
The Jewish Weekly’s David Saff er recently went to Poland with the March of the Living UK delegation. During 

an unforgettable and emotionally challenging fi ve-day journey a record 270 UK participants learnt about 

1,000 years of Polish Jewry, visited mass murder sites and met members of the local Jewish community prior 

to making the 1.5 mile march alongside 12,000 people from Auschwitz 1 to Birkenau. In this special MOTL 

supplement, David interviewes survivors, participants and educators about their experience.

MINI SUPPLEMENT

DAVID SAFFER



S24   MARCH OF THE LIVING 2018  19 APRIL 2018THE JEWISH WEEKLY

THEJEWISHWEEKLY.COM

Israeli President Reuven Riv-
lin and Polish President Andrzej 
Duda led a record breaking March 
of the Living procession from the 
gates of Auschwitz to Birkenau 
last week.

Around 12,000 people from 
across the world participated in 
the 30th annual 1.5 mile march.

At the offi  cial ceremony Rivlin 
let the world know Israel’s po-
sition on Poland’s controversial 
Holocaust law.

During a powerful speech de-
livered in Hebrew he told a pas-
sionate crowd the Polish nation 
produced thousands of ‘Righteous 
among the Nations’ but was also 
complicit in the Holocaust.

Clearly referring to Poland’s 

recently passed bill outlawing 
references to Polish complicity 
in killing Jews during the Holo-
caust and use of the term “Polish 
death camp” where Jews and oth-
ers were murdered, Rivlin spoke 
about those who saved and killed 
Jews.

“Men and women who put their 
own lives and the lives of their 
dear ones at risk for the sake of 
others are remembered and hon-
oured forever,” he said.

“Nevertheless, it is impossible 
to deny the truth.

“The Nazi death machine would 
not have been able to achieve its 
terrible vision if it had not re-
ceived help, if it had not found a 
fertile ground of hatred for Jews 

in which to take root.
“True, it was Germany that es-

tablished the camps but our peo-
ple were not murdered only in 
the camps. The members of our 
nation were betrayed by the peo-
ple amongst whom they lived 
in France, in Holland, and in 
Belgium.

“They were murdered by 
Ukrainians, Lithuanians and yes 
also by Poles.”

Rivlin said it was the right of 
every nation to “rewrite sections 
of its own narrative”.

“I do not want to interfere in 
Polish history,” he explained.

“Poland knows how to do its 
own soul searching. However, 
if the Polish people feels that its 
image has been distorted by the 
events of the Holocaust, it is more 
important that we cooperate, that 
we invest in education, that to-
gether we establish research in-
stitutes, that together we work 
on commemoration and remem-
brance, that together, we, Poles 
and Jews, study what happened, 
that we make sure that it will nev-
er happen again.

“Germany did not purchase the 
forgiveness of the Jews, just as no 
nation can legislate their forget-
ting. No legislation can cover over 
the blood. No self-interest can 
cover over anti-Semitism, racism 
and hatred.

“Those who are willing to 
bravely look straight into their 
past, those who are willing to 
bravely deal with anti-Semitism 
and racism that continues to raise 
its heads even today will fi nd in us 
allies determined, true partners to 
pave the way that leads from re-
membrance to the future.”

Rivlin remembered the 1.5 mil-
lion babies and children’s only sin 
was they were born Jewish.

And he said survivors would 
hand on the torch of memory from 
generation to generation.

He pledged to discover every 
person’s name that perished.

“Six million Jews were mur-
dered in the Holocaust, but for us, 
they will never be a number.

“The archives, testimonies and 
silences, every one of them will 
eventually be revealed,” he said.

Rivlin concluded: “Each foot-
step in this march is a step in the 
history of the Jewish people.

“The nation that was born 
through God’s command to Abra-
ham continues to go forward, to 
walk in the March of the Living 

and continues to affi  rm “The Peo-
ple of Israel lives!””

President Duda, who signed the 
controversial Holocaust bill, said 
it was right to preserve Holocaust 
memory and the joint participa-
tion of two presidents was a sign 
it would continue.

Holocaust survivors Arie 
Shilansky, Ivor Perl, Arek Hersh, 
Mala Tribich, Harry Olmer and 
Eve Kugler were among the UK’s 
270-strong delegation.

“Taking part in the walk, when 
we set off , I always feel so proud,” 
said Arek, who lost over 80 mem-
bers of his family.

“Seeing the Star of David, thou-
sands of fl ags is amazing. It shows 
the Nazis we are going back to a 
camp where they murdered our 
mothers and fathers and brothers 
and sisters.

“It makes a statement to show 

the world we are still here and I’ll 
keep going back as long as I can. 
We try passing on a message of 
tolerance and not to hate.”

