CHAPTER vy

The Westerp Offensive

(September 14-20)

with gas and with bomb,
—W. H. AUDEN, “Danse Macabre”

' we had talked to Izetbegovic,

whom we planhed to meet in Mostar that after.
= Noon, r : , . .

| Janvier, whose own negotiations with Mladic had been a well-publicized

] 'Saster, Seemed stunned by our success. But he re09vered grac,:sfully, th@ked

- U3, and sajd pe ‘would request a twelve-hour bombing f‘pause and await t!le

- OUtcome of gyr talks with Izetbegovic. In military terminology a pause is dif-

- ferent from 4 suspension—it is a brief period when planes are not flying,

| "hile the operational orders for the bombing are still in Place: .- it 1

: om U.N. headquafters, we raced across town:to -brief Tudgm:m, Wth: |
.~ Showeq NO interest in the Sarajevo agreement. He was focusefi entl're C{l on ;

- Military offensive in western Bosnia. The Bosnian Serb Army was in disarray,
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The Western Offensive

| o meeting with Izc':tbegovic Was even worse than w i

g Izetbegovic earlier i the day, urnp € expected. Christopher
|yt the Bosnian President told the Secret
. ntil he saw us in'Mostar. He showed no

: ‘ : Y to explode that would re-emerge,
- gometimes disastrously, at tense moments in' the negotiations, Calling the

cease-fire “totally unacceptable,” Silajdzic demanded that the bombing con-
. tinue. As Silajdzic co.ntim.led to complain vigorously, Izetbegovic signaled me
. to leave the room with him. Once alone, he to]q me he understood why the
| United States had taken its position, and would reluctantly support us. But, he
~ said, he could not publicly endorse a bombing suspension yet. (There was a
~ large press corps assembled outside our meeting place.) First, he would have
to return to Sarajevo and, as he put it, “work with my people.” He would have
to show them that he had forced us to produce something “better” than the -
present agreement. In other words, he wanted us to return to Belgrade and
“strengthen” the agreement. TS \ \
I said that T sympathized with his dilemma. I told him, in confidence, that
. the bombing would have ended within days anyway and that his choices, like
. mine, were therefore limited. We returned to the larger meeting, where Silaj-
- dzic demanded several changes in the agreement. I agreed to negotiate all of
. these with Milosevic as soon as I returned to Belgrade, after a Contact Group
. meeting scheduled for the next.day in Geneva. We parted amid confusion, in
. amud-filled alley surrounded by journalists using long “boom” microphones
o try to pick up our farewell comments. True'to their promise, the Bosnians
- were reserved in their public comments, but they did not go so far as to attack
 the agreement. rgran, S 40 1ok 0 B

. Geneva. The next morning, I asked Bob Owen and Chris Hill to drive to
| Sarajevo with Silajdzic to reassure him and begin d}scussmn of a postwar con-
| stitution. For both Americans it was their first trip over Mount Igman, and
When' they reached the scene of the accident, they got out for a moment to pay
tribute to their fallen comrades and, as Hill told me later, take a look at that
. “godforsaken and worthless place.” ‘ .

- The rest of us flew to Geﬁeva for another round of Comatcl: G“’“gn“n;;lé
With the pace of negotiations so intense, I wanted to postpone 3 : :’;f?n lige,u =
. We were locked in because we had-agreed t9 .]g; ;he Russians hos
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. large and messy, but it receijy, ‘
ameeting in Moscow. The m{:}:sgsgiai:scﬁd about. Igor Tvanoy, theEdl}::%
publicity, which was all the R the meeting. Usually affable, Ivangy Stap
Deputy Foreign Minister, chaired A ) uick] Oceq.
onlly xploded in nger, but egained his cOmPOSLTe quickly The Germg,
3222?; erfoup representative, Wolfgang Ischinger, 'helped Smooth thing,
ovi‘fll four nations pressed us to convene an intematlona'l peace conference, I 1
replied that the differences between the sides were stllll too great, but
would get there eventually. Instead, I suggested We nvite the three Forej
Ministers to another meeting, similar to the one in Geneva, to be held gy,
ing the United Nations General Assembly session in New York near te end
of September. We needed an agreement on the creation of centra) g0vern.
mental institutions—the “connective tissue”. between the Serbs and the Feq.
eration—that had eluded us at Geneva. If we could achieve that, we coulq

begin to plan “the big one”—a full-fledged peace conference with the three
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presidents.

