Opening ceremony of the monument in memory of the “Riga-Kaiserwald” Concentration camp prisoners

Wednesday, June 29, 2005, Mezaparks

Dear Colleague, Ambassador Herold!

Honourable Mayor!

Excellencies!

Distinguished guests!

Ladies and gentlemen!

First of all I would like to congratulate Ambassador Herold with successful implementation of this highly significant project before completing his tour of duty in Riga. “Kaiserwald” memorial becomes another important commemoration landmark in Latvia in addition to the recently opened memorial in Skede.

Ladies and gentlemen!

It is hard to conceive today that an active concentration camp was functioning on this peaceful and green area of Riga. “Kaiserwald”s name maybe is not “notorious enough” on a bigger scale of the Holocaust statistics, but still thousands entered its gates and only few survived. One of them (standing here), Mr. Alexander Bergman, described in his book “Notes of the Untermench” that “Kaiserwald” at different times of its existence was a bad, sometimes very bad, but most of the time  - a terrible place.

Indeed, the newspapers in Latvia mentioned yesterday that there were 18,000 imprisoned Jews from Latvia, Lithuania, Germany, Czechoslovakia and Hungary between 1943-1944 in the “Riga-Kaiserwald” Concentration Camp. We were also informed that this camp was not planned as a death camp, but still the majority of the imprisoned did not survive, whether executed or perished due to inhuman conditions, tortures, diseases and hunger.

The most renowned Israeli source on the matters of the Holocaust – Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority – states in its publication by Prof. Dov Levin that original population of “Kaiserwald” were a few hundred criminal prisoners from Germany, but as of June and up to November 1943 Jewish survivors of the liquidated ghettos of Riga, Daugavpils, Liepaja, Vilnius and even Lodge, were imprisoned in “Kaiserwald” and its network of branches. We know that during different periods there were also children who managed to evade from ghetto actions. At some point in 1944 a few thousand Jewish women from Hungary were brought in. According to an official German document of that time in March 1944 there were 6,182 men and 5,696 women.  

Ladies and gentlemen!

The relatively long period during which “Kaiserwald” was functioning has to do with the basic concept of its operation - and this is merciless employment of those who were spared immediate execution in summer and autumn 1941 just because they were strong for use as enslaved labour force or possessed some valuable professional skills. Following advancement of the Red Army towards the borders of the occupied Latvia, the German Nazi Command initiated an effort to erase the evidence of the crimes against humanity in Latvia. For this purpose, groups of Jewish prisoners from “Kaiserwald” were sent to open the mass graves in Rumbula and Bikernieki and to burn the bodies of the victims, themselves being shot later at the same spot. The last phase of “Kaiserwald”s terrible legacy was the execution of most of the prisoners in July 1944 followed by evacuation, which continued up to late September 1944 to the concentration camps in Schtuthoff and even inside Germany, like Bukhenwald. Only very few, like Mr. Bergman, survived the evacuation and were able later to tell us the story of the Holocaust in Latvia, including its “Kaiserwald” chapter. 

Ladies and gentlemen!

As next week Latvia will mark the Holocaust day, it is important to stress that the commemoration process should not be limited to the establishment of memorials, but should also encompass the field of education: through its Holocaust history and tolerance components. I would like to commend in this respect the Government of Latvia and the City Council of Riga for their invaluable assistance and support of the projects that are under different stages of implementation by the Council of Jewish Communities of Latvia.

