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Translation
April 30, 2008

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s Speech at the Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day Ceremony

Honorable President of the State, Mr. Shimon Peres,

Honorable Governor General of Australia, Mr. Michael Jeffery and Mrs. Jeffery,

Honorable Acting Speaker of the Knesset, Member of Knesset, Collette Avital,

Acting President of the Supreme Court, Judge Ayala Procaccia,

Ministers, 

Members of Knesset,

Mayor of the City of Jerusalem, Mr. Uri Lopolianski,

Honorable Chief Rabbis and other religious leaders,

Honorable Chairman of the Yad Vashem Council, Mr. Tommy Lapid,

Honorable Chairman of the Yad Vashem Board of Directors, Mr. Avner Shalev,

Officers of the IDF and the Israel Police,

Righteous among Nations,

Members of the Diplomatic Corps,

Dear Survivors,

Six million people.

One, and one more, and another family, and two more, and another baby, and another adolescent, and another bride at her wedding, and another nursing mother, and another elderly person, and one hundred more, and ten thousand more – and the monstrous, inconceivable number – six million.

Six million people.

Sixty-three years have passed since the hellish activities of the death factories operated by the Nazis and their helpers were stopped.  More than two generations have passed since the wheels of the well-oiled death machines ceased ending the lives of more and more Jews.

However, with the passage of time, the dimensions of the horrific Holocaust are beyond the understanding of intelligent people, too appalling to perceive, too chilling to accept.

Even sixty-three years later who would believe that hatred of Jews and Israelis would rear its ugly head on various stages around the world – still inciting, poisonous and seditious.  And among them can be counted the voices of the deniers.  Their animosity drives them insane, and they foolishly deny the greatest horror ever known to humanity.  To them – the haters, the deniers and the devisers of malice, wherever they may be – and to all those who allow them to act, we say on this day: never again!

You who deny the truth documented in millions of documents; you who deny the train tracks and the crematoria and the death camps left behind as a silent memorial; you who deny the eyewitness testimony of millions of people – historical accuracy does not interest you.  You wish to deny the justifiability of the existence of a Jewish state – and are wrong to think that the Jewish state was established as a result of the Holocaust.  Ostensibly – invalidate the Holocaust and you also invalidate the reason for the existence of the State.  


However the State of Israel – which this week celebrates 60 years of independence – does not exist because of the Holocaust.  The State of Israel is the realization of the Jewish people’s natural right to live as a free nation in its land, the land of Zion and Jerusalem.  The Holocaust simply emphasized the need to establish it – and the horrific price the Jewish people had to pay due to the lack of a country which could serve as a shield and a safe haven for Jews of the world.

Never again will a Jewish child be led, with his hands held up as a sign of surrender, to the valley of death; never again will a man be separated from his wife, a child from her father and a grandson from his grandfather – only because they are Jews.  Never again will the elderly be humiliated in the town square, mocked and beaten to their last breath – only because they are Jews.

Distinguished Guests,

This year the Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day is marking the immigration, heroism and lives of the hundreds of thousands of survivors who built their homes in Israel – those who gathered the fragments of their shattered lives and gathered their strength to fulfill their dream.

Many of the young men and women, who several years earlier had fought for their lives in the ghettos and death camps, joined the struggle for the establishment of the country when they immigrated to Israel.  Armed with simple and meager Hebrew weapons, with brief and accelerated training, the immigrants were sent to the most important war of their people, the War of Independence.

This is how we upheld the command “And you chose life” in practice.  Many of those same fighters did not return from the battles at the various fronts, from the fighting in the underground and later in the IDF units which were founded.

Next week, when we remember the fallen in Israel’s campaigns and mark sixty years since the establishment of the state, we will remember them as well, the persecuted who became saviors, the heroes who sacrificed their lives to save others, the dreamers who became fighters, those whose blood bequeathed us life on the earth of this land.

However, many of the Holocaust survivors who were drawn into our lives from the camps, the ghettos, the loneliness of the forests – became an inseparable part of Israeli society.  There is no sphere of life, the army or security, science and culture, education and sport, in universities and at research institutions, rebuilding the Yeshiva world and in renewing Torah learning – in which these people did not contribute, who only years earlier struggled to survive the concentration camps and succeeded in escaping by the skin of their teeth, literally and figuratively.  They drew on tremendous reserves of the will to live, the courage to endure their pain and immense passion to start new lives, full of hope and full of power – in the new country which had just been born.

At the exhibition currently taking place here at the Yad Vashem Museum, something wondrous can be seen – how Israeliness, that same distinctive and unique spirit which we, the Sabras, native-born Israelis boasted our entire lives that we created, is in many cases the fruits of imagination and creative talent of the Holocaust survivors who came here as adolescents or young adults who learned there and who barely spoke our language.

“Srulik” – created by Dosh; some expressions of humor most characteristic of the renewed Israeli slang were introduced into the Hebrew language by a journalist, a refugee from the Holocaust, who immigrated from Hungary, named Ferenc Kishon, otherwise known as Ephraim Kishon; some of the most prominent brands which represent Israeli industry and economy, as well as social and cultural institutions – were not designed by a Sabra with a wind-blown forelock, but rather by a designer, a Holocaust survivor, and future Israel Prize recipient named Dan Reisinger.  And so on and so forth – in theater, in cinema, in sports, in science, in education, in security – in all spheres of our lives.

On this day more than any other day – we bow deeply in gratitude; we stand erect in boundless pride of the contribution by Holocaust survivors to building this country.

There is no force in the world which comes close to the spirit of this people, which burst forth from the chasm of destruction to the heights of creativity and success, the building and strength, of the State of Israel.

On this day it is appropriate that I say as Prime Minister of Israel – the State did not always fulfill its duty to the survivors.  Regrettably, we sinned and failed by depriving the survivors of their right to live a life of quality and dignity, and we did not always include their needs in the range of issues on the agenda when allocating our resources.  We spoke of the Holocaust and its lessons, of the murderers and their victims, but our eyes were blind to some of the survivors who lived lives of wretchedness and poverty.  There is no justification for this nor can it be forgiven.

We have changed this.  We allocated resources this year and for the coming years to ensure that all survivors live in dignity.  This was done not only as an attempt to atone for the past sins of all the Governments of Israel – but rather to uphold the supreme moral obligation  which we are proud to recognize, and bear the full responsibility for it.

Today the 60-year-old State of Israel promises the millions of Jews who disappeared into the eternal silence that we will forever uphold the memory of the events of the Holocaust.  The rebirth of the state, its blossoming and its prosperity, and the Holocaust survivors living lives of dignity here – these are the best way to remember and move forward.

We will remember, we will remind and we will be remembered – here, tomorrow and in general – for in the memory there is rebirth, and in building the future, security and peace of the State of Israel – we will find our hope and our comfort.

3 Kaplan St. Hakirya, Jerusalem 91950