my thoughts, M;

e really was sic | declineg * Mladic i

€ presented to Milosey
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The Western Offensive

. ceded assurance t.hat a drz!fting error made durin
- [2-13 conf:emmg the size of artillery that my
" cted. This mistake, the result of fatjgye by a me
oup, had already been reported around the w
. py the American negotiators. Finally, we tol
the United States and NATO, not the U.N., woy
pliance. d i '
~  Throughout fhls long discussion, I shuttleq between the smoke-filled dining
. room in the villa and an American military field telephone on the patio
" through which we l}ad opened a continuous line to Sarajevo and General Ru-,
| pert Smith, the British commander of all UN. forces inside Bosnia.* Milose-
" vic and Perisic argued over some of oyr demands, but eventually they agreed
to all of them. Still, the same issue that had undermined so many previous
cease-fires remained: making sure the orders agreed to at one level were car- -
ried out at another. The Serbs had become €Xpert at pretending that they could
not control their field commanders,
To prevent this, we demanded the name of a Serb field commander in the
Sarajevo area with whom General Rupert Smith could negotiate starting the
next morning in Sarajevo. Perisic offered the name of General Dragdmir
Milosevic (no relation to the Serbian President), who, he promised, would ap-
pear for discussions in Sarajevo the next morning. From Sarajevo, over a poor
. telephone connection, Smith told me dryly that he doubted he would ever see
. the Serb general. | N &
Smith and I spent over an hour speaking on the ancient field telephone that
. night, and Wes Clark took over whenever I had to return to the villa. The ob-
. solete military telephone system—there were no direct telephone lines be-
tween Belgrade and Sarajevo—was difficult to use, and several times the
| system got so overheated that we had to wait in silence while it cooled down. _
- From Sarajevo, General Smith impatiently questioned our negotiations. I un-
- derstood why he might mistrust Serb promises—so did we—but, like J anvier, .
' Smith seemed slow to realize that this new situation offered a unique oppor-
| tunity to break the Serb siege of Sarajevo. . B i
. We had been with Milosevic for almost seven hours. As Owen and Hill
. Waited for me to conclude my conversation with General Smith, they tried to
- talk to Milosevic about constitutional issues. But no matter how hard the po-
| lite but persistent Owen tried, Milosevic avoided the subject. Finally, Miluti-
' Novic pulled me into a corner of the dining room. “Listen,” he tolfj me, “tell
. Your colleagues that my President will not discuss these issues in front of

mber of our military support
orld as a “major concession”
d the Serbs that henceforth
1d decide if they were in com-

" Smith reported to Janvier, whose command in Zagreb covered all UN. milit’axy activities in the for-
- Mer Yugoslavia, including Bosnia, Croatia, and Macedonia. '«
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h it could have started again if the Serbs challenged the
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Sarajevo area began shortly thereafter.

b e e 4

When Milosevic accepted all

i s R 2

. siege of Sarajevo, we did sope.
B thilen'crllOftttxtewar% we visited all three Balrl?:n
e attempt%d :lsnof a single day. This was more than 4
capials and met all .three e f the negotiations, where the ability ¢
stunt; we were entering a HFWIPh;as;' \(:ras essential (
isi itals in a single . Al

mg:rnﬁurlsriti:pﬁlSSunday ?noming was Zag'reb, where ﬁ}lle t(;plc was the
gathering momentum of the Federation offenswe—-falthoug » Of course, ﬂfe
Federation was never mentioned; as far as the Croatians were concefmed, thig
was their operation. Two more important towns had falle'n: Bosanski Petroyae
and Jajce. The Bosnian Serb communications network in the West remained
out of commission, although the Serbs were struggling to repair it,

With many of the roads toward the Serb strongholds lying open before his ]

dnot g
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ues, the Policy dispute
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ev Vo ¢ . 2
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armings of he dangerg Posed by

the offensive.

