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Bosnia Fugitive Is Hero to Some, Butcher to Others 
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Ratko Mladic, center, in 1994. 

BOZINOVICI, Bosnia and Herzegovina — Ratko Mladic, accused in Europe’s worst massacre since World War II and now the most wanted fugitive for the atrocities in the Balkan wars, grew up in this poor, remote mountain village that is blanketed with crows. Here, as in many places where Serbs live, his military prowess, his undeniable suffering and the imponderable scale of the crimes he is accused of have made him as much a national myth as a man. 

He is a weathered survivor, his character forged by poverty, the slaying of his father and the suicide of his daughter — with his own favorite pistol. 

“His mother had no job, no pension, no husband, so from a young age Ratko had to fight to survive,” said his cousin Stretko Mladic. “But he was strong. He could swim faster than anyone, dive deeper, run faster, throw stones over his shoulder farther than anyone.”

“He is stubborn, determined and never gives up,” the cousin added. “If there is a world under the sea, then he is hiding there.” 

Now that Serbia has extradited the Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic to the war crimes tribunal in The Hague, intense pressure is building on Serbia to arrest Mr. Mladic, Mr. Karadzic’s stern-faced, chess-playing general, who waged the siege of Sarajevo and is accused of engineering the massacre at Srebrenica. 

Yet Serbian and Bosnian investigators and analysts say that capturing Mr. Mladic could prove more difficult. Serbia may be reluctant to actively pursue a man whom many Serbs regard as a genuine hero. As a person who had direct access to the top of the chain of command, he has detailed knowledge of Serbia’s involvement in the atrocities of the 1990s, and this could be protecting him. Many experts believe that he has been hidden over the years at various military bases, guarded by soldiers. 

But for the families of thousands of Bosnian Muslim victims of those atrocities, advocates of the international justice system and European politicians judging Serbia’s plea to join the European Union, the time for excuses has long run out: Serbia, they argue, has not done its full duty by arresting Mr. Karadzic alone. 

“If Karadzic was the political brains behind the war in Bosnia, then Mladic was the butcher who executed his orders,” said Hatidza Mehmedovic, who was present in the United Nations-protected enclave of Srebrenica on July 11, 1995, when, she said, she witnessed Mr. Mladic ordering his soldiers to round up some of the nearly 8,000 Muslim men and boys — including her two young sons — who were eventually killed by paramilitary forces under his command. 

“I will not sleep until Mladic is in custody,” she added. “He is the one with the most blood on his hands.” 

Now 66 years old and, according to friends, in poor health, Mr. Mladic has evaded arrest for more than a dozen years after being indicted, like Mr. Karadzic, on charges of genocide in connection with the massacre at Srebrenica and the killing of civilians during the shelling of Sarajevo, which left more than 10,000 people dead. 

Mr. Karadzic, a former psychiatrist, was finally captured on July 21 living openly in Belgrade, disguised as a New Age guru. But people who know Mr. Mladic say he is far less flamboyant than Mr. Karadzic, is well trained in military intelligence and is adept at making himself invisible. 

His cousin said Mr. Mladic’s survival skills had been honed from an early age, and said the murder of Mr. Mladic’s father during World War II by Croatian Nazis forced him to become self-sufficient. 

Ljiljana Bulatovic, who has written several books about Mr. Mladic, said: “Radovan is an exhibitionist, a poet-intellectual who likes to show off, but Ratko is understated and extremely disciplined. He has many friends in the military who are deeply loyal to him. I think he would kill himself before he would turn himself in. He has too much dignity to be captured.” 

Intelligence officials and security analysts believe Mr. Mladic is living somewhere in Serbia or in Srpska, the Serb-dominated part of Bosnia and a self-styled republic. 

It is hard to overstate the strength of bonds forged among many members of the military establishment in Tito’s Yugoslavia. 

When Slobodan Milosevic played on Serbian grievances to win control of Yugoslavia in the late 1980s, he also appealed to army officers, indoctrinated to maintain the old Yugoslav federation, that they had to act to prevent its dissolution. 

Mr. Mladic’s early military career was shaped by Tito’s Communist ideology, which called for Yugoslav brotherhood among the country’s six constituent multiethnic republics. But with the rise of Serbian nationalism in the 1980s, and as Yugoslavia began to disintegrate in 1991, Mr. Mladic was ready to do his part in the schemes devised by Mr. Milosevic in the name of protecting and assuring the dominance of the Serbs, the largest ethnic group.

“Mladic turned his hate and violence on what he perceived to be the threats to his country: the West, Albanian nationalism, and Muslims,” said Seki Radoncic, a leading Bosnian investigative journalist. 

On May 2, 1992, one month after the Bosnian Republic‘s declaration of independence, Mr. Mladic’s forces blockaded Sarajevo. They shelled the city and destroyed its mosques. 

More than 10,000 people died in Sarajevo during the siege, including about 1,500 children. Thousands of Serbs also died in the Bosnian conflict.

People who met Mr. Mladic during the war said he would often rail against politicians, preferring the company of his soldiers, whom he routinely joined on the front line. While others dove into trenches during an attack by Bosnian forces, they said, he would remain standing, apparently unafraid of death. 

Many observers in both Serbia and Bosnia believe that Mr. Mladic descended into deep depression, and possibly madness, after the suicide of his daughter Ana, a 22-year-old medical student who killed herself in March 1994, reportedly over a Serbian magazine article that depicted her father as a murderer. 

Dr. Zoran Stankovic, the former chief military pathologist and former Serbian minister of defense, who did the autopsy on Mr. Mladic’s daughter and was one of his closest confidants, said Ana’s suicide deeply shook her father.

Dr. Stankovic recalled that after he completed the autopsy, Mr. Mladic asked him to cut off a piece of her hair and to extract the bullet from her head to give to him as mementos. 

“After the suicide I never saw brightness in his eyes, only sadness,” Dr. Stankovic said. 

On the eve of the Srebrenica massacre, a defiant Mr. Mladic made an address broadcast on Bosnian Serb television, during which he warned that the time had come to avenge centuries of conquest by the Ottoman Muslims. 

Ms. Mehmedovic, the witness, contended that she had seen Mr. Mladic in Srebrenica, smiling and handing out candies to Muslim children while a Serbian television crew filmed. When the cameras stopped, she said, his face suddenly became expressionless and he barked an order for the officers to begin loading the men and boys onto the buses that took them to their deaths. 

After the end of the Bosnian war, he moved to Belgrade and lived in a large stone house at 117A Blagoja Parovica, in a suburb, where he was protected by Mr. Milosevic. Witnesses said they had spotted him eating at expensive Italian restaurants and attending a soccer match, surrounded by bodyguards. 

After Mr. Milosevic was arrested in 2001, investigators say they believe that Mr. Mladic took refuge in his wartime underground military bunker in Han Pijesak, in eastern Bosnia. Some residents claimed they had spotted him working as a beekeeper. NATO organized several hunts there, but to no avail. 

In early 2006 a Serbian military intelligence report, leaked to the news media, stated that Mr. Mladic had been hidden in army facilities in Srpska and in Serbia, protected by a network of 50 intelligence and army officials, until June 1, 2002, when Serbia passed a law agreeing to cooperate with the tribunal in The Hague. After that, he disappeared. 

In that same year, the police arrested two soldiers suspected of helping to hide him. During the trial that followed, it was reported that he had been whisked away from army barracks to a series of private apartments in Belgrade. Prosecutors said he was given a housekeeper, groceries and phone cards, and offered plastic surgery and a false passport to help him flee the country. 
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