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Yom Ha-Shoah Speech   2003   April 27   Faneuil  Hall

In these are grim times, with the daily news bringing us stories about the loss of lives in the near east,  and stories about some of the incredible pain that war  brings to innocent people, some might  question why one would begin a talk with a poem, or a song, or even why we should recognize expressions of art.. Yet, we are human beings, and we are unique in all  the animal world, primarily because of a brain that has the capacity to arouse feelings in other human beings through acts of compassion, through art, through music, or poetry, and to communicate a genuine love for other human beings in so many ways. A great German Poet and philosopher, Johann Goethe wrote at the conclusion of his greatest work Faust, “Feeling is everything”. If there is not feeling in human relationships, we are little better than reptiles of the lowest forms of life.  It was so ironic for me to know that Goethe probably wrote those words  under an oak tree located in what was to become the site for Buchenwald Concentration Camp,  where one can still see the stump of the Goethe Oak. Goethe understood the importance of feelings in human relationships;  the tragedy is that his countrymen, many of them, never learned that  most basic lesson!. 

It is not so surprising, therefore,  to see  dedicated  here today, a work  inspired by the   conditions of the Concentration Camps.  We recall how those conditions aroused feelings of compassion and love, translated into words, music, art, and architecture. It is precisely during such times, when our lives are transformed by violence, that we need works of imagination to confirm our faith in humanity, to find hope amid the rubble of a hopeless world. Memoirs from concentration camps and the gulag attest to this. I keep thinking about the words of Leon Staff, a Polish poet who lived in the Warsaw ghetto: "Even more than bread we now need poetry, in a time when it seems that it is not needed at all."    Saul Bellow adds: "Perhaps to remain a poet or an artist in such circumstances is also to reach the heart of politics. The human feelings, human experiences, the human form and face, recover their proper place — the foreground." And William Carlos Williams joins with  “It is difficult  to get the news from poems

 yet men die miserably every day  for lack of what is found there” --

 

I have selected a poem by W.H. Auden, written 64 years ago, titled

September 1, 1939    (The day Hitler launched his Blitzkrieg against Poland, beginning WW II)

One can easily imagine the date to be September 11, 2001, the allusions are so apt, as  you will perceive in hearing his words:. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

I sit in one of the dives
On Fifty-second Street
Uncertain and afraid
As the clever hopes expire
Of a low dishonest decade:
Waves of anger and fear
Circulate over the bright 
And darkened lands of the earth,
Obsessing our private lives;
The unmentionable odor of death
Offends the September night.

Accurate scholarship can 
Unearth the whole offence
From Luther until now
That has driven a culture mad,
Find what occurred at Linz,
What huge imago made
A psychopathic god:
I and the public know
What all schoolchildren learn,
Those to whom evil is done
Do evil in return. 

Exiled Thucydides knew
All that a speech can say
About Democracy,
And what dictators do,
The elderly rubbish they talk
To an apathetic grave;
Analysed all in his book,
The enlightenment driven away,
The habit-forming pain,
Mismanagement and grief:
We must suffer them all again.


Into this neutral air

Where blind skyscrapers use
Their full height to proclaim
The strength of Collective Man,
Each language pours its vain
Competitive excuse:
But who can live for long
In an euphoric dream;
Out of the mirror they stare,
Imperialism's face
And the international wrong.

Faces along the bar
Cling to their average day:
The lights must never go out,
The music must always play,
All the conventions conspire 
To make this fort assume
The furniture of home;
Lest we should see where we are,
Lost in a haunted wood,
Children afraid of the night
Who have never been happy or good.

The windiest militant trash
Important Persons shout
Is not so crude as our wish:
What mad Nijinsky wrote
About Diaghilev
Is true of the normal heart;
For the error bred in the bone
Of each woman and each man
Craves what it cannot have,
Not universal love
But to be loved alone.

From the conservative dark
Into the ethical life
The dense commuters come,
Repeating their morning vow;
"I will be true to the wife,
I'll concentrate more on my work,"
And helpless governors wake
To resume their compulsory game

Who can release them now,

Who can reach the deaf,
Who can speak for the dumb?