Harry added: “I survived but it 
was luck, nothing else.

“For 40 years, I only spoke to 
family as they wanted to know 
what happened. Eventually, I start-
ed to speak and hope people learn 
something from my experiences.

“Marching through Auschwitz, 
I feel that I’m alive. You have to 
remember the history but life is 
for living.”

The Israeli delegation included 
heads of Shin Bet, Mossad, the 
IDF Chief of General Staff  and 
Police Commissioner.

The march at the former death 
camp took place on the 75th an-
niversary of the Warsaw Ghetto 
Uprising and 70th anniversary of 
the State of Israel.

Poles were complicit in Holocaust says Israeli President

A Holocaust survivor at March of the 
Living in his original striped pyjamas

Scott Saunders, second right, leads the UK delegation at Auschwitz

Ex-Chelsea boss Avram Grant meets UK delegate Tony Hyams Holocaust survivor Eve Kugler chats to a UK delegate at Auschwitz
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The largest ever UK MOTL dele-
gation to Poland included 270 del-
egates from various backgrounds, 
religious beliefs and experiences. 

During a packed fi ve-day itin-
erary each individual participant 
had a unique life-enhancing jour-
ney ahead of them where they 
would learn about 1000 years of 
Polish Jewry history.

The itinerary included visits to 
many places including the Warsaw 
and Krakow ghettos, Majdanek, 
Belzec and Auschwitz-Birkenau 
concentration camps, Zbylitows-
ka Gora, Schindler’s factory, Oko-
powa Jewish cemetery, Lublin, 
Zamosc and The Polin Museum.

Londoners Debra Silver, Immy 
Wise, Nicole Sawdaye and Joe 
Woolf were among ‘Young 
Professionals’.

Debra visited Poland 12 years 
ago with FZY to Krakow and 
Auschwitz on a two-day trip.

“Coming back a second time 
has been the right decision, it’s 
made me think more just how ex-
tensive the Nazi operation,” she 
said. “An educator prepared meas 
to how diff erent Majdanek was to 
Auschwitz and it brought out more 
emotions than I’d anticipated.

“Hearing Harry Olmer speak 
about his experiences was really 
powerful.

“The reality of the Holocaust 
has aff ected me and I’m now even 
more engaged in the topic. I’d 
now like to return and learn even 
more now.”

Immy didn’t attend a Jewish 
school, so had not been given an 
opportunity to visit Poland.

“Being at university and still be-
ing involved with FZY and Mac-
cabi, I got a chance to learn about 
my past and I’m really glad that I 
did,” she said.

“My group brings a special per-
spective to the Holocaust.

“I’ve studied the Holocaust 
and am doing a unit at universi-
ty, but still don’t know enough. 
It’s so important to understand 
what happened and this trip helps 
enormously.”

Nicole has always wanted to 
visit Poland but not with friends 
to “just walk around”.

“Coming with an organisa-
tion, survivors and Jewish people 
around me makes it more mean-
ingful, and going to sites other 
than the camps is so important,” 
she said.

“Okopowa cemetery was really 
interesting and so was the Polin 

Museum.”
Nicole was intrigued how see 

would feel about the overall 
experience.

“Hearing survivors speak is so 
moving,” she said.

“Having educators and survi-
vors enlighten you in a way you 
could not get on your own or with 
friends, I would not have wanted 
to do it any other way.”

She added: “In a strange way 
the trip is exactly how I imagined 
yet at the same time it’s nothing 
like I thought it would be but it’s 
ridiculously thought provoking. 
I’ve never thought so much when 
staring out at essentially a fi eld but 
so much happened there.

“I found Belzac quite horrify-
ing. Everyone was rounded up 
and sent straight to their death. 
The speed at which it happened 
was frightening.”

Joe had been to Poland with 
his school but knew this journey 
would be diff erent.

“This trip gives you a diff erent 
perspective on the Holocaust,” he 
said.

“Over the last few years, my 
interest in Shoah education and 
Jewish history has become more 
mature. Whereas last time, it was 
something I wanted to do, this 
time, I knew what I wanted to get 
out of it and I’ve added new things 
to my own mindset.”

The Jewish community of India 
numbers around 4,000 with the 
majority based in Mumbai.

Jacob Sassoon, Ronel Jacob, 
Daniel Shapurkar, Dorith Ben-
jamin, Dr Siddi Patil and Sharon 
Samuel were among the ‘Young 
Professional’ group.

Jacob noted that at school the 
Holocaust was a very limited top-
ic of discussion.

“There are no Holocaust sur-
vivors in India, so information is 
limited,” he said.

