiers.However, Ljoti¢’s testimony is
of secondary importance because he was not at the scene when the events took
place. His unit was the V Regiment, which was indeed retreating along the same
route, but was not part of the Plav Detachment. What did Ljoti¢ actually say?
He wrote that after convening a court-martial, Colonel Stojsi¢ ordered the ex-
ecution of 24 soldiers. Everything happened in one hour. First, he ordered his
soldiers to put down their rifles in front of them, in a pyramid shape. Four bat-
talions formed a wide square on the field. The colonel then took out his watch
and said that he was giving his men 10 minutes to reveal the “instigators” who
were propagating the desertion of the “army flag”. He also accused the “ring-
leaders” of suggesting surrender to the enemy under the false pretext that “Ser-
bia was lost”. According to Ljoti¢, Stojsi¢ ordered all the soldiers to line up and
then threatened to apply an archaic and unusual form of military punishment:
the removal of the “tenth” or Roman “decimatio” He chose one of every ten
soldiers and ordered them to step out of line. Only after threatening with this
measure, the instigators decided to step out of the crowd.*

44 Ibid, 364.
45  Ibid.
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As a lawyer by training and even briefly the Minister of Law in the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia, Ljoti¢ was not an outsider in legal matters. Conse-
quently, he emphasized that Stojsi¢’s act has nothing to do with legality: “There
were most likely innocents among those shot, but certainly not as many as the
guilty ones”* Ljoti¢ had no doubt that this was an excessive example of "com-
mander’s diligence”. However, he showed understanding as this was done by
“a great hero and an honorable man”*” It was a desperate move to prevent the
complete disintegration of his regiment.*® Dimitrije Ljoti¢ made another im-
portant observation, saying that this drastic measure generally had positive
consequences because the XVII Regiment brought the largest number of rifles
to the island of Corfu, the final destination of the Great Serbian Retreat. More
precisely, desertions have stopped. Ljoti¢ emphasized that this regiment had
the largest number of soldiers among the regiments that retreated across their
peacetime service area, which meant that these units were even more tempted
to desert and return to their families.*

More importantly, Ljoti¢ speculated that if one spoke to the veterans
of this regiment between the two world wars, the topic of the Plav execution
would simply be left out of the conversation. If mentioned after all, the speaker
would limit himself to repeating the basic facts about the event, without mak-
ing positive or negative comments, nor judgments.®

Ljoti¢’s report is very important because it testifies that other Serbi-
an units also knew about the incident and that the news spread in a distort-
ed and mythical way. He got many details wrong, as two first-hand accounts
reveal. The first to testify about the Plav events was Stanislav Krakov, anoth-
er well-known figure of interwar Yugoslavia. By coincidence, he was an officer
in Stojsic’s regiment and found himself at the epicenter of the event. He left a
lengthy report of as many as 12 pages, describing not only the execution but
also what happened before the shooting.” He added all his literary talent to the
story, creating a very tense and harrowing description of that day. This poses
the question - did the “the most beloved military writer” add details for aes-
thetics, or did he perhaps overemphasize his own role in the event? As in the
case of Dimitrije Ljoti¢, Krakov’s account was written long after the event, in

46  Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48  Ibid.
49  Ibid.
50 Ibid.

51 Cranucnas Kpakos, )Kusom uosexa na banxany, (beorpan: Haur gom; Lausanne: L'age
de Homme, 2009), 123-135.
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1968, as part of his planned autobiography. As Krakov passed away, his unfin-
ished memoirs were published only in 1997.

In his autobiography, Krakov begins this episode by describing his
heartfelt goodbye with his local Muslim hosts. Suddenly, he was summoned
to be a judge in a court-martial that was to act immediately. He learns that
another group tried to desert the night before, but this time they were in-
tercepted and arrested by Chetniks from the Volunteer Squad.** Krakov also
heard that the regimental commander was “furious” and had given orders
to his officers that all escapees, without exception, be shot. It also meant that
court-martial judges were indirectly instructed to show no mercy.” If true,
this instruction was a brazen violation of the Military Criminal Code be-
cause the commander had the right only to enforce the court’s decision, not
to impose or even modify it.

