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From Expansion to Retreat:
The Causes of Italy’s Military Withdrawal from Croatia in 1942

ABSTRACT: Although Italy helped establish the Independent State of
Croatia, until early 1942 it pursued political and military expansion at
Croatia’s expense. In June 1942, however, this policy shifted abruptly,
as Italy withdrew a large parts of its troops from Croatia. This paper
analyses the causes of this move, which had long-term consequences
not only for Italians and Croatians, but also for the Partisans, Chetniks,
and the conduct of the war in Croatia. It further examines Italian-Cro-
atian-German negotiations, revealing both the nature of their alliance
and the tensions between Italian military and civil authorities.

KEYWORDS: Independent State of Croatia, Fascist Italy, Treaty of
Zagreb, Italy, withdrawal, Ante Paveli¢, Vladimir Kosak

Introduction

Italian authorities supported the Ustasa movement and helped it rise to
power, enabling it to take control of the newly established Independent State of
Croatia (NDH).! The two countries regulated their relations through the Treaties

! Munan T'ynuh, Jylocnosencka gpmasa 1918-2006. Og iipsogeuemdapckoi axitia go Maj-
ckoi pegpepergyma (beorpan: VIHCTUTYT 3a caBpeMeHy 1ucTopujy, 2023), 166-173; Massi-
mo Bucarelli, Mussolini e la Jugoslavia 1922-1939 (Bari: Edizioni B.A Graphis, 2006),
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of Rome, signed on 18 May 1941 by their leaders Benito Mussolini and Ante Pa-
veli¢. Among other matters, the Treaties of Rome addressed numerous admini-
strative issues between the two states. Italy annexed almost all of Dalmatia, a ter-
ritory referred to as the First, or Annexed, Zone. In this way, Italy acquired almost
the entire former Yugoslav coastline and all the islands, with the exception of Pag,
Brac¢, Hvar, and several coastal towns and ports. However, the newly formed Cro-
atian state took control over the so-called Second and Third Zones. The area of
Gorski Kotar, Lika, the Dalmatian hinterland, and most of Herzegovina belonged
to the Second Zone. The remaining territory, extending up to the Italian-German
demarcation line within the NDH, was designated as the Third Zone. The rest of
NDH, beyond the Italian-Croatian demarcation line, was under German influ-
ence, making the situation even more complex.”

Despite the provisions of the Treaties of Rome and attempts to regu-
late Italian-Croatian relations, their political ties remained strained. One epi-
sode that significantly damaged relations between the two countries was the
Italian occupation of the Second and Third Zones of Croatia in August and
October 1941.° Italian dissatisfaction with the Treaties of Rome, Italian-Ger-
man rivalry, combined with efforts to prevent further Ustasa atrocities against
the Serbs, were among the main causes of these occupations.* The Croatian

259-263; Mapxko b. Muneruh, Adpuncku paiii y [Ipasckoj u Xpeaitickoj danosuru (beo-
rpag: VIHCTUTYT 3a caBpeMeHy UCTOpujy), 24-26.

Luciano Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, in L’occupazione italiana
della Iugoslavia (1941-1943), eds. Francesco Caccamo, Luciano Monzali (Firenze: Le Let-
tere, 2009), 64-70; Davide Rodogno, Il nuovo ordine mediterraneo. Le politiche di occu-
pazione dell’Italia fascista in Europa (1940-1943) (Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 2003),
124;. Sabrina Ramet, Die drei Jugoslawien. Eine Geschichte der Staatsbildungen und ihrer
Probleme (Miinchen: De Gruyter, 2011), 183-184.

3 For clarity, the Italian-Croatian Treaty of Rome, signed in May 1941, stipulated that Italy
would annex the greater part of Dalmatia. The remaining Croatian territory under Italian
influence was divided into two zones. The area encompassing the Dalmatian hinterland,
most of Herzegovina, Lika and parts of the Adriatic coast, including the larger islands such
as Bra¢, Hvar, and Pag, formed the Second Zone. The remaining territory, extending up to
the demarcation line between the Italian and German armies within the NDH, was desig-
nated as the Third Zone. Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 64-70.
Danilo Kovag, ,, Troubled Italian-Croatian-German Partnership: Italian Occupation of the
Third zone and Ustasha Violence Against the Serbs in 19417, Istorija 20. veka, no. 2 (2025):
309-322; Danilo Kova¢, ,,Ustasha Violence against the Serbs and Jews in the summer of
1941: Insights from Vichy diplomatic documents”, Istorija 20. veka, no. 2 (2024): 299-312.
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authorities perceived the Italian occupations and the protection of the prose-
cuted Serbs as a greedy attack on their independence. These episodes further
deepened mutual suspicion and hostility in Italian-Croatian relations.’

The situation grew increasingly tense, as in the following months the
Croatians pressed for the restoration of their powers in the occupied zones,
while the Italians simultaneously pursued plans for further political and eco-
nomic expansion in Croatia. Under the Treaty of Opatija (Abbazia) and the
Rijeka (Fiume) agreement of 16 November 1941, the Croatian authorities un-
dertook the obligation to supply Italian Dalmatia and the Italian Second
Army, placing a severe burden on the Croatian economy. In return, the Cro-
atians were permitted to bring back part of the expelled Ustasa forces into the
Second Zone. However, this attempt to regulate Italian—Croatian relations fa-
iled and quickly became a new source of conflict. The newly appointed com-
mander of the Italian Second Army, Mario Roatta, initially authorised the re-
turn of some Ustasa forces but later demanded their withdrawal. Similarly, at
a subsequent meeting in Venice on 14-15 December 1941, the Croats reque-
sted the restoration of their civil authorities in the Second Zone. Yet, after
negotiations, this demand also failed to materialise.®

Contrary to Croatian demands during the above-mentioned mee-
tings—in which they consistently sought the restoration of their powers in the
Second and Third Zones-the Italians were making plans for further expansion

Bojan Dimitrijevi¢, Ustaska vojska Nezavisne Drzave Hrvatske (Beograd: Institut za sa-
vremenu istoriju, 2016), 86-90; Dzejms Bergyvin, Imperija na Jadranu. Musolimjevo osva-
janje Jugoslavije 1941-1943 (Beograd: Sluzbeni glasnik, 2007), 73-74; Slobodan Miloge-
vi¢, Nemacko-italijanski odnosi na teritoriji okupirane Jugoslavije 1941-1943 (Beograd:
Institut za savremenu istoriju, 1991), 68; Tomislav Jonji¢, Hrvatska vanjska politika 1939-
1942. (Zagreb: Libar, 2000), 570-572; Nada Kisi¢-Kolanovi¢, NDH i Italija, politicke veze
i diplomatski odnosi (Zagreb: Naklada Ljevak, Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2001), 194;
Alberto Becherelli, Italia e stato indipendente croato 1941-1943 (Roma: Edizioni Nuova
Cultura, 2012), 149; Dragan Nenezi¢, Jugoslovenske oblasti pod Italijom 1941-1943 (Beo-
grad: Vojnoistorijski institut Vojske Jugoslavije, 1999), 99-100; Sanela Schmid, Deutsche
und italienische Besatzung im Unabhdngigen Staat Kroatien: 1941 bis 1943/45 (Berlin,
Boston: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2020), 85; Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia
ustascia”, 70-75; [Januno Kosay, , XpBaTcKo-UTamMjaHCKe Hecyracuie /beta 19417, Boj-
Houctopujcku inacHuk, dp 2. (2019): 126-142.