“School textbooks have a World 
War Two chapter and the Holo-
caust is mentioned in one line stat-
ing ‘Six million Jews were killed 
by the Nazis’. Another chapter on 
dictators includes Hitler.

“There is an immense lack of 
awareness about Hitler and the 
Holocaust, and what he did, which 
is not acceptable.

“Being Jewish in India, we go to 
the local Community Centre and 
discuss these things.

“The urge to come to Poland 
came on a Birthright trip to Isra-
el when we visited Yad Vashem. 
That is when the Holocaust real-
ly sank in with the intensity and 
ferocity of the horrors.

“We met a survivor and could 
not imagine the conditions. I got 
to know about this trip and I’m 
glad we are here.”

Ronel believes Jews around the 
world have a lot in common when 
it comes to Holocaust education.

“This is a once in a lifetime op-
portunity,” he said.

“Meeting survivors and getting 
to know fi rst hand has been a great 
experience.

“The youngest I’ve met is now 
88, so it will be diffi  cult to com-
prehend the magnitude of what 
happened when they are no longer 
able to tell their story.

“There will be testimonies 
but hearing it fi rst hand is really 
special.”

Daniel aims to educate people 
back home in India.

“Hearing Harry’s story was 
inspiring, what he is doing is a 
great deed to global Jewry,” he 
said. “Harry is making each of us 
a witness to what happened in the 
Holocaust.”

He added: “This has been such 
a valuable experience in terms of 
Jewish education.

“In India, something so mas-
sive as the Holocaust should have 
more coverage.”

Dorith visited Yad Vashem at 
the age of 18 but knew little of Po-
land’s Jewish community.

“It really shocked me how many 
Jewish people were in Poland and 
now they are hardly any. Okopo-
wa cemetery had 250,000 Jews, 
now there are 11,000, which is 
shocking.

“I found Majdanek a very dif-
fi cult experience, it was such an 

industrial process. People locally 
knew what was happening yet did 
nothing.”

Majdanek moved Siddi like 
many participants on the trip.

“It was the smallest death camp 
yet had a big eff ect on me, it was 
really challenging to then see a far 
bigger camp,” she said.

“Being on the trip, I feel much 
more connected. The Holocaust 
did not happen to our forefathers 
who never experienced any type 
of anti-Semitism so the trip has 
had an impact of sadness and 
anger.

“Hearing Harry recount his ex-
periences and still keep faith is so 
inspiring. Recounting to younger 
people exactly what happened 
was surprising and incredible.”

Sharon was also taken aback by 
the experience.

“Jewish people lost their iden-
tity in the concentration camps,” 
he said.

“Just a simple act of praying 
was taken away. Now we can sit 
in a comfortable world where it is 
easy to daven wherever you want.

“They were not able to do this 
so I now have even more inspira-
tion to daven regularly.”

MOTL UK director Susy Rich-
mond went on the march four 
years ago and is acutely aware the 
initiative is important for the next 
generation.

“You can’t appreciate what was 
lost until you know what was to 
lose, which is why you learn about 
the history of Polish Jewry,” she 
said.

“This trip is a right of passage 
for students, you go on tour then 
MOTL.”

MOTL UK trustee Brian Mark-
eson and Eli Ovitz were on the 
‘Adult’ bus.

“This trip brings together a phe-
nomenal group of people, young 
and old, not necessarily all Jew-
ish, for a life changing experience 
to see life in Poland today, what 
was there in the past and what has 
been lost forever,” said Brian.

“Overall it demonstrates what 
the Nazis tried to do but failed.

“Apart from the educational and 
learning, it’s taught me that you 
can bring Jewish groups together 
from across the spectrum on one 
trip to share experiences.”

A march veteran, he added, 
“You cannot describe the sea of 
people from all over the world.

“Auschwitz is a most amazing 
place to be in. We are back in a 
death camp but we are not com-
memorating death, we are cele-
brating life.”

Eli praised the impact of the 
trip.

“To participate, to meet survi-
vors, to be in a group that is inter-
generational from diff erent back-
grounds around the country is a 
very powerful impactful journey,” 
he said.

“There is no substitute than be-
ing here and I was very pleased to 
see various memorials recognise 
Polish people who helped Jewish 
communities and other victims of 
the Holocaust.”

He added: “It’s an extremely 
important message to the next 
generation that you have choices 
in life.

“Choosing despite personal risk 
what is morally correct, working 
with a moral compass, having 
those ethics despite knowing it 
might be unpopular is an impor-
tant, pertinent message.”

Speaking at the conclusion of 
the trip, MOTL UK founder Scott 
Saunders, said, “Feedback from 
participants is brilliant.