Scanned with CamScanner



The Western Offensive 159

, _standi lief in the inte]y :

|, Jong-standing be . 18e€nce community about the mil; .
! lrliorit)/ of the Serbs and their cohesiveness, ¢ o ey e
. By mid-Septembe'r, having spent more time with the Serbian leadership
 han any othe'r Amenc.ans, we hafl come to a different opinion, We concluded
.~ that Milosevic had virtually written off the Bosnian Serbs—as he had the
" Krajina Serbs—and would not intervepe

militarily to save them, In our opin-
" ion, there was only one move that mig

, . ; ht bring Yugoslay troops back into
~ Bosnia: closing the narrow five-kilometer-long corridor at Brcko, an action

- that would physically cut off the majority of the Bosnian Serb population
" from Serbia. - .

‘ washington’s. desire to stop the offensive became public just as we met pri-
* vately with Tudjman. In a front-page article in The New York Times filed from

| Belgrade—an article which, significantly, quoted Washington officials—
" Chris Hedges wrote, |

United Nations and American officials said they feared that the 'assault could
draw Serbia directly into the war. . .., “All the lights have been red, irrevocably
red,” the [Washington] official said. “It risks blowing the whole thing out of the

water.” The message from Washington, this official said, was “quit while you're
ahead.”

The next day, White House Press Secretary Mike McCurry put the same
message on the record. “There’s fighting going on in western Bosnia” he said.
“We wish they would suspend that fighting and turn their attention to the dis-
| cussions that Ambassador Holbrooke has been conducting.” I would have pre-

- ferred a different message from the White House, but McCurry, a highly
. skilled press secretary, would not have made these remarks without guidance

~ fromthe NSC. ¢ folAsDiioizin. Lo : '

. While Washington wanted the offensive to stop, we never had a clear in- -
struction, only the general sense of our senior colleagues, who left to us the
exact calibration of the signal. Remembering again how Harriman and Vance
had been “overinstructed” during their negotiations with the North \.ﬁ?,t-
namese in 1968, I was grateful that Washington was giving us_such ﬂexibll.lty
and support. Later, Tom Donilon told me that most of the crf:dlt for protef:tlng
our flexibility was owed to Warren Christoph'er, who, despite his own views,
argued that Washington should back its negotiators. |

Galbraith and I saw Tudjman on September 14 Tudjman v;alitee\ssclf?nf;f::;g
of the American position. He bluntly asked for my persona VIEWS.
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detailed
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it. On the critical question of Whether
mmediate. stop :sa’;'ngx?ctomnﬁ"a?' althou gfh h?I{lnade a Stra:goet
to take Banja Luka, T\!djm;gt we “trade” Banja Lukad :’rh N 2la, tl3 Mog
G al-c_S- Ibraith leaned over to i 1d hi ] *his jg
Muslim city in B?Sma' aone else agrees with lt', I told him jt Wag Ihcop,
one of his obscssml:lsf;:::) revived—but it had provided a momentary glimp,
ceivable, and it was :

e
into hi lims and j,
into his heart. is deep hatred of the Mus
TR flected his
Tudjman’s proposal re

would put an i

iS dre
—under his le
11 Croats in one country, under one flag—under his leade, hi
to unite all Croa