Kisi¢-Kolanovi¢, NDH i Italija, 213; Zbornik dokumenata i podataka o narodnooslobodilackom
ratu jugoslovenskih naroda (Hereafter Zbornik NOR-a), tom 13/1 (Beograd: Vojnoistorijski in-
stitut, 1969), dok. 39, 638-640; Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia®, 87.
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in the NDH in late December 1941.7 In this context, Italian policy in the NDH
was marked by increasing expansionism up until the summer of 1942. The pro-
visions of the Treaty of Zagreb, previously agreed but signed on 19 June 1942,
represented an unexpected change in this regard, as the Italian authorities ac-
cepted Croatian demands and officially transferred certain political and mili-
tary powers in the previously occupied Second and Third Zones to the Croatian
authorities, withdrawing some of their forces to the First Zone.® For precision,
the Treaty of Zagreb marked the Italian retreat to the coastal zone, standing in
sharp contrast to their previous policy of expansion in Croatia.

Even though the Treaty of Zagreb and its provisions have been thoro-
ughly examined by scholars’, the reasons behind Italy’s acceptance of the Cro-
atian demands and these provisions form a more specific topic, one that has
received comparatively limited scholarly attention. While some scholars view
it as an Italian sign of weakness or their waning interest in Croatia, others, such
as Nenezi¢, interpret it as a calculated Italian success. However, academics also
interpret it as the outcome of legitimate Croatian diplomatic demands."

Apart from conflicting interpretations, the examination of the rea-
sons of Italian acceptance of the Croatian demands merit closer examination

7 Zbornik NOR-a, tom 13/1, dok. 203

Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 102-108; Alberto Becherelli, Italia

e Stato Indipendente Croato (Roma: Edizioni Nuova Cultura, 2012), 226-235.

Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 102-108; Oddone Talpo, Dalma-

zia - Una cronaca per la storia 1942, vol. 2 (Roma: Ufficio Storico SME, 1995), 424-437;

Mario Dassovich, Fronte jugoslavo 1941-42. Aspetti e momenti della presenza militare

italiana sull’opposta sponda adriatica durante la seconda guerra mondiale (Udine: Del

Bianco editore, 1999), 193-201; Kisi¢-Kolanovi¢, NDH i Italija, 222-228; Becherelli, Ita-

lia e Stato Indipendente Croato, 226-235; Milo$evi¢, Nemacko-italijanski odnosi na teri-

toriji okupirane Jugoslavije 1941-1943, 153-158; Nenezi¢, Jugoslovenske oblasti pod Itali-
jom 1941-1943, 112-115; Schmid, Deutsche und italienische Besatzung im Unabhdingigen

Staat Kroatien: 1941 bis 1943/45, 155; Nikica Bari¢, Ustroj kopnene vojske domobranstva.

Nezavisne Drzave Hrvatske, (Zagreb: Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2003), 317-321; Amir

Obhodas, Glava za zub: Talijansko-Cetnicka suradnja u NDH (Zagreb: Hrvatski drzavni

arhiv, 2023), 77-79; Hrvoje Matkovi¢, Izmedu Maceka i Paveli¢a. Politicki portret Davida

Sincica (Zagreb: Naklada Pavici¢, 2010), 115-124.

10 Becherelli, Italia e Stato indipendente croato, 226; Kisi¢-Kolanovi¢, NDH i Italija, 222;
Jonji¢, Hrvatska vanjska politika, 842-843; Fikreta Jeli¢-Buti¢, Ustase i Nezavisna Drzava
Hrvatska 1941-1945 (Zagreb: Sveudilisna naklada Liber, Skolska knjiga, 1977), 118; Ne-
nezi¢, Jugoslovenske oblasti pod Italijom 1941-1943, 113, 116-118.
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as most historians address this issue only briefly, usually in the context of bro-
ader topics rather than as the focus of a dedicated study."' Additionally, the
topic merits a more detailed analysis due to its long-term consequences. Na-
mely, a the sudden shift in Italian policy impacted the mutual relation
between the Axis Powers, and had long-term consequences for the course of
warfare in Croatia and the wider territory of former Yugoslavia.

Accordingly, this paper aims to analyse the causes of the Italian military
retreat, which was preceded by two interconnected episodes. These episodes cul-
minated in the Italian acceptance of Croatian demands, which, among other
things, involved reducing the number of Italian troops in Croatia and restoring
Croatian control over the Second and Third Zones. The first episode involved
Croatian diplomatic efforts to secure the goodwill of Italian dignitaries regarding
these requests, while the second was the official Croatian request for concessions,
presented by Vladimir Kosak, the Croatian Minister of Economic Affairs.

Before analysing Italy’s military withdrawal through the lens of these
two specific diplomatic episodes arising from Italian—-Croatian relations, it is
essential to emphasise that the retreat also reflected the broader strategic con-
text of the period. It is widely accepted that by mid-1942, major operational
priorities necessarily superseded regional concerns, relegating Croatia to a
peripheral position within Axis strategic planning. Germany’s expanding mi-
litary commitments—on the Eastern Front, in North Africa, and along the
plans for the defence of the Mediterranean coast-required active Italian par-
ticipation across multiple theatres, leaving fewer resources in Croatia.

The First Croatian Diplomatic Episode: Early Concessions

Paveli¢ himself was active in Croatian diplomacy, repeatedly expres-
sing his devotion to Italy and Mussolini to the Italian ambassador in Zagreb,
Raffaele Casertano. Paveli¢’s efforts proved successful and convincing, as Ca-
sertano on 16 April of 1942 reported that the Croatian leader sought to im-
prove Italian-Croatian relations. In his correspondence, to Italian Foreign
Minister Galeazzo Ciano, Casertano suggested that Italy should take advan-
tage of these circumstances, recommending that Italian military authorities

B Nenezi¢, Jugoslovenske oblasti pod Italijom 1941-1943, 112-118; Obhodas, Glava za zub,
77; Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 102-106.
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intensify their cooperation with the Ustasa and work towards resolving the
ongoing disputes.'

The next Paveli¢’s diplomatic activity was a meeting in Zagreb on 25
April 1942. According to the minutes sent by Marquis Raimondo Giustiniani,
the Italian Chargé d’Affaires in the NDH, to Foreign Minister Galeazzo Cia-
no, the main negotiators were Ciano, Ugo Cavallero, chief of the Italian Su-
preme Command, and Ante Paveli¢. Paveli¢ assured Cavallero that Italian-
Croatian relations were excellent, aside from minor issues, describing them
as a “brotherhood” and crediting Italy for helping establish the Croatian state.
Giustiniani found Paveli¢ convincing and gave a favourable assessment of
him. He also observed that Germany was not mentioned during the talks, un-
derscoring the ongoing Italian-German rivalry over influence in Croatia.”

In addition to Giustiniani, Paveli¢’s efforts to improve Italian-Croa-
tian relations also left a positive impression on general Mario Roatta. Roatta
stated that certain Croatian ministers, particularly those from military circles,
were obstructing Paveli¢’s efforts to strengthen Croatia’s reliance on Italy." It
is reasonable to assume that Roatta was referring to the commander of Home
Gard Croatian military forces, Marshal Slavko Kvaternik, a pro-German fi-
gure within the Croatian government. However, it is notable that Roatta
expressed a positive view of Ante Paveli¢, and of his position towards Italy.
More importantly, the same document reveals that during his meeting with
General Ugo Cavallero, Paveli¢ raised two issues: the restoration of Croatian
civil authority and the introduction of Ustasa forces into the Second Zone,
which the Italians had previously banned."

The significance of the meeting was notable, as these two issues later
became key demands officially presented during Minister Kosak’s visit to Ro-
me. In effect, Paveli¢ used his meeting with Ugo Cavallero—at which Roatta
was present-to pave the way for requests that Kosak would formally present
the following month.

The Croatian Foreign Minister, Mladen Lorkovi¢ informed the Ger-
man representative to Croatia, Siegfried Kasche, about the Paveli¢-Cavallero

Documenti Diplomatici Italiani (Hereafter: DDI), series 9, vol. 8, (Roma: Istituto poligrafico e zec-
ca dello stato, 1988), doc. 457, p. 501; Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 103.
3 DDI,s. 9, vol. 8, doc. 501, p. 553.

