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Peter Tschentscher 

 

Dear Professor von Wrochem, 

dear ladies and gentlemen, 

Hamburg was handed over to British troops on 3 May 1945. 

Even before the end of the war and Germany’s official capitulation on 8 May, the SS started 

erasing the traces of National Socialist crimes in our city. 

The Neuengamme concentration camp was cleared and the prisoners were sent on death 

marches. 

Thousands died on these marches or later fell victim to Allied bombing while being held on 

ships in the Bay of Lübeck. 

Many other concentration camp prisoners from the satellite camps of Neuengamme – 

prisoners of war and forced labourers – were liberated after 3 May and, often seriously ill and 

traumatized from their imprisonment, they had to create a new life for themselves under 

difficult conditions. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

We have gathered today to commemorate the 78th anniversary of the liberation of 

Neuengamme together with survivors and the descendants of former prisoners. 

I want to extend a special welcome to those of you who have travelled here today, sometimes 

from a great distance: 

• Ms Livia Fränkel [Sweden],  

• Ms Dita Kraus [Israel], 

• Ms Elisabeth Masur-Kischinowski [Sweden], 

• Mr Natan Grossmann [Germany], 

• Ms Barbara Piotrowska [Poland], who will speak to us soon. 

As children and adolescents, you experienced tremendous suffering in the Neuengamme 

concentration camp, and many of you lost your immediate family members.   

Ladies and gentlemen, 
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After the end of the war, hardly anyone had the courage to confront the crimes of the National 

Socialists. 

A prison was built in the grounds of the former concentration camp. It was not closed until 

2006.  

For many decades, former prisoners and the Amicale Internationale de Neuengamme fought 

for a worthy site of remembrance to be created here. 

Today the former Neuengamme concentration camp is a place of commemoration, learning 

and encounters, and many young people visit it.  

The Foundation of Hamburg Memorials and Learning Centres is dedicated to continuing 

historical research, conducting interviews with witnesses, and archiving the accounts of 

former concentration camp prisoners and forced labourers.  

The Hamburg Memorials are thus making an important contribution to keeping the memory 

of the victims of National Socialism alive – as a way of honouring the victims, and as a warning 

for future generations. 

Democracy cannot be protected by the constitution, security agencies or courts alone.  

We ourselves have to defend it every day – by taking consistent action against antisemitism, 

populism and discrimination, and taking a clear stand for humanity, tolerance, and freedom.    

Thank you very much! 
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Claudia Roth 

 

Dear Livia Fränkel, 

dear Natan Grossmann, 

dear Dita Kraus, 

dear Elisabeth Masur-Kischinowski, 

dear Barbara Piotrowska, 

I am happy and grateful to be with you here today. You have come to Neuengamme from 

Warsaw, Prague, Stockholm and Munich, as survivors, as witnesses. A few of you have 

returned here often, with your relatives, with your children and grandchildren. It has never 

been an easy journey with a light burden. For the survivors, remembering also means keeping 

a wound open. I thank you all very much for taking this upon yourselves. I thank you for coming 

here and for your commitment over the past decades. 

Over the course of 78 years, a space to remember has been created here, a place of 

connection with those who were deported here, robbed of their freedom, tormented and 

killed and could never leave this place again. But a connection has also formed between you, 

the survivors and your family members. The grounds of the Memorial are now dedicated to 

commemorating this connection between the generations. 

Tomorrow, dear Ms Rebollar, you and other relatives of Spanish former prisoners, members 

of the Internationale Brigades, ‘Red Spaniards’ and other opponents of the Franco regime will 

dedicate a monument to your family members here. Thank you for your commitment, and 

thank you for coming. 

Many routes lead to this place, from far-off Spain, Ukraine and Russia, from France and 

Belgium, from Italy and Greece, the Netherlands and Denmark. 

These were routes taken by over 80,000 men and more than 13,000 women who were 

registered with a prisoner number in the Neuengamme concentration camp. Another 5,900 

prisoners were registered separately, or not at all. At least 42,900 people were murdered in 

Neuengamme. 
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The fact that the routes they were forced to travel now connect us, reconnect us – as 

Europeans – was only possible at the price of remembrance. 

Without you, the witnesses, this would not have been possible. It is your achievement. And it 

is our responsibility to share what we have learned.  

The way that this can succeed over the course of generations, even without the direct 

involvement of eyewitnesses, was described by the American historian Omer Bartov in a 

wonderful book about his family’s hometown in Eastern Galicia. He was late in embarking on 

his search. All of the people who could have remembered further back than his mother were 

dead. Very few of the family photographs he had were labelled. And yet he managed to learn 

a great deal about the history of the city that his mother had left decades before. He was able 

to track down survivors, talk to their descendants, seek out eyewitnesses. 

And ultimately, he learned something else from the history of this city: That we are all (and I 

quote): 

‘merely one link in that fragile yet astonishingly resilient chain of generations, of fate 

and struggle, of which history’s relentless unfolding of events is made. Who we are, 

what we remember, how we raise our children, what we say and believe in and cherish 

and despise – these are the combined consequence of haphazard chance and human 

action, taken for reasons good and bad, deliberate and thoughtless, by us and by our 

ancestors.’ 

History in this sense is always also family history, Bartov says, the distant echo of a time that 

is lost but never entirely forgotten. 

Everything that the historian Omar Bartov describes here is something I encountered myself 

in the multimedia project for the exhibition entitled #WhatDoYouWantToDo, in the accounts 

of people young and old who are tracing the stories of their families. The curiosity, reluctance, 

and even recoiling from experiences one would have preferred not to have – I was able to see 

and hear it all. 

The project ended last year, but the exhibition is still available online and offers video clips 

and teaching materials to download. I not only recommend it because it was sponsored with 

funds from the ‘Youth Remembers’ programme of the Federal Government Commissioner for 

Culture and the Media. I recommend it because it is an opportunity to see younger women 
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and men in particular think about their own history in a series of pieces about various historical 

questions. 

I especially remember a sentence spoken by a young woman who tried to trace her 

grandfather’s journey through the Soviet Union as a Wehrmacht soldier. It is a kind of 

summary: 

She said that what she found particularly important about democracy is that it enables us to 

create a society in which everyone has a place, and in which everyone is accepted and taken 

as they are. 

I think this sentence is not just a precise description of democracy, it is also an expression of 

what the work of remembering can achieve in the best case: enlightenment and civic 

education. We have a duty to continue this mission. 

 

 