All I have is a voice
To undo the folded lie,
The romantic lie in the brain
Of the sensual man-in-the-street
And the lie of Authority
Whose buildings grope the sky:
There is no such thing as the State
And no one exists alone;
Hunger allows no choice
To the citizen or the police;
We must love one another or die.

Defenseless under the night
Our world in stupor lies;
Yet, dotted everywhere,
Ironic points of light
Flash out wherever the Just men 
Exchange their messages
May I, composed like them
Of Eros and of dust,
Beleaguered by the same
Negation and despair,
Show an affirming flame.


Another writer, William Manchester,  has described   the mind-set of the American people in 1939, especially its young people, who were about to be sent abroad to fight a war in 1941: 


“As I stand on that crest I remember a passage from F. Scott Fitzgerald.  World War I, he wrote, ‘was the last love battle’; men, he said, could never ‘do that again in this generation’.  But Fitzgerald died just a year before Pearl Harbor.  Had he lived, he would have seen his countrymen united in a greater love than he had ever known.  Actually love was only a part of it. Among other things, we had to be tough, too.  To fight World War II  you had to have been tempered and strengthened in the 1930’s Depression by a struggle for survival---in l940 two out of every five draftees had been rejected, most of them victims of malnutrition.  And you had to know that your whole generation, unlike the Vietnam generation,  was in this together, that no strings  were being pulled for anybody; the four Roosevelt brothers were in uniform, and the sons of both Harry Hopkins , FDR’s closest advisor, and Leverett  Saltonstall, one of the most powerful Republicans in the Senate, served in the Marine Corps as enlisted men and were killed in action. 

But devotion overarched all this. It was a bond woven of many strands.  You had to remember your father’s stories about the Argonne, and saying your prayers, and Memorial Day, and scouting, and what Barbara Frietchie said to Stonewall Jackson.  And you had to have heard Lionel Barrymore as Scrooge and to have seen Gary Cooper as  Sergeant York.  And seen your how your mother bought day-old bread and cut sheets lengthwise  and re-sewed them to equalize their wear while father sold the family car, both forfeiting what would be essentials today so you could go to college.

 All these and ‘God Bless America’, and Christmas or Hanukkah and the certitude that victory in the war would assure their continuance into perpetuity---all this led you into battle, and sustained you as you fought, and comforted you if you fell, and, if it came to that, justified your death to all who loved you as you had loved them.”   


On that first traumatic  day on April 14th, 1945, my unit, the 120th Evacuation Hospital entered  Buchenwald, where we found some 35,000 or more prisoners, many in advanced stages of malnutrition, amoebic dysentery, starvation and countless other deadly diseases. On the first day of our arrival, some 3,000 of the prisoners died. Time  magazine reporter Percy Knauth wrote of a  'miracle", where, through the efforts of the 120th Evacuation Hospital, on the third day  only  3 inmates of the camp died! Mr. Knauth observed  the probability that  our dispensing of medications did less to create such a 'miracle';  rather that we instilled hope for the future in these desperate prisoners; that we  brought them hope and confidence, and perhaps as important, an assurance that there continued to be human beings who cared for  and who can be compassionate for those in such a need of human compassion and feeling. 

                The irony that we camped where Goethe   wrote his personal philosophy  of the supremacy of feeling, then to see  a short distance nearby  where human feelings were in grotesque denial through public policy, a policy established and formalized in the Nazi's final solution  becomes, at times, overpowering; a fatal contradiction that one cannot escape from reliving again and again in memory.

I remember some things, and fail to remember others, not surprising, since so many of my fellow GI’s have experienced the same thing.  Some memories are vivid, such as ---  the children's barracks; which I call the descent into hell, for it is at this       point that my memory comes alive; the awful impact of smell returns. Even today, as I speak about that awful exposure to the children's  barracks,  I shudder, and feel the back of my neck tighten for the  sight, the smell, that indescribable  odor made up of disease, death, and human  excrement. The barracks were all alike in dimensions. They were long, rectangular buildings with few windows, and with entrances close to the ends of the buildings. The children's barracks, however, were completely different in the interior. It appeared to me that the small children, some little more than two or three years old, had been abandoned,  and   had no capacity to maintain any essential care by themselves. Their frightened, colorless faces appear again and again in my memory.   I remember the litter everywhere, piled one or two feet high in places, making access to several parts of the  barracks  impossible. Everything was covered with excrement, urine, vomit---blankets, clothing, shoes, jacket, underclothes---to call the scene indescribable is inadequate. Those odors  mixed  with the wafting smells of the burning bodies from the ovens of the crematorium, all this was beyond the human  capacity to forget.  


