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Remembering the Holocaust in a
Settler Colonial City
The Case of Victoria, Canada
Jordan Stanger-Ross and Lynne Marks
This article tells the history of Kristallnacht commemorations in the small Jewish
community of Victoria, British Columbia. From their founding in the 1980s, the
ceremonies were intended to include members of the general public, in addition
to the Jewish community, but the events changed over time, when organizers
began to include indigenous people as active participants, and the history of colonialism became a key theme in Kristallnacht remembrance. Suggesting that this
orientation positioned members of the local Jewish community as implicated in
historical injustice, even on the occasion of Holocaust remembrance, the authors
explore the history behind this development and consider its implications today.
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At 7 p.m. on November 7, 2019, the synagogue in Victoria, the small
capital city of British Columbia, was packed. With every seat on the main
floor occupied, the audience spilled into the upper balcony. Congregants
scrambled to make space at the front for distinguished guests. The room
buzzed. When Richard Kool, the master of ceremonies, began his opening remarks, the crowd quieted in anticipation. For the thirty-first time,
Congregation Emanu-El prepared to commemorate Kristallnacht, the
violence against Jews that erupted in Nazi Germany on November 9–10,
1938.1 Kool started with an acknowledgment of the kind that has, in recent
decades, become common in Canada: “This congregation recognizes that
our historic synagogue is built on lands of the Lekwangen people, and we
note the vibrant culture and ongoing contribution to the broader com100
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munity of the Esquimalt and Songhees First Nations, whose traditional
lands we are on this evening.”2
It is difficult to convey the atmosphere of the room as Kool spoke these
words. Over the half-decade prior, Kristallnacht observance in Victoria had
been resurgent. Micha Menczer, who helps to lead the commemorations,
recently struggled to describe them: “It’s proven,” he said, “to be very...
there aren’t adjectives... successful isn’t the word.” Actually, successful
is the word. As Menczer explains: “the shul is packed. We probably get
150–180 people ... young, old, we have the premier come ... the chief
of police always comes.... Bishops come, we have the imam come.” In
November 2019, such regulars were joined by members of the provincial
cabinet, a member of the federal parliament, and civic leaders. Kristallnacht,
Menczer notes, is “basically ... on the calendar” of important political
events in the province of British Columbia. Ed Fitch, a congregant who
regularly attends, also struggles to find the right phrasing: “I don’t know
if one can use the word enjoyable,” he says. But, somehow, it is that. The
most notable Holocaust commemoration in Victoria vibrates with positive
energy, at least lately.3
Acknowledgment of local Indigenous people at the start of the ceremony is perhaps especially appropriate because of the congregation’s deep
colonial roots. Emanu-El was dedicated on June 3, 1863, with much public
fanfare.4 A procession spanning some 100 feet—comprising congregants,
members of local German, Scottish and French cultural societies and the
Victoria Masonic Lodge—wound through the city’s streets on that sunny
afternoon and then gathered at the site of the building for speeches and a
formal cornerstone-laying by the Masons. The congregation’s vice-president,
Samuel Hoffman, marveled at the momentous occasion of laying “the
foundation of the first Synagogue in Her Majesty’s dominions on this
side of the Pacific.” He expressed its significance in a pointed rhetorical
question: “Who would have thought,” he asked, “that, in the space of five
years [since the founding of the colony], we should have a temple erected
where then the aborigines were the lords of the domain? Who would have
dreamt,” he continued, “that in this isolated part of the globe, where,
ere now, the foot of white men had hardly trod, there should spring up a
comparatively large city, studded with magnificent edifices, and inhabited
by ... intelligent people?”5
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The synagogue was indeed a founding colonial edifice in Victoria.6
In 1863, Indigenous people remained a majority in the territories claimed
by the British colony, and the dedication of Congregation Emanu-El
was part of their displacement.7 Jews were active participants in local and
colonial governments from early days and were welcomed in white settler voluntary organizations, unlike Indigenous inhabitants and Chinese
immigrants. However, Jews had an uncertain place within the racial and
religious hierarchies of the colony. Overt anti-Semitism was relatively
common, with Jews on occasion publicly characterized as “rootless”
cosmopolitans, lacking commitment to the colony. Despite this, and perhaps in part to buttress their position in white society, Victoria’s Jewish
community actively contributed to the settler colonial project. Initially,
Jewish merchants were the principal “Indian traders,” in town, selling and
trading with Indigenous peoples for a range of goods; by the 1880s, many
Jewish merchants had become “Indian curio” dealers, profiting from the
sale of sacred Indigenous ceremonial objects as well as everyday items.
