To Never Forget

            “We could hear their boots press against the floorboards above, sending dust into our eyes as we looked above and quietly waited. We did not speak. We could not speak. We were not there. The Judenrat after all, did not know there was a basement to the house. The basement smelled of urine from days spent in waiting. We ran out of water, so we had to drink our own urine, which made all of us sick. One of the children started crying. We all turned and darted our eyes. The boots stopped. The mother went over to her child and put her hand around the child’s neck. With one hand she started to choke the boy, with the other covering her own mouth masking her own screams. As the boy fought harder, the mother clenched tighter—sweat and tears rolling down her face as she continued to look away from the child’s eyes. When the cries stopped, the mother lifted her hand off and briefly touched the silent face and slowly lowered him to the floor. I will never forget that. The front door opened above us, but we continued to sit still.  Just in case.”

I was 14 when I sat Jacob Heiss down in my living room with a bookcase behind him and a camera in front of him. It is uncommon for 14-year-olds to ask their grandfather to retell how they witnessed a mother choke her son to death.  It is uncommon for 14-year-olds to ask their grandfather to tell the story about hiding in the sewer for weeks, watching as people who were sent out for food never came back, and feeling rats climbing over your feet as you sat in feces. I was 14 when I realized that my grandfather’s time is not much longer here. I was 14 when I realized that if I didn’t record his story on tape, that it would be lost forever.

“There were 14 of us before the war,” he said about our family. “When we found each other in the DP camps, there were only four of us.”  The kind of anger I felt was new and, frankly, unnerving. I could see the pain in his face, and hear it in his voice. He tried to be brave for me, his grandson. For most students, the Holocaust was Hitler’s final solution to murder six million Jews and millions more. For me, the entire Holocaust is embodied in my grandfather. From his tired eyes, past his branded serial number on his left arm, sits a man who lived through hell and back. Very few people, like me, know someone who lived through the Holocaust. Others must instead rely on texts.

            WWII veterans and Holocaust survivors do not hold a permanent presence on Earth. They can, however, be guaranteed that their stories and lessons will stand the test of time. To teach is to guarantee. Holocaust education is not federally or completely state-mandated. States are in charge of passing such legislation, but many are failing to do so. Holocaust historians -- including  Professor Omer Bartov of Brown University, Dr. Leon Stein of Roosevelt University and Professor Marcia Littell of The Richard Stockton College of New Jersey -- cite the importance of such legislation for the prosperity of our children. (Bartov)(Stein)(Littell)  It is time America produces a mandated curriculum for every student that incorporates Holocaust lessons at some point in their  k-12 education and  forever guarantees that we, and our succeeding generations, will never forget.
            When it comes to legitimate arguments against teaching the Holocaust, the sensitive and graphic nature of the issue continues to come up. It should obviously be taught when students are mature enough to comprehend and deal with the topic. But what is this age? Dr. Stein believes that it all depends on how it is taught: “Do not focus on the atrocities,” he says, “but on the hows and whys.”  By teaching the reasons it happened, more than the “atrocities,” teachers should be able to construct a curriculum that satisfies an appropriate level of sensitive material combined with adequate fact detail. 
Dr. Littell feels that primary grade school is the best time to teach.  “In the primary grades, the building of a strong foundation, which encourages critical thinking, is most important,” she says in an email interview. “Young children need to learn about tolerance, compassion, respect for the other and most important, their own responsibility in a democracy.”  She contends that the use of storytelling to teach these concepts is the most effective means.  Professor Bartov believes that “the most important factor is the training of teachers and the quality of the books they are using.”  It will be necessary to train our teachers so that they can approach the topic with confidence. The combined methods of  Dr. Stein,  Dr. Littell and Professor Bartov could most likely produce a curriculum that focuses on the less horrific details, so it has the ability to be taught at a younger age. 
            Holocaust education is bipartisan material; however, not many states have pledged an obligation to teach it. In fact very few at all have done so. The following states/districts (in no particular order) lack legislation stipulating the teaching of the Holocaust: Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Delaware, Washington D.C., Virginia, Louisiana, Kentucky, Michigan, Arkansas, Missouri, Iowa, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Oklahoma, Texas, Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, North Dakota, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Idaho, Oregon ( Beyond Our Walls).  Twenty-eight states do not mention the Holocaust in any form in legislation. Some states, like Colorado and New Mexico, mention it in expected academic standards, but they still do not have specific legislation like Illinois or Florida (Beyond Our Walls). That is an important first step though. Adding the Holocaust to a state's academic standards can provide the first step toward further legislation. 
            In 2005, I recorded my grandfather knowing that what he was going to tell me was going to be shown to my own kids and grandkids, so that they would know about their history. His story is as much of an heirloom as any physical object that remains in my family's possession. Very few people get to meet a survivor or even listen to one speak like I can. It is our duty as American citizens, as well as Jewish American citizens, to prepare our next generation against failing democracies and future Hitlers. Survivors, without their stories on tape or read aloud in class, take their entire life with them to the grave. But we can prevent that. We can make a promise to survivors that they will not be forgotten. We can make a promise to teach. We can teach about basic human nature and we can teach about what happens when you stand on the sidelines. We will not surrender to time. We will not give in to lack of legislation. We will not bend for any denier. WE WILL NEVER FORGET.