14 Bogdan Krizman, NDH izmedu Hitlera i Mussolinija (Zagreb: Globus, 1986), 302-304.

5 DDI, s. 9, vol. 8, doc. 489, p. 539.
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meeting. Kasche was told that the meeting had been successful, as Cavallero
had promised to convey Paveli¢’s concerns to Mussolini. Lorkovi¢’s remarks
to Kasche align with Italian sources, confirming-as noted above-that Roatta
was less conciliatory, largely due to Italian-Croatian misunderstandings over
Italy’s role in suppressing the uprising in Eastern Bosnia.'

The Croatian Minister of Commerce, Dragutin Toth, conveyed anot-
her Croatian demand. While in previous meetings the Croatians had sought
concessions regarding civil authority and the introduction of Ustasa forces,
Toth’s mission focused on a key economic issue-the Croatian obligation to
supply the Second Army. The letter from Italian diplomat Luca Pietromarchi
revealed that Minister Toth met with several Italian dignitaries: Raffaello Ric-
cardi, the Italian Finance Minister, and Count Giuseppe Volpi di Misurata, pre-
sident of the Italian-Croatian Economic Commission. Pietromarchi himself
was present at the meeting. In his letter to Minister Ciano, dated 29 April, Pie-
tromarchi reported that Toth complained about the difficulties of supplying the
Italian Second Army-an obligation undertaken by the Croatians under the afo-
rementioned Treaty of Opatija. Toth explained that such supplies were stifling
the Croatian economy. Showing some understanding, Volpi undertook to pass
the Croatian request on to Mussolini. When presenting the issue to Mussolini,
Volpi proposed the regrouping of Italian troops to a narrower area after the
joint offensive in eastern Bosnia. The letter indicates that Benito Mussolini ac-
cepted these arguments, stating that he did not wish to stifle the Croatian eco-
nomy, since Croatia owed its very existence to Italy."”

The Croatian representative in Rome, Stijepo Peri¢, informed Croatian
Foreign Minister Mladen Lorkovi¢ about the same meeting. Peri¢’s letter indi-
cates that Toth’s action was successful in some respects, as the Italian authori-
ties agreed that the Croatians would pay a much smaller amount for the main-
tenance of the Second Army than before. From April onwards, the Croatians
were to provide 125,000,000 instead of 250,000,000 kunas for the army’s upke-
ep."® It is evident that the Italians accepted a reduced sum for the maintenance
of their army, showing a degree of understanding for the Croatian requests.

16 Akten zur deutschen auswidrtigen Politik 1918-1945 (Hereafter: ADAP), E, 1941-1945,
vol 2 (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1972), doc. 179, pp. 300-302.

7 DDI, s.9, vol. 8. doc. 494, p. 547.

18 »The Report of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, from April 28, 1942”, in Mladen Lorkovi¢ ministar
urotnik, ur. Nada Kisi¢-Kolanovi¢ (Zagreb: Golden marketing, Hrvatski drzavni arhiv, 1998), 146.
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The Germans were informed of Toth’s visit to Rome. In his report to
Berlin, Kasche voiced concern over Volpi and Riccardi’s plans for a customs
union between Dalmatia and Croatia, which aimed to bind the Croatian eco-
nomy more closely to Italy. He was alarmed by Riccardi’s sharp declaration
that Croatia belonged to Italy’s economic sphere and could not conclude any
far-reaching agreements with third countries without first informing Italy. At
the same time, Kasche noted that, unlike Volpi and Riccardi, Mussolini rece-
ived Toth warmly and listened attentively to his explanations."

Lorkovi¢’s report to Paveli¢ indicates that Lorkovi¢ continued Mini-
ster Toth’s diplomatic efforts. He discussed with Casertano issues to be ad-
dressed during Minister Ko$ak’s forthcoming visit to Rome, including the Ita-
lian return of civil powers over the territories they had occupied to the Croa-
tians. Casertano also acknowledged that the number of Italian soldiers in Cro-
atia should be reduced. However, the Italian representative emphasised that
this would depend on the state of relations between the Italian Second Army
and the Croatians.” Casertano’s words indicate that Italian civil and military
representatives had to coordinate their positions on the Croatian requests,
especially since these demands had both military and civil dimensions. His
remarks also align with Roatta’s less conciliatory stance towards the Croatian
proposals, as noted above. Moreover, the possibility that Italian military and
civil authorities in Croatia might adopt differing views on the Croatian
requests fits the broader political context, given that they had previously di-
verged on many issues concerning Croatia.”

The sources analysed above show that Paveli¢, along with Ministers Toth
and Lorkovi¢, made efforts to present Croatian demands to Italian military and
diplomatic dignitaries. It should be noted that Croatian officials had attempted
to secure the same concessions much earlier, but in April their efforts were more
successful than before. The negotiations discussed above indicate that Italian di-
plomatic and military figures—Castellani, Cavallero, Roatta, Casertano, and even

1 ADAP, E, vol. 2, doc. 179, pp. 300-302.
20 Izvjesc¢e poglavniku N.4” u Mladen Lorkovi¢ ministar urotnik, 154.

Eric Gobetti, L'occupazione allegra. Gli italiani in Jugoslavia 1941-1943 (Roma: Carocci,
2007), 107-108; Milo$ Vojinovi¢, , The Independent State of Croatia and the Ustasha Vi-

olence at the Crossroad of Italian and Vatican. Documents”, in Pope Pius XII and the

21

Challenge of Totalitarianism in Yugoslavia,1941-1958, ed. Vojislav G.. Pavlovi¢ (Belgra-
de: Institute for Balkan Studies SASA, 2025), 155-183.
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Mussolini-showed some understanding of certain Croatian requests, among
which was the restoration of Croatian civil authority, the reintroduction of Ustasa
forces, and the alleviation of the Croatian obligation to supply the Second Army.
However, Minister Kosak’s visit to the Eternal City on 10 May provided the oc-
casion to officially present these demands and discuss them in more detail. The
meeting in Rome left its mark on Croatian, Italian, and German sources.

The Second Croatian Diplomatic Episode: Kosak’s Mission

The letter from Count Ciano to Ugo Cavallero is a key source on Minister
Kosak’s visit to Rome and his meeting with the Italian foreign minister. Kosak,
who was the president of the Permanent Croatian-Italian Economic Commissi-
on, requested economic relief in relation to expenditures for the Second Army, the
return of civil powers, the reintroduction of Ustasa forces, the arming of the local
population, and closer collaboration on railway protection. Kosak substantiated
each of these demands with a justification.”” The notes of Mladen Lorkovi¢ indi-
cate that Galeazzo Ciano accepted some of these Kosak’s demands. Specifically,
the Italians agreed to allow the establishment of Ustasa militia in the Second Zone
and to reduce the number of Ttalian soldiers. Lorkovi¢ reported, however, that the
Italians were most reluctant to grant requests concerning civil powers.”

