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The Bombing Begins

CIVIL!
miles

Because of an equipment malfunc­
tion, much of this article was omitted
from some copies of the Northeast
editions on Sunday. It is reprinted in
full today.

Generals and politicians often learn the
wrong lessons from the last war. The wrong
lesson that American officials took from
dropping bombs to end the war in Bosnia in
1995 was that Mr. Milosevic would fold after
a few days of air strikes.

In a last-chance attempt to head off war in
Kosovo on March 23, Richard C. Holbrooke,
the United States special envoy to Yugoslav­
ia, failed to scare Mr. Milosevic with the
threat of imminent bombing.

On his way out of the country, Mr. Hol­
brooke was asked if he feared that NATO’s
air attacks would push the Serbs into ever
more vicious “ethnic cleansing.”

“That is our greatest fear by far, by far,"
he replied.

Asked what NATO, operating only from
the air, could do to prevent a catastrophe,

This article drew on reporting from
Jane Perlez and John M. Broder in
Washington, Roger Cohen in Berlin,
Steven Erlanger and Carlotta Gall in
Belgrade, Michael R. Gordon and
Craig R. Whitney in Brussels, Warren
Hoge in London and Serge Schme-
mann and Steven Lee Myers in Wash­
ington.
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‘Lessons’ of Bosnia
Did Not Apply

Mr. Holbrooke went silent and shrugged.
The bombing began on March 24 and on

Monday, March 29, in the Oval Office, the
grim faces of the President’s top foreign
policy advisers, captured in official photo­
graphs and in the memories of participants,
told the story: War in the Balkans was going
to be brutish — and not short. Hundreds of
thousands of Kosovo Albanians were being
terrorized and bullied out of Kosovo by Mr.
Milosevic's forces and NATO seemed help­
less to stop it.

The President and other officials insisted
in public that they had anticipated Mr. Milo­
sevic’s defiance and had expected his brutal
ethnic assault on Kosovo.

But in private they acknowledged their
shock, disappointment and miscalculation.
“It’s one thing to say we expected this,” a
senior adviser said' "But living it is not the
same as thinking about it.”

Not only had Mr. Milosevic refused to give
in; Yugoslav antiaircraft gunners had
downed an American F-117 stealth fighter
the night before. The loss of the aircraft, one
of the jewels of the American arsenal, was a
propaganda coup for Serbia and an embar­
rassing display of the vulnerability of high-
technology weaponry.

Mr. Clinton concluded that his top aides —
including the Secretaries of State and De­
fense and the Director of Central Intelligence
— needed an injection of fighting spirit.

“Guys, let’s not lose sight of why we did
this,” the President told the group, according
to one participant. “Let’s not forget what
prompted us to do this and who is responsi­
ble.”

The responsible party, Mr. Milosevic, had
been the principal provocateur in the col­
lapse of Yugoslavia. He had orchestrated the
bloodiest explosion of violence Europe has
endured since World War II. During the 10-
week war in Kosovo, he presided over a
grisly forced exodus that outraged the world,
and he was indicted by an international court
on charges of war crimes.

But he is not a fool, and he had compelling
reasons for fighting, many of which made
popular sense in Serbia. Kosovo has genuine
religious and historical meaning to 10 million
Serbs. Peacefully surrendering control to the
Kosovo Albanians would have been a nation­
al humiliation.

As important, at least to Mr. Milosevic,
Kosovo was where he found his feet as a
strongman. In 1989, when he was President
of Serbia, he stripped the Albanian majority
of its power by revoking the autonomy that
the province had been given and tapped a
deep vein of rage among Serbs who for
decades had resented the influence of other
ethnic groups in Tito’s Yugoslavia.

At the Rambouillet conference outside
Paris in February, after 12 months during
which an armed rebel movement in Kosovo
killed several dozen Serbian policemen and
Serbs committed atrocities against civilians,
the West presented Mr. Milosevic with what
he and many Serbs regarded as a "capitu­
late or be bombed” agreement. “If there had
been any ‘cake,’ Mr. Milosevic might have
cut a deal,” said Vuk Draskovic, then a
minister in the Yugoslav Government.

There was no cake to offer, as Mr. Hol­
brooke, looking defeated and deeply worried,
acknowledged on his way out of Belgrade.
The next day, March 24, the bombs began to
fall. To Washington’s astonishment, Mr. Mi­
losevic was more than ready for war.

Mi lose vIcSpWUBHHB^
^Jlmugs and his antiquated arm^^“®ht
""hugely destructive wars that he ultimately

lost, but that whipped up nationalist fervor
inside Serbia. They had kept him in power in
a new Europe that has no stomach for
dictators.

Equally odd were the rules. As President
Clinton laid them down on Day I; do not
intend to put our troops in Kosovo to fight a
war.”

Because of White House skittishness
about American combat deaths, NATO was
obliged to do what had never been done' win
a war without risking its own soldiers on the
ground.

If the peace deal holds up, the curious war
comes out this way: The bulky alliance won,
but at a savage cost to the people who were
supposed to be protected. Much of Kosovo
has been razed, more than one million of its
Albanian residents have been uprooted, and
thousands of innocents have been killed’ The
West will have to spend many billions of
dollars to rebuild what NATO bombs a,id
the Serbs have destroyed.

The dictator lost, but he stays on in his
shrinking Yugoslavia. If his bad habits hold
and if the Serbs do not depose him, he may
well cause trouble another day.

