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Istrian kažun at Parsley Hay, near Buxton, Derbyshire  SK17 ODG 
Welcome Croatia Festival 2013 
 
This kažun – an Istrian stone shelter – was constructed as part of the Welcome Croatia Festival (initiated by 
the British-Croatian Society) marking Croatia’s accession to the EU in celebration and recognition of a 
shared heritage and tradition of vernacular dry-stone buildings across Europe. The project was inspired and 
brought to fruition by Professor Nenad Bičanić. 
 
The kažun was built by dry-stone masons from Istria and Derbyshire using limestone from a nearby quarry and 
sandstone (for the roof) from a quarry near Huddersfield.
 
 

 
 



THE BRITISH-CROATIAN SOCIETY 1995–2025 
 
Introduction 
 
This text provides a brief account of the first thirty 
years of the British-Croatian Society. It gives the 
context of its foundation, its purpose and 
characterises the main activities it has carried out. 
Some of the main personalities involved in the life 
of the Society are mentioned. 
 
Croatia was an unknown entity to almost the entire 
population of the United Kingdom in 1990. Those 
who were better informed drew their information 
from the World War II military and political context, 
service in post-World War II diplomatic circles, or 
from activity in the tourism sector. And there were 
very few of these who did not take Yugoslavia as 
their first natural point of reference and context for 
Croatia. Croatia was ‘recognised’ for itself mainly by 
just a small number of Croatians and their UK 
families – mostly in London – who had come, for all 
kinds of reasons, to live and work in Britain. 
 
On the outbreak of the ‘Homeland War’ (1991–95) 
people living in the UK with Croatian connections 
and sympathies were met by a wall of ignorance in 
the general population, and quite frequently by 
hostility in the more informed channels of the 
broadcasting media and newspapers. They were 
also faced with the lazy English intellectual 
assumption that in any issue, the truth is to be 
located more or less in the middle, with all parties 
being equally to blame. 
 
The nascent Society’s first role became to help to 
ease the initial distress of UK Croatians by providing 
a context for mutual understanding and support, 
and by countering unsympathetic publicity about 
Croatia. These needs continued not only until the 
recognition of Croatia as an independent state and 
the end of the war, but through to the removal of 
visa restrictions on travel to the UK by Croatian 
citizens, and to the eventual accession to the 
European Union. Throughout the progression to 
these objectives, the Society recognised the need 
to affirm in Britain the identity of Croatia and of 
Croatian culture, and subsequently the European 
nature of this identity as an essential qualification 
for accession to the European Union. 
 
This is reflected in the Society’s principal registered 
charitable objectives:  
 
 

• to advance the education of the citizens of 
the United Kingdom in the science, art, 
literature, music, history, economics, 
philosophy and culture of the people of the 
Republic of Croatia 

• to provide relief for those who are in 
conditions of need, hardship or distress, in 
particular, but not exclusively, Croatian 
people and their dependents. 

Croatia is now, in 2025, perceived through a 
generally positive lens in the UK (not least as a 
result of the efforts of its footballers). The British-
Croatian Society can claim to have contributed to 
this change. 
 
Establishment 
 
Thus the need for an organisation to reflect the 
concerns of those with Croatian interests in the UK 
goes back to the time when the painful events 
leading to the creation of the Republic of Croatia 
were the subject of daily news broadcasts. In spite 
of feeling powerless and isolated, many were 
moved to support the country in any way they 
could. Organising informally in London, supporters 
issued news briefings and replies to often 
unsympathetic interviews on radio and television. A 
regular newsletter, the Croatian Times, was 
published and support was given to others who 
were working to help Croatia, such as the relief 
convoys for Vukovar organised by medical doctors. 
1991 saw a large rally held in Trafalgar Square 
calling for the formal recognition of Croatia. 
Meanwhile, Dr Kathy Wilkes, who had taught at the 
Inter University Centre in Dubrovnik for many years 
every summer, refused to leave the city while it 
was threatened and under bombardment. This 
generated considerable positive publicity, perhaps 
for the first time. 
 