The “curios” they sold found eager customers in tourists, visiting royalty
and many North American museums; they were bought at low prices
or extracted from Indigenous communities in a period when authorities were actively denying Indigenous title, seizing land, and refusing to
negotiate treaties.8 The Jewish community in Victoria was thus very much
implicated in Canada’s dispossession and attempted structural genocide
of Indigenous peoples.9
In the first half of the twentieth century, Victoria faded in significance relative to Vancouver and the British Columbia lower mainland,
and the congregation declined. Diminished to just seven families in the
1940s, Emanu-El endured decades in which it was unable to support a
full-time rabbi and struggled to maintain its historic building. The postwar
province-wide boom brought reprieve, with the expansion of government employment in the capital city, the opening of a university and the
emergence of Vancouver Island as an attractive retirement and tourism
destination.10 By the 1970s, Emanu-El had grown to over one hundred
families; by the end of the decade the congregation was undertaking a major
synagogue restoration, completed in 1982. At the turn of the twenty-first
century, a wing was added to the original building as institutional expansion accommodated the ongoing growth of the local Jewish population,
which reached 2,740 in 2010; the synagogue, by then, had over two
102
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hundred member-families.11 Still, Victoria’s Jewish community in 2010
remained a fraction of that in the centers of Canadian Jewish life, such as
Toronto (with a Jewish population of 188,710) and Montreal (90,780),
or even nearby Vancouver (26,255).12 Emanu-El remained the only Jewish house of worship in Victoria, and Jews comprised less than 1 percent
of the city’s population of 345,000.13 Thus, Holocaust commemoration
reflected the orientation of the Jewish community to the wider public of
which it is only a small part and, at the same time, the infusion of new
ideas and energy into local Jewish life.14
In the midst of the renewal of Jewish community in Victoria, dynamic
commemorative practice emerged. Holocaust remembrances in Victoria
were founded by Rabbi Victor Reinstein, a charismatic leader of Congregation Emanu-El in the 1980s and 1990s. He created the Kristallnacht
memorial ceremony as a public-oriented event: members of the Jewish
community gathered every November to remember both the specific
violence of that date and the larger murder of European Jewry with an
audience that, by design, included outsiders, members of the “general
public.” Over time, the role assigned to this public shifted. At the outset,
non-Jews were invited as witnesses and allies; their role was to absorb the
horrors of anti-Semitic violence and to apply its lessons. A. Dirk Moses has
observed that Jewish advocates of Holocaust memorialization in Canada
have positioned it as an “analogical resource.” The Holocaust according
to this view, serves a “redemptive function” by prompting human rights
activism to combat not only anti-Semitism but racist hatred in general.15
So it was in Victoria. Although organizers of commemorative events also
had other objectives (chief among them honoring survivors), the wider
public was invited so that the particulars of the Holocaust could impart
universal benefit.
In three decades of practice, local Kristallnacht commemoration
changed considerably. The annual events remained an important facet of
Jewish communal life in Victoria until approximately 2008, when public
commemorative practice seems to have faded. After 2016, Kristallnacht
events regained momentum, owing partly to a new approach. Several key
organizers of the local Kristallnacht commemoration came to understand
the non-Jewish public as more than just an audience to witness Jewish
suffering. Instead, or rather in addition, members of the general public
were understood as carrying their own histories of violence into the room,
History & Memory, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2022)
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from which Jews could learn. In some of these histories, Jews were implicated. Indeed, by 2019, when Richard Kool began the ceremony with an
acknowledgment of Indigenous people, colonialism in British Columbia
played a central role in the commemoration. Situating this recent turn
within the longer history of Kristallnacht memorialization in Victoria, we
argue that this emphasis on colonialism marks a departure from earlier
events, particularly with respect to the roles for “the public” and, relatedly, Jewish attendees. This shift, we suggest, was part of the revival of
Kristallnacht memorialization in Victoria. In our conclusion, we express
some ambivalence. It was important, we believe, for the congregation
to grapple with its colonial heritage. As David S. Koffman argues, the
“Jewish [North] American past, is burdened by colonialism because the
history of mass migration ... is the history of colonialism.”16 However,
in the context of the ongoing struggle of Indigenous-settler relations in
British Columbia, we find ourselves (as active members of Victoria’s Jewish
community), equivocating about whether the invocation of colonialism in
Kristallnacht commemoration constitutes a progressive change, a further
misuse of the displacement and dispossession of Indigenous people, or
perhaps something in between.