And just possibly a new lesson in war has
been learned. Thanks to the wonders of high-
techology weaponry, an overwhelmingly
powerful alliance can crush a small nation’s
aggressive will without having to risk its
own soldiers, if it is willing to spend enough
money and if it can stomach mistakes that
kill innocent civilians.

In the end it was a 72-day campaign of
violent accretion.

As bombs did their work, diplomats from
the United States, Western Europe and Rus­
sia ignored the West’s oratory about Mr.
Milosevic’s being a latter-day Hitler and
went about the delicate business of offering
him.an exit.

As the bombs did their work, Mr. Milose­
vic’s forces did what damage they could in
Kosovo; then he prepared his people for
another lost war. As soon as he was offered
a way to stay in power while losing, he
jumped on it.
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Bahrie Shala, 19, stud
suspending any excitement about the
deal. "I won't believe it until I get to
my home,” she said.

But others had more faith. The
refugees had left at a moment’s no­
tice and were ready to return as
quickly, but there were still errands
to run. Two days ago, Zijadin Shala,
27, took his wife and child to the
Kiikes city hall for a document prov­
ing that he was a refugee to whoever
might ask on the trek home.

For now, the document is useless,
he said this evening after dinner as
his wife yet again scraped the family
dishes into a common trash heap for
dozens of families who live with their
tractors near downtown.

“We are just waiting for what the
world will say to us," he said.

Andrew Testa for The New York Times

' i, after Serbian forces fired a volley of shells into that border
of 30 shells was not clear and filed a protest with Yugoslavia.
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the exhausted and sun-
dugees, Ramadan Niftar-
2, said most of the group
tut' a six-day journey
«he forest and over the

• he men were separated
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•> es a month ago but only

managed to escape now, he said.
But a Macedonian police official

said the Macedonians believed that
the men were Kosovo Liberation
Army fighters. When the men were
found crossing the border, a handful
were armed or wearing uniforms,
the police said. Because the group
surrendered peacefully, no charges
were brought, the official said.

The civilians of Jazince called for
retaliatory bombing against the
Serbs and a greater NATO presence.
This afternoon, a grim procession of
men walked their wives and children
out of the picturesque village of 1,300.
Among them were some of 300 refu­
gees from Kosovo who had been tak­
en in by residents after having fled to
Macedonia. A refugee who is six
months pregnant, Fikrije Burnike,
27, said she endured a 24-hour hike
from Kosovo with her husband and
two children three weeks ago. But
now it has found her here.

“I escaped from there and now I
have to escape from here,” Mrs.
Burnike said as she walked out of
Jazince. “Nowhere are you safe.” 

united Nations.
"We knew the problem of the U.N.

would be exposed during the talks,"
said a senior European diplomat
here. “Why, then, was the military
encouraged to pursue the talks with­
out the U.N.?”

Another Western diplomat, speak­
ing in Washington, said that the Yu­
goslav military had been fully aware
of the scope of the document and that
the objections to the omission of the
United Nations amounted to an ex­
cuse to stop talking.

“What I think is going on here is
that the Yugoslavs want to have an­
other go at negotiating this, but with
the Russians and Chinese helping
them out,” the diplomat said. “They
want this done in another venue, and
take another crack at it.”

Publicly, NATO military officials
said today that the two days of talks
with the Yugoslav military officers
did resolve the basic aspects of the
Serbs’ withdrawal and NATO’s entry
into Kosovo. They refused to charac­
terize the breakdown as a setback.

“It all worked on the level of mili­
tary men speaking to military men,”
said Lieut. Col. Robin Clifford, the
spokesman for the NATO forces in
Macedonia. “What this exactly
achieved is that firstly we met and
started this discussion process. We
know now where each other is com­
ing from.”

The talks stalled on Sunday after a
second day in which both sides re­
viewed the document covering the
proposed terms of the Serbian with­
drawal and replacement by a NATO-
led force. After 17 hours, the Yugo­
slav delegation refused to sign with­
out some form of United Nations
mandate.

Several military officials and dip­
lomats suggested today that the
problem could have been predicted.
They said anyone who has ever nego­
tiated with Mr. Milosevic would nev­
er have expected him to sign off on a
document presented on a take-it-or-
leave-it basis.

As a senior Western official put it,
“He’s got to have some fig leaf to
explain to his people why they had to
endure two and a half months of
bombing that has ruined their coun­
try for an agreement that looks an
awful lot like the one that was reject­
ed before the bombing started.”

This afternoon, George Robertson,
the British Minister of Defense,
made a hastily arranged visit to
Skopje for talks with Lieut. Gen. Sir
Mike Jackson, the commander of
NATO’s peacekeeping force for Kos­
ovo.

Those talks were expected to cen­
ter on the strategy for persuading
Mr. Milosevic to accept terms for
withdrawal from Kosovo soon.

However the politicians resolve
the United Nations issue, NATO will
command the 50,000 soldiers in
peacekeeping force. Nearly 16,000 of
them have been deployed here over
the past two months and are pre­
pared to enter Kosovo as soon as an
agreement is reached.

NATO officials said here today
that they did not believe they had lost
the momentum for a peace settle­
ment. In spite of the collapse of the
military talks Sunday, NATO and
Yugoslav military officials had a
short “exchange of information”
meeting today.

“Having established the contact,"
Colonel Clifford said, “the one thing
we are very keen to do is to keep
these lines of communication open."
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