“It seems people are very satis-
fi ed educationally and logistically, 
and most important its aff ected 
people’s lives and the way they 
think about things in the future 
across the board.”

MOTL participants join life-enhancing journey in Poland

‘Young Professionals’ Deborah Silver, Immy 
Wise, Nicole Sawdaye and Joe Woolf

Mumbai delegates with 
Holocaust survivor Harry Olmer
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Specialist educators are an essen-
tial part of MOTL’s comprehen-
sive fi ve-day journey.

Traveling across Poland, long 
treks are the norm as are emo-
tionally challenging visits to mass 
murder sites, death camps and 
bleak forests.

When MOTL founder Scott 
Saunders Scott began the initia-
tive he stated that quality educa-
tion would defi ne the programme.

For ‘Young Professionals’ 
Group F educators Richard Verber 
and Jude Williams, this was the 
second time the duo had worked 
together.

Dovetailing throughout the trip, 
their expertise was clear for all 
participants to see.

Richard works for World Jewish 
Relief and is the Board of Depu-
ties Senior Vice President.

His involvement with MOTL 
UK began whilst at the Union of 
Jewish Students in 2010.

“I received a phone call from 
Scott, who told me his idea,” he 
recalled.

“It sounded great because it was 
going to be about gold-standard 
Holocaust education and would 
be cross communal. I went with 
a Dutch delegation and saw it 
through their eyes, which was 
fascinating.

“You could see it was an ex-
perience worth having, that left 
an ever-lasting impression with 
the climax of 10,000 people from 
around the world, mostly Jewish, 
on the march.

“There was a 1,000 rich years 
of Jewish history, Holocaust ed-
ucation and crucially for British 
groups learning about Jewish life 
in Poland today because it did not 

end in 1945.
“The last census states there are 

8,000 Jews but for various rea-
sons there are probably 20,000 to 
25,000 who actively choose to be 
Jewish in Poland.

“Polish Jewish life is rich, var-
ied, complicated, complex and 
fascinating.”

Richard says you need humility 
on top of vast knowledge to be an 
educator.

“You have no idea who will 
be on the group but we try make 
it meaningful for everyone,” he 
said.

“I’m not a historian or academ-
ic, there is so much to know and 
no one knows everything.

“You do need a base knowl-
edge and to try to get everyone to 
engage because they are all on a 
unique journey. I try to fi nd touch 
points such as Judaism, the syn-
agogues, extermination camps, 
Jewish life today. You try to es-
tablish where people are coming 
from and what they can relate too.

“Also, with certain stories, it’s 
okay for an educator to show feel-
ings by getting choked up.”

He added: The biggest chal-
lenge is a group because of di-
verse backgrounds and life expe-
riences but it adds to the richness 
and variety of the trip.

“There are always surprises and 
questions not asked before. It’s 
okay to say I don’t know then try 
to fi nd out. But there is always a 
moment when something clicks 
for someone and its really reward-
ing when that happens.”

For Richard, one part of the trip 
is always a great challenge but one 
he relishes.

“Auschwitz-Birkenau is the 
iconic death camp, there is a com-
plex history,” he explained.

“People on the trip tell friends 
I’m going and it’s the third camp 
we visit as we go through a 
process.

“Every time I feel a burden 
and responsibility because peo-
ple come, probably for the fi rst 
and only time, so its essential 
they get an experience whether 
it’s pure learning or an emotional 
connection.

“There is so much to say, 
everyone is diff erent and we only 
spend six hours there when you 
could spend six days, weeks or 
even years and only scratch the 
surface.”

Richard is well aware survivors 

form a crucial part of the overall 
experience.

“Since the beginning we have 
tried to put a Holocaust survivor 
on each bus,” he said. “It’s a val-
ue-add of our trips as you get to 
experience it with someone who 
was there.

“They are incredible human be-
ings but won’t be with us forever.

“Some are no longer with us 
while others feel they can’t come 
every year or again and you have 
to respect those wishes. They 
make a unique impact on the 
journey.”

Jude is following the footsteps 
of her late father, Paul Oppen-
heimer, who was born in Berlin. 
Her grandparents died in Bergen 
Belsen but their children survived 
and made homes in Britain.

Paul spoke to 40,000 children 
after his retirement until his pass-
ing 11 years ago.

As a Jewish educator for over 
20 years, Jude wanted to contrib-
ute to Holocaust education.

“Scott approached me and 
MOTL was a wonderful way of 
continuing my father’s legacy 
and I’ve been an educator for fi ve 
years,” she said.

“I’m now more comfortable 
and confi dent with the material 
because it is such a huge body of 
knowledge.

