Nearly 2,000 people gather at UN to remember Holocaust victims 

January 27, 2006

UN News Centre

Original Source: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=17319&Cr=holocaust&Cr1=
27 January 2006 – During an historic Holocaust remembrance ceremony held today in a packed United Nations General Assembly Hall, senior UN officials joined their voices with those of survivors to pay tribute to the 6 million who perished in the horror while pledging to prevent future genocides. 

“Remembering is a necessary rebuke to those who say the Holocaust never happened or has been exaggerated,” said Mr. Annan in a video message that was part of a two-hour ceremony observing the UN’s first International Day of Commemoration. 

The Secretary-General invoked the day’s theme – “remembrance and beyond” – and urged all to “pledge ourselves to even greater efforts to prevent genocide and crimes against humanity.” 

Although unable to personally attend the gathering because he is travelling in Europe, Mr. Annan and his wife, Nane, marked the Day in Zurich, Switzerland, where they met with Auschwitz survivors and a group of young members affiliated with the International Auschwitz Committee. 

Nane Annan is the niece of Raoul Wallenberg, a Swedish diplomat who saved thousands of Hungarian Jews from Nazi persecution during the Second World War. 

In comments to reporters after meeting with the Auschwitz survivors, Mr. Annan invoked his wife’s late uncle. “How come there were so few Wallenbergs, where were the others?” he asked. “We all have a responsibility in trying to ensure that we do protect society and each other.” 

Mr. Annan also emphasized that the Holocaust must not be denied or forgotten, and warned against complacency in the face of hate. “There are bigots today who would deny that the Holocaust occurred, that unique experience of Holocaust occurred, and that should be countered,” he said. 

“We see racism, humiliation of the other, and that is how it begins. You start with humiliation, you start with discrimination, you demean the other and before you know it, it has moved onto incredible levels,” he warned. 

About 2,000 people – Holocaust survivors, their family and friends, UN staff members and the public – gathered to in New York to hear the message from Mr. Annan as well as speeches by Under-Secretary-General Shashi Tharoor, the Acting President of the General Assembly, Brazilian Ambassador Ronald Mota Sardenberg, Israeli Ambassador Gillerman, and other dignitaries who shared the podium with survivors and activists. 

Many members of the audience were moved to tears as Holocaust survivor Gerda Weissmann Klein emotionally recounted how former U.S. Army lieutenant Kurt Klein, a German Jew who fled Nazi Germany in 1938, liberated her in Volary, Czechoslovakia, and later became her husband. He died in 2002. 

“I weighed 68 pounds. I was in rags. I had white hair,” said Ms. Klein of her condition when Mr. Klein arrived at the former bicycle factory where she and other survivors had ended a 350-mile death march ordered by her captors. She was two days shy of her 21st birthday after a six-year ordeal that began when Germans invaded her southern Polish town in 1939. She lost every member of her family, except for one uncle who was living in Turkey. 

After starting the ceremony with two minutes of silence to honour the victims, Mr. Tharoor said it was appropriate that the liberation of Auschwitz be commemorated at the UN, which was built on the ashes of the Holocaust. 

“When they were confronted by the full horror of what had been done in the death camps of Europe, world leaders were inspired, indeed driven, to create a place where they could work together to change our world for the better,” Mr. Tharoor said. 

Mr. Sardenberg, who spoke on behalf of Assembly President Jan Eliasson, said it was crucial for the international community to remember the horrendous crimes that occurred in Nazi death camps in order to prevent new horrors from occurring in the years ahead. 

He recalled that in adoption its resolution designating the Day, the 191-member General Assembly rejected “any denial of the Holocaust as an historic event, either in full or part.” 

The General Assembly chose 27 January for the annual commemoration because it was that day, in 1945, that the Auschwitz concentration camp fell to Allied Forces. 

Israeli Ambassador Daniel Gillerman gave a vivid speech in which he urged the crowd to imagine “the shattering of skulls and the burning of flesh” as he recounted the horrors of the Nazi death camps. 

And in a touching display that brought the Holocaust tragedy to a personal level, individual photos of more than a dozen victims – from an infant to a 60-year-old man, were shown on a large screen as Mr. Tharoor read brief, gripping narratives of their lives. 

The event also included a performance by the Zamir Chorale of Boston and a lecture by Yehuda Bauer, an academic advisor to Yad Vashem and the Task Force for International Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research. 

The meeting, which was web cast, culminated a weeklong series of events held at UN Headquarters that encompassed people of all ages and included film, candlelight vigils, photo exhibits and poetry readings.