Castellani confirmed that the transfer of civil powers remained a dispu-
ted issue. He reported that Pietromarchi opposed any transfer of such powers,
although he was prepared to support a reduction in the number of soldiers of the
Second Army.* In the same vein, Galeazzo Ciano’s initial report to Mussolini on
the Croatian demands omitted any reference to the potential return of civil
powers to the Croatian authorities, underscoring that this issue remained politi-
cally sensitive.” It appears that Italian diplomats were less willing to transfer civil
authority in the Second Zone, though they readily supported the withdrawal of
Italian troops. This divergence likely stemmed from the their mutual antagonism,
as mentioned above. At this stage, the civil authorities prevailed, as Mussolini

2 DDI, s. 9, vol. 8. doc. 550, p. 598. See also: Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia
ustascia”, 103.

23 Notes for 10 May in: Mladen Lorkovi¢ ministar urotnik, 157.

2 DDI, .9, vol. 8. doc. 525, p. 575.

2 Hrvatski Drzavni Arhiv (HDA), Poslanstvo NDH - Rim (232), k. 1, Izvje$¢e ministra

Peri¢a ministru Lorkovicu, 20. 5. 1942.
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adopted a similar stance: while he agreed to reduce the number of Italian troops
in Croatia, he was reluctant to relinquish civil control in the Second Zone.*

Even though the introduction of Ustasa militia seemed less sensitive
than the return of civil powers, a solution was still far from being reached in this
area, as the following episode illustrates—a failed Croatian-Italian attempt to
agree on the details of returning the Ustasa militia to the Second Zone. On 12
May, General Roatta approved the return of some Ustasa militia to the Second
Zone, due to increased Partisan pressure in Herzegovina, which pleased the go-
vernment in Zagreb. However, upon the Ustasa’s arrival in Mostar, the comman-
der of the VI Italian Corps, General Dalmazzo, protested that their number was
much higher than had been previously agreed. The militia operated against the
Partisans until General Giuseppe Amico threatened that all Ustasa forces must
withdraw from the Second Zone. The First Ustasa Brigade, known as the Black
Legion, led by the infamous Jure Franceti¢ abandoned the Second Zone on 29
May to avoid armed conflict with the Italians. While their presence coincided
with the joint Italian-German-Croatian operation “Trio””, the retreat of the
Black Legion was deeply demoralising for the Croatians. Relations became parti-
cularly tense when the Ustasas were accused of attempting to assassinate the ge-
neral of the Fascist militia, Alessandro Lusana, and the Serb Chetnik leader Do-
broslav Jevdevi¢.?® In addition, numerous incidents between Italian and Croatian
soldiers in Sarajevo from 31 May to 4 June threatened to disrupt Italian-Croatian
negotiations and the preliminary agreements that had been reached.”

Notwithstanding numerous disputes, the Italians largely granted Ko-
$alk’s requests, at least formally. The Italian response to Ko$ak’s requests was
sent to the Croatian representative in Rome, Stijepo Peri¢. The Italian Diplo-
matic Documents include an attachment to Pietromarchi’s letter containing
the official Italian response to Kosak’s demands. In this verbal note, dated 2
June, the claims of Croatian Minister Ko$ak are listed in five points, each fol-
lowed by the corresponding response from the Italian Ministry.”

% Matkovié, Izmedu Maceka i Paveli¢a, 115.
¥ For more detail about the operation see Nenezi¢, Jugoslovenske oblasti pod Italijom 1941-
1943, 101-107.

2 Obhodas, Glava za zub, 56-61; Kocra Huxomvth, Mizianujarcka eojcka u ueitinuuu y JIpyiom cejeisi-

cxom paiity y Jyiocnasuju 1941-1943 (Beorpap: VIHCTUTYT 3a caBpeMeHy MCTOpHjy, 2009), 332.
»  Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 105.

% DDI, .9, vol. 8, doc. 569, p. 621; Zbornik NOR-a, tom 13/2, dok. 67, 463-466.
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The first reason for Italy’s acceptance of Kosak’s demands-largely
overlooked by scholars—can be explained within the framework of Italian-
German rivalry and Italy’s efforts to strengthen the pro-Italian faction in the
Croatian government. In particular, these concessions and gestures of go-
odwill were intended to provide the pro-Italian camp in the Croatian leaders-
hip with stronger arguments for advocating closer alignment with Italy.

In his correspondence, Casertano revealed that the Italian concessions
were intended to strengthen the pro-Italian wing within the NDH government. In
his letter of 13 June, Casertano referred to Roatta’s letter of 29 April, in which Ge-
neral Roatta praised Paveli¢’s attitude towards Italy while criticising the behaviour
of certain members of the Croatian government. After reviewing Roatta’s letter,
Casertano confirmed that he shared this positive impression of Paveli¢. Conver-
sely, the Italian representative in Zagreb stated that Croatian Marshal Slavko Kva-
ternik was hostile towards Italy and sought support from the German authorities.
Casertano argued for concentrating power in Paveli¢’s hands and concluded that
the Italian concessions, along with the acceptance of Kosak’s demands, would
strengthen the Italophile fraction within the Crotian government.”'

Similarly, other Italian sources reveal a willingness to improve relati-
ons with the Croats, while granting concessions that would not significantly
diminish Italian influence in Croatia. In this context, Minister Ciano argued
for granting the Croatian government purely formal powers, emphasising
that even such nominal concessions would satisfy them.

In his letter to General Cavallero, dated 26 May, Ciano outlined the Mi-
nistry of Foreign Affairs’ proposals regarding the Croatian requests, which he had
formulated after interim talks with Roatta. Ciano explained what the concessions
entail. Stressed the need for close coordination between the Italian military and
Croatian civil authorities, Ciano specified that the latter were to report to the Ita-
lian military on any actions exceeding routine administration or potentially af-
fecting public order and peace. The Italians would have the right to say which
Croatian provisions should be implemented and which should be discontinued.
Another provision determined that the number and distribution of Croatian for-
ces must be agreed with the command of the SUPERSLODA.** Ciano further sti-

31 DDI, s. 9, vol. 8, doc. 617, pp. 672-673.
> On 9 May, the Italian Second Army was renamed SUPERSLODA (Comando Superiore
Forze Armate di Slovenia e Dalmazia); Obhodas$, Glava za zub, 77.
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pulated that all troops would remain under Italian supreme command, a rule that
would also apply to the Croatian gendarmerie if it operated beyond maintaining
public order and peace. He concluded the letter by once again stressing that the
concessions were purely formal.”

Similarly, on 27 May, Luca Pietromarchi informed Minister Ciano
that his office had discussed Kosak’s demands with General Cavallero and
Count Volpi. He noted that, in agreement with General Roatta, it had been
decided to grant the Croatian authorities only formal satisfaction, thereby en-
suring that the powers of the Italian command remained intact. After recei-
ving Mussolini's orders, the High Command laid down the provisions to be
given to General Roatta regarding the number of Italian soldiers. General Ca-
vallero considered the question of civilian powers to be a political matter and
left the solution proposed by the Foreign Ministry unchanged.*

In addition to the Italian willingness to win over the Croatian leadership
through certain concessions, Italian diplomats advanced other arguments for
reducing the presence of the Italian army in Croatia, which involved granting
Kosak’s requests. Chief among these was the growing dissatisfaction among Ita-
lian diplomats, both at the local and state levels, with the Second Army-dissatis-
faction that called for decisive action and change regarding this force.

One of the sources supporting this argument is the set of notes and a
letter by Mladen Lorkovi¢ dated 2 and 3 May. These reveal the content of the
talks between Luca Pietromarchi and Stijepo Peri¢. The documents show that
Peri¢ told Pietromarchi he would support the complete withdrawal of the Se-
cond Army from Croatia, explaining that its deployment there had been a
failure in many respects. Pietromarchi also described the persistent dismay
among Italian soldiers and the growing discontent within the Italian public.”

Similarly, in his letter to Benito Mussolini, Galeazzo Ciano referred to
the failure of the Second Army and argued for its withdrawal. Croatian repre-
sentative in Rome testified that he had seen Ciano’s letter concerning Kosak’s
requests. Peri¢ also reported Italian dissatisfaction with the notable losses of the
Second Army, which could not contribute to the general war efforts.*

33 DD, s. 9, vol. 8, doc. 568, p. 620.

3 Ibid, doc. 569. p, 621.

% Lorkovi¢’s Report to Poglavnik from 2 May 1942. in Mladen Lorkovi¢ ministar urotnik, 198-199;
Lorkovi¢’s notes about Peri¢ for 3 May 1942 in Mladen Lorkovi¢ ministar urotnik, 149-150.