The  shelves that served as beds for the children were equally littered. 

I remember pulling aside what I thought was a crumpled blanket in a dark, remote corner of one of these “shelves”, and discovering a young girl, huddled in a fetal position,  very  near death, whom I desperately  wanted  to save if I could. I gently wrapped her in my jacket, and rushed as fast as I could to the medical station, but it was too late.  She died in my arms--- that  small  enemy of the Third Reich,  another victim of the indifference that prevailed in this horror.  I named her Angela,---she had  no name—but she has been my constant memory ever since finding her--- my “angel” on my shoulder, who will never let me forget! 

             I remember  close  behind the crematorium seeing a pile of ashes--human ashes, nearly six feet high, covering an area some 20 feet in diameter. Of the piles of dead prisoners, stacked like cordwood outside the door of each barracks, where they were thrown, every morning a new pile was formed from the previous night. In one pile less than 3 feet high and ten feet long, I counted eighty-six bodies; “stiffs" we called them. Now I tremble every time I think of the insensitivity of that description, and yet I do not believe I, or perhaps others of my age and inexperience, could have kept my  sanity during those days if I had not been able to remove the "human" identity from those pitiful forms that were once living human beings!

   
The casualties of war were not, and are not confined to  the  innocent  populations alone, as we well know.  Sometimes, that which we urge all to do, to remember what happened in the holocausts, becomes a cruel punishment for many who suffered in the camps and villages, and those who fought  there  to relieve their suffering. I know I have had times in my life when my Buchenwald experiences have returned, suddenly, like a storm. One  morning , while  stoking my wood stove,  the sleeve of my bathrobe caught fire, which traveled up to my back, and ignited the hair on the back of my head. The odor brought back those awful memories, especially at night, of Buchenwald’s horrors, and I sought professional help for a period of time to escape the impact of that memory. If you were to open my website, you would see memories from a small number of  my army buddies, but many of them,  a majority by far,  have never been able to  speak or write about their experiences at Buchenwald, because they were too traumatic. For many of these veterans, their lives have nevertheless been permanently effected, just as so many lives have been effected by Viet Nam, and I suspect, another generation of veterans from the Iraq war will soon experience the same post traumatic stress of war.

Here are a couple examples of veterans and their life-long ordeals as a result of their wartime experiences. I assure you, I could expand this number into scores of such stories, in my unit alone.

David Gordon was young infantryman, part of a unit driving across France freeing villages from the Nazis.   Always they were met with cheers and  celebration  from the local townspeople  finally freed from the  yolk of  Nazi oppression. But in one small village they came across,  no one came out to greet them.  It was eerie and quiet like a ghost town.  Suspecting an ambush,  his unit fanned out and searched the village house by house, kicking in doors, wary of snipers.  In one house, they found out what was going on.  There was a group of women there stitching  bed linens together.  They explained to the Americans that hours before  the troops arrived, the Nazis decided to carry out one last official act.  They executed every male in the village. They lined them up in the town square and murdered them with machine guns.  The women were  preparing a mass burial.  The linens were being sewed together as makeshift burial shrouds.  This account  is told by David’s son, Myles; “The story sobered my father  and the hardened veterans in his outfit.  The soldiers helped the women dig the mass grave, and helped with the burial.  That evening, the women brought out spiked cider for themselves and the soldiers. As they drank, one intense looking woman took my father aside, pointed a finger at him and said, “You remember this.  Whenever you have a celebration, a wedding, an anniversary, a new year, a birthday, you remember what happened here.”  My father remembered.   Whenever we had a family gathering, whenever there was a celebration of any occasion, my father would go off by himself for some time.  He did so at my wedding.  The decades following the war never wiped the  despondency from his heart or his eyes.


It was the admonition itself, combined with the  admonition to remember that held him, and never let him go.  It became a  part of him  more than any of his other war experiences.” 

