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Summary

Ms. Maria-Luisa Chávez, Chief of the NGO Relations Cluster of the Department of Public Information, opened the Briefing by giving a brief history of the Jews in Thessaloniki, which dates back to the 15th Century. She recounted the story of their lives and the rich cultural heritage they enjoyed until the occupation of Greece by the Germans during World War II, which eventually led to their deportation to Auschwitz-Birkenau and their virtual annihilation.  The audience was shown an edited version of a documentary provided by the Sephardic Community in Thessaloniki and produced on the occasion of National Remembrance Day 2005 in Greece.  The documentary more fully illustrated the history of the Sephardic Jews in Greece both before and after German occupation of the country, and recounted the suffering of the Sephardic Jews under the German occupation.  
His Excellency Dimitri Alexandrakis, Deputy Permanent Representative of Greece to the United Nations, began by expressing how honoured he was to be able to address the audience at the Briefing, especially because he believed it was important to continue to strive actively for justice, compensation for the victims and their families, as well as for the historical truth. Giving a brief overview of Greek-Jewish relations, His Excellency Alexandrakis explained that the relationship between Greece and Jewish communities was the oldest continuous inter-ethnic relationship in history, stretching as far back as three millennia from the time of Alexander the Great. Ambassador Alexandrakis stressed that Jews had been an integral part of the new and expanding Greek state after its independence.  Post-Independence, the majority of the Jewish population was based in Thessaloniki, the largest Sephardic community in Europe. During World War II, however, practically all of the members of the Jewish community in the city were deported to Auschwitz, and most lost their lives. Two-thirds of those who survived went to live in the state of Israel after it was established in 1948.  So today, Ambassador Alexandrakis said, there were scarcely more than 5,000 Jews in Greece [less than one fifth of the pre-war Jewish Population].  Ambassador Alexandrakis stressed the fact that the Greek citizens of the Jewish faith had contributed immensely to the country’s progress before their fate at the hands of the Nazis. He said it was also note worthy to highlight that there were many heroes, both known and unknown, who attempted to hide assist or defend the Greek Jews. An important example of this heroism was demonstrated by a letter from the Greek Archbishop Damaskinos Papandreou addressed to the German Ambassador to Greece GüntherAltenburg pleading for the safety of the Greek Jews. His efforts were considered an outstanding example of courage and humanity. Ambassador Alexandrakis gave several other examples of outstanding Greek citizens who risked their lives for the Sephardic and other Jews in the country. He stated that it was through the courage and actions of both the Mayor and Bishop of Zakynthos, that the entire Jewish community on that island survived. Among the scores of Jews saved by the Greek people was Yitzhak Perski, the father of Shimon Peres, now President of Israel, who was saved by Greeks monks.  His account, as well as those of many others, has been published in "Documents on the history of the Greek Jews" (Athens, Kastaniotis editions, 1999).  Turning to present day Greece, Mr. Alexandrakis explained that Greece had not only officially adopted the 27th of January as the day of Commemoration of the Victims of the Holocaust, but was taking initiatives to keep alive the memory of the Victims of the Holocaust, such as launching a permanent Greek exhibition at the Holocaust Museum in Auschwitz and releasing a publication entitled “Greeks in Auschwitz-Birkenau” in both English and Greek. Ambassador Alexandrakis concluded by affirming that the deeper meaning of the annual Commemoration of the Victims of the Holocaust lay in reminding the younger generation that ideals such as full respect for humanity, the free flow of ideas, dialogue, justice, spiritual tolerance and human rights continue to exist because many had paid with their very lives in order to defend these principles.
Dr. Isaac Benmayor, born in Thessaloniki and the son of a Holocaust survivor, began by describing the homogeneity of the Thessaloniki community.  He gave some of the history of the Thessaloniki so that the audience could better appreciate what made its Jewish community different from the others in Greece at the time.  He stated that the Sephardic Jews living in this region all spoke Ladino [the original language of the Greek Jews], and the few that spoke Greek did so with a foreign accent. The Jews living in Athens by contrast received a Greek education; spoke the Greek language and many also had Greek names, so they were better assimilated into the Greek society.  Consequently when the German army invaded Greece, it was very easy for them to identify and separate the Jews of Thessaloniki from their other Greek neighbours, due to their accent and language.


Mr. Benmayor emphasized that in the Thessloniki community the attachment to family life was most important as a result it was difficult for young men to abandon their parents to escape from the Nazis, even when they were given the chance. He argued that the severe famine throughout the country during 1941 and 1942 also made it difficult to escape as not many people had the money to leave Greece. The few Jews that had money, managed to flee to the South and from there they went to Turkey or the Middle East, but the majority were trapped with no means of escape.