Ship. o |
: ional boundaries while the war congy,, |
el 'rear:ha:ﬁelangafr:a;;%;ltantial land swap tpat would regyry,.
ued, but he was te_stmgU nder this scheme, Zagreb would gain de facy, Contrg
ture the entire reglo‘g snia, which was closer physically and economically to
i s ':vo ’while the Serbs would control much of eastery
Zagreb ;]'la:irro ﬁsl:rﬁusﬁ;ns with a landlocked ministate around Sarajex{o‘ We
Sz:;ls:lda&ﬁesame ‘g‘Stalin-Hitlex” scenario, recalling the _dlvl‘smn of Poland i, Ay
gust 1939. We had repeatedly asked Tudjman to repudiate rumors of g

uch 3
deal—one version of which had received wide publicity after he had discusgeg
it informally at a dinner in London in May 1995,

that we convene such a meeting, but the jdey of
tary of State convening two heads of state, who

- and met regularly, seemeq both presy
at Bosanski Pety

ovac changed thg;. ive situation could undo every-
thing that the Federatiop offensiy ined,

We wanted to take our
; 0 show our Confidence ;
Air Force fe]t j¢ was too

N the cease-fire, But the U.S.
» 80, from Zagreb, we flew to the American
» Ttaly, ang SWitched to 5 (0. .
S .

" military cargo plane. For this 2
Ngno ¢ ances: the CTeW captain, a colonel from 3

Sneﬁ:y'nffff u}Sl oy K jackets and helmeys 5 We crossed the coastline,
Pliot dischargegq : 3 we descended into ‘;

the pilots, lookipg for the spot f’n i

® r0ad, and soon spied a harely dis-
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»wmable vertical slash of flattened trees descending from the road. We stared
| gtitin silence for a moment before we bounced onto the runway.

_ 1 cannot describe my feelings as we returned to the very spot from which
| we had lifted off with the bodies of our three colleagues exactly four weeks
earlier. This time the sun was out, and so was a very large press contingent, be-
| hind a rope. I said a few words and quickly moved on. On the way into the city
in our armored cars, past the overturned buses and shattered buildings, we saw
| streets with pedestrians for the first time in months, A few people waved at the
' American Embassy vehicles. By the time we reached the presidency building,
several hundred people had gathered across the street. As we got out of our

" cars, they applauded, and a few waved small American flags. The siege of
| Sarajevo was OVer.

- Inside the building there was no cheering. Izetbegovic was sour and Silajdzic
' visibly unhappy. When I tried to discuss rebuilding Sarajevo, they ignored me.
" They did not believe the Bosnian Serbs would actually withdraw their heavy
' weapons; after all, they had not done so before. I was not pleased with this re-
.~ sponse. “You are concentrating only on the small picture,” I said to Izetbe-
- govic. “If the Serbs violate, we will resume the bombing. But if they comply,
~ you must be ready to move forward toward peace and reconstruction.””
- The situation had changed too fast for these brave but isolated men to rec-
- ognize how much progress had been made. Further pressure would only cause
. further problems. I dropped the rest of our agenda, and we parted grumpily. As
. we walked out, Sacirbey told me I was spending too much time with the
| Serbs—a standard Muslim réfrain.
. Our delegation went to see General Rupert Smith to encourage him to take a
{firm line with the Bosnian Serbs. We had a chance to break them in the Sarajevo
larea right then if Smith would take ‘an uncompromising approach to imple-
menting the agréement reached two days earlier. “This is the time to challenge
the Serbs,” I said. “We finally have a written arrangement and a mechanism with
i Which'we can go back to Milosevic'and force compliance. We can hold the
' threat of resumed bombing over their heads.” Smith was well known for being
- more aggressive than Janvier, but he hesitated. He did not want to be held re-
" sponsible for what he felt was excessively rigorous enforcement. - -
. “We must do things our way,” Smith said stiffly. “Perhaps you do not un-
- derstand” He went to thé map and began a lengthy explanation of the battle-
. field situation. He still feared retaliation. “And of course we have the usual
~ troubles communicating our instructions to all the troops,” he said. By this he
| Meant that the various nationalities serving under him reacted unpredictably
10 instructions, “They are conditioned to do things a certain way,” he said
. dryly. What he meant was: some U.N. troops do not follow my orders.
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Smith pulled me aside, suddenly much frieng

lier L
: ' one else could hear, “] Ly
e be clear;” he said in a voice SO low no —— |

| the French commander of Sarajevo Sector.* He gets his guidance & cot,lh
trol the &
from Janvier, and you know what that means. Ireg ;

