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Vancouver's Mia Kaye, age 14, poses at the United States Holocaust Memoriai Museum,

on Monday, in Washington, D.C.

Canadian teens, Obama
visit Holocaust museum

SHELDON ALBERTS
POSTMEDIA NEWS

WASHINGTON - After touring
the United States Holocaust Me-
morial Museum early on Monday
morning, U.S. President Barack
Obama described the “searing ex-
perience” of bearing witness to
the artifacts of genocide. It was,
for him, a teachable moment.

“We must tell our children about
a crime unique in human history,”
he said.

“We must tell our children. But
more than that, we must teach
them. Because remembrance with-
outresolve is a hollow gesture.”

A few hours later, and with much
less fanfare, 14-year-old Isaac Peke-
les of Vancouver emerged from
the museum similarly moved.

“History has its blemishes like
the Holocaust,” Pekeles said. "1
think there is a big importance in
teaching our youth about what has
happened in the past so it doesn’t
happen in the future. We need to
teach good values like tolerance
and to be fair and not discrimina-
tory”

The ninth grader was among
hundreds of Canadian students
who arrived at the storied museum
— making their first visit on the
day Obama was making his sec-
ond — to complete a months-long
study program on human rights
and the Holocaust.

The teenagers came fo the U.S.
capitalaspartof the Asper Founda-
tion Human Rights and Holocaust
Studies Program, a 15-year-old
initiative aimeq at raising aware-
ness among Canadian kids about
historical and current examples of

genocide and discrimination.

The students walked through a
cattle car that had, some 70 years
earlier, been used to transports

1Jews to a concentration camp.
They witnessed an e';:hibit on the
medical experiments the Nazis
performed on Jews — like sub-
jecting prisoners to exireme cold
to determine the limits of human
resistance. And they listened qui-
efly as a Holocaust survivor, Lou-
isa Lawrence-Israels, described a
childhood spent hiding from the
Nazis in a tiny row house apart-
ment in Amsterdam.

None left unaffected.

“Seeing this, it makes you real-
ize what you have,” said 14-year-
old Mia Kaye, who like Pekeles at-
tends King David High Scheol in
Vancouver.

*It was scary for me, Jooking at
it, and it was sad to see what hap-
pened to our people.”

The Asper Foundation Human
Rights and Holocaust Studies Pro-
gram has brought almost 10,500
high school students from 118
Canadian cities to the U.S. capital
since 1847.

About 1,100 students from 40
schools and community groups
from 17 cities and eight provinces
across Canada are taking part
this year in the Asper Foundation
program, which was launched in
1997 by the late Israel Asper.

The message of tolerance is
particularly important for Law-
rence-Israels, who speaks each
year to the Canadian group about
her own experience in Holland
during the Nazi occupation.

“I have a feeling that [ am pos-
sessed — 1 need to get this mes-
sage across,” she said.

Lawrence-Israels was six
months old at the time her family
went into hiding. She has recon-
strueted her childhood experience
through personal memories and
stories passed on by her father
and a family friend who hid with
her in Amsterdam.

During her time in hiding, Law-
rence-Israels said she was never
allowed to look outside the small
apartment window.

After her family was liberated
by Canadian soldiers, Lawrence-
Israels remembers growing up
learning from her parents to hate
Germans.

She delivers two messages to
the students who visit the mu-
setm — resist hate, and speak up
when you see it around you.

“People let the Holocaust hap-
pen. A million and a half inno-
cent children were murdered, and
people stood by and did nothing,”
Lawrence-Israels said.

Her own hatred toward Ger-
mans only stopped after she real-
ized, to her own horror, that she
was passing the same feelings on
to her own daughter.

“I'm not very proud of it,” she
said.

“I changed in my mid-30s.
That's how long it took me. I give
that as an example, because from
hate comes hate.”

The message hit home for Vie-
toria Luongo, 14, of Toronto.

“It was actually really life-
changing,” Luongo, a student at
Marshall McLuhan Catholic Sec-
ondary School, said of her experi-
ence at the museum.

“They are trying to show that
children can make a difference in
the world.”
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