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My Journey


                It is difficult to believe that the entire pre-World War II German population endorsed Hitler’s eventual “Final Solution”—the extermination of the Jewish people—at the beginning of Hitler’s rule; probably because it isn’t true. Propaganda was the foundation upon which the genocide was mounted, making the Jews seem less than human in the eyes of the German people, their deaths more palatable. They were outsiders, animals. Schoolchildren memorized how to spot a Jew, one’s traits, and how to treat a Jew the same way an American child today would learn the multiplication table. By the time Hitler officially embarked on his “Final Solution,” in 1941, the population had become indifferent and the guards who carried out the murder insensitive to the killing. After all, the logical jump from the dehumanization of the hook-nosed, filthy Jews to killing them like rats was really not so large (Nazi Propaganda).

                A little over two years ago, caricatures of hook-nosed, cloaked Jews reappeared, this time in Iran, which was hosting the International Holocaust Cartoon Exhibition. Over forty countries submitted entries that attacked the prevailing “story” about the Holocaust. The anti-Semitic pictures bore a striking resemblance to those that dominated the cover of the German newspaper Der Stürmer and oiled the cogs of the Nazi extermination machine. This stunning display of anti-Semitism brought into sharp doubt the credibility of the Jewish refrain, “Never again” (Anderson 50-51).

Later that year, Iran held another conference, this one to “debate” the extent of the Nazi’s annihilation of the Jews, if indeed it occurred at all. The Holocaust Global Vision conference featured participants from over thirty countries, a list of attendees that included discredited European scholars, white supremacists, and a former Ku Klux Klan member (NYT). Less than four months ago, Iran held yet another conference to challenge the historical record, entitled “Holocaust? A Sacred Lie by the West.” Ahmadinejad, in a speech delivered to the conference, said that the Zionists had “ensnared many politicians and parties” in their pursuit of global domination (Anderson 50). George Michael, a professor at the University of Virginia who has written extensively on the topic, argues that these conferences, under the guise of “revisionism” and a faked scholarliness, openly questioned the extent of the Holocaust, working to legitimize a clearly flawed and racist perspective. They plant the seeds of doubt in the mind of the rational listener, one who is taught that there are two sides to every coin. The success of these conferences has convinced Ahmadinejad to make Holocaust denial a central principle of his administration, preaching anti-Zionism and anti-Americanism at every opportunity. Worst of all, denial, even where it fails to convince, breeds indifference (Michael).

I cringe every time I hear a “revisionist” speak, especially if he/she poses as an intellectual. His/her words claw at my gut. A year ago, I went on a trip called the March of the Living. I flew to Poland where I visited concentration camps, in what became the most powerful experience of my life. After a week in Poland, we travelled to Israel, to heal and find a new meaning in the Jewish homeland. What bothers me so personally about these revisionists’ lies is the history they ignore, the history of the lives stolen from us. Andy Jakubowitz, the 80-year-old survivor accompanying our group, would be dismissed as a gifted actor, his memories nothing but a show, his experiences only lies. Somehow, I can’t believe that the tremor in his voice that came up every time he mentioned the gas chambers, the anger in his eyes when he spoke of the brutal Nazi guards, and his courageous words to us, ‘Be strong, be strong,” are faked.

I can’t.

 They say it didn’t happen, but I was there. I stood where the millions of people were killed and I witnessed the remains of what was done. I prayed in front of a mausoleum filled with the ashes of sixty-eight thousand dead Jews—those ashes which are not supposed to exist—and I stand today as a witness to the horror of the Nazis, so that it may never happen again.

My experience in Poland taught me a valuable lesson: indifference is an evil, one that we must fight at every turn. What Hannah Arendt termed the “banality of evil” is its ability to find a home among the quotidian (quoted in Michael). To me, this means that I must battle against ignorance of the Holocaust, the kind willfully spread by modern-day deniers. So that the refrain, the one about the future, comes true.

When you come home from the March, the hardest thing to do is share your experience with others. They weren’t there, they can’t understand the full reality of the buildings. But that is the one thing you have to do. Your one responsibility, having gone on the March, is to share the lessons of your trip with others. Because, as I wrote in my journal, “Looking at the real buildings in Auschwitz in no way compares to reading about them or looking at pictures. If it’s a picture, you can forget it; if it’s a building, you have to face it. Because you’re stuck there. And it’s real. There were real people who had to endure this unceasing torture” (8-9).

Some might say that I, a single high school student, can have only a relatively limited impact on the public’s perception of the Holocaust, as a whole. That assertion is characteristic of exactly the indifference that allows evil to flourish. Additionally, it’s wrong—by convincing people to experience the March, I’m planting the seeds for a grass-roots upheaval in our memory of the Holocaust. My goal is to influence two other people to travel on the March. If each one of them influences two others to go, and so on, then, eventually, there will be a corps of teen advocates of Holocaust awareness.  The March has grown, exponentially, from the few thousand who participated its inaugural year, 1988, to the twenty thousand participants in 2005, its largest year. Over 120,000 people have gone on the March—those are 120,000 people who will spread awareness in their schools, synagogues, and homes, for the rest of their lives (Shamee). One person can change the world. For my part, I have spoken at synagogues, my youth group, and a middle school about my experience on the March, and I know several people who plan on going. The hundreds of people that I have spoken to will probably not think about the Holocaust the same way they did before; maybe they will speak out the next time they see an act of hate, or racism, or violence. Perhaps, when David Duke, the former Ku Klux Klan leader, returns from a Holocaust denial conference abroad to deny the evils of slavery at home, somebody that I talked to, or that they talked to, will stop him. Probably not. But I have to hope.

Each and every one of us has an obligation to remember the tragedy of the Holocaust and stand up, rise as a voice against those who deny its truth and forget its immortal lesson: hate should not, cannot, and will never again go unnoticed.
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