WIDESPREAD COMMEMORATION, WIDELY OVERLOOKED
This case study draws overdue attention to the larger topic of Kristallnacht
commemoration, which emerged soon after the war as a key remembrance
of the genocide of European Jewry. Today, it is the occasion of communal
events in much of the world. The European advocacy group, United for
Intercultural Action, reports that “hundreds of organizations from Azerbaijan to Cyprus, from Belarus to Ireland” commemorate Kristallnacht
as the International Day against Fascism and Antisemitism.17 There are
annual events across Canada and the United States, as well as commemorations in Australia, South Africa, Argentina and elsewhere. Canadian
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau marked Kristallnacht in 2018 by offering
an official apology for the country’s failure to accept Jewish refugees from
Nazi Germany, and in 2019 the Junior Senator for Connecticut in the
United States, Christopher Murphy, introduced a resolution marking the
date and resolving to “raise awareness and act to eradicate the continuing
104
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scourge of anti-Semitism at home and abroad.”18 Commemoration of
Kristallnacht is an important facet of public Holocaust memory.
And yet, with the exception of Germany (where, as sociologist Janet
Jacobs explains, “Kristallnacht has become among the most significant
forms of Holocaust remembrance”), there is little scholarship on this
commemorative day.19 We know little about Kristallnacht memorial rituals,
their origins or evolution over time. Despite the global proliferation of
remembrance events, scholars have yet to analyze connections across them
or variations among local observances. In the rich scholarship on collective
Jewish memory and memorialization—which includes significant scholarly
attention to physical monuments, museums, mass media and art, as well
as the field of Holocaust studies itself, including Holocaust archives—
commemorative events, and Kristallnacht ceremonies in particular, are
conspicuously understudied.20 Scholarship on commemorative events in
Germany cannot convey a global phenomenon; as we know from the history of monuments, place matters in public memory.21 Michael Rothberg
notes that “memory is a contemporary phenomenon, something that,
while concerned with the past, happens in the present.”22 To understand
the commemoration of Kristallnacht, we must examine the specific times
and places within which it is remembered.
Our analysis also contributes to the history of Holocaust memory
in Canada. Canadian Jews began commemorative ceremonies as early as
1943, when members of the Vancouver community gathered to remember
“the Polish Jews who have been sacrificed to the hatred of Hitler.”23 The
following year, various local organizations marked the first anniversary of
the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, initiating ceremonies that have continued
ever since. By the mid-1960s, Toronto’s commemorative events drew
audiences of some two thousand people, and in the 1970s the Canadian
Jewish Congress supported Holocaust remembrance committees across
the country, spanning from St. John’s Newfoundland to Victoria.24 In
the spring of 1985, nearly three thousand people gathered in Ottawa to
mark the fortieth anniversary of the liberation of the camps at an event
that included speeches by Elie Wiesel as well as the Canadian Minister of
Finance Michael Wilson and the leaders of Canada’s two major opposition
parties.25 Holocaust commemoration thus emerged into the Canadian
public historical mainstream, just as it did elsewhere in the world.
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However, scholars have provided little interpretive discussion of these
ceremonies. The only historical monograph on Holocaust memory in
Canada, Franklin Bialystok’s Delayed Impact, relies upon the records of the
Canadian Jewish Congress to argue that commemorative events emerged,
along with attention to the Holocaust more generally, as a response to
a perceived surge in anti-Semitism and neo-Nazism in the 1960s. The
Holocaust was initially marginal to mainstream Jewish identity, Bialystok
argues, its commemoration a concern mostly for survivors, a small minority.