Mr. Benmayor said history often generalized that the Jews were “led to the slaughter like sheep.”  However he argued that in his view this was incorrect and gave several examples of resistance, such as the revolt by Greek Jews in the Birkenau camp in September of 1944, when they refused to perform their duties, and again in October of the same year it was Greek Jews who blew up the crematorium. He stressed that it was important to note that those who could, did resist and those who joined the Greek Army did fight against their oppressors. He also addressed how the Greek civil war that followed World War II prohibited Holocaust survivors from rebuilding families at home. He gave the example of his Father who fought in the Second World War.  He was taken to Auschwitz, and later was drafted into the Greek Army where he fought in the civil war against the Leftist Resistance, which ironically had worked during World War II to help Greek Jews escape the Nazis.  Mr. Benmayor said that in his view, people today can only imagine what must have been going through the minds of the Greek Jews while they witnessed the destruction and decimation in the camps.  Dr. Benmayor pointed out that while in the camp, survivors were most concerned about their continued existence.  He recounted a story his father told him that while he was in Auschwitz, he did not think of escape, but rather of food.  This, he said, demonstrated the need felt by the Jews in the camps to simply survive their environment. 
Dr. Benmayor said though it was difficult for children of Holocaust survivors to understand their parents way of thinking during this time, he believed that it was important for children of survivors to commemorate those who lost their lives and to spread the word about their experience to others.  In concluding he explained that while we may not be able to ensure that the lessons of the Holocaust will be remembered by all, “the most we can do is to teach our children the way we think things ought to be done and hope for the best.”

Leon Mallah, a Holocaust survivor born in Thessaloniki, was asked by the moderator to share with the audience his recollections of being part of the first group of Jews to be deported from Thessaloniki.  He began his story by explaining that under the occupation, the first thing the Nazis did was to close all the Jewish schools, so that all Jewish children had to study at home.  He recounted that he had been out in his neighborhood, when two men approached him and told him to come with them so that he would be safe, but Mr. Mallah told them that he had to check with his father first.  When he returned to look for the men, they had gone, and only later did he learn that they were actually members of the Jewish resistance movement.  On 23 March 1943, Mr. Mallah recounted, Jews were put in boxcars and forced to embark on a seven day trip to Auschwitz. On board, they were given little food or water; many of the elderly were not able to survive the trip.  When they arrived at Auschwitz, Mr. Mallah explained that German soldiers began to separate the families in a process called ‘selection.’  Luckily, he said, at only the age of fourteen he was as tall as his father, so the guards thought that he would be fit to work.  His first task was to dismantle and search the suitcases and belongings of those sent to Birkenau, another concentration camp, which he did until the transportations ended. He was then transferred to a work inside a munitions factory.  His father survived until the seven day Death March from Auschwitz, during which he sadly passed away.  Mr. Mallah indicated that after the March, he was then put on another train and brought to the mountains near Austria. The German officer in charge decided that he did not have to kill the thousands on train, but instead just left them in the country side, telling them to disperse and go anywhere they wished. While in the countryside another German soldier informed Mr. Mallah and his friends that the Americans would reach them in a few days.  He said that seeing the trucks with American flags on 1 May 1945 was the happiest moment of their lives.  Since they had no place to go, the American troops took the survivors to Mittenwald camp in Germany, where they were fed and clothed, and then transferred to Feldafing, a Displaced Persons camp.  After Feldafing, Mr. Mallah did not to go back to Greece since he had nothing and no one to go back to.  He decided to stay in Germany and worked as a chauffer for the United Jewish Appeal. The woman he drove was able to help him locate his great aunt, whom he never knew, living in the Bronx, New York in May 1949.  Mr. Mallah said he arrived in Boston, and from there took a train to New York to live with his great aunt.  Two years later he was drafted into the American Army and was sent back to Germany, but was discharged in 1953 because he did not speak English very well.