As we were leaving,

We retumed to Belgrade, again via Italy. If anyone was counting, g =~ 3
Chris Hill, we had been in four different countries (and in Italy and Serbe:d ;
twice) during the day. But we still had another three l}ours of talks With Mi R }
sevic ahead of us, accompanied by another heavy dinner. Miloseyic see %
unconcerned about the general military situation. When Pardew apng Ql
told him that the Bosnian Serb forces in the west had fallen apart, pe dig ark
argue. Instead, he urged us again to convene an international peace conferénm
in the United States as quickly as possible. T
Milosevic was proud of his knowledge of America, and particulay o ]

mired the motorcycle daredevil Evel Knievel. Referring to one of Knj
most famous (and unsuccessful) stunts, I responded, evel’s

§ You can’t
Grand Canyon in two jumps. It’s too early for a conferen leap the

e ce. The
the sides is still too great to bring you together”” Mi i gap betWeen
kespining, g you together.” Milosevic shrugged: he would

¢

- arranged the gathering, i £1¢- °n the two days since we
pected military sethack for
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" garajevo arca in accordance with our agreement. Banja Luka,

| refugees, still lay near the Crc?atian front lines, but already it seemed less open
' (0 a quick strike. The Federation would have to fight for it, which meant a big
 grtillery battle; the Croatians, having prevented the Muslims from obtaining
| heavy artillery throughout the war, had the only long guns. Thus the decision
' on Banja Luka lay almost entirely with Tudjman,
~  The September 19 meeting between the two Presidents,
| ference room in Tudjman’s palace, began badly.
Jate from Sarajevo, and this left Tudjman fumin
delay—bad weather, bad roads—seemed unders
. Galbraith, none of us had ever seen the two men together before, and their in-
' tense personal animosity was worse than we had imagined.
~ Tudjman began aggressively. His appetite for conquest had diminished
since his troops had been trapped on the river, but his anger at his Bosnian al-
. lies was ugly. “We have suffered the casualties, and we liberated eighty per-

- cent of this territory ourselves” he shouted.contemptuously across the table at

 the diminutive Bosnian President, as forty people listened in. astonishment.

* “Now you demand we turn over to you towns that belong to Croatia, that
~ Croatians freed. You insist we Capture areas and then turn them over to you.
- This is simply unacceptable.” Izetbegovic shrank back into his chair, saying
nothing. I watched in horror, listening through earphones to a frantic simulta-
- neous translation. As Galbraith observed later, “It was like observing a ther-
. apy session through a one-way mirror.”
. Sacirbey, seated next to me, whispered urgently, “You’ve got to stop this.
. Take over before it’s too late.” T asked permission to make a comment, and
. both Presidents abruptly turned toward me. It was suddenly clear that they
- wanted the United States to tell them what to do—a strange moment, which
“we often recalled later. An aspect of the Balkan character was revealed anew:
lonce enraged, these leaders needed outside: supervision to stop themselves
from self-destruction. .t wiakietiad diga
\ Ibegan by reminding them that the main purpose of this meeting was to
bring the two parts of the Federation back together. With the recent territorial
 8ains, there was a real chance for success—but only if the Federation worked.
Fighting between Croatsand Muslims at Bosanski Petrovac, and the tensions
“over who would control each newly recaptured area, benefited only the Serbs.
" We could not g0 to a peace conference with a divided Federation.
~  Irepeated my objections to the capture of Banja Luka, stressing that I was
_ talking only about Banja Luka, and not about the rest of the offensive. Izetbq-
- BOvic said nothing. This was Tudjman’s decision. Listening for a moment,
- Tudiman turned to Izetbegovic, and asked, quite calmly, “Shall we agree with
. Ambassador Holbrooke?” With a shrug, Izetbegovic agreed.-

swollen with

held in a large con-
Izetbegovic was three hours
g, though the reason for the
tandable enough. Except for