Charles Green and his buddy Jean Hill drove his army truck into Buchenwald through the gates, with the sign overhead---“Jedem das Einem”---or  “you receive what you have earned”..  On passing through the gates, they were immediately surrounded by 25 or 30 starving prisoners, desperate for some food---anything would do---.  Their arms reached up toward the truck, and Charles and Jean, knowing they were carrying food for their unit, reached back in the truck, and pulled out a case of “C-Rations”, a high-protein, concentrated  combinations of food to sustain a soldier in combat.  They immediately began throwing the boxes of C-Rations out into the group, who tore open the packages and began devouring the contents.  Within a few minutes, while Charles and Jean watched, they began to fall, holding on to their stomachs,  retching  painfully, and within minutes,  all in the group had died.  In a gesture  meant to be purely humanitarian, Charles unknowingly and completely innocently, had poisoned those 30 men.  The memory of that tragic scene remains, even today, to haunt Charles, and will continue until his  death, troubling him especially in his sleepless nights, as he paces the floor, frequently in tears. His post traumatic stress disorder, undiagnosed  for WW II veterans, remains untreated, and probably untreatable at this late stage in his life.  As with too many others, Charles has been denied treatment for this life-long affliction by the Veterans Administration.  And now, we read that the current budget under consideration in Washington, presented by the administration, has had 375 million cut for veterans’ benefits! A shabby treatment for America’s veterans, indeed!

 Hear the words of Stephen Ross as he sent them to me a short time ago, describing his reaction to the presence of American GI’s in 1945 when he was liberated from Dachau Concentration Camp:

           I hate to think of what would have happened to us if you had not come at the time you did. You the Gl Joe’s spoke  the first kind words to us in years. You held in your arms our living skeletons, too weak to walk, too weak to eat,  & too weak to live. You gave us our first bites of decent food. You provided medical help as best you could. You  reached out to us with no reservations. To the camp survivors, GI Joe came from heaven. You were a divine force of mercy. You left your homes & families & at times you were also hungry, cold & disillusioned. We owe you all our gratitude, recognition & acknowledgement for setting us free & for rekindling our spirit for life”

A few of us remaining veterans returned to Weimar and Buchenwald  last year at the invitation of the German Government, and several very wonderful German friends.  We were treated royally, housed, fed, and escorted by military personnel from the Medical Command  in Heidelberg, Germany. The principal event was the dedication of the Kleiner Lager,  the so-called “Little Camp, the most notorious part of Buchenwald, where all the deathly ill were housed, and all the newly arrived  Jews from eastern Europe, including my friend Leo Kram, and Elie Wiesel and his father. It was a profoundly moving experience to be there with former inmates and fellow veterans, and hear words such as these from Warren Miller, United States Commissioner Preservation of our Foreign Heritage, and  from  Elie Wiesel, Nobel Prize winner, and patient in our care in 1945:



“The preservation of sacred sites such as the Little Camp is essential to preserving the memory of the people who were brought  to these places and the horrific fate that engulfed them. 


As an act of justice, we must remember the victims not as a group or as a statistic, but as individual human beings--- much like us.  People with  families they loved from which they were sundered, homes and possessions from which they were torn, dreams they had which were shattered, and lives that were cut short ---painfully, brutally.

Today, 57 years after the unimaginable happened, it is for the German people not a matter of collective guilt, but of collective responsibility to confront the truth, to teach the truth, and to remember the truth.


 The Nazis created a monument to evil called Buchenwald.  We have created a monument to memory.  Their monument was built on terror and fear;  ours is built on hope and resolve, and of course, on love.”

Elie Wiesel sent the following message:

Dear Warren,


        I so wish I could be with you today and take part in the ceremony at Buchenwald.

I’m sure it will be  a meaningful event; it corrects an injustice. It also brings back memories.  April 11 remains with me---but where was I three days later? On a hospital bed, hanging between life and death.


I remember my first return to Buchenwald in the early nineties.  The “big camp” seemed intact, clean, silent; a museum. A thick forest of trees replaced the “small camp” where thousands of Jews perished of hunger, disease and cruel violence.


I voiced my anguish as well as my anger to the curators who accompanied me on a “tour” of the camp site.


But then I wanted to be alone.


I leaned against a tree, closed my eyes and looked for my father.

My sick father, tormented and humiliated before my eyes.  His feverish whispers. His pain. 