Also connected to Dubrovnik was Michael Foot who 
was used to taking summer holidays there. He was 
an outspoken advocate of the country in the early 
1990s and railed against the bombardment of 
Dubrovnik and the apparent disregard of the 
conflict in Croatia in the film Two Hours from 
London made with his filmmaker wife Jill Craigie. 
This was eventually shown on the BBC in 1995. 
Michael Foot became the Society’s first Patron. 
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With Michael Foot, Margaret Thatcher was one of 
Croatia’s key early supporters. She was a strong 
advocate of Croatian independence, seeing the 
conflict with Serbia as one between democracy and 
communist aggression. She later received one of 
Croatia's highest state decorations, was awarded an 
honorary doctorate of the University of Zagreb, and 
was made an honorary citizen of the Croatian 
capital. 
 
Croatian independence was internationally 
recognized in January 1992, when both the 
European Economic Community and the United 
Nations granted Croatia diplomatic recognition, and 
the country was accepted into the United Nations 
shortly thereafter. 
 
In the following years the activities of the nascent 
Society normalised and functioned alongside those 
of other organisations representing Croatia in the 
UK (British Croatian Chamber of Commerce, The 
International Trust for Croatian Monuments,  
Association of Alumni and Friends of Croatian 
Universities in the United Kingdom). 
  
By 1995, Croatia had obtained a new embassy 
building in London. In that year, Dr Ante Čičin-Šain, 
at the time Croatia’s ambassador to the UK (and 
having suggested that Kathy Wilkes become the 
first Chair of the Society), invited guests to a 
reception to celebrate the opening of the new 
Embassy in January 1996, saying: 
 
‘Our intention is that the Embassy should not only 
serve for the normal official function, but it will also 
provide space for a Croatian Cultural Centre and the 
British-Croatian Association, so that Britons and 
Croatians alike can meet there to enjoy events and 
entertainments of mutual interest.’ 
 
The Society thereafter had a base from which it 
could develop. Croatian ambassadors since then 
have maintained Dr Čičin-Šain’s undertaking, for 
which the Society is very grateful. 
 
The Society finally achieved the status of a 
registered charity in 2000, the legal preparation for 
this having been led by Dennis Petković. 
 
Events 
 
The events organised by the Society have taken 
many different forms but some were of particular 

significance in reflecting and emphasising the 
European nature of Croatian culture. The most 
elaborate of these was the Welcome Croatia 
Festival (undertaken in conjunction with the other 
British-Croatian organisations). Sir John Ramsden, a 
former UK ambassador to Croatia, chaired a 
committee that worked for two years to take 
forward the idea of a festival to celebrate Croatia’s 
accession to the EU in 2013. Sir John remarked: 
 
‘Two years ahead of accession, the Society decided 
to mark the event with a major festival. It would 
take place over the six months leading up to the 
great day. And it would be called Welcome Croatia.’ 
 
‘The aims of the festival were to show Croatia both 
as a “culture going back thousands of years” and as 
a place where “exciting new things happen”. More 
generally, we wanted to “put Croatia on the map” 
at a time when it was still relatively unknown to the 
British public, after many years when travel had 
been severely restricted because of the war.’ 
 
The festival presented an intense programme of 
some thirty events over six months and 
encompassed a wide range of musical, literary, 
artistic, architectural and archaeological themes. 
For example, Dr Bojan Bujić presented Dalmatian 
Music of the 16th to 18th Centuries on the BBC3 
Early Music Show, Flora Turner traced and 
catalogued major Croatian works of art held in UK 
institutions in Mapping Croatia in United Kingdom 
Collections, Bishop Josip Juraj Strossmayer’s art 
collecting was discussed at the Wallace Collection, 
the Croatia at the Crossroads conference held at 
Europe House gave consideration to archaeological 
and historical connectivity, Arthur Evans’ 
journalistic sojourn in Croatia was presented at the 
Ashmolean Museum, and a cookery book of 
Dalmatian cuisine was published. A lasting physical 
memorial to the Croatia–UK relationship was built 
in the Peak National Park where dry-stone-wallers 
from both countries built a traditional Istrian kažun 
(a dry-stone shelter built for farmers and shepherds 
in remote fields). The festival concluded with the 
ringing of church bells in Hampstead as Croatia 
joined the European Union on 1 July 2013. 
 