Scanned with CamScanner



166

.« which the issue had been resolveq__
d wi

osed we make a

. an's mood—I prop

i in Tudjman's 17 djman suggested that

equally rapid change 11 after the meeting. Tu Jence of either IZetb: Ml

nouncement immediate };ves and ot in the presen ression that ¢, o

e St ;lur;:ader’s wanted to leave the imp e :
e

himself. As usual,

bl uld have dg meri
What they prOba . ¥ : 1 . ay-
cans had pressured met;:gtoldgulled Defense Minister Susak aside Go
As we left the meeting,

" I said. “Nothing we said today shoy)q bej c(c);;:

want to be absolutely clear,” 1 § tc; stop the rest of the offensive, other i
strued to mean that we want yol\l'Ve can't say so publicly, but pleage take Gy,
Banja Luka. Speed is :ing’::a?l:;l Novi. And do it quickly, before the
ski Most, Prijedor, an \ i .
Boup!” Sy esidentlal Palace. T told they gy,

e pess Wa; zmaﬁidozﬁin?tzdﬁstmes to announce that the oﬂ‘ensiv:
N llc)lre:td li:t:lmid at Banja Luka. I pointedly made no menti.on of any Other
Z:;etsnl-lowever, most news stories that day lc?ft th.e 1mpression tha ye had
forced .the Bosnians and Croats to “halt their v1ctor101lls sweep through west.
ern and central Bosnia,"* Normally we would have tried to

correct these gy,
ries, but since they sent the public message Washington wanted, we left them
uncorrected. f :

ang the
Surprised at the Spee

joim .

Serbs re.
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key political provisions of the peace agreement in 1996 and 1997, the ne-
ik ting team might not have opposed such an attack. However, even with
Ou:rican encouragement, it is by no means certain (hqt an attack would have
iaken place—or; if it had, that it would haye been successful, Tudjman would
pave had to C&ff}’.the burden of the attack, and the Serb lines were already stiff-
" ening. The Croatian Army had just taken heavy casualties on the Una. Further-

at he would like to see ys again before
the New York meeting, and requested that I either return to Belgrade, or send
Owen and Hill to discuss the draft agreement, :

By the time our meeting with Milosevic ended, Rifkind had reached Bel-
grade, and, after midnight, I went to the British Embassy to brief him again on
our talks. I was so tired-I fell asleep while we were talking, but Rifkind gra-
ciously pretended not to notice, | even dozed off while answering a question.

Strobe Talbott had suggested that before I return to Washington, I send War-
.~ ren Christopher a personal assessment of the negotiations—a “scene setter”
for the meeting of the three Balkan Foreign Ministers on Se

, ptember 26 in
New York. Christopher intended to make New York the scene of his first per.

- Sonal involvement in the negotiations, and Strobe particularly wanted me to

explain why the military offensive was helping the peace process; there was,
he said, a growing disagreement between us and Washington on this critical
Point, In another example of his intellectual honesty, Strobe included himself
and Christopher in the group that “needed convincing.” My informal hand-
Written Note, sent by fax on September 20, was my first written message from
€ shuttle, afjer more than a month on the road:

\

Isuspect that the most dramatic phase of the offensive is coming to an end,
and that the recent fluidity of the front lines will gradually be replaced by a re-
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We recognize that two potential targets Sh‘mldlg; fnl]]leZa ebuvr;iatss lz"mﬁl Lulfa
Slavonia. On Tuesday [Septemb?r &t Ceeded ip
and.east;orgl Tudjman and Izzy to say to us simultaneously that they Would po;
gce)ntl: %anja Luk;. Both used “the American peace plan” as th‘_" €XCuse for thig
sudden burst of restraint, even though it seems likely that they did not want to g0
forit anyway.. .. ' R EIEN e
After these two “prohibited zones,” the issue of how far is enou
fensive] gets murkier. In the past we weakened our credibili
many “red lights” that no one knew which ones we meant. .
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