Krakov added many details to his report. He noted the extraordinary
security measures taken around the building where the court was located. He
also saw how the Chetniks, as part of the investigation, beat with sticks two
Montenegrins who were guides to the deserters the previous night. However,
since they were not citizens of Serbia, they could not be prosecuted or killed,
but “only” severely beaten.’* Krakow gave a detailed description of the men
who entered the room. The first, seen as the “instigator”, was a very tall uncom-
mission officer from the 5th Mountain Battery. He explained how the Chetnik
patrols met them in the gorge. Krakov reported that the man pleaded guilty,
saying something that intertwined and intersected the notions of sovereign-
ty and citizenship: “We left our country, Serbia, a month ago. As we are now
in the territory of Montenegro, which is not part of our country, I believe that
the oath given to the Fatherland no longer binds us. I think we belong next to
our houses, not here, in a foreign country”>

This argument was already known to Serbian officers and was heard for
the first time in November 1915, when it became clear that the retreat would
continue across the state border. The President of the court-martial correct-
ly assumed that these people would most likely end up in Austro-Hungarian
captivity, since it would be almost impossible for them to reach their villages
as they wished. The accused artilleryman responded with the naive argument
that the role of local guides was to avoid enemy troops. However, arriving in
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Serbia meant crossing not only Montenegrin, but also Austro-Hungarian lines.
He was unanimously sentenced to death. The next five soldiers from the same
group were also sentenced to death. “It was like they made an agreement. Every-
one confessed, everyone uttered the same stupid defense that at the same time
presented the most serious self-accusation, which leads to a final verdict... No,
always the same: “The oath no longer binds us since we are on foreign soil”*
According to Krakov’s testimony, the soldiers did not complain about
the lack of food or other things. They probably believed that, whatever awaited
them, it could not be much worse than staying and starving in Plav. However,
the arguments about the “oath” indicate that certain ties between the Serbian
state and its citizens were significantly weakened. The seventh accused soldier
was student officer, Svetomir Radovanovig, a close friend of Krakov. It turned
out that the Chetniks arrested him by mistake, in a completely different con-
text. At Krakov’s insistence and persuasion, Radovanovi¢ was released, while
the documentation about his presence in the court was immediately destroyed.
Then the trial focused on another large group of deserters, 14 of them. Krak-
ov noted that the situation in this case was very complex and that the group
was really caught at the very exit from the village of Plav. Krakov wrote that
the prosecution’s act here was “blurry and confusing”*” The soldiers were ac-
cused of planning to desert the previous evening during dinner, but they de-
nied the allegations. They allegedly had an argument with the battalion cook
who reported them. In the end, the military court decided to send the soldiers
to a regular court, which in reality meant freedom.*® Soon instructions arrived
from Colonel Stoj$i¢ that the men would continue to be kept in custody and
that he would personally inspect the verdicts. In the meantime, the regiment
was ordered to march. However, shortly after leaving Plav, the entire Plav De-
tachment was ordered to get off the main trail leading to Gusinje and descend
towards Lake Plav.* Four battalions of the XVII Regiment were ordered to
create a hollow square. Krakov estimated that the regiment had 1,800 men at
the time, but this probably means that all units of the Plav Detachment were
present. Suddenly, the colonel, accompanied by several officers on horseback,
rushed through the square. Krakov noted that Stoj$i¢’s face was “complete-
ly red”. Just like Ljoti¢, Krakov recorded that the soldiers were first disarmed
by placing rifles in the pyramids. Then it was ordered to increase the distance
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between each man. The square now became much larger, as each man had to
count 30 steps to increase the distance between them. These huge gaps between
the disarmed soldiers left them very exposed, as Krakov noted. The next step
was the installation of machine guns, aimed at each of the four battalions. The
weapon was completely ready to fire, the gun was loaded with bullets, and the
crew even brought water to cool the barrel. Soon, even two mountain guns
were placed in firing positions.