36 HDA, 232, k. 1, Izvje$¢e ministra Peri¢a ministru Lorkovicu, 20. 5. 1942.
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In a similar context, in his letter to Pietromarchi of 8 May, Castellani
reported widespread dissatisfaction within the Italian Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs regarding the Second Army. He relayed Colonel Guerri’s expectation of
an impending “offensive” by the ministry against it. During a meeting at the
Chigi Palace, Guerri perceived a prevailing hostility toward this branch of the
Italian army.”

The third reason for the Italian acceptance of Croatian requests lay in
the strategic interests of the Second Army, as recognised by the Italian mili-
tary leadership. Cavallero’s letter to Ciano dated 22 May, testifies that the
Croatian request to reduce Italian forces aligned with Italy’s current military
interests. Cavallero was willing to leave minor operations and maintaining
order in the Second Zone to regular Croatian troops, with Ustasa forces in-
volved only in exceptional cases. Both forces, however, would remain under
the authority of the Italian Supreme Command. Cavallero also supported the
Croatian proposal to arm the local population under joint Italian-Croatian
command so they could defend their homes. Regarding the transfer of civil
powers, he argued that Italian authorities should retain veto rights and stres-
sed that Croatian civil authorities must remain subordinate to Italian military
authorities. In this way, he explained, Croatian demands could be met witho-
ut significantly changing the existing arrangement.”

In line with Cavallero’s plans, the Germans were told that the Italian
withdrawal was a strategic move. Whereas Lorkovi¢ and Paveli¢ saw it as a
sign of Italian weakness, Kasche believed the Italians were simply seeking to
spare their army another winter in the region.” Moreover, Kasche’s interpre-
tation of the Italian move aligns with Roatta’s previously noted desire to with-
draw his army from Croatia, as well as with Peri¢’s reports on Italian frustra-
tions over heavy losses in the region.

The sources presented above lead to the conclusion that Italy’s wil-
lingness to win over the Croatians—particularly in the context of Italian-Ger-
man rivalry, Italian military interests, and pressure from the Italian diploma-
tic corps—contributed to the granting of Kosak’s requests.

% DDI, .9, vol. 8, doc. 525, pp. 575-576.

% Ibid, doc. 557, pp. 603-604.

Milosevi¢, Nemacko-italijanski odnosi na teritoriji okupirane Jugoslavije 1941-1943, 156
157.
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The letter of the German Ambassador to Rome, Hans Georg von Mac-
kensen, sheds further light on the reasons behind Italy’s acceptance of Croatian
demands. His correspondence reveals that the Italians were dissatisfied with the
situation in Croatia and, regardless of Kosak’s requests, had been discussing va-
rious alternative solutions in the months preceding the Treaty of Zagreb. Mac-
kensen acknowledged that Italy was already facing numerous problems in Dal-
matia. On 9 June—-just days before the treaty was signed-he reported that, in re-
cent months, the Italians had considered several plans concerning Croatia. One
proposal was the creation of a Kingdom of Dalmatia, united with the Kingdom
of Croatia in a personal union under the Duke of Spoleto. According to Mac-
kensen, this idea originated with Count Volpi, mentioned above, who had been
tasked with strengthening Italian economic influence in Croatia. Testifying to
the existence of competing currents within Italian policy, Mackensen noted that
the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs had distanced itself from this plan. He
emphasised that his information was absolutely reliable and added that Ciano
still favoured another approach: incorporating the Italian part of Dalmatia into
Croatian territory and then uniting it with Italy under a personal union. Caser-
tano, however, understood Paveli¢’s objections-namely, that such a union
would undermine his own position by providing arguments to his opposition.*

In his letter of 10 June, Mackensen again addressed Italian-Croatian
disputes, reiterating some of the reasons why Italy accepted Croatian de-
mands. He reported that a trusted source had informed him that Casertano
actively supported Croatian aspirations, stressing the need to strengthen Pa-
veli¢’s position against his domestic opponents—particularly those opposed to
his pro-Italian policy. It is reasonable to assume that Mackensen was referring
to Marshal Kvaternik, the second-ranking figure in the Croatian hierarchy,
who was a prominent critic of Paveli¢’s alignment with Italy. Mackensen also
pointed to other factors behind Italy’s decision to grant the Croatian requests.
Well-informed, Mackensen expressed the view that the Italians granted the
Croatian requests primarily for military reasons—a conclusion consistent with
Ugo Cavallero’s statements mentioned above.*!

Mackensen’s letters underscore the role of Italian-German rivalry in
meeting Croatian requests and highlight the Italian military’s interest in with-

40 ADAP, E, vol. 2, doc. 279, p. 476.
41 Ibid, doc. 280, p. 478.
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drawing to the coastal zone. They also reveal that the Italians had been consi-
dering policy changes in Croatia well before Kosak’s demands. A major ob-
stacle to formulating such plans prior to the Treaty of Zagreb was the absence
of a unified policy between the Italian military and civil authorities.

The Treaty of Zagreb and the MVAC units

Between 2 June and the signing of the Treaty of Zagreb on 19 June,
technical matters were discussed. Castellani’s letter to Count Ciano, dated 5
June stating that General Mario Roatta agreed with the Italian response re-
garding the Croatian demands. Roatta objected to the phrase “Croatian terri-
tory temporarily occupied by the Italian army”, arguing for the use of the term
“Second Zone”.*

On 7 June, Ciano told Stijepo Peri¢ that Paveli¢ had invited General
Roatta to a meeting the next day to settle the technical details of Kosak’s de-
mands. He added that the Croatian side should see the concessions as a fri-
endly gesture and made clear that no further concessions would be conside-
red.” Ciano’s remarks indicate that the Croats were expected to fully accept
all provisions that would formally be agreed upon in Zagreb on June 19.

The Treaty of Zagreb stipulated that in the Second Zone, authority
was shared between the Italian military and Croatian civil administration, but
Italian commanders had the power to override any Croatian decisions. The
Croatians gained civil and police control in the Third Zone. The Treaty of
Zagreb required the gradual withdrawal of the Italian Army from the Third
Zone, except for Karlovac, and from the Second Zone, except for Mostar and
Trebinje. However, the Italians retained the right to reoccupy both zones if
military necessity arose. Furthermore, the Croatian Government committed
itself to preventing any retaliatory actions against civilians.

According to the second point of the agreement, the Croatian aut-
horities were required to inform the Italians of any measures that might af-
fect public order. The third point placed responsibility for railway control
in Croatian hands, although overall command remained with the Italians.
Jurisdiction over maritime traffic, fishing, and island defence also stayed

2 DDI,s. 9, vol. 8, doc. 588, p. 649.
43 Ibid, doc. 597, p. 657.
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under Italian control. The Treaty further stipulated that the Croatian army
would fall under the authority of Croatian military courts, while civilian ca-
ses were to be handled by Croatian courts—except in instances involving cri-
mes against Italian forces or violations of military orders. The final section
regulated coordination between military units on NDH territory and obli-
ged the Croatian Government to officially recognise the Anti-Communist
Volunteer Militia (Milizia volontaria anticomunista, MVAC). In other
words, the Treaty formalised the presence of MVAC units in Croatia, exten-
ding a system that had already operated in the First Zone, thereby reinfor-
cing Italian influence through auxiliary anti-communist forces.* It is also
stipulated that they must not be retaliated against, even if they previously
participated in rebellions against the Croatian authorities. In this context,
the MVAC would recognize and respect the supremacy of the NDH, and
the Croatian Government received the obligations towards them that the
SUPERSLODA command had up until then. Despite this, the MVAC rema-
ined under the command of the Italians.”