“What is really special about 
MOTL is as a Jewish educator, 
the thing that binds Jewish peo-
ple is our shared history - ritual, 
philosophy, theology, land, Zion-
ism - I want people to grasp those 
things because they are terribly 
important.

“Teaching Jewish history has 
always been a passion of mine 
so we are looking to understand 
1,000 years of Jewish history not 
just a moment of a discontinuity 

of Jewish life.
“We are here to learn about the 

greatest tragedy so we have to 
know what that life was about.

“Many Jews today have their 
roots in Poland. This is our histo-
ry, you cannot understand British 
Jewry without understanding the 
Polish experience.”

Jude added: “We don’t have a 
narrative. People navigate through 
on their own terms, which is an 
exciting educational job. And we 
are very careful not to be manip-
ulative so people come out more 
empowered, not too shocked and 
not too traumatised.

“You have to bring emotion but 
balance it with knowledge. The 
emotion must feel personal and 
real but you don’t want people 
sobbing at every single site. It’s 
about fi nding that balance to bring 
enough knowledge but not to turn 
everyone off  from what is going 
on.

“I’m always delighted how en-
gaged everyone is. Ultimately 
people come with an expectation 
of seeing death camps but they get 
why the history is important.”

Jude has worked with Holocaust 
survivor Harry Olmer for the past 
three years.

“His motivation is to come and 
learn, it has been really interest-
ing,” she said.

“Harry has been really open 
to the education but always adds 
more to it with his personal story, 
which is so enriching.

“There was a discontinuity in 
our history to better understand.

“You have to deal with the terri-
ble moments and understand uni-
versal messages involved as well 
as commemorate what we have 
lost. And it’s a huge lost.”

Aside from Jewish Polish his-
tory and the survivors, Jude is 

passionate participants meet the 
Polish Jewish community.

“You must hear about the 
‘Righteous Gentiles’ and ways 
Poles were complicit but we have 
to see the resilience of Jewish 
life,” she said.

“It’s an aspect I’ve loved learn-
ing about.”

As for the march, Jude added: 
“The second time I went back to 
Auschwitz, I’d forgotten what it 
was like although it was a very 
hard trip.

“I was not sure I’d like.
“Now there is a feeling I have 

again and again at the march, that 
mixing of commemoration and 
being here, saying ‘we are still 
here and are carrying on’ with a 
celebratory aspect. 

“There are over 10,000 Jews in 
a space together and I love that 
combination, it’s very special.

“Singing Jewish melodies in a 
death camp, whether Bergen Bels- 
en or Auschwitz, is always a spine 
tingling eff ect for me.”

Educators crucial to MOTL journey

BOD Senior Vice President 
and Educator Richard Verber

Educator Angela Gluck with adult delegates at Okopowa Jewish Cemetery

Educator Jude Williams
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Holocaust survivors add a unique 
perspective to the MOTL journey 
because they are living witnesses 
to the horror that took place seven 
decades ago.

Interviewing survivors for the 
Jewish press has been and still is 
the ultimate privilege.

I’ve known Arek Hersh many 
years from my days as a journalist 
in Leeds so meeting up again in 
Warsaw was very special. Greet-
ing me with a huge smile and peck 
on the cheek, he wanted to know 
how my folks were back home 
then we chatted about his aston-
ishing life.

The son of a boot-maker, Arek 
was born and grew up in Poland 
amidst a tight-knit family until 
his life changed forever when the 
Germany army attacked Poland 
on 1 September 1939.

Fleeing his hometown to rela-
tives in Lodz, 65km away, Arek 
witnessed German soldiers joke 
while humiliating Jewish men by 
cutting their beards off .

From Lodz to Otoschno camp 
near Poznan run by the Nazi SS, 
after 18 months only 11 of 2,500 
men survived. Returning home, 
Arek told those left everybody 
was working, shielding them from 
the truth.

As the Nazis liquidated his 
hometown in August 1942, 4,000 
people assembled at a church. 
Arek, aged just 14, instinctively 
joined a group of 150 people se-
lected to work.

Those at the church were gassed 
and buried in mass graves at 
Chelmno death camp.

Taken to Lodz ghetto the pres-
ident demanded 10,000 children 
should be hand over.

Arek hid from the SS in a ceme-
tery while the ghetto children per-
ished in Chelmno.

Alone, and with no family, Arek 
was accepted into an orphanage 
and worked in the textile mill on 

little food until 1944 when the 
Nazis liquidated the ghetto as the 
Russian army closed in. 

A two-day journey to 
Auschwitz-Birkenau with 185 
children from the orphanage 
followed.

Arriving at Auschwitz, Dr 
Mengele selected people to work. 
Sensing danger, Arek raced to fi t-
ter, healthier people on the right. 
Those on the left marched to the 
gas chambers.