“I was haunted by the suspicion that Colonel Stojsi¢ had gone mad”,
Krakov wrote after seeing the rifles pointed at him and his soldiers. He con-
sidered using a hand grenade on the machine gun position in front of him, as
he always kept one with him. Suddenly he heard the scream of Colonel Stojsi¢:
“Bring the traitors!”* Krakov was very careful with the numbers here, saying he
counted 21 men. There were 6 convicted and 14 practically acquitted of charg-
es that should have waited for a peacetime trial. At first, he did not know who
that last 21st soldier was. Finally, he recognized his voice, it was the battalion
cook. Krakov firmly believed that only six soldiers would be publicly executed
and that the others would be “mere statists” in this spectacle.®!

Krakov described the atmosphere very carefully. There was mention
of complete silence in which every sound could be heard. Krakov was not very
close to the colonel, so he could only partially hear what was being discussed.
Apparently, the President of the court martial, Major Mati¢, was trying to de-
fend the court decisions made in Plav. However, this short discussion ended
with the words of Colonel Stojsi¢: “There is no mercy for traitors! I sentenced
them all to death”®* Major Matic’s effort to explain the position of the cook,
who in the meantime started screaming and begging, was in vain, which fur-
ther enraged the colonel. Krakov recorded Stojsi¢’s bizarre comment: “Traitors
do not die with the death of a soldier. They are being slaughtered like cattle...
Bring the regimental butcher to slaughter them all”®* Krakov then cocnluded:
“I am convinced now: the colonel has gone mad”*

It created a sense of utter horror that Krakov described with all his tal-
ent. It seems that the regimental butcher was indeed called and the whole reg-
iment waited for him for several minutes, but in the end he did not appear.®®
Officers, known as the bravest and most cheerful, tried to intervene. Lieuten-

60 Ibid.
61 Ibid, 132.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
65 Ibid.

52



CAPITAL PUNISHMENT IN THE SERBIAN ARMY:

Danilo SARENAC THE CASE OF EXECUTION AT LAKE PLAV IN 1915

ant Colonel Dragomir Popovi¢ spoke to the colonel, but Krakov was too far
away to hear him. Obviously, it was in vain, because Stojsi¢ continued to rage.
He commanded the orderlies of that regiment and battalion to step forward.
These were now the only armed men in the regiment. They formed a firing
squad and killed all 21 men. They had to shoot twice to kill them all.

The blood-stained snow on the shores of the beautiful Lake Plav in-
spired Krakov to call this event the ,,Ballet on Lake Plav** However, this was
not the end because Stoj$i¢ was not satisfied. He demanded that the names of
the other instigators be provided to him immediately. He gave two minutes to
his regiment. If the men did not come out, the whole regiment would be de-
stroyed by machine guns and artillery. He promised to wipe out the regiment
he felt had been disgraced. In addition, the colonel promised to kill himself
and thus disappear with his embarassed unit.

”One soldeer, like a madman, cries two names”% The same soldier re-
peated the names of the two non-commissioned officers over and over. After
they were ordered to get out of line, Stojsi¢ ordered additional execution. How-
ever, their commander, Captain Petar ]. TeSov¢i¢, bravely approached the colo-
nel and offered him the strongest guarantees of their military value and loyal-
ty. After initial hesitation, Stojs$i¢ accepted these guarantees. It should be added
that Captain TeSov¢i¢ was a holder of the Order of Karadorde’s Star, just like
the commander of the regiment. The regiment continued its march.