An analysis of the provisions of the Treaty of Zagreb shows that Cro-
atian requests were not fully met, as the Croats failed to gain complete control
over the territories they demanded. Moreover, the Italian right of veto-the
power to override any Croatian decision-clearly reflects the restrictive nature
of the agreement. Similarly, the creation of MV AC units was presented as ful-
filling Kosak’s earlier request to establish voluntary armed forces drawn from
the reliable local population. However, while the Croatians understood the
arming of the local population to mean the creation of Ustada preparatory
battalions composed of Croats, in practice the MVAC was instead tied to the
Chetnik movement and largely made up of Serbs. This represented a distor-
tion of Ko$ak’s request, as the Croatian negotiators had envisioned the ar-

# More details about MVAC: Hukonuh, Mitianujancka eojcka u uettinuyu, 334-335; Stefa-

no Fabei, I cetnici nella Seconda Guerra mondiale. Dalla Resistenza alla collaborazione
con UEsercito italiano (Gorizia: LEG Edizioni, 2017), 85-101, 129-145; Massimo Bucarel-
li, ,Disgregazione Jugoslava e questione serba nella politica italiana (1939-1943)” in: L 'oc-
cupazione italiana della Tugoslavia (1941-1943), eds. Francesco Caccamo, Luciano Mon-
zali, (Firenze: Le Lettere, 2008), 54; Schmid, Deutsche und italienische Besatzung im
Unabhingigen Staat Kroatien: 1941 bis 1943/45, 276-280; Obhodas, Glava za zub, 84-86;
Matkovi¢, Izmedu Maceka i Paveli¢a. Politicki portret Davida Sincié¢a, 119-126.
4 Archivio Centrale dello Stato (ACS), Collection of Italian Military Records, (T821), roll 400
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ming of the local population in a completely different way.* Given the tone
of Ciano’s 7 June message-mentioned above-which made clear that no furt-
her concessions would be entertained, the Croats accepted the formation of
the MVAC on Italian terms. This allowed the Italians to legalise their colla-
boration with some of the Chetniks formations, in line with their objectives,
as such cooperation had begun much earlier.”

As Italy’s military withdrawal corresponded with the broader regio-
nal context, the legalisation of the MVAC forces within Croatia likewise re-
flected Italy’s wider policy towards the movement. In fact, by July 1942, the
Italians had already formalised the status of the Chetniks in Montenegro and
Sandzak, thereby extending a policy of cooperation with anti-communist
Serb forces across multiple territories.*®

Apart from that, the formation of MVAC sheds further light on Gene-
ral Roatta’s objectives regarding the Italian retreat. Prior to the Treaty of Za-
greb, Roatta argued that Italian strategy required concentrating troops in larger
garrisons to better respond to the growing insurgent threat.*” In line with this,
Stijepo Peri¢ reported on 20 May to Minister Mladen Lorkovi¢ that Roatta had
expressed his willingness to withdraw Italian forces from Croatia.”” Nonethe-
less, on 10 May, Roatta argued against granting any real power to the Ustase, as
this would cause a continuation of the violence seen in the summer of 1941.%!

Roatta’s remarks about his concern over violence are plausible, given
his position towards the persecution of civilians in the summer of 1941, and
his awareness of the damage that continued persecutions could inflict on the
Italian army.** Roatta also hoped that Chetnik forces would fill the power va-

46 Obhodas, Glava za zub, 79; Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 106;

Talpo, Dalmazia - Una cronaca per la storia 1942, 420.
47 About the roots of Italian-Chetnik collaboration see Huxonwh, Mizianujancka éojcka u
yeitiHuuu, 45-86.
*#  Munyrun XXuskosuh, Citiapa Pawika tiog uitianujarnckom oxyiavuujom 1941-1943, Keu-
ra npBa (Beorpan: Catena mundi, VIHcTUTYT 3a caBpeMeHy ncropujy 2020), 122-123.
¥ Zbornik NOR-a, tom. 13/2, dok. 17, str. 78.
% HDA, 232, k.1, Izvje$¢e ministra Peri¢a ministru Lorkovicu, 20. 5. 1942.

51 Monzali, ,,La difficile alleanza con la Croazia ustascia”, 104.

52 Mario Roatta, Otto milioni di baionette. L'esercito italiano in guerra dal 1940 al 1944,
(Milano: Arnoldo Mondadori, 1946), 170-171; Mila Mihajlovi¢, Jugoslavija: april 1941-
septembar 1943. Italijanski izvori: dokumenti o masakru Srba u Dalmaciji, Lici i Bosanskoj

Krajini (Beograd: Cigoja $tampa, 2020), 151-192.
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cuum created by the Italian retreat. In this way, Italian influence would rema-
in intact while Italian casualties would be minimised, as the Chetniks or “anti-
Communist” groups clashed with the Partisans. This strategy was consistent
with Roatta’s earlier views on the Chetniks, expressed in March 1942, when
he remarked: “Given that we have found people who-albeit for their own pur-
poses—instead of firing on us, fire on our enemies, is there really no other so-
lution than to push these occasional allies into the enemy’s ranks?”>

Beyond introducing the MVAC as a new and legalised participant in
the war, the Italian retreat had lasting consequences for the conflict in Croatia
and the development of both resistance movements (Chetniks and Partisans).
Although the Croats initially expected to benefit from the withdrawal, they
found itself in an awkward position, unable to replace the rapidly departing
Italian troops.> This created a power vacuum that initially strengthened the
Chetniks but, in the long run, also benefited the Partisans. The NDH forces
lacked the strength both to replace Italian authority and to confront the Par-
tisans effectively. Thus, the Italian retreat reshaped not only Italian-Croatian
relations, but also the balance of power between Partisans, Chetniks, and the
wider course of the war in Croatia.

The Italian Military Retreat and the Balance of Axis Power in Croatia

Given the importance of the Germans in all aspects of political and
military developments in Croatia and the Balkans, their reaction to the Italian
retreat and the Treaty of Zagreb merits closer attention. Italian and German
authorities repeatedly sought to regulate their respective zones of interest in
the Balkans and Croatia. Although the Germans formally accepted Italian do-
minance in Croatia, their actions indicate that they aimed to secure a domi-
nant position there, acting as arbiters in Italian—Croatian relations.” This
explains why attempts by Italy and Croatia to regulate their mutual relations
through the Treaty of Zagreb aroused German suspicion. This assumption is

% DDI, s.9,vol. 8. doc. 345. pp. 385-387.

4 Ibid, doc. 672, p. 731.

> For more details see: MiloSevi¢, Nemacko-italijanski odnosi na teritoriji okupirane Jugo-
slavije 1941-1943; Schmid, Deutsche und italienische Besatzung im Unabhdngigen Staat
Kroatien: 1941 bis 1943/45.
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supported by Georges Gueyraud, who noted the intensification of Italian—
German rivalry in the spring of 1942.%°

It is no coincidence that, in the days leading up to the signing of the
Treaty of Zagreb, Kasche intensified his pressure on Casertano. Their meeting
took place on 16 June. Kasche assured Casertano that he had no objection to
Italy’s dominant position in Croatia; however, Casertano explained that Ka-
sche regarded this dominance as merely theoretical and platonic, anticipating
changes in the practical application of Italian-Croatian agreements. The Ger-
man diplomat argued that the Croatian authorities required German assistan-
ce to consolidate their internal situation and strengthen their independence.
Casertano interpreted these remarks as an attempt to undermine Italy’s posi-
tion and as encouragement for the Croats to engage in what he described as
the “Balkan game”-the strategy of exploiting Italian-German rivalry for their
own benefit. Even more significantly, Kasche openly stated that Croatian in-
dependence was incompatible with Italian policy, which he characterised as
“militant.” Referring to the two spheres of influence within the NDH divided
by the demarcation line, Kasche remarked on their existence, to which Caser-
tano responded that the term was merely temporary and that the Italian sphe-
re encompassed the entirety of Croatia. Kasche also emphasised that Croati-
an-German cooperation was a spontaneous and traditional process rooted in
mutual sympathy-an observation that, by implication, highlighted numerous
Italian-Croatian disagreements. He further underlined that there were no
territorial disputes between Germany and Croatia. Casertano interpreted this
as a veiled reference to numerous Croatian-Italian dispute. During the di-
scussion, Casertano raised the issue of propaganda promoting Croatian nati-
onalism and circulating rumours that, after the war, the littoral would belong
to Croatia. According to Casertano, this remark visibly unsettled Kasche, who
looked down, appearing uncomfortable.”” It was obvious that Casertano im-
plied that these rumours are produced by the Germans.