Arek was given a striped suit to 
wear and tattooed with the num-
ber B7608.  Referred to only by 
his number, Arek went with a 
group of boys to Auschwitz 1 after 
a few weeks.

Put in a block with political 
prisoners he worked as an agricul-
tural labourer for the SS plough-
ing fi elds and fertilising them with 
ashes from the crematorium.

Arek recalled feeling human 
bones as he spread ashes on the 
ground.

He later worked in a fi shing 
commando, catching fi sh from the 
River Vistula to be transported to 
Germany for food.

Arek could see and hear Amer-
ican and British bombers by Jan-
uary 1945 but soon embarked on 
a three-day death march with no 
food wearing only camp uniforms 
in deep snow and temperatures of 
minus 25 degrees.

Survivors arrived in Buchen-
wald where Arek was put into a 
children’s barrack.

In April, he was among 3,000 
people taken to Weimar in Ger-
many. Loaded onto open wagons 
they departed on a month-long rail 
journey to Theresienstadt. Only 
600 arrived alive in Czechoslova-
kia on 8 May 1945 before being 
liberated by the Russian army. 

Only 40 people survived the 
war from his hometown.

Arek was among 300 children 
taken to Prague three months later 

then fl own to Windermere in the 
Lake District where he lived in a 
former factory accommodation.

Taking English lessons, he 
eventually moved to Liverpool 
where he learnt a trade.

Arek fi rst spoke about his ex-
periences in 1995 after being ap-
proached by James and Stephen 
Smith, founders of the National 
Holocaust Centre and Museum in 
Nottingham.

Arek wrote his book, A Detail 
of History, and has since told his 
story at schools, universities and 
organisations.

Walking through the infamous 
gates at Auschwitz is still an 
ordeal.

“Coming back at fi rst I was 
scared, it was very diffi  cult, I 
couldn’t get through the gates, 
and I’m still apprehensive,” he 
recalled.

“Also, walking through bar-
racks does something even though 
I’ve been back over 40 times.

“The hardest part is not 
Auschwitz 1, its Birkenau. When 
I walk towards the crematorium 
and gas chambers, I see myself 
there in the old days and it always 
does something to me.”

It took Arek time to return to his 
hometown and Chelmo where his 
family were murdered.

“The fi rst time was really hard 
but fi ve years later I went back and 
saw an Israeli fl ag fl ying,” he re-
called. “The Nazis never thought 
would happen in this place.

“I give talks and will keep going 
because its necessary for me to tell 
people what went on.”

Arek added: “It’s so important 
people come on the MOTL trip to 
see camps like Majdanek and Bel-
zec to learn diff erent things.

“I try my best when telling my 
story but its up to participants to 
make something from it.”

Arek takes part in Holocaust 
missions every year and following 
the unveiling of a specially com-
missioned bust of himself at Beth 
Shalom in the coming days he 
returns to Poland for a Channel 5 
television train journey series with 
Chris Tarrant.

This will be the fi rst time he will 
take what was a harrowing jour-
ney from Lodz to Auschwitz.

“Chris approached me after 
reading my book and asked if I’d 
go back to Lodz, recall my time 
in the city then make the journey 
again,” said Arek.

“It will of course be very diff er-
ent to what I experienced because 
we had to stand up the whole 
journey. Around 100 people were 
packed in and conditions were 
unimaginable.

“People didn’t survive the jour-
ney and when we got off , I saw 
the Alsatian dogs and knew these 
murderers.

“The camp commander had a 
calendar hanging on the wall so 
when I worked in his house, al-
though never touching it, I had a 
sense of how time was passing.

“I saw people hang, beaten to 
death, every day I’d wheel the 
dead bodies in a cart to bury them. 
I was just a child, but was forced 
to grow up fast.

“There were 185 children but 
only two survived.”

Arek, who celebrated his bar-
mitzvah aged 73, attends Beth 
Hamidrash Hagadol Synagogue in 
Leeds and Harrogate Synagogue.

Arek lost faith until a conver-
sation with Rabbi Isser Yehuda 
Unterman, who served the Jew-
ish community in Liverpool and 
helped relieve the suff ering of 
refugees in England after the war 
prior to becoming Chief Rabbi of 
Tel Aviv and later Chief Rabbi of 
Israel.

“It’s unimaginable what hap-
pened and I did lose faith but 
somehow after the war, I had a dif-
ferent life and came back to being 
Jewish,” he recalled.

“I asked Rabbi Unterman why 
God allowed so many people to 
be killed. He thought about it for 
a minute then told me it was not 
God but man that did it.