Fortunately, another soldier left a written testimony of the same inci-
dent. Known as “the most famous Salonika veteran”, Zivojin Lazi¢ kept some
kind of notebook which, apparently, was edited after the war. It is written in the
form of a memoir with a very precise list of names, dates and places. Lazi¢ died
in 1986 and could not have known about Krakov’s book (1997), which dealt
with a similar topic. The diary of Zivojin Lazi¢ appeared only in 2006, while
it was published in parts in the daily press in the 1970s.®® Strikingly, Krakov’s
and Lazi¢’s descriptions overlap in several gruesome details.

Zivojin Lazi¢ was an ordinary soldier in the XVII Regiment, albeit in a
machine gun squad. He did not specify, but he was most likely among the sol-
diers standing behind the rifles pointed at the regiment. Zivojin Lazi¢s report
was short, just a few paragraphs, but very telling. First, he gave a very precise
time frame. He wrote that the unit arrived in Plav on November 23 (December
6), which coincides with official military documents. He added that his unit re-
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mained in Plav until December 12 (December 25). This is the only reliable in-
formation about the time of the execution. Zivojin Lazi¢ wrote the following:

“The day we left for Gusinje, 25 soldiers were shot. They were shot by
the commander of the XVII Regiment, Aca Stojsi¢, lieutenant colonel, a false
witness at the Salonika trial.*” Lazi¢ stated that 25 and not 21 soldiers were
shot. He also called the commander “lieutenant colonel” even though Stojsi¢
was a colonel at the time. In line with the post-1945 narrative, when it was de-
sirable to openly criticize the staged Salonika trial, Zivojin Lazi¢ added a ref-
erence to his former commander that he obviously could not have known in
1915. Lazi¢ listed several names of those killed. He wrote that the three shot
men were originally from the village of Jazovik, near Valjevo. More interesting-
ly, the detail about the butcher mentioned by Krakov can also be found here:

“He shot three people from the village of Jazovik: two brothers named
Markovi¢ and Milo Negi¢, a stonemason. When Aleksandar asked the lieuten-
ant colonel to shoot him and spare his brother because he has two children,
the commander replied: " Call the butcher Luka to slaughter you both'. When
they were shot, my platoon stayed with Second Lieutenant Dragoljub Ljesovi¢
to bury the soldiers. We dug a grave in a field under the road near the shore,
about a kilometer from Plav””°

If Lazi¢ was in the burial group, is it reasonable to suggest that he knew
the exact number of bodies better than Krakov? Were there 25 or 21 dead? How-
ever, Krakov’s position as an officer who was part of the court-martial implies
that his access to data was more comprehensive.

The local population was obviously watching this event and some ap-
proached indignantly. “While we were burying them, Montenegrins came
and complained why we allowed our brothers and friends to be shot””! Krak-
ov also mentioned two elderly Montenegrins who commented as his troops
were passing by: “Why did you shoot these wonderful people, may God judge
you””? Their bitter remarks suggested that a certain “disgrace was now placed
upon their arms” because the soldiers were killing their own.

The final source that discussed this incident is the most official, but it
was never made public. In fact, as part of the investigation into the disastrous
treatment of the youngest Serbian soldiers who took part in the Great Retreat,
young men or boys, aged 15 and 19, the National Assembly formed an Inves-
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tigative Committee in December 1919. The deputies searched for evidence in
various directions. One of the measures was to invite the public to share all
information about these events. A dozen anonymous reports arrived, one of
which mentioned the shooting in Plav when Colonel Stojsi¢ ordered to kill be-
tween 17 and 21 soldiers. It was noted by mistake that the event took place at
Lake Skadar instead of Lake Plav. In addition, a different reason for the exe-
cution was given - allegedly the soldiers rebelled, while the date in this anon-
ymous letter is “December 1915”7> Members of the Investigative Committee
persistently followed this lead.

