
Zagreb: 100th Anniversary of Aid Campaign for Hungry Children Celebrated 

Friar Didak's Train of Salvation 

 

"A man who grasped a hundred years ago that both bread and books are critical to remaining and 

surviving, that every hatred passes and that love is eternal, deserves our eternal gratitude," said 

President Grabar Kitarović 

 

A commemoration was held at the Croatian National Theatre house in Zagreb on the 22nd of February 

to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of the greatest humanitarian undertaking in Croatian 

history, the rescue of hungry children near the end and in the immediate aftermath of the First 

World War, spearheaded by Herzegovina region Franciscan friar Didak Buntić, whose life – besides 

his exceptional humanitarian activity – was marked by his work in protecting and preserving the 

Croatians of Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

Care provided to over 17,000 children 

The ravages of war in Istria County, the Kvarner Bay area, the Croatian Primorje, Dalmatia and the 

Slovenian Primorje regions and in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1917 saw the launch of a campaign to save 

children from starvation. According to the official data over seventeen thousand children from Istria, 

Kvarner, Hrvatsko primorje, Slovensko primorje, Dalmatia and from Bosnia and Herzegovina (12,270 

children) were provided care in the period from 1917 to 1919. Leading figures such as Josip Šilović, 

Đuro Basariček and Velimir Deželić in Zagreb and Franciscans in Herzegovina led by the then director 

of the secondary school in Široki Brijeg friar Didak Buntić organised the housing of children among 

families in northern Croatia, the Slavonia ad Srijem regions, and in some parts of the Bačka and Banat 

regions. This undertaking demonstrated an unheard of level of unity among all Croatian regions and 

guaranteed the survival of thousands of suffering and hungry children, thanks to the goodness of the 

people in the Slavonia, Baranja and Srijem regions who took them in to their homes and fed them. It 

was a campaign that demonstrated the power of the spirit and love of those truly committed to the 

dignity of every human life, especially those weak and threatened. A major role in this was played by 

the then director of the secondary school in Široki Brijeg friar Didak Buntić. 

The commemoration was organised by the provincial administration of the Franciscan province in 

Herzegovina, joined by co-organiser Didak's Days and event sponsors the President of Croatia Kolinda 

Grabar Kitarović, Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina presidency member Dragan Čović and Zagreb 

Mayor Milan Bandić. Awards were presented to people, institutions and companies in recognition of 

their work in the fields of culture, music, the humanities, business, science, spirituality, political 

activity and in promoting the work and image of friar Didak Buntić. 

A visionary in a time of great hunger 

President Grabar Kitarović was presented with the Didak award for promoting the image and work of 

friar Didak Buntić. In her speech she noted that this "good Franciscan" was a visionary who, at a time 

of great hunger, contributed to the survival of common folk by sending children to then wealthy 

Slavonia in order that, once the land was freed of the demons of war and hunger, young people 

could live in it and create new life. It is particularly noteworthy that his salvation train to Slavonia 

carried children of all religious denominations and nationalities, "because the true shepherd did not 



divide, but rather embraced them, frail and frightened, showing them by example that people are to 

live with one another, not one against the other." 

"By this example friar Didak Buntić showed what it means to love God, to love people and to love the 

homeland," added the president, who said she considers Didak a true enlightenment figure because 

of the care he demonstrated for literacy among children and youth. The patriotism of friar Didak 

Buntić, she said, is now a model and inspiration for people to promote employment for youth, to 

provide them with the opportunity to raise a family, for emigrants to return to the homeland and to 

take part in making economic progress. "A man who grasped a hundred years ago that both bread 

and books are critical to remaining and surviving, that every hatred passes and that love is eternal, 

deserves our eternal gratitude, and Croatia remains committed to Bosnia-Herzegovina and stands 

with the Croatian people there," said the president. 

Prime Minister Plenković was presented the Didak award for his political work. Plenković emphasised 

the humanitarian work of friar Buntić, his work in protecting and preserving the indigenous Croatian 

component in Bosnia-Herzegovina and his engagement in spreading literacy among Croatian folk. 

The prime minister described Buntić as "an example of enlightenment work and work to the benefit 

of every person." The award he received, he said, would serve as an encouragement to him and to all 

Croatian institutions, not only the national government, to strengthen the ties between our people in 

Croatia and in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and also in Europe and in other parts of the world in which  

Equality for the Croatian people 

"We have on numerous occasions underlined that the rights of Croatians and their survival in Bosnia-

Herzegovina is our strategic political orientation. That is why we will work for the equal status of the 

Croatian people as a constitutional nation and that they enjoy all rights across the whole of Bosnia-

Herzegovina," he said and thanked the provincial administration of the Franciscan province in 

Herzegovina and the entire Catholic Church in Bosnia-Herzegovina for all they have done throughout 

history and continue to do to this day for the survival of the Croatian people in these regions. 

Dragan Čović, the Croat member of the presidency of the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina and the 

president of the Croatian Democratic Union of Bosnia-Herzegovina, said that a similar 

commemoration would be held in Mostar in September as a fitting thanks to the Catholic Church and 

the Franciscan order for all they have done for the survival of Catholics, Muslims and Orthodox 

Christians during the horrible hunger and drought of the time. "Herzegovina and her sister Slavonia 

offered each other a hand and thus saved many lives," said Čović, adding that today, in the same 

way, "Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia, as sisters, depend on one another on their European path and 

survival in these regions." 

Zagreb Mayor Bandić was presented an award for particular contributions to the creation, 

development and promotion of the Didak's Days event. In his acceptance speech he noted that too 

little was known today of the importance of the work of friar Didak. "I wish to right the historical 

wrong and save from oblivion this wonderful person and his magnificent work – the salvation of the 

lives of the weakest among us, the children. Friar Didak did not rest, but rather sought succour in 

Mostar, Sarajevo, Vienna and Zagreb, and although he worked a century ago he remains significant 

to this day, perhaps more than ever – therein lies his strength and he should be an example to us all 

and a guide to how to live our lives and do our work," Bandić said. 

Blind to nationality and religious affiliation 

 



Speaking on behalf of the event organiser, the head of the Franciscan province in Herzegovina friar 

Miljenko Šteko said that we at times too easily forget that the Croatian nation has many times in its 

history been a cradle to unselfish people who provided aid to those in need, irrespective of their 

nationality and religious affiliation. Today, he noted, this remains a call to unity in doing good. 

The Friar Mladen Hrkać Association was presented an award for its humanitarian activity, 

entrepreneur Mate Rimac for his achievements in business, Iva Tolić DSc for her achievements in 

science and Miro Gavran for his achievements in the field of culture. The culture and arts segment of 

the event featured the Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra, the Pavao Markovac Music Academy, actors 

Dragan Despot and Robert Pehar, singer Đani Stipaničev, the Klapa Petrada band and the Didak 

Croatian Culture & Arts Society of Gradnići. 
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