“Rabbi Unterman gave me an 
answer I wanted to hear at the 
time to a certain extent.”

Beside Arek at every talk is his 
wife Jeanne, who gently steps in 
when he needs support.

“Arek is a living history, peo-
ple remember him from years be-
fore,” she said.

“One bus leader heard him 
when he was 10 years of age at 
school and told participants. That 
is the impact Arek has on people.

“When he went into the camps 
for the fi rst time, he didn’t truly 
visualise a camp like an 11-year 
old kid. He lost his childhood, he 
was no more a little boy when he 
saw what was happening and rec-
ognised moments to survive.

“I always make a point that 
Arek will answer anything but we 
sometimes think have we over-
whelmed people with informa-
tion. But Arek feels a responsibili-
ty and purpose to continue.”

Jeanne added: “MOTL is amaz-
ing, participants never forget it, 
it’s unbelievable.

“Seeing people of all ages of 
all backgrounds makes you very 
proud because we are commem-
orating the Holocaust on land 
the Nazis never thought would 
happen.

“I always tell Arek to look 
around and take it in. Nobody who 
takes part forgets it.”

Arek was just a child forced to grow up fast

David Saff er interviews 
Holocaust survivor Arek Hersh

Arek Hersh and Eve Kugler join 
Israeli MOTL delegates at Auschwitz
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Israel – Seventy Years On

Dear Rabbi,

As Israel celebrates 70 years I 
wonder why it is that in all this 
time Israel cannot make peace 
with its neighbours? Isn’t it time 
that the Israeli government grants 
the Palestinians what is rightfully 
theirs, or at least enable them to 
co-exist in the land? At this rate, 
can Israel really survive another 
70 years?

Annat

Dear Annat,

The Israeli Ambassador at the 
U.N. recently spoke prefacing his 
remarks with the following: “La-
dies and gentlemen before I com-
mence with my speech, I want 
to relay an old Passover story to 
you. Moses led the Jews out from 
Egypt through the nearly endless 

Sinai desert until they reached the 
Promised Land. The people be-
came very thirsty and needed wa-
ter. So Moses struck a rock with 
his staff  and a pond appeared with 
crystal, cool water. The people re-
joiced and drank to their hearts’ 
content. Moses wished to cleanse 
himself, so he went over to the 
other side of the pond, took all of 

his clothes off  and dived into the 
cool waters. When he came out 
of the water, he discovered that 
all his clothes had been stolen.” 
“I suggest,” said the Ambassador, 
“that it was the Palestinians who 
stole Moses’ clothes.”

The Palestinian delegate to 
the UN, hearing this accusation, 
jumps from his seat and screams 

out, “This is a travesty.  It is wide-
ly known that there were no Pales-
tinians there at that time!”

“Thank you,” said the Israeli 
Ambassador. “With that in mind 
let me now begin my speech.”

From the moment in 1947 when 
Jewish leaders accepted and Arab 
rulers rejected the U.N. partition 
plan of Palestine, the Arab-Israeli 
confl ict bore no further likeness 
to conventional territorial strug-
gles. Arab rulers defi ed the U.N. 
charter by denying the legitimacy 
of a member state. Arab countries 
refused to acknowledge the exist-
ence of a single Jewish land. Arab 
rulers did not object to Israel be-
cause it rendered the Palestinians 
homeless. Rather, they ensured 
that the Palestinians should re-
main homeless so that they could 
organise their politics around op-
position to Israel. 

Do you not think, if the Arab 
governments were really con-
cerned with the Palestinian plight, 
they could not have helped them 
settle down to a decent life? They 
could have created the infrastruc-
ture of an autonomous Palestine 
on the West Bank of the Jordan 
and the Gaza territory that Egypt 
controlled until 1967, or encour-
aged the resettlement of Palestin-
ians in Jordan, which constitutes 
the lion’s share of the original 
mandate of Palestine. Rather than 
fund the Palestine Liberation Or-
ganization to launch terror attacks 
against Israel they could have en-
dowed Palestinian schools of ar-
chitecture, engineering, medicine 
and law. What Israel did for its 
refugees from Arab lands, Arabs 
could have done even more so for 
the Palestinians displaced by the 
same confl ict. Instead, Arab rulers 
cultivated generations of refugees 
in order to justify their ongoing 
campaign against Israel.

Let me be very clear: Every 
decent human heart goes out to 
the pain of innocent Arab men, 
women and children who grew up 
in impoverished refugee camps. 
Their suff ering should evoke the 
compassion of all moral people. 
But let us be clear on the matter: 
Their suff ering has absolutely 
nothing to do with Israel. Their 
profound agony is the result of the 
Arab and Palestinian leaders who 
have in a most cynical way used 
them as weapons in their bloody 
battle against Israel, robbing them 
from any prospect of a brighter fu-
ture.