The statement was made by Dr. Milenko Stoji¢, former prosecutor of
the XVII Regiment. He defended Stojsi¢, pointing out that he personally tried
to provide the soldiers with bread from several local flour mills. He claimed
that, despite such measures, desertion became a common occurrence. The pros-
ecutor of the former regiment wrote that in just one night as many as 40 to 50
people disappeared. When it comes to the Plav shootings, Dr. Stoji¢ said that
20 men were convicted and killed. Just like Ljoti¢, he confirmed that after this
execution there were no more desertions.” On January 28, 1920, this position
was supported by the commander of the First Army, Field Marshal Petar Bo-
jovi¢. He also had to report to the Supreme Command on the Committee’s in-
vestigation. Bojovi¢ claimed that Stojsi¢’s act had successful repercussions and
that it was then approved by his superiors. Bojovi¢ practically rejected any
criticism. He further complained about the “illegal entry” of the Investigative
Committee into the subject, insisting that this body “is not empowered to in-
quire into this matter”. Bojovi¢ ended his report by ridiculing the anonymous
person who reported this incident to the Committee.”

Conclusion

The procedure for the work of the court martial meant that it could
also work outdoors. In this case, the troops should form a square while the
judges are placed in the middle. Then they would investigate the potential guilt
of the accused.” This way of acting implied a certain level of public spectacle
that could have a deep psychological impact on the remaining soldiers. Obvi-
ously, Colonel Stoj$i¢ was inspired by this part of military regulations. How-
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ever, he combined this with cases used in the distant military past. Instead
of organizing a court-martial there, perhaps for the second time, he decid-
ed to take the law into his own hands. This was by no means legal. What did
he want to achieve by expressing his anger and vengeance? Was he really as
crazy as Stanislav Krakov thought? Natalie Zemon Davies argued that there
must be a logic behind the “seemingly senseless violence”’”” Studies about the
cases of coercive discipline, even in cases of ancient ‘decimatio, have indicat-
ed that the discipline was often ‘negotiated’ between soldiers and their com-
manders.”® Studies have shown that “decimatio” was used more as a rhetori-
cal construct in later periods of Roman history and was only used acutely 3
to 4 times in the entire Roman military history. Colonel Stojsi¢’s final con-
versation with Captain Petar J. TeSov¢ié, one of the battalion commanders,
also points to this explanation.

Moreover, it can be argued that during its retreat, the Serbian army
slowly but steadily lost the characteristics of a modern army. After destroying
all of its modern military equipment, before leaving the state territory, the con-
tinuous deprivation of food and rest was now destroying its morale and dis-
cipline. By December 1915, it seemed as if segments of the Serbian army had
reached a kind of pre-modern state. Here the observations made by Foucault
are of enormous value for understanding what happened at the Plav's Lake.
His remarks about pre-modern states, where the body was used as a stage and
where spectacular public executions aimed to strengthen legitimacy, proved to
be very important.” The Plav case fits neatly into this model. Stojsi¢ obviously
considered that his violent outburst was the only remaining tool for reaffirm-
ing his shaken authority. Such brutal violence also had the role of strengthening
group bonds and cleansing their “sins of desertion” as in ancient Roman times.®

It is worth mentioning here the order of the Serbian Supreme Com-
mand issued a month earlier, on November 9, 1915, while the Serbian army
was still fighting in central Serbia. This document practically gave a free hand
to unit commanders in re-establishing morale and discipline: “To implement
this, I leave a completely free hand to the commanders in choosing the means
to achieve it, because the above objective must be achieved by any means, with-
out any hesitation regarding legal responsibilities. Commands of military courts
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and depots must perform their duties most energetically and mercilessly, with-
out any formalities or other procedures”® This document encouraged disobe-
dience of the Serbian Military Criminal Code and this order could have had a
significant impact on Stojsic.