The range of events featured in Welcome Croatia 
reflects that of the Society’s usual activities. One of 
the earliest musical undertakings organised by the 
Society was the visit to the UK by the Vatroslav 
Lisinski Choir from Zagreb (4–9 May 2004). The 
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choir performed at the Holywell Music Room in 
Oxford, at St Margaret’s, Lothbury in the City of 
London (in the presence of the Croatian 
Ambassador Joško Paro and Mrs Paro) and finally in 
the chapel of St John’s College Cambridge. Several 
klapa groups have followed this path, notably Klapa 
Motovun in June 2011 who performed at St 
Ethelburga's, Bishopsgate and Klapa Nevera who 
visited in April 2018. 
 
Christopher Cviić was one of the patrons of the 
Society for many years. His activity in the political 
and economic sphere led the Society to organise a 
series of Chris Cviić Annual Lectures at the 
headquarters of the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development near Liverpool 
Street Station. The lecturers have included many 
high-profile speakers including the Croatian 
Minister for European and Foreign Affairs and the 
Governor of the Bank of Croatia, as well as others 
such as Peter Sanfey and Peter Frankopan. 
 
Nor have the Society’s activities been confined to 
the UK. In October 2024 the Twentieth Century 
Society, in conjunction with the British-Croatian 
Society, organised an architectural tour of Split. 
This this followed on from a similar tour of Zagreb 
in 2022; a visit to Pula is planned for 2026. 
 
Major events such as these have been supported by 
a wide range of cultural and social activities, often 
in conjunction with other organisations. These 
include exhibitions, book launches, musical 
presentations and discussions, historical and 
archaeological lectures, film screenings, excursion 
trips, even a rowing competition between a visiting 
Royal Navy ship and Croatian locals in Vela Luka 
harbour. Not least important has been the Society’s 
Annual Dinner where funds have been raised for 
charitable causes in Croatia. Recent examples 
include the SOS–Children’s Villages Croatia, 
Humanitarian Organisation Duga–Vukovar, the 
Croatian Railway Preservation Society, and the Kuća 
Šenoa museum in Zagreb. 
 
Covid-19 and afterwards 
 
An important element of the Society’s work has 
always been to distribute information on all 
matters of possible Croatian interest taking place in 
the UK. This has been achieved by posting e-mail 
messages to a subscription list which is many times 
longer than the number of the Society’s actual 

members. More recently this messaging has been 
reinforced through social media and by the 
Society’s website. This information system helped 
the Society to meet the challenge presented by 
Covid and lockdown: the maintenance of contact 
with members and the sustaining of their interest. 
Electronic contact was vital to achieving this 
objective. 
 
CalendarCroatia, an annual photographic event, 
was one of the activities which was able to 
continue unaffected by the pandemic with 
members emailing their photographs to form an 
online exhibition as well as a printed calendar. This 
event is now in its 12th year. The electronic 
communication challenge was specifically 
addressed by culturalCroatia, a series of emails of 
18 short features on a wide range of cultural issues 
with subjects ranging from music and literature to 
personal recollections. The Society also produced a 
series of short films where members were featured 
talking about what makes them ‘British-Croatian’.  
 
Covid coincided with the devastating earthquake in 
Zagreb in 2020. The Museum of Arts and Crafts in 
Zagreb was badly damaged by the earthquake. One 
of the damaged clocks had an early 18th century 
movement by Richard Colley, an ‘eminent maker’ 
from one of the great periods of London 
clockmaking. The Society ‘adopted’ this clock and 
contributed towards the cost of the restoration of 
the Colley movement. The Society similarly donated 
funds for the restoration of the prehistory gallery of 
the Archaeological Museum in Zagreb.  
 
Covid and its associated disruption has prompted 
the Society to evaluate its present form and 
activities. Further to this evaluation the Society has 
this year completed a survey of its members to 
canvass their opinion. The results show that 
members remain very supportive of the Society and 
its usual activities in their present form, but wish 
the Society to reach beyond London, to present 
more events on-line and to show more films. 
 
The Society is setting itself to address these wishes 
but in any event will endeavour to continue with its 
role as a major partner and initiator of activities 
and projects (exhibitions, lectures, talks, concerts, 
conferences, presentations, publications) aimed at 
promoting Croatian culture to the British public. 
 
https://britishcroatiansociety.com/ 
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