Benjamin Perlstein, is an eighteen-year old Jewish student from in the Israel based program of KIVUNIM: New Directions-The Institute of Experimental Learning for Israel and World Jewish Communities Studies. Born in Boston of Eastern European descent, Mr. Perlstein acknowledged the impossibility of imagining what the experiences of the Jews during Holocaust must have been like.  He said however, as a student immersed in an Israeli based program for 4 months he had learned an extensive amount about Jewish culture and history from traveling all over the Middle East.  He further noted that studying the lesser known threads of Jewish history only deepened his understanding of what it meant to be Jewish, and helped him to develop parts of his Jewish identity he did not even know existed.  He explained that the most powerful aspect of his studies, and of exploring his Jewish identity, was learning about the Holocaust. Mr. Perlstein described the Holocaust as “an endlessly challenging subject that “makes up the bedrock upon which modern Jewish identity develops.” He recalled that his namesake “Benjamin Perlstein”, was the youngest of 22 siblings, and came to America as his family’s only survivor of Auschwitz. He said that in observing the International Day of the Victims of the Holocaust, he felt he was embracing his Jewish roots in entirely new ways.  Mr. Perlstein admitted that his Jewish international studies had mainly focused on the relationship between the United States and Israel, so when he visited Greece with KIVUNIM, standing in a Synagogue and hearing prayers being chanted in Ladino was in and of itself an eye-opener.  He recalled while on the trip with KIVUNIM, visiting Thessaloniki and standing in Liberty Square, where the deportation of the Jews was preceded by unconscionable acts of humiliation, he imagined how uprooted, terrified, and betrayed these people must have felt. He noted that this same place, where Jews had witnessed the destruction of nearly ninety percent of their population at the hands of the Nazis, was also where Jews had originally sought refuge under the Ottoman Turks in the Fifteenth Century.  Mr. Perlstein related several memorable moments while on his trip to Greece including a visit, to the Holocaust memorial in Chalkida, another town in Greece, which paid tribute to Archbishop Grigorios, the Greek Orthodox Metropolitan Bishop who hid the Torah scrolls and other sacred objects belonging to the Synagogue inside of his Church during the Nazi era.  The Archibishop had also instructed his congregation to assist the Jews to flee by hiding them with their Christian neighbours in the mountains; as a result Chalkida lost only 22 out of the 327 members of their Jewish community.  These stories, he declared, allowed us to see “the heights and the depths of human nature.”  In conclusion he stressed that as dehumanizing and terrible as the events of the Holocaust were, we all have a responsibility not to distance ourselves from these stories “to the extent that we do not learn from the Holocaust as a human tragedy that relates to us all”.  Thessaloniki, Veria, and the other lost Jewish communities he emphasized should serve as examples of how we should not take anything for granted, “for if we were not careful to move forward conscientiously, our history could slip away out of memory.” He stressed the importance of his generation fully understanding the need to keep the memory of the Holocaust alive for their children, bearing in mind that most survivors would soon no longer be around to tell their stories first-hand.  “Will they remember the Jews of places like Thessaloniki, whose communities have all but fallen off the map because of their decimation? ….Will we have risen to the challenge of forging a collective memory that is rich in detail and perspective? Will we have succeeded in broadening our sense of who we are and where we stand in the processes of history? Will we have learned an appreciation to balance complexity and commonality, difference and similarity, tragedy and redemption, specifics and the big picture?” Mr. Perlstein said these were important questions for which we must have answers, not only for those of his generation and their children, but for all peoples.

During the question and answer period a number of queries were raised about the history of the Holocaust and the compassion and courage displayed by the people of Greece. Concerning the events in Thessaloniki, Dr. Benmayor was asked how Jewish communities living in Greece managed to maintain the Ladino language. Dr. Benmayor stated that it was mainly because there was a “critical mass” of Sephardic Jews living in Thessaloniki.  He pointed out that if the group had been scattered throughout the country their strength would have decreased.  However, the large concentration of Jews with Iberian ancestry in Thessaloniki sharing the same economic goals, and social and political interaction held them together and allowed them to maintain their religion and language.  When asked why the Greeks, unlike so many countries that had turned over their Jewish inhabitants to the Nazis, were so committed to protecting their Jewish population, Mr. Mallah answered that Greece was a good country, and that everyone had always been very close.  Mr. Benmayor added that it was not always so clear who was protective and who was not.  He gave the example of Bulgaria, which protected its own Jewish population from the Germans, but killed and enslaved the Jews from the occupied Greek territory through forced labour.  On the other hand he pointed out that traditionally in the South of Greece where the intelligentsia lived, the Jews were more assimilated into the society and so it was easier in these communities for people to display personal courage.  He gave the example of Archbishop Damaskinos Papandreou whom he described as a very courageous person.  He further noted that Archbishop Damaskinos and others, like the Bishop of Chalkida, who helped the Jews, had demonstrated personal courage and conviction. He stressed that the relationship between Jews and Greeks in Greece was much more harmonious than in a country like Poland. Ambassador Alexandrakis further explained that having fought for their independence, Greeks who had a long history of subjugation, instinctively identified with those being persecuted.  He said they also had a connection with the Jews through shared ideals of humanity. It was asked how it was possible in such an environment, for the Holocaust to have taken place.  The representative of the Department of Public Information’s Holocaust Outreach Programme, Ms. Temkin Einat, in response to the question, noted that we all share similar concerns about prevention of another atrocity and “the hope that we can do better.”  She stated that the UN would continue to bring together any persons, organizations, and member states, which wanted to prevent this type of inhumanity and intolerance and drown out the voices of hatred.  She pointed out that the shear magnitude of the Holocaust and the number of people it affected was an unprecedented event in history, and could not easily be compared to other genocides.  However, she argued that it is our collective responsibility to hold governments to their commitment to and  to be responsible for protecting their people from this type of violence and discrimination.  Ambassador Alexandrakis also reminded the audience that many Jews did not understand what was happening to them at the time.