Apparently, the soldiers who deserted or planned to do so did not
seek conflict with officers or other soldiers. They lived for a long time in con-
ditions of the most terrible scarcity and hardship. The case of the British Army
deserves special mention here. The death penalty in the British armed forces
was abolished in 1930 for almost all military offences, including desertion. This
change came about as a result of numerous investigations and heated public
debate about the military executions during the war years 1914-1918. Final-
ly, it was accepted that each individual has his own limits which are different
for each person. As a result, no British soldiers were executed for desertion in
Second World War. The cases of France, Germany and Italy saw similar fierce
debates in the interwar period.®

The unlawful killing did not destroy Stojs$i¢’s career. On the contra-
ry. However, this case, despite being defended by military officials and part of
the public, was not celebrated nor publicized as an example to be emulated.
Everything was more or less swept under the rug which signaled that some-
thing terrible had happened. The role of Montenegrin “neutral” observers of
the “spectacle” testified that the shooting was wrong, not only from a strict-
ly legal point of view, but also from the perspective of traditional, patriarchal
morality and warrior ethos.

Military law existed not only to maintain discipline in the Serbian
army, but also to protect Serbian citizens who were then under arms. Perhaps
a more compassionate policy would have allowed Stojsi¢ to preserve his regi-
ment and still continue the retreat with still a considerable military force. It is
also questionable whether the death penalty was as effective as military offi-
cials believed. The fear that research on this and similar topics could taint the
Great Serbian Retreat is unjustified, as shown by the cases of British, German
or French historiography.* The Plav case deserves to be included in the “grand
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narrative” of the retreat of 1915-1916, just like many other controversial epi-
sodes, about which we still know so little. Labeled as taboo, these and similar
phenomena were often ignored in official correspondence, as was the case af-
ter the war. For example, in the most famous multi-volume postwar book and
source collection about Serbia‘s Great War (Veliki rat za oslobodenje i ujedin-
jenje), the Plav events are not even mentioned. Although the evidence for the
Plav execution is still anecdotal, these accounts are generally credible enough
to allow discussion of the episode. It is reasonable to expect that this incident
will be mentioned in the documentation of the Serbian units that operated in
Montenegro, or that some preserved records of military courts will appear in
future research.

Summary

The article deals with the incident of the mass execution of Serbi-
an soldiers from the Plav Detachment in December 1915. Based on the four
sources that mention this event, an effort was made to reconstruct the con-
text and the shootings that eventually took place. By analyzing this event, the
article also focuses on the possibility of deepening the understanding of the
Serbian army during the Great Retreat. The incident reveals that the most im-
portant military concepts were put under intense control at the end of 1915.
This includes the concepts and meaning of the military oath, unit flag, and sol-
dier’s and officer’s honor. In addition, the loss of national territory, one of the
key elements of state sovereignty, further pushed ordinary Serbian soldiers to
question the capacity of the state and its right to executive power. After all, the
silence about this event was broken only after the Second World War, in emi-
gration. In this respect, the Plav shootings are very significant for understand-
ing the culture of memory that was built and maintained around the dramat-
ic events of 1915-1916.
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Pe3sume

