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Beyond the Black Field



A large black field lies beside the rock-strewn path that runs just outside the high fences and barbed-wire of Dachau, Germany. I remember walking alongside that vast expanse—unnaturally dark earth spread out beneath a stolid blue sky—when I was nine. It was my first glimpse of the Holocaust.  Nothing had prepared me for the grave conviction that barren, silent field stirred in my heart as I gazed at the somber ashes of thousands, upon thousands, upon thousands of lives: destroyed. Here lay anguished souls, whose only release from the terrors of the Nazi concentration camp came when Death’s fiery fingers closed their unseeing eyes. The profound black of that field will never leave my memory.


The Holocaust is a heavy inheritance which we must pass on for each new generation to bear, that the mistakes of the past will not become the pitfalls of the future. Each child must one day stand upon a terrible plain of ashes and mourn for Mankind’s past sins that they may turn the ship of humanity away from such dark courses of hate. Knowledge then, is vital, for where there is no light the darkness does not appear so black. The atrocious, despicable, horrific events of the Holocaust demonstrate the profane depths human nature may fall to, if we do not keep a careful watch. As stewards of the future, youth must open their eyes and guard themselves against the poisons of prejudice, discrimination, and hate. 


Evil dwells in ignorance, quick to breed cruelty and violence. We cannot allow ourselves to live in fear of that which we do not understand. Instead, youth must be educated and taught to think critically. The Holocaust might have been averted if only the wise had perceived the events churning around them and spoken out. Signs of the approaching massacre were evident long before the fetid smoke of crematoriums began to foul the air. “As early as 1919, Adolf Hitler had written, ‘Rational anti-Semitism [...] must lead to systematic legal opposition. […] Its final objective must unswervingly be the removal of the Jews altogether’” (“Holocaust”). Certainly the warning bells should have been sounded by May 10, 1933, when thousands of impassioned, brainwashed Nazi students, professors and soldiers set bonfires ablaze in over 30 cities across Germany, fueled by “non-Aryan” writings (“Holocaust”). As Dorothea von Schwanenfluegel Lawson recalls from personal experience, “20,000 books were burned in Berlin alone,” which included the works of authors such as Heinrich Heine, Thomas Mann, Sigmund Freud and even Albert Einstein (“World War Memories”). Wherever knowledge is suffocated and censored, narrow minds are sure to abound, generating chaos and ruin. As Heine best stated, “Where one burns books, one will, in the end, burn people.” A mere eight years following these events, it was not Jewish literature, but Jews themselves burned in fire (“Holocaust”).


Was the world really so savage, so malicious and callous in those days, that it turned deaf ears to the screams of an entire race as the Holocaust ravaged Europe? As Edmund Burke realized, “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing” (“Edmund Burke Quotes”). Though the Nazis delivered the physical death blows, the blood of the six million Jews who were brutally slaughtered equally stains the hands of those “good men” in 1933 who chose to stand on the sidelines and watch in apathy. It is not enough to simply remember the Holocaust; that is only the start. Youth must utilize the painful lessons of the past and build upon them, as a foundation from which they may raise a new, waking world which will never again allow such untamed evil to reign. For the world to change, action must follow thought. 


Though the heinous concentrations camps of World War II have grown still, our world continues to harbor vast evils. A study conducted by the FBI showed that 67.1% of all hate crimes are motivated either by race or ethnicity (“Hate Crimes”). As violence continues to escalate in Darfur, the death toll climbs higher each day, with a reported 400,000 civilians already killed and 3,000,000 driven from their homes (“Darfur Statistics”). Youth have an enormous capacity to bring about change, if only they will take a stand. The student-led division of the Genocide Intervention Network, appropriately dubbed STAND, demonstrates this power. Across the nation, student efforts have led to the “successful passage of federal legislation, including the Sudan Accountability and Divestment Act (SADA) [as well as] the Genocide Accountability Act (GAA),” and have helped to raise “hundreds of millions of dollars in peacekeeping  and relief funds” (“Successes”). Adolf Hitler recognized the immense power of the youth, declaring, “He alone, who owns the youth, gains the future.” During World War II, under the influence of massive propaganda campaigns, about 90% of the “Aryan” children in Germany belonged to Nazi youth groups by 1939 (“Nazi Youth”). The destructive force unleashed then, today may be rallied behind a banner of peace and hope.


Mahatma Gandhi sagely counseled, we must “be the change [we] want to see in the world” (WorldofQuotes.com). Students today can turn the tides of prejudice, discrimination, and violence, beginning on the personal level. It is absolutely imperative that youth practice critical thinking, developing the ability to discern the bias in media coverage. Propaganda was a chief tool used to blind inherently good-hearted youth, which enabled the chillingly systematic and deliberate genocide of the Holocaust. Students in America are blessed with a democratic government in which they may freely be heard. With unparalleled opportunities, the youth of America have the liberty to step forward and become involved in programs such as STAND, or political efforts to redress discrimination and violence. Staying informed on the hard issues rather than the popularity of a candidate will help students to make wise choices when voting. A vote at the polls can pitch its weight towards selecting representatives who demonstrate respect for the weak in society, such as the unborn, the aged, and those mentally and physically handicapped. Students may change the world by their very lifestyles—an act as small as befriending those different from themselves and rejecting racist comments and jokes. 

Never again can we allow atrocities of the Holocaust to walk in broad daylight: human life intentionally neglected, degraded, profaned and extinguished. Never again can we stand along the sidelines in silence. Together youth can chose to change the world by choosing to see and by choosing to act. We will see a world with less hate, with less prejudice and senseless violence. We will rise above the terrible, black fields our fathers have left us to plow, and we shall grow a brighter future. We will never, never, forget.
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