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As we entered the gas chamber, the electricity blacked out. Adjacent to the
chamber was a furnace. We had each touched the iron stretcher from which
the Mauthausen victims were slid into the flames. We stood in the dark and
wept. After long minutes of horror, the 30 Israeli and Palestinian youths
walked blinking through their tears into the wintry Austrian day, and the first
thing | saw was the black and white kaffiyeh of one of the Palestinians draped

over the shoulders of his Jewish friend as they held each other.

It was 1991, at the height of the first Intifada, and we were there at the
invitation extended to Peace Now Youth by the Austrian Education Ministry.
The purpose was to conduct an intensive dialogue, with the perspective that

getting out of Israel-Palestine could offer.

Today, Israelis and Palestinians are joining to learn the Holocaust together.
Shortly after the October 2000 riots, a Nazareth priest, Father Emil Shufani,
initiated the formation of a group of public figures that now numbers 200 and
includes Ahinoam Nini and Sheikh Nimr Darwish. Cries of angry protest have
erupted from both the Jewish and Arab communities: Ha’aretz quotes an
anonymous Arab public figure: “When the two peoples are competing for
victim status...there’s an almost immoral element in ... showing solidarity with
the Jewish victim,” while MK Shmuel Halpert declares the project “a
defamation of the memory of those who were killed in the Holocaust.”
Indeed? Perhaps the experience of thirty youths ten years ago can shed

some fresh light on the rationale for this new initiative.

The Israelis kids in our seminar were activists from around the country; the
Palestinians were from the English-speaking Quaker school in Ramallah.
A teacher from their school and | jointly facilitated the group. For weeks

before the trip, we prepared the kids with seminars. Tom Segev addressed
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the group, and it was clear that Holocaust history was new to most of the
Palestinians.

When we arrived at the youth hostel in Vienna, the Palestinian kids made a
point of declaring that they would not visit Mauthausen with us and would opt
instead for a day of touring in Vienna. They were determined not to give an
inch of their role as the victims in this relationship, and it seemed that

acknowledging the Holocaust would somehow compromise this stance.

During the first days of the seminar, the young participants hid their
human-ness behind forcefully declared positions. The Palestinian kids were
on the phone with Ramallah every day, and it appeared that they were
mouthing their elders’ official “line.” There were occupiers and there were
victims, and recent Jewish history was not on the Palestinians’ agenda. The
Israelis grew angrier about their colleagues’ refusal to join us at Mauthausen,

but the Palestinians held fast. The seminar was in peril.

On the fourth day, endless hours of discussion, meals and touring together
had begun to have an impact. Late at night, Samira finally broke the official
line and told a personal story. Her older brother had been caught in a
demonstration by the Border Police. She spoke quietly as she recounted that
before arresting him, two soldiers held his arms while a third shot him through
the ankles. When she visited him in jail, she told him she was giving up the
struggle for the two-state solution, that from now on it would be Palestine only,
to hell with the Israelis. He stopped her mid-tirade and said, “No, Samira, my
suffering is no reason to give up the only way that offers us a future.” As
Samira paused, she looked up and found the circle of Palestinian and Israeli
youths weeping together. From that moment, something essential shifted in

the group.

We visited the south and hiked in snowy mountains. The Palestinians had
brought only city shoes and were slipping all over the icy patches. The kids
walked in mixed threes and fours, laughing and schlepping each other over
the ice. This was already a very different group. When we returned to Vienna,

the Palestinians announced that they were coming to Mauthausen with us.
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We were greeted at the concentration camp gates by an old communist who
had been an inmate. He explained that Mauthausen had been a camp not
only for Jews but for communists, homosexuals, and for gypsies as well, and

the Palestinians began to understand the enormity of Nazi terror.

The Israelis knew their history, but for the Palestinians the experience was
deeply shocking and led them to consider the broader meaning of the
Holocaust. The Israeli kids watched as the Palestinians came to understand
how the Holocaust may have led to the founding of the Jewish state.
Suddenly, their new Palestinian friends were making an effort to understand
what drives the “Israeli oppressors.” Suddenly, there were two sides to
suffering in the Holy Land. While none of the Israelis used Mauthausen to
justify anything, it was clear that something new and profound had entered the

dialogue.

Shortly after our return home, Israel expelled 400 Hamas activists to Lebanon.
Our Palestinian participants were ordered to break off communication, but
many of the kids defied their mentors and maintained contact by phone. This
was now a group of people — with opinions and positions, yes. But in Austria
they had gone beyond “positions” to the human place where friendships and
solutions are born. The seminar participants are no longer kids, but even now

some of them are still in touch.

Are we ready to learn from our youth? Will we continue to use our suffering to
distance and justify ourselves, or can we be generous with the Holocaust, at a
moment when a brave new group of Palestinians are listening to our
narrative? If they can hear us, perhaps we can hear them. Perhaps by
expressing the humanity common to us all we will strengthen the will to finally

cut through our collective barbed wire.

Yoav Peck is an organizational psychologist
living in Jerusalem
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