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Awareness


On a Sunday afternoon, in the comfort of my home, I called my beloved grandfather. Across the oceans, there he sat awaiting my expected call. At the age of ninety-five my grandfather began to forget, and thus, I seized the opportunity to assemble any bit of memory he still carried from his past. Leaving Poland for Israel in the early 1930’s, my grandfather escaped the horrors to come. However, his family remained behind, as they held on to their faith in their country and its people. “My dear child,” he said, his voice trailing with a hidden sorrow, “how I would love to tell you it all! How I would love to give you the story of my past for you to keep when I am gone, for you to tell when I cannot, for you to cherish in my memory. Yet, I am very old, and my memory has failed me. I can only give you little details.” He told me of his village, and a few names he could recall from the times before he left. That same day, my father and I decided to unravel the missing pieces of his story. On the website of Israel’s Holocaust Museum (yadvashem.org), we searched my grandfather’s village: Narayev. As we sat in front of the computer, I felt a thickness in the air. We were enveloped in growing anticipation and yet a notion that disappointment will follow. As the page loaded, there were nearly a thousand names of people from that village. As we read further into some of the names, we discovered that they were submitted into the data base by my grandfather after the war. We found copies of the pages of testimony, with my grandfather’s handwriting, and the information he entered about his relatives. My father turned to me and smiled. At that very moment, I understood.

 

I moved to Florida four years ago from Israel. In my culture the Holocaust is a source of eternal grief and yet growing pride. Our people have surpassed sorrows beyond comprehension, and our country stands glorious through our undying strength. I have learned about it endlessly through books, movies, and survivor accounts, yet for the first time, I felt a concrete connection to the Holocaust. I felt it course through my veins, and slither up my spine. It grew upon me so swiftly I found myself gasping for air. I was utterly lost, yet immersed in this new perception. 

Narayev was set aflame along with all its residents, in the late 1930’s. The news reached my grandfather towards the end of the war. His mother, his sisters, and all his loved ones were gone, and for what? Adolf Hitler once said, “Those who want to live, let them fight, and those who do not want to fight in this world of eternal struggle do not deserve to live.” Yet I cannot help but wonder if the eleven million murdered in the Holocaust were given that option. When Narayev was burned, were its people, my relatives, given a chance to fight? As the village rose in flames, beneath the dark skies of hate, could they battle against such an evil? I shudder with fury, for I cannot answer these questions. I thought of my grandfather’s loving smile, a smile I have not seen since we moved. He has a faith in a world that betrayed him, and he projects a light of both hope and grief. He taught me to appreciate the beauty of our world, and yet to remember its destructive capacity. As I sit here now, I realize, the Holocaust carries significance beyond my ability to express. Our world has such glories that we fail to see, and we as people, beneath the selfishness and ignorance, contain the timeless gift of love. We are taught about the Holocaust to prevent such an evil from returning, and to release ourselves from the claws of intolerance. The lessons of the Holocaust can help us embrace our greatest asset: our voice. As the voices of the future, we clasp the ability to change our world, and if we tighten our grip, the thunder of our words will echo for years to come. My grandfather told me to never forget, for the memories of the past are fading. I am here now, and I will never forget.

 “If we are not bearers of truth, then what are we? Then we are almost the enemies of truth, by distorting it, by making it into a source of pleasure when we deal with tragic truth. I feel that we are here to say, this is what happened.”  

-Eli Wiesel, interview with Jerry Fowler
I have read Elie Wiesel’s book, Night, numerous times. Each time, I become engulfed in his words, swallowed by their immensity, and bowed beneath their weight. I recently read it again as part of my Holocaust studies class, and I pass each day with the words ‘never forget’ engraved in my mind and heart, and each night with the silence of millions screaming in my ears.  His words bear a truth that I carry with me, a truth that many evade. In this class, I was presented with the incredible opportunity to spread that truth. The teacher, Mrs. Kay, created a club of which I am currently vice-president. In this club, known as Triangles of Truth, we commemorate Holocaust victims by selling triangles with their names (which we acquire from the data base on Yadvashem.org) and then forwarding the money towards the battle to stop Genocide in Darfur through the Save Darfur Coalition and the Genocide Prevention Network. Since 2003, in a region of Sudan known as Darfur, the Sudanese government and the Janjaweed (their proxy militia) have been battling rebel groups, and ruthlessly burning and pillaging villages, as well as murdering and raping thousands of innocent civilians. In 2008, the United Nations estimated the death toll at 300,000 and more than 2.5 million have been driven from their homes to refugee camps in Darfur, neighboring Chad and the Central African Republic. The Janjaweed is responsible for 79% of civilian deaths, and of the people they kill 88% are civilians. In 2009, the fighting continues and the number of victims grows.  
We have made more than 22,000 dollars thus far and recruited other schools, colleges, businesses, and organizations. We are continuously cutting and writing triangles, contacting others, and spreading awareness of the horrors in Darfur. We are learning and teaching with a passion to help and prevent. It is a fight for the sake of humanity, it is a battle against an evil we have seen before. Since we were not able to make a difference as millions were killed in the Holocaust, it is crucial that we make a difference now. We are trying to bring change, thought, awareness, and hope into the darkness of the past, for a brighter future in which Genocide and ignorance no longer overcome compassion. The profits we make contain the benevolence of those who helped us, as they will provide food, shelter, and help. They are only the beginning as we will persist, until knowledge will bring forth kindness, until we see a better day. 
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