Hanmno Mlapenan

CMPTHA KA3HA Y CPIICKOJ BOJCIIM:
CIIYYA] CTPE/bAILA HA TUDTABCKOM JE3EPY 1915. TOOVIHE

Ancrpakr: Y WIaHKy ce peKOHCTpyMIIe TOK forahaja koju cy sosemm
IO CTpesbamba 21 CPIICKOT BOjHUKA KOjUM jeé KOMAaH/IOBAO ITyKOBHUK
Anexcanpap Crojumh. VicrpaxuBarbe je yreMe/beHO Ha MEMOapCKOj
rpabu 1 cehamnMa caBpeMeHNKa, a CBe YCIIef] OCKYIHOT NOMUbatba
OBe TeMe Y MHTepHO] BojHOj penuciy. OBaj gorahaj 6es mpecenana
II0Ka3a0 je /ia je HoBa (opMa PaTHOT HacM/ba IIPOXKeNa U CPIICKY
Bojcky. ITopey mnTama fiesepTupasa, IpUHYy/e M KaKimbaBatba YHyTap
BOjHMX CHAra, 0Baj WIAHAK TAKODe CTPaXyje KOHI[EITe CyBepPeHUTETa
u rpahaHCKMX IpaBa y BpeMe HajTeXXMX BOjHMX HAIOPA, KAKBI CY
Bubenn Tokom AnbaHcke ronrore. Haume, 6pojHu cpIricku BOjHULIN
KOjM Cy HaITyCTU/IN CBOje jeiuHuIle KpajeM 1915. roguHe npaBpanu
Cy CBOj 4MH 13jaBOM [ia MX BOjHa 3aKJIeTBa BMIle He 0OaBesyje, jep je
Cpb6uja ,,Hamy1uteHa wm ,pomana“. To je mpumopano BojHe BIacTi
fla IOKYIIIajy fia IOBpaTe CBOj Y3APMaHU ayTOPUTET ,,IIperoBapajyhu o
AUCLUIUIMHI Ca CBOjUM BOjJHMIIVIMA, Y CACBYIM HOBMM OKOJTHOCTMMA.

KpyuHne peun: neseprepu, Cpbuja, Benuxkn part, IyKOBHUK
Anexcanpap K. Crojumh, Bojuu cyp

YnaHak ce 6aBM cacBYM 3aHEMapeHOM Ji TOTOBO HEIIO3HATOM TeMOM
ersekyIyje 21 cpIickor BojHUKa Koja ce goropmia 25. fereMbpa 1915. ko
ITnaBckor jesepa. Crpe/bany BojHUIIM Npuniafany ¢y IlmaBckom ogpeny, mpe-
texxHo XVII nyky I mosusa. Ycien ocKygHOT TOMIUIbatha OBE TEME Y ITPEIIVC-
IV ¥ JOKYMEHTALMjJi BOjHUX jefVIHNLIA, WIAHAK je HalMCcaH HajBehuM fenom
Ha OCHOBY cehama u yTrcaka caBpemenuka. Kopuurhena cy o6jaBmeHa fena
CranncnaBa Kpakosa, lumutpuja Jboruha n gHeBHUK conyHya KuBojuna
JIasuha. OBako criennduyan GoKyc Ha aHEeI[JOTCKe M3BOpe OTBapa rmocebHa
IMTala Be3aHa 3a YCMEHA CBeflo4eha, IbIIXOBY BEPOJIOCTOJHOCT U YKYIIHU
kpegubumurer. OBaj pajj peKOHCTPYUIIE U OHO IITO je IIPETXOANIIO CTPe/bakby,
HIOIy T ITOKYIIIaja 6eKCTBa BOjHMKA M KacCHUjeT pajia BOjHOT cyna. UmaHak ce
6aBu 1 mMKpUM PEeHOMEHOM Jie3epTuparmba TOKOM , AJI6aHCKe ronrore” Kao
U pearoBameM Ap>KaBHUX BJIACTY Ha MAaCOBHOCT OBe Iojase. Ersexynuja of
25. genembpa 1915. Tymaun ce Kao Kpusa CpIICKe BOjCKe U Ip>KaBe, 3a3BaHa
IyrOTpajHMUM eKCTPEMHMM paTHUM Hanopuma. He3akoHUTO cTperbarbe CPIICKUX
BOjHMKA CBeJJOYM O I0jaBu HOBe popMe Hacuba KOje ce OBOra IIyTa OfBuja
YHyTap jejHe BojcKe. Paj| yKasyje U Ha YMIbEHNITY [ja j€ BEJIMKO IIOB/IaYerbe U3
1915. rofyHe KOBeJIO Y MUTambe Tafjalllby feUHIIN]Y CyBEPEHUTETa, Kao I
pasyMeBame COIICTBEHMX IIpaBa Of CTpaHe Ap>kaBbaHa Kpamesnne Cpouje.
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