His  helplessness  and mine. My  father,  dying.  My father,  dead. He entered darkness without leaving a trace.           But he left a scar

On my whole being---      As ever, yours,   Elie Wiesel

 
            America’s historical role toward its enemies in the past century has been to defeat its enemies, and then make them  friends. This kind of national policy toward our defeated enemies goes back to our Civil War, and to our great President at the time. President Lincoln, when he was speaking sympathetically with the widow of a Confederate soldier, was confronted by another woman who chided him for speaking kindly to  the widow. She said, “Mr. President, how could you treat your enemy so well—how could you be so kind to her”?  Mr. Lincoln  replied, “Madam, when I have made my enemy my friend, have I not defeated my enemy”?  

We envision a website that will  create a healing process through a world-wide internet connection, accessible to all people, in all countries, and especially to children in our schools around the world.  Our 120th Website is the first step in that direction.
                
Finally, I want you to hear the words of a young girl, age 13, from New London, New Hampshire, who wrote to me following a Holocaust Workshop I presented,  about how my descriptions of our work in helping people changed her thinking about the Holocaust. She wrote,

“How could I, a fourteen year old in 1999, imagine the horror of the Holocaust? How could any one of any age imagine it if they were not there themselves? When you spoke... you said things that I have never heard in a story about the Holocaust. Instead of telling about the thousands and millions tortured... you began with just four that you met outside the barracks. Nothing that I could say would tell you what this did to me. For the first time I heard about numbers that I could imagine... not millions, but a handful.  To understand the pain of millions I needed to hear the pain of just a few.”  

 
Finally, some very wise men  have written that we humans, we people on earth are bound together by a tether called love.  If that tether is snapped from our biological anchor, , if we do not keep it strong and functioning, our lives whirl out into an unknown darkness where we can never find happiness. To be happy in life, we must love one another. For humanity to survive on this earth, we must love one another, or die. This is why we must remember  the people of  past holocausts, survivors as well as liberators,  not as statistics, but as human beings, as people like you and me, who were caught in a maelstrom of lovelessness, and  suffering. Let us all remember, and make their memory  live through the quality of our lives, in the monuments, the art and the music we create, and in the acts of good will that make our earth a better place for everyone.

As Rabbi  Mordecai said  at dedication of K.K. Beth Shalome,  Richmond, Virginia, September 15, 1822:



“The Creator of the Universe is not the God of Sect;  we are required

                         to consider the whole human family however diversified by religious faith;

                          To practice charity and justice and to seek the Peace of the City”.

Our  brain tells us that ideas perpetuate civilization; that the thick marble walls of libraries and museums protect our gifts  for future generations. How short is this vision of the future!  We must never forget that our children are the builders of tomorrow’s world;  our quiet infants, our clumsy toddlers, our running, squealing second-graders carry within them  the hopes of all humanity. The memorial we dedicate  here today, will also, like the memorial; in the “little Camp”, be the result of hope, and resolve, and love. If so then we will make a future more secure for our children. 

Their flexible brains have yet to generate the ideas, the songs, the societies of tomorrow. They can create the next world, or they can annihilate  it;  in either case, they will do so in our names.

  As I have done in my website, I close all Holocaust workshops or events in which I participate with the following words of remembrance by Rabbi Riemer.  It is  especially  important to me that my listeners remember, not just for the present,  but forever;  as I would translate the words, “never to forget”.  

If you want to, Please join with me in speaking the words of this living memorial---- “we will remember them”

A Prayer for The Day of Remembrance 

In the rising of the sun and its going down,
We will remember them.
In the blowing of the wind and the chill of winter,
We will remember them.
In the opening of the buds and the rebirth of spring,
We will remember them.
In the blueness of the sky and the warmth of summer,
We will remember them.
In the rustling of the leaves and the beauty of autumn,
We will remember them.
In the beginning of the year and when it ends,
We will remember them.
When we are weary and in need of strength,
We will remember them.
When we are lost and sick at heart,
We will remember them.
When we have joys we yearn to share,
We will remember them.
So long as we live they too shall live,
For they are a part of us and we will remember them,


May their memory ever be a blessing to us,
May their souls be bound up in the band of eternity,
May the Giver of Peace send peace to all among us
who mourn, and remember,

As together, we say,   

We will  remember them.