The meeting between Kasche and Casertano, along with the reports
by Kasche and Mackensen analysed above, confirms that the Germans did

% Centre des Archives diplomatiques de la Courneuve (French Diplomatic Archive. Here-

after: FDA), Guerre 1939-1945, Vichy, Croatie, 946, Georges Gueyraud to Pierre Laval,
29.6.1942, N. 56, pp. 146-149.
% DDI, .9, vol. 8. doc. 628, p. 683-687.
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not interpret the Italian retreat as a sign of weakness. Unlike the Croats, the
Germans correctly assessed that the withdrawal aligned with their own inter-
ests. However, they also feared that the circumstances created by the retreat
could encourage the uprising and thereby harm German economic interests.”

Georges Gueyraud seemed to offer a reasonable analysis of events. He
explained that the Germans were not happy with the situation in Croatia in
the aftermath of the Treaty of Zagreb, referring to the increased instability.
Georges Gueyraud believed that the Germans tolerated Italian behaviour in
Croatia as they were currently occupied with other fronts.”

Regarding the Croatian position in the Italian-Croatian rivalry, Pa-
veli¢ appears to have skilfully managed his “Balkan game” during this episode.
On the eve of the Treaty of Zagreb, he met with the Italian representative in
Zagreb. In his report to Ciano, Casertano noted that Paveli¢ was already in-
formed-through the Germans-about the Casertano-Kasche meeting of 16
June. Paveli¢ sought further details, seemingly wishing to compare the Ger-
man account with the Italian one. Casertano, however, avoided revealing spe-
cifics and merely stated that the two sides had agreed to cooperate in the spirit
of the Treaty of Rome. Understandably, he did not share his impression that
Kasche viewed Italian influence as merely theoretical and platonic. Nonethe-
less, Casertano reported Kasche’s remark that German actions in Croatia re-
flected a 'natural state of affairs,' even using the term ‘protectorate’ to describe
Croatia.®” Alhough praised by Roatta and Casertano for his ostensibly pro-
Italian stance, Paveli¢ simultaneously pursued closer ties with the Germans,
Italy’s chief rivals in Croatia. Kasche reported to his ministry that Paveli¢
himself requested a meeting on 9 June. During the conversation, Paveli¢ com-
plained about Casertano, describing him as hostile and unwilling to maintain
contact with Croatian ministers other than himself, owing to their anti-Italian
orientation.®’ This episode illustrates Paveli¢’s duplicity, as he sought to secu-
re German support while cultivating Italian favour.

8 Zbornik NOR-a, tom 12/2 (Beograd: Vojnoistorijski institut, 1976), dok. 101, str. 531.

¥ FDA, Guerre 1939-1945, Vichy, Croatie, 946, Georges Gueyraud to Pierre Laval, 20. 7.
1942, N. 64, pp. 150-152.

% DDI, .9, vol. 8. doc. 632, p. 689.

8t MiloSevi¢, Nemacko-italijanski odnosi na teritoriji okupirane Jugoslavije 1941-1943, 153;
Krizman, NDH izmedu Hitlera i Mussolinija, 339.
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Even though the term “Balkan game” was used pejoratively by both
Italians and Germans, this strategy proved advantageous for Paveli¢. It was in
his interest, and that of the NDH, to maintain the best possible relations with
both allies and to extract benefits from their disputes and rivalry. What ulti-
mately proved detrimental for his regime, however, was the genocidal violen-
ce against the Serbs. Atrocities against the Serbs not only strained his relations
with the Axis powers but also severely damaged the reputation of the NDH
in the eyes of German authorities-and even more so among the Italians. This
is why provisions guaranteeing the safety of civilians were included in the
Treaty of Zagreb, as discussed above.

Conclusions

The Italian military retreat to the coastal zone was preceded by suc-
cessful Croatian diplomatic efforts involving Ante Paveli¢, Mladen Lorkovig,
Stijepo Peri¢, Dragutin Toth, and Vladimir Kosak. Although these efforts
contributed to Italy’s decision to withdraw, the Italians had already been de-
bating what to do with Croatia, and competing plans prevented any clear stra-
tegy from being implemented before June 1942. Croatian diplomacy appears
to have accelerated the Italian response and helped crystallise a short-term
solution—namely, the next Italian political move in Croatia, articulated thro-
ugh the Treaty of Zagreb.

Italy’s decision was primarily guided by its own interests rather than
a desire to accommodate Croatian demands. The main motive was Italy’s de-
termination to secure Croatian support, particularly in the context of Italian-
German rivalry. In other words, in planning to meet Croatian demands, the
Italians sought to strengthen the pro-Italian faction within the Croatian go-
vernment. In addition, Italian military and strategic considerations, along
with the dissatisfaction of the diplomatic corps over the performance of the
Italian army in Croatia, played a role in granting Croatian requests. The Ita-
lian retreat was a carefully considered decision, discussed at the highest levels
of leadership-including Mussolini, Ciano, Casertano, Castellani, Roatta, Ca-
vallero, Volpi, and Riccardi-who ultimately agreed on the withdrawal despite
their numerous previous disputes. This episode confirms the existing diver-
gence between Italian civil and military authorities.
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The Treaty of Zagreb marked an Italian diplomatic victory in certain
respects, as the Italians successfully framed their own strategic interests as a
concession to Croatian demands. In this context, they secured the legalisation
of the MVAC, an outcome fully aligned with their objectives, while simultane-
ously undermining the nature of Croatian requests for arming the local popu-
lation. The establishment of the MVAC primarily served Italian interests and
ultimately ran counter to both Croatian and German objectives. In other words,
contrary to the interests of their German and Croatian allies, the Italians succe-
eded in establishing the potential foundation of a broader alliance with the
Chetniks, extending across Croatia, Sandzak, and Montenegro-an outcome
that illustrates the relative independence of Italian policy in the region. Li-
kewise, in contrast to the general interpretation that German influence at the
time expanded at Italy’s expense, the sources presented above indicate that
Italy’s military decision to withdraw from parts of Croatia was made autono-
mously. Nevertheless, this particular episode cannot be generalised. Although
the withdrawal corresponded with the broader political and strategic context in
Europe of mid-1942, it ultimately reflected Rome’s independent strategic ob-
jectives and the continued assertion of Italian political agency in Croatia.

The political context of the Treaty of Zagreb therefore underscored the
intensification of Italian—-German rivalry, further supporting the argument that
this rivalry was one of the central reasons for Italy’s decision to retreat. Yet,
despite their reservations, the Germans had no choice but to tolerate Italian
plans—an outcome that demonstrates the extent of Italian leverage in Croatia.
This episode also highlights the hypocrisy of the German-Italian alliance,
which masked deep-rooted rivalries under the fagade of cooperation.

For the Croats, the Italian military retreat represented an unfulfilled
hope of strengthening their position within their own country. On the con-
trary, the Italian retreat reinforced the uprising, running directly against Cro-
atian expectations and interests. While the Croats interpreted the retreat as a
sign of Italian weakness and expected to benefit from it, the Germans cor-
rectly assessed that it aligned with Italian strategic interests. Moreover, they
feared that this move would bring Croatia closer into the Italian sphere of
influence and undermine German economic interests.