It moved into the center of communal practice in the 1970s and 1980s,
he writes, as Canadian Jews, “estranged from their European roots and
unable to find meaning, as Jews, in other causes” turned to the Holocaust
as a “pillar of their ethnic identification.”26 However, Bialystok’s account
does not convey commemorative events in detail, explore ceremonial
changes over time or explain how commemorative dates fit into the key
political and historical dynamics of Holocaust memory.27 Other researchers
have contested some of his conclusions, finding earlier commemorative
events and greater varieties of observance than Bialystok acknowledges,
but the historical conversation remains anemic and, within it, Kristallnacht
is scarcely mentioned.28 There is no historical analysis of the evolution of
commemorative events in the half century since the Holocaust emerged
into the Canadian pubic historical mainstream.
Given the importance of commemorative dates within Jewish tradition,
Kristallnacht commemoration deserves scholarly attention. As James Young
writes, “neither monuments nor painting, neither fiction nor reportage
are anchored as firmly in the [Jewish] tradition” as commemorative days.29
Similarly, Hasia Diner writes, “the Jewish tradition sanctified time more
profoundly than space, investing greater meaning in temporal than in
physical sanctity.” Thus, postwar Jews, “turned to the Jewish calendar to
locate the memorial process in time ... [and] to the ritual cycle to engage
with the memory of the victims of the Nazi Holocaust.” 30 By adding our
case study of Kristallnacht in Victoria to the limited prior scholarship on
commemorative days, we hope to reaffirm the value of sustained historical
attention to these ceremonies, an area, we believe, meriting scholarship
akin to that focused upon museums and monuments. Commemorative
practices may sometimes be harder to reconstruct than more formally
institutionalized memorial activity (as they are often organized by informal
groups and synagogue subcommittees, the records of commemorative
106
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days may be less assiduously preserved, if at all), but they are nonetheless historically and communally significant. We can scarcely understand
postwar Judaism without them.

REMEMBERING KRISTALLNACHT AND COLONIALISM IN VICTORIA,
BRITISH COLUMBIA

In public celebration of the sesquicentennial of the Congregation Emanu-El
in 2013, congregants reenacted the original procession through Victoria’s
streets, culminating again at the cornerstone of the synagogue. With local,
provincial, federal and Israeli representatives in attendance, congregational
leaders once again delivered public remarks. This time, however, rather
than celebrate the role of the synagogue in colonial displacement, Rabbi
Harry Brechner presented a shofar (a ceremonial horn) to elders from the
local Esquimalt First Nation, declaring that “150 years ago your ancestors
were not invited to the dedication of this synagogue. They should have
been.”31 He then yielded the microphone to the elders, who conveyed
their community’s connection, spanning thousands of years, to the territory on which the synagogue stands. A sense of implication in colonialism,
along with gestures of reconciliation and repair, soon found expression in
Holocaust commemoration as well.
Three years after the 150th-anniversary celebrations, the newly
founded Victoria Shoah Project assumed responsibility, as a committee of
the synagogue, for commemorating Kristallnacht in Victoria; the organization immediately brought colonialism to the foreground. In their first
program, the organizers wrote, “our remembrance service is not solely
about past events ... members of the Jewish community in Victoria are
aware of our obligations to be involved in and with the larger community.” The centerpiece of the program was a “symbolic rebuilding” of a
stained-glass window, “with each piece being placed by representatives
of the many facets of our community.” Notably, Chief Ron Sam of the
Songhees Nation placed the first fragment in the window frame; the second piece was placed by a Holocaust survivor.32 Thereafter, colonialism
has featured prominently in the program.
After quieting the sanctuary in 2019, Kool conjured ghosts. He
remembered his mother, who had been eleven years old in Amsterdam
History & Memory, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2022)
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in 1938, on the eve of Kristallnacht. He spoke of his grandparents, murdered four years later. His cousins who remained in Europe, “live in a
world of ghosts, the ghosts of the Nazis, and the ghosts of the Jews of
Amsterdam and the Netherlands.” Anti-Semitism, he said, “still haunts
Jews everywhere.” But Canada too, Kool said, is a haunted place. “The
ghosts of past trauma are always around us,” he intoned:
even as the ghosts of the murdered Jews of Europe call to us across
space and time, ghosts call out to us from the residential schools,
from the smallpox-infected villages, from skid rows, from missing
and murdered women and girls, and they call to us for reconciliation,
healing and friendship and shalom [peace].33
These powerful lines draw connections across both place and time. Kool
brought the Holocaust into conversation with colonialism while also
drawing the past (smallpox-infected villages) into the present (missing and
murdered women and girls).34 Next, Kool explained that Jewish members
of the congregation had responsibilities to past atrocities:
Even though the post-war generations and descendants of Nazis
and their collaborators do not carry guilt because of the actions of
their ancestors, they are responsible for remembering and acting.
