Making History Together the journey begins
On January 27, International Holocaust
Memorial Day, The Together Plan, in
association with Jewish Child’s Day
Charity and The Jewish Chronicle,
launched
the
Making
History
Programme.
This unique programme, an ambitious
new
approach
to
learning
and
understanding the Holocaust, focuses
on the Jews of the Soviet Union and
specifically Belarus. The story of the
Holocaust in Western Europe is well
documented in books, museums, films
and documentaries, but little is known
about what happened in the East. Covid
has played a role in the conception
of the programme, highlighting how
geographical barriers could be easily
overcome though virtual planning and
participation, enabling collaboration
irrespective of location. The programme
was conceived and created across borders
and so far two sessions have been run in
the UK and in Belarus.
Seventeen bar and batmitzvah age
children are participating in the UK
programme and ahead of each session
they receive a postal pack containing an
envelope revealing hidden history and
an accompanying booklet with related
activities – research, quizzes, quotes and
discussion topics. The participants are all
extremely focused, engaged, enquiring
and inquisitive and their parents are
equipped to support them, having
received a pack of their own to help guide
their children through the programme.
The first session, entitled ‘Generation
to Generation’, explored the history of
the Jews of Belarus going back to the
12th century; where they came from
and their rich and tragic timeline.
Before the Holocaust there were waves
of pogroms and then Nazism brought
devastation and close annihilation to the
800,000 Jews living on the territory of
today’s modern day Belarus. Post 1945,
Communism silenced the surviving Jews,
so participants of the Making History
Together Programme were encouraged
to reflect on how difficult it was to
preserve and remember what was lost in
the war. To highlight the importance of
preserving history, each member of the
group was asked to bring an item to the
session that has been in their family for
generations. From 19th century pocket
watches to a detailed genealogical book
going back to the 1790s, these items
were of profound value to their families.
It was a powerful exercise that showed
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how artefacts help us remember our
ancestors and it made the point that
this is a luxury not afforded to so many
Belarusian Holocaust survivors.
Session two explored the theme
of
‘Identity’.
The
hidden
history
demonstrated that Jews living in Minsk in
1941 were already Sovietised – no longer
able to practise religion. When the Nazis
arrived in 1941, many fellow communists
found it strange that their Jewish
neighbours were being singled out
and put into ghettos. They learned that
Jews from Germany and Austria were
brought to Belarus and incarcerated in
the Minsk Ghetto, some of them the
parents of the children who found safety
in Britain on the Kindertransport. They
discovered that many of these Germanspeaking Jews identified more with
their Nazi captors, because of language
and culture, than they did with their
fellow Belarusian prison inmates – but
regardless of language and culture all
perished because they were Jews, an
identity that could not set them apart.
Stories of the Minsk Ghetto were explored,
looking at how some Jews managed
to escape to the partisans, and how 40
children went into hiding in the village
of Porechye, where everyone protected
them from Nazis and their collaborators.
The complexity of identity in Belarus
before, during and after the war was
discussed,
with
changing
borders
and regimes, resulting in constant
suppression of voices. Marc Chagall the
Belarusian-born Jewish painter, was used
as an example to explore the theme.
The session on identity featured a
panel discussion with four members
of The Together Plan’s young adults’
programme, Youth for Youth, all with
widely different identity backgrounds,
as participants played identity bingo,
listening
out
for
specific
words

throughout the discussion.
In Belarus, the cohort are slightly older,
in their mid-teens; they are not Jewish
and most know little if anything about
the story of the Holocaust in their
country. With no Holocaust education
programme and the fact that surviving
Jews were actively discouraged from
speaking out after the war, there is a huge
absence of history yet to be explored in
the country. The group in Belarus are all
students of a college bordering the site of
the former Minsk Ghetto. The Principal is
an advocate for talking about this history
and has even placed a plaque on the
exterior of the college to commemorate
the ghetto. With his approval, the
programme is being trialled with his
students. At their first session they
watched a film, made by The Together
Plan, about the Minsk Ghetto, and met
Frida Reizman, an 85-year-old survivor
who escaped the ghetto when she was
ten. The session prompted huge interest
from students and teachers alike. The
group will visit the Maly Trostenets death
camp on the outskirts of Minsk at the
end of March, the place where prisoners
of the Minsk Ghetto and the German and
Austrian Jews were shot and their bodies
were burned.
With every generation, history becomes
more and more distant, but in this case
it has yet to be learnt. This is true for
both the Jewish children who are going
through the UK-based programme and
also for the non-Jewish cohort in Minsk
who are working through the parallel
programme in Belarus. For both groups,
this is a journey of self-exploration
through history and the programme
will culminate in an exhibition where
participants will be sharing what they
have taken away from their time in the
programme, alongside this vital history
that has for so long been in the shadows.
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