Both Italian and German sources discussed above confirm that Mars-
hal Slavko Kvaternik was regarded by the Italians as a threat because of his
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pro-German stance, which by definition implied anti-Italian positions. Unli-
ke Paveli¢, who sought to balance between pro-German and pro-Italian ori-
entations, Kvaternik was consistently and unequivocally perceived as a pro-
German exponent. The resulting polarisation within the Croatian Govern-
ment-between pro-Italian and pro-German factions—speaks volumes about
the depth of Italian-German rivalry, as well as the extent to which Croatian
politicians manoeuvred either to secure advantages or to safeguard their sur-
vival by aligning with one of the two foreign powers.

Given the profound influence of the withdrawal on the course of the
war and the balance of power in the Balkans, the consequences of Italy’s mi-
litary retreat merit further, dedicated analysis. This is particularly important
since studies of the Partisan victory rarely take into account the Italian mili-
tary withdrawal and its long-term repercussions, despite its pivotal role in
shaping later developments.

The conclusions of this study are necessarily limited. The analysis re-
lies primarily on diplomatic correspondence, which, by its very nature, re-
flects strategic posturing and official rhetoric rather than revealing the genu-
ine motivations of the actors involved.

SUMMARY

Although it played a central role in the establishment of the Indepen-
dent State of Croatia, Italy pursued a policy of political and military expansion
at its expense. However, in June 1942 this policy changed abruptly, as the Ita-
lian authorities withdrew a large portion of their troops from Croatia. The
withdrawal was preceded by Croatian demands and diplomatic efforts. While
these efforts accelerated the decision to withdraw, the Italians had already be-
en aware of the need to redefine many aspects of their policy in Croatia. The
Italian withdrawal was primarily driven by Italy’s own political and military
interests and had long-term consequences not only for Italians and Croats,
but also for the Partisans, the Chetniks, and the broader course of the war in
Croatia. Unlike the Croats, the Germans correctly assessed the withdrawal as
a calculated Italian move rather than a sign of weakness. Sources from this
episode make it possible to examine Italian-Croatian-German negotiations,
revealing the nature of their alliance as well as tensions between Italian mili-
tary and civilian authorities. Although the Germans were dissatisfied with this
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Italian move, they had no choice but to tolerate it—an outcome that illustrates
the extent of Italian influence in Croatia. Through an examination of Italian
correspondence, the article shows how the Italians formulated the provisions
of the Zagreb Agreement of 19 June 1942, which redefined Italian-Croatian
relations after the Italian withdrawal. In this context, the formation of the Vo-
lunteer Anti-Communist Militia in Croatia is also explained. Drawing on Ita-
lian, Croatian, German, French, Serbian, and Yugoslav archival sources and
scholarly research, the article analyzes the causes of the Italian military with-
drawal from Croatia in 1942 and its broader implications.
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Pe3sume

Ianumo Kopau

O]l EKCITAH3UJE JO ITIOBJIAYEIbA:
Y3rPOLV UTAIMJAHCKOI BOJHOI
I[TOBJTAYEIA VX XPBATCKE 1942. TOJVHE

ATICTPAKT: Maxo je onurpana IjeHTpasHy y/Iory y ocHuBamwy Hesa-
BrcHe JIp>xaBe XpBarcke, ViTammja je cripoBomia MOMUTUYKY 1
BOjHY eKCIIaH3Mjy Ha IbeH pauyH. Mebytum, y jyny 1942. oa monu-
THKa Ce HaIJIo IPOMEHNIA, TOWITO je VITanuja moByK/Ia BENMKA 10
cBojux Tpyna us Xpsarcke. OBaj paj aHaMM3Mpa y3poKe TOT MOTe-
3a, KOjU je MMao [JaJIeKOCeXXHeE MOC/IeINLIE HE CAMO 3a UTA/IMjaHCKe
U XpBaTCKe BIacTy Beh 11 3a mapTu3aHe, YeTHMKE M [[eTIOKYTIaH TOK
para y XpBatckoj. Takobhe, pasmarpajy ce nTanujaHcKo-XpBaTCKoO-
HEMauKJ IPErOBOPH, KOjU OTKPUBAjy NIPUPOJY HIXOBOT caBesa I
TeHsMje u3Mel)y MTanMjaHCKMX BOJHMX U L{UBVW/IHUX BIIACTH.

K/byuHE PEUM: HesaBucHa [Ip>xaBa XpBarcka, gammcruuka Vra-
nuja, 3arpedauku cnopasym, nosnadewe, AHte Ilasenuh, Brapnu-

mup Komrak

Mapa je ogurpana eHTpalHy ynory y ocHuBamy HesaBucue [Ip>xase
XpsBarcke, VTanuja je cupoBojuia MOAUTUYKY U BOjHY €KCIIAH3Ujy Ha HbeH
pauyH. MebyTum, y jyny 1942. rogyuse oBa IIOIUTUKA Ce HAIJIO IPOMEHMNIIA,
dymyhm ma cy utanmjaHcke BIacTy IIOBYK/Ie BE/IMKY JIe0 CBOjUX Tpyma us Xp-
Barcke. [loBmademy cy IpeTXopuay XpBaTCKM 3aXTEBU U JUIIOMATCKM Ha-
nopu. Vako cy oBu Hanopu ydpsanm ofyIyKy o IoBnademy, Vtanujanu cy Beh
IPETXOJHO OW/IM CBECHM HY>KHOCTH pefiepMHICamba MHOTHX aclIeKaTa IhIXO0-
Be monuTrKe y XpBarckoj. VtanujaHcko mosmadere OWIO je TPBEHCTBEHO
BOl)EHO HVXOBJM COIICTBEHVM IOMUTUYKIM U BOjHMM MHTEPECHMa, a IMAJIO
je myropodHe mocneanie He camo 3a Vranmjane n Xpsate, Beh u 3a maptnsa-
He, YeTHUKE U IINPU TOK paTa y XpBaTcKoj. 3a pasnuky off Xpsara, Hemiu
Cy MICHPABHO ITIPOIIEHN/IN /I je TTOB/Iaderhe OMI0 IPOPAYyHATH UTATNjAHCKN
HI0Te3, a He 3HaK ’bIXoBe cradocTtu. VIsBopu 13 oBe emmsofe omoryhasajy nc-
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NMTYBakbe VTaTNjaHCKO-XPBATCKO-HEMAaYKIX ITPeroBopa, OTKpuBajyhu mpu-
POJy BMXOBOT CaBesa, Kao 1 TeH3uje 13Mely nTanjaHcKyx BOjHVX U IIVIBUI-
HuX Bracty. Vlako Hemim Hucy duiy 3a/;0BO/bHY OBYMM UTA/IMjAaHCKMM ITOTe-
30M, HUCY MMaJIi Pyror n300pa HeTo fla Ta TO/IEPHITY — MICXOJ] KOjU IITyCTPY-
je odum mTanujaHCcKor yruiaja y XpBarcKoj. YBUOM Y UTANIMjaHCKY KOpe-
CIIOHJEHIMjy, IPUKa3aH je Ha4MH Ha Koju cy Vrammjaum Qopmynmmcanu
onpende 3arpedaukor cnopasyma u3 19. jyna 1942. ronnae, koju je pemedu-
HIICA0 MTa/INjaHCKO-XPBATCKe OIHOCE HAKOH MTAa/IMjaHCKOT IOBadYerma. Y
TOM KOHTEKCTy odjalimeHo je u popmupame JodpoBospadke MPOTUBKOMY-
HUCTUYKe Muiniuje y XpBaTckoj. OBaj WilaHaK ce oc/larba Ha UTalIMjaHCKe,
XpBaTCKe, HeMauke, GpaHITyCKe, CPIICKe U jyTOC/IOBEHCKe aPXMBCKeE M3BOPE U
Hay4Ha MCTPaKMBama KaKo OM aHa/IM3MpPao y3poKe IOB/IaYerha NTaIMjaHCKe
BOjcKe 13 XpBaTcKe 1942. roguHe 1 mherose MMUpe UMIUIMKALIN)E.
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