And in the same way, while none of us here are guilty of the crimes
committed by those working in residential schools, of the crimes of
clergy and staff, government agents, scientists and doctors, of the
crimes against the Indigenous people of this land, we also have a
responsibility for remembering, and for acting.35
To understand Kool’s injunction, and the history of Kristallnacht in Victoria more broadly, we benefit from the notion of “implication” recently
elaborated by Rothberg. Rothberg’s ideas align closely with Kool’s discussion of responsibility: “I do not believe,” writes Rothberg, “that,
say, contemporary Germans are best understood as ‘beneficiaries’ of the
Shoah.” Instead, they are “implicated subjects” whose responsibility is
to “reflect on and act against” both histories and ongoing manifestations
of injustice. Among implicated subjects are “latecomer[s] to histories of
perpetration,” who may feel distanced from the harms caused in a history
that is not their own, but whose systemic legacies they nonetheless inherit.36
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More subtly, and perhaps ambivalently, Kool’s address and recent
Victoria Kristallnacht ceremonies in general convey the message that, in
addition to inheriting a history of colonialism, Jews in Victoria presently
inhabit it. By referencing recent and ongoing violence against Indigenous
women, foregrounding Indigenous participants in the ceremonies and
emphasizing that Kristallnacht is “not solely about past events,” Victoria
Shoah Project commemorations draw attention to a reality emphasized
by scholars of settler colonialism: that the displacement of Indigenous
societies continues to this day. As Patrick Wolfe puts it, “settler colonizers
come to stay: invasion is a structure not an event.”37 Lorenzo Veracini
explains that settler colonialism “is an ongoing phenomenon; writing its
history is charged with presentist preoccupation.”38 Kool and his fellow
congregants voiced similar consciousness of ongoing injustice.39 For Kool,
the purpose of Holocaust commemoration is to convey that “we’re all in
this together,” a realization that, for Jews, emerges partly from recognition
that “we too can be persecutors.”40 From such insights, suggests Rothberg,
we can move together toward justice, rather than separately in grievance.41

THE ORIGINS OF KRISTALLNACHT MEMORIALIZATION IN VICTORIA
The recent approach to Kristallnacht commemoration in Victoria is,
in some respects, a significant departure from its origins. The Jewish
community in Victoria began to publicly remember the Holocaust in
the 1980s, due to the initiative of Rabbi Victor Reinstein who led the
congregation from 1982 to 1998. He drafted the first programs for two
commemorative dates. Yom Hashoah ceremonies were convened each
spring at the congregation’s cemetery; these were small events for the
Jewish community. Kristallnacht, in November, was typically held at the
synagogue, and Reinstein envisioned a mixed audience of Jews and a wider
public. He invited guest speakers and chose readings. He personally led
the events. The history of Kristallnacht commemoration in Victoria starts
with Rabbi Reinstein.