Many questions focused on the use of education as a tool to discourage intolerance. Mr. Perlstein was asked whether it was important that every student in a Jerusalem high school be taught Middle Eastern history along with Jewish history.  He responded that not only was this important, but this was the root of why conflict persisted.  He argued that everyone should be taught both histories because he was convinced that in order to appreciate a broad view of historical events there was a need to be exposed to every possible perspective Another question asked how someone like herself, a woman with German but not Nazi ancestry, could cope with the guilt of the Holocaust and what could be done to combat this kind of discrimination?  Mr. Mallah answered that education was the most important tool and suggested that more books needed to be written on the subject.  Mr. Perlstein interjected that when mistakes were made in history it was best to consider how to learn from the things we regretted.  He added that it was necessary for everyone to embrace the complexity of themselves and their nationality and make it have a positive effect on their lives. Mr. Benmayor pointed to the Iranian President, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and a Catholic Bishop, whom the Pope recently received back into the Church as examples of educated persons who actively had denied the Holocaust.  He expressed the view that both these men had a different perspective, which made him less optimistic about the power of education to change perceptions.  However, for the most part, he was hopeful that the lessons of the Holocaust would not be lost. A related question inquired as to how the perspective of Holocaust deniers could be opposed without trampling on their rights to free speech. Mr. Perlstein expressed the view, that the best way to combat closed-mindedness was to include all perspectives in education systems and advocacy efforts.  He suggested that by including “the most complicated and various elements of history, is the only way to respect freedom of speech.”

A number of questions dealt with the lessons to be taken from the Holocaust. A question was asked as to the aspects of hope and hopeless and how to address them when examining the issue of the Holocaust.  All the panelists stressed the importance of education and respect in addressing this question.  Ambassador Alexandrakis pointed to a new field of study known as genocide studies and indicated that work was being done at the UN not only to study the history of genocides but to how to avoid them occurring in the future.  Mr. Perlstein addressed the issue by stating that learning the lessons of the Holocaust was an ongoing process, but that process was what he found important. Another question was directed to the Ambassador and asked to describe Greek-Israeli relations at the present time.  Ambassador Alexandrakis described relations between Greece and Israel as normal and stressed that in fact they had been so for millennia.  He suggested that most of the tension which the questioner said he had observed when he visited the country which arose from demonstrations of a vocal minority, which he emphasized should not be taken too seriously because it only gave these groups more power and influence.

The most significant exchange of views occurred when a representative of the people of Volos, a city where the majority of Jews were saved, prefaced his question by commenting that Volos commemorated both the victims and heroes of the Holocaust this year, despite the events in Gaza. He then asked Dr. Benmayor whether the Greek Jews did not think there were similarities between what happened to them during the German occupation and what was happening today in the Middle East.  Another questioner followed up with a query as to whether Dr. Benmayor thought the situation in Thessaloniki would have been different had the city been under different leadership when the Germans arrived.  Dr. Benmayor said we would never know the answer to the question on whether different leadership would have made a difference but he attributed Volos not experiencing large scale deportation like those in Thessaloniki to the fact that it was a much smaller Greek speaking assimilated population. He added that there was also no left wing Resistance in Thessaloniki at the time of the deportations, as existed in Volos. Therefore, he argued, that it was not so much leadership that made a difference, but the fact that there were other circumstances that influenced their situation.   He then addressed the questioner’s earlier remarks by strongly emphasizing that there was no connection between what was happening with Hamas in Gaza and the events of the Holocaust.  Dr. Benmayor cited several examples of anti-Semitism including the riots in Athens last December, during which he said, there were a number of ugly anti-Semitic incidents.  He asserted that Anti Semitism existed in many countries, and was a lesson of the Holocaust that we could not deny and must confront.

This Briefing was attended by over 200 representatives of NGOs, United Nations and Permanent Mission staff as well as interns from various Departments and NGOs 
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