This abuse of the Arab refugees 
by their leaders began back in 

1948. For the most part, the ref-
ugees were encouraged by Arab 
leaders to leave Israel, promising 
to purge the land of Jews. Six-
ty-eight percent left their homes 
without ever seeing an Israeli sol-
dier.

After World War II, Jewish ref-
ugees which numbered the same 
amount as Palestinian refugees 
were completely absorbed into Is-
rael, a country no larger than the 
size of Wales. Yet the Arab ref-
ugees were intentionally not ab-
sorbed or integrated into the Arab 
lands to which they fl ed, despite 
the vast Arab territory. Why? Be-
cause cynical Arab leaders real-
ised that the true value of the refu-
gees was not as Arab brothers but 
as pawns to be used against Israel. 

A CNN reporter, a BBC report-
er, and an Israeli commando are 
captured by terrorists. The leader 
of the terrorists told them that he 
would grant them each one last re-
quest. The CNN reporter said he 
would like to broadcast one last 
segment of fake news. The BBC 
reporter said he would like to fi le 
one last “anti-Zionist” story. The 
Israeli commando asked that he 
be kicked in the backside. The 
incredulous terrorist lost no time 
kicking him in the behind sending 
the soldier sprawling, whereupon 
he pulled a 9 mm pistol from un-
der his jacket and shot the terror-
ists. As the commando proceeded 
to untie the bewildered reporters, 
they asked him, “Why didn’t you 
just shoot them in the fi rst place? 
Why did you ask them to kick you 
fi rst?”

“What?” replied the Israeli, 
“and have you report that I was the 
aggressor?”

As your own question suggests, 
Israel is always perceived as the 
aggressor and will have to contin-
ue to manage that. But just to be 
sure: we have survived the past 70 
years making the desert blossom, 
and we will survive and fl ourish 
through the next 70 years and be-
yond, as well. 

This week’s Psalm is the 
Psalm of the day for Monday. 
The sons of Korach describe 
Jerusalem as the ‘Msos kol 
ha’aretz – the joy of all the 
earth,’ because the holy city 
regularly gave atonement 
to mass throngs of troubled 
people who came to the 
Temple looking for spiritual 
uplifting. 

Jerusalem is the eternally 
beautiful and ever glorious city, 
and the fact that Hashem chose 
it as his eternal resting place 
on this earth is true testimony 
to the brilliant resurrection due 
to take place there with the 
coming of Mashiach. 

An occasional glance at the 
news will clearly demonstrate 
how even after thousands of 
years since the destruction of 
our Temple, Jerusalem still 
regularly dominates world 
headlines, and sadly people 
are still bitterly fi ghting the 
capital city of a country that is 
just 17 miles wide at one point.

The verse continues, by 
describing Mount Zion. ‘Har 

Tzion yarkesei tzafon, kiryat 
melech rov – Mount Zion is 
by the northern side of the city 
of the great king.’ The word 
‘Zion’ comes from the word 
‘Tziyun – a monument.’ This 
refers to the great Temple that 
once stood on the sight and 
will stand there again. Rabbi 
Hirsch hints that this eternal 
monument alludes to truth and 
sanctity, that will last forever.

Indeed, even in today’s 
world, so called ‘Zionists’ are 
still slammed by anti-Semites 
across the world, and as shown 
here in this Psalm, part of 
what infuriates these wicked 
people so much is the truth and 
sanctity of the Torah, which 
they simply abhor. 

The Psalm goes on to 
describe how enemies of 
Jerusalem would fl ee when 
they saw G-d’s might and 
power and how we ourselves 
even today still witness this 
eff ect regularly. Just ask any 
soldiers who have ever fought 
in Israel’s wars, and they 
will all tell you of the many 

miracles that occur. May we 
all merit to return to dwell 
securely in our land in Peace, 
Amen.
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March of the Living is a life-changing 
six-day journey through Poland, that 
culminates with thousands of Jewish 
people marching the three kilometres 
from Auschwitz to Birkenau. 

Accompanied by Holocaust survivors ., 
and specialist educators, participants 
see the sites of historical Jewish 
life and tragically, death. 

To find out more about this 
incredible trip, or to support March 
of the Living and ensure that we 
can continue providing young Jews 
with this important educational 

: ' '  "' experience, call 020 &�9 &000· =-,
or visit marchofthelivlng.org.uk 

(D MarchoftheLivingUK- @· UKMOTL 

', ,:j -� \ 
t 

,� ·,. 

,fjf \ 

•• -• .• 
-

� 

Register 

for 2019 now