Reinstein was influenced and inspired by others, in particular by
Holocaust survivors, some two dozen of whom lived in Victoria when he
arrived. He remembers himself as “drawn to the horror” of their experiences:
“I really was drawn deeply into the stories of the survivors. Sometimes I
History & Memory, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2022)
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almost felt like they were my own.” One survivor, Willy Jacobs, “wanted to
talk.” Born in Belchatow, Poland, in 1919, Jacobs spent his early twenties
as a slave laborer in Auschwitz and Buchenwald; he described the immolation of his rabbi, the murder of an infant at the Auschwitz train depot, his
brother’s collapse and death while the two labored on the Autobahn, and
other horrors. Jack Gardner, another local Holocaust survivor, recalled the
people and places of his own Polish hometown of Stary Sambor in vivid
detail: “he would talk about what was on the bakery shelves ... he knew
all of the [townspeople’s] names ... I felt like they became people in my
own life.” Rysia Kraskin was a “gentle, joyful” person, forever grateful to
a childhood friend who, she felt, had saved her life during a selection at
the Ravensbruck concentration camp by rubbing lipstick into her cheeks,
concealing her sickly pallor (remarkably, the two childhood friends reunited
in Victoria in the last years of their lives). “I really loved these people,”
Reinstein remembers, “I buried many of them, and really felt a deep, deep
commitment that their stories not be buried with them.”42
These deep connections motivated Reinstein, as did the educational
and memorial work of survivors themselves. Jacobs and Kraskin told
their stories to local students, Jewish and non-Jewish. Jacobs, Reinstein
remembers, told raw and often bitter stories. Kraskin told her story softly,
“because she was so compassionate and so concerned for the kids and
what they were hearing.” In the early 1980s, Jacobs and other survivors
built a Holocaust monument in the Emanu-El cemetery where Reinstein
led Yom Hashoah ceremonies. The origins of commemorative events in
Victoria, then, are entwined with education and monumental initiatives.
All three had roots among local survivors.
Holocaust commemoration in Victoria was also an organized response
to Holocaust denial and anti-Semitism. The 1980s saw the high-profile
trials of two deniers in Canada, Ernest Zundel and Jim Keegstra.43 In
Victoria, Reinstein followed Keegstra’s case in particular, collecting press
clippings on the 1984 trial of the Eckville, Alberta teacher who told his
students that Jews had exaggerated the crimes against them and were
disloyal to Canada. The rabbi was also concerned about anti-Semitism in
Victoria. Incredulous, he underlined passages in an article by Chris Harker
in a local paper on March 4, 1984. Harker, a teacher in Victoria, warned
“descendants of victims” about the hazards of “drawing the public’s eye to
time-worn misfortunes.” Jews in particular, he felt, risked much in doing
110
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Fig. 1. Rabbi Victor Reinstein (center, with beard) with congregants at the 1988 Yom Hashoah
ceremony in the Congregation Emanu-El cemetery. The Holocaust memorial stands behind
the group. Also in the photograph is Richard Kool (center-right, in fedora and glasses),
Willie Jacobs (center-right, back to the camera, with yarmulke) and Rysia Kraskin (in white
hat, left of center). Photo by Ron Grover Photography, file 7, Victor Reinstein Collection,
Defying Hatred Project Digital Archives, University of Victoria. Courtesy of Victor Reinstein.

so. “By and large,” Harker wrote, “the world has forgiven the Jews for
executing Christ.” Better, he advised, to leave the grievances of history
in the past than to dig up old skeletons.44 Kristallnacht commemoration
was, in those years, a response to such sentiments. Local commemoration
was also part of a larger movement in North America, and globally, to
remember the Holocaust in public. The Victoria Jewish community first
formally commemorated Kristallnacht in 1988, on the fiftieth anniversary
of the attacks, an occasion of major commemorations throughout the
world (figure 1).45 That year, the Simon Wiesenthal Centre in Los Angeles
published a volume calling upon local communities to commemorate the
day and providing them a program for the event. Kristallnacht, the editors
said “must be [publicly] observed both as a memorial and as a warning.”46
Reinstein used the publication extensively in developing the local
commemoration: six memorial candles (one for each million Jewish victims), Rabbi Leo Baeck’s 1935 Yom Kippur Prayer, a historical description
of the events of November 9, 1938, the singing of Ani Ma’amin, a civic
proclamation, and a survivor’s story (ideally a witness to the events of
History & Memory, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2022)
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Kristallnacht).47 All of these conventions were adopted in Victoria as the
Wiesenthal Centre (which itself had drawn them from prior commemorative practices across North America) successfully encouraged local Jewish
communities to commemorate the event.48
In keeping with the vision of the Wiesenthal Centre, Kristallnacht
in Victoria was directed toward non-Jews as well as Jews.49 In the first
commemoration in 1988, Reinstein addressed the assembled as “people
of many faiths.” At the close of that first ceremony he proclaimed,
May the only fires that burn in autumn’s air be fires by which to
gather and feel warmed by each other’s presence. May the only fire
in Synagogue, Church, and Mosque and every other place of God’s
abode be the fires of faith and love and yearning that all people might
join with each other in all of our varied particularity, yet all as one.50
After the event, Reinstein scribbled notes to himself, contemplating ways
to further diversify the gathering: “Should the local government, local
churches be called upon to participate as well? Have lights in churches left
on that night as well as in shul?” In 1995, the commemoration included
remarks by Syrt Wolters, a Victorian of Dutch origin who had hidden a
Jewish family during World War II, and by Hubert Beyer, a non-Jewish
Victoria-based journalist who had witnessed Kristallnacht in Düsseldorf
in 1938 and continued to denounce Holocaust deniers in a local paper.51
That year, the rabbi reflected, “it is a comfort to share intimate pain and
hopes and the ways and language of our faith in the presence of so many
from the wider Victoria community.”52 As psychologist Erika R. Apfelbaum
has observed, the public telling of past wrongs can provide affected groups
with “a form of healing” since, as a history of harm emerges into public
view and discussion, it is less likely to be experienced as a “shameful group
stigma.”53 At these Kristallnacht events, “the public” was asked to listen.
