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Thus, Bergen-Belsen Memorial as many other memorial
museums on Nazi crimes in Germany and Europe
owe to survivors a lot, too much to be mentioned here
appropriately. But most of all they owe to them a step-by-
step growing openness and willingness to share memories,
testimonies, accounts, personal objects, and moments of
their life. We are all aware that this could not be taken
for granted, neither than nor today. Personal involvement
of many people working at memorial sites grown from
individual encounters with survivors and their families
has been and is an important source of motivation. And
due to these personal encounters many of them became
“witnesses to the witness’ or, as Geoffrey Hartman calls
them, “'secondary witnesses”.
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Many of these personal affiliations and relations will
remain for years. But with sadness we are aware that
the “age of witnessing”’, as Annette Wieviorka amongst
others has termed the period since the 1990s, will come
to an end. This is somewhat different for Bergen-Belsen
than for other memorial museums, because of the large
group of children and young people as survivors of the
concentration camp and the specific situation of up to
2.000 children born in the DP-Camp. Witnesses and
their relatives will be with us for a long period of time
ahead.

Nevertheless, a real presence at Bergen-Belsen Memorial
was and will be possible only occasionally. We have
stressed the importance of those visits and personal
encounters, in particular with school classes, recently
with programs we called “eyewitnesses in dialogue’”. As
one element of our manifold educational activities, we
want to continue these efforts since many survivors have
offered us to speak about their experiences. Very often,
a biographical interview with the Memorial has been the
starting-point for this openness.
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Bergen-Belsen Memorial will continue its contacts
to survivors, their families and associations or social
networks. Meanwhile, thishasbecome atransgenerational
project. Children and grand-children have been visiting
Bergen-Belsen. Confronted with the graveyards of family
members or with the historical site of suffering — and
survival or “‘rebirth’” — they develop their own attitude to
the site and to the work of the Memorial.

We share a task, though from different viewpoints.
We do have the task to preserve the historical site,
knowledge and memory. We have to initiate reflections
on the meaning of the Shoah and other Nazi crimes for
contemporary and future societies. We have to make the
most possible out of a very specific and unique situation
where today witnesses, their relatives as the most
immediate “witnesses to the witness” as well as other
secondary witnesses interact in such a dense and familiar
setting as could have been developed in recent years.

Any attempt to strengthen alliances and bonds for the
task of memory and education is worth to be done.
Thus, the idea for a Newsletter of the Irgun is more than
timely. I am sure that it will help to foster the social
relations among survivors and their families in Israel and
beyond. Certainly, it will become an important source for
information about Bergen-Belsen both, before and after
1945, the real site and the imaginary “‘there”” which has
been an unmeant companion for so many up to now.

Bergen-Belsen Memorial and Lower Saxony Memorials
Foundation would be honored if relations to the Irgun
and individually to everyone who has a sense of belonging
to Bergen-Belsen Memorial can be further fastened and
extended. I am very much looking forward to meetings,
ideas and projects which will grow from these recent
initiatives and may bring together witnesses and witnesses
to the witness.

Bergen-Belsen Memorial is supposed to be a center
of this dialogue and has to be further developed into
a documentation and learning center of worldwide
recognition. For this, we need your support, now and in
the future, based on a common aim: Do not let silence
grow where attention is essential.
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““Witness to the
Withess’’:

An ohligation

for the future of
Bergen-Belsen
Memorial

Dr. Habho Knoch
Director, Bergen-Belsen Memorial and Lower
Saxony Memorials Foundation

October 28, 2007: In the presence of far more than
one hundred former survivors of Bergen-Belsen and
former Displaced Persons, joined by numerous family
members, the new Memorial Museum at Bergen-Belsen
has been inaugurated and opened to the public. After
years of intensive research, exchange, and planning
the new museum blends architecture, testimonies and
information into a well-integrated presentation. At the
opening and afterwards, the most important among
the many positive comments came from survivors: The
museum has been done, they said, with highest respect
for the memories, biographies and experiences of those
who suffered at Bergen-Belsen and of those who had the
chance to develop a new life in the DP-Camp.

Since April 1945, Bergen-Belsen is an international
synonym for Nazi crimes and mass murder. Photographs
and film pictures presented horrifying scenes of death
and starvation, less so of survival and spirit, to a
worldwide public. But soon, to protect the knowledge
and to remember the sorrow was left to survivors, almost
without exceptions. Beside all their different efforts
and necessities to get back into a regular life in spite
of the shadows from the past, beside their efforts to
forget and to keep the trauma silent, the social, political
and historical activities in particular among Jewish
survivors were singular. In some cases, like in Dachau
or Neuengamme, survivor associations became closely
associated with memorials at former camp sites since
the 1960s. Self-help was a major task.

With the growing — in particular: civic — interest in the
history of Nazi crimes and remembrance of those who
suffered since the 1980s in West Germany, contacts
to survivors as individuals, their associations or social
networks were central to attempts to transform forgotten
or symbolic historical sites of Nazi crimes into memorials,
museums and active learning centers. (That refers to my
personal background as an active member of a memorial
site initiative and its museum since 1985 in North-
West Lower Saxony documenting and remembering the
history of the 15 “Emsland Camps’ between 1933 and

1945.) From these beginnings to the current flourishing
of memorial museums in Germany, it was a long way.
The support of survivors and their formal as well as
informal associations was indispensable and encouraging
— politically as well as in terms of what we know about
Nazi crimes. Much of this was possible because survivors
kept close relations among themselves for decades.

A cornerstone in German memorial culture, in 2007
the opening of the new museum at Bergen-Belsen was
a significant step in the decade-long development of the
site into a memorial and a museum following its earlier
exhibitions from 1966 and 1990. Mainly due to the DP-
Camp this development began already immediately after
the war when survivors collected testimonies, documents
and photographs. And when Polish and Jewish survivors
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erected their own memorials as a sign of self-assurance
and as a political protest against attempts to diminish
the importance to remember.

Bergen-Belsen became the first official memorial in
West Germany at a site of former Nazi crimes in 1952.
That was not a result of any particular German attempt
to preserve the memory. Rather, it was a late product
of the survivors’ presence and activities in the DP-Camp
Bergen-Belsen until 1950. For several years, Bergen-
Belsen remained rather a quiet place. Without support
and intervention of former survivors the next step in its
development might not have occurred when around 1960
the memorial landscape was redesigned, commemoration
ceremonies became regular, and a first small museum
was opened in 1966.
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