"FOR THE
DEAD AND
THE
LIVING, WE
MUST
BEAR
WITNESS."
–ELIE
WIESEL

Becoming a
Witness
By: Jessica
Posnock

FEAR.
HOPELESSNES.
DISGUST.
SADNESS.
DESPAIR.
HATRED.
GRIEF.
ANGER.

I took this picture here, at this
gate, where my ancestors
walked in, unaware of their
fate and imminent death.

I saw
Auschwitz
with my
own eyes.

I
became
a
witness.

Going to the different concentration camps, I
had no idea what to expect.
I was standing in one of the ugliest places
in the world. How was there green grass
and flowers surrounding me?

Yes, this was going to be one of the ugliest and
darkest places I would ever be throughout my
entire life.

I felt disgusted.

I didn't know how I was supposed to feel
and what type of reaction I would have.
Would I cry? Would I be silent?
How could people allow this place to look
nicer than it had when my ancestors died
there?
The minute I stepped into Auschwitz with
“Arbeit Mach Frei” above my head,
everything felt surreal.

I felt relief.

I felt like this was straight out of a
movie.
Maybe there were some days
when people would wake up and think it
was going to be an easier day.

I looked around me and saw green
grass everywhere.
But at the same time, I didn’t know
what to feel.

Green grass with flowers coming out of
the ground. Why was that?

I felt numb.

I walked into the gas chamber of Auschwitz and
saw scratch marks on the sides of the walls.
Scratch marks from prisoners who tried to
physically scratch their way out of the
cinderblock chamber and live to see another day.
I stood outside of the gas chamber with 160 other
teens and recited the Mourner’s Kaddish, the
prayer for the dead. I didn’t know what to feel. I
couldn’t cry. My mind was completely blank and
for some reason, it just didn’t seem real.

Majdanek.

Majdanek was the first
concentration camp
liberated by the Russian
army, so the Germans had no
time to destroy any of it. The
Zyklon B tie-dyed on the
walls, the shower heads
perfectly aligned on the
ceiling. The once barren
ditches, now fertile and the
thousands of shoes of the
prisoners. The camp could be
up and running again in less
than 48 hours. Majdanek
was the third out of four
concentration camps we
visited. I had seen Auschwitz
and Birkenau, and thought I
would be prepared for what I
was about to see at
Majdanek.

I’d seen the crematorium and gas chambers in
Auschwitz, but it didn’t hit me until I saw them in
Majdanek. I stepped into the crematorium and saw
giant ovens that were stuffed with four or five dead
bodies at a time. I had no reaction. I stood against
the wall silent. Then it hit me. My ancestors, my
innocent ancestors were murdered and shoved
into these ovens completely against their will. They
were tormented and beaten for the simple reason
that they were Jewish. I started bawling. I couldn’t
control myself. One of my friends came over to me
to give me a hug and started bawling. She started
reciting the Mourner’s Kaddish, but I couldn’t
speak. Tears were streaming down my face and I
couldn’t even take a breath to say a prayer for the
dead. I walked outside the crematorium and looked
around at the weird landscape. The beautiful grass,
a city right over the hill. Finally, I was able to catch
my breath and say the Mourner’s Kaddish for my
ancestors. And in this moment, never before had it
felt so real.

There is a memorial at
Majdanek. The first part of
the memorial is a large
rock and the second part is
at the other side of the
camp. Before leaving, I
went to see the second part
of the memorial. No one in
my life could have
prepared me for what would
be there when I walked up
the steps to the memorial.

The ashes of
60,000
people.
Jewish
people. My
people. My
ancestors.

Happiness.
Passion.
Excitement.
Appreciation.

Hope.

Anticipation.
Pride.

Joy.

Love.
Enthusiasm.

"I marvel at the resilience of the
Jewish people. Their best
characteristic is their desire to
remember. No other people has
such an obsession with memory."
-Elie Wiesel

After my
journey to
Poland, the
next stop
was Israel.
A country
for the
Jewish
people. A
home to my
extended
family, as
well as
many
refugees
following
the
Holocaust.

The whole dynamic of my
trip changed. I went from
Poland, a sad place
learning about atrocities
that occurred years ago to
my people and then to
Israel, a homeland and
country with incredible
nationalism.

Being my first time in Israel, I
couldn’t have been happier. I
walked, sang, and danced through
the streets of Jerusalem. I shopped
in the streets of Tel Aviv. I toured
museums and galleries in Tzfat, the
city of art.

ON Yom Hazikaron, Israeli Memorial Day, I spent the day in Tel Aviv. In
Israel, a siren goes off at 11am for two minutes straight, across the entire
country. It is a two-minute silence to remember those who lost their lives
fighting for their beloved country. I witnessed this alarm and the whole
world stop. At 11am, I was standing on the street corner of one of the busiest
streets in Tel Aviv. When the siren went off, I witnessed every car and biker
on the road stop and get out of their vehicle. Everyone on a bus stood up in
Silence to remember those who had fallen.

In this moment, I felt nothing but pride and
amazement for Israel. every single person stood still
and silent to remember victims of violence and war.
This moment made me feel extremely Supported and
important by both my friends and the citizens
of Israel.
The next day was Yom Haatzmaut, Israeli Independence Day. On
this day, I marched through the city of Jerusalem to the Kotel,
the Holiest spot in the world, singing Israeli songs and
celebrating freedom and independence. I waved an Israeli
flag high up in the air and danced through the streets,
proclaiming my love for Israel and the independence it was
given. In this moment, I was overjoyed and Full of pride.

The Hebrew word in the picture above is Tzedakah, which means
charity. In Judaism, tzedakah can be given in many ways, and is
cherished throughout society. My tzedakah will be to teach younger
generations about my experiences throughout the March of the
Living, and how they greatly impacted my life. I saw the horrors
with my own eyes, but this trip changed me for the better.
Although it was emotionally draining and challenging, visiting
Auschwitz, Birkenau, Majdanek and Treblinka was essential to my
identity as a Jew and as a witness. After this journey, I realized how
necessary it is for people to see the tragedies that ocurred and for
me to speak about what I saw for generations to come. Soon,
survivors won't be around, and it will be my responsibility to
educate others about the atrocities to the Jewish people. I am now a
witness.

Emotion is what makes up our lives and
identities. If we didn’t show emotion, we
wouldn’t be humans. It is a way we
communicate with others and express
ourselves. Although my emotional experiences
were different, one aspect of my emotion
stayed the same. I cried. I cried in the gas
chambers of Majdanek and cried on the
streets of Jerusalem. Emotion challenged me
throughout my journey and ultimately led me to
finding out more about my identity. My identity
as a witness.