The ceremonies also called upon non-Jews to act. In 1993, for
example, Reinstein wrote Victoria Mayor David Turner requesting a formal
civic proclamation marking the fifty-fifth anniversary of Kristallnacht. The
proclamation was drawn directly from a text circulated by the Wiesenthal
Centre. “Kristallnacht,” it explained,
led to the death of 36 Jews; the arrest and deportation of 30,000
Jews to concentration camps; the setting afire of 267 synagogues,
112
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the looting of 7,000 Jewish shops and businesses and a fine of 1
billion marks levied upon the victims ... foreshadowing the coming
Holocaust and the liquidation of 6,000,000 Jews—1½ million of
whom were children.54
The proclamation, passed annually by City Council in the years that followed
and read by a representative of the city at Kristallnacht commemorations,
was typical of outreach at the time. It called upon outsiders to acknowledge the murder of European Jews and to defend against future instances
of racism. “Kristallnacht,” it declared, “conveys with unique urgency the
responsibility of good people to speak out and act before racism begins
its cancerous spread.” The proclamation implored a vigilant public to
combat the “rise of racism and Holocaust denial in many places.” That
year, Reinstein also published an op ed in the Victoria Times Colonist, in
part to announce the keynote speaker that year, Canadian scholar Irving
Abella, whose co-authored book None Is Too Many revealed Canadian inaction during the Holocaust.55 “Silence in the face of evil is participation,”
wrote Reinstein. He observed that Germans stood idle as synagogues
burned in 1938:
this is a compelling reason for looking closely at Kristallnacht and
for remembering together, as Jews and non-Jews. It is a question of
moral responsibility, the challenge to love one’s neighbor and not
to stand idly by their blood. In failing to respond, we desecrate our
own humanity and deface the image of god.56
This message, and its premises about the role of the general public in
Kristallnacht commemoration—as witnesses of the past called upon to act
in the present and future—characterized the annual event. The memory
of the Holocaust was intended to serve as an antiracist resource.
The ceremonies in Victoria were far from alone in seeking to draw
universal human rights lessons from the particulars of the Holocaust.
In the United States, Deborah Lipstadt claims that the US Holocaust
Memorial Museum has become “an important voice in calling attention
to other genocides worldwide.”57 Holocaust analogies, some scholars have
argued, spurred international intervention into the genocide in the former
Yugoslavia in the 1990s.58 More recently, Kristallnacht commemorations
across Europe have been paired with activism in support of refugees.59
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Many have seen the Holocaust as a history that can be marshaled against
other injustices.
While Reinstein saw the general public as an important audience
for Holocaust commemoration, he also invoked its memory to raise consciousness within the Jewish community. In 1985, for example, he used
a High Holiday sermon to describe a “halacha of tikkun olam” (that is, a
formal, religious imperative to repair the world): “Can we be concerned
with kashrut [the religious rules governing diet],” he asked, “and not be
punctilious in our concern for suffering human beings, near and far?”
The sermon ranged across a familiar landscape of Jewish concerns in the
1980s (Soviet and Ethiopian Jewry, Israel), but also included reflections
on the parallels between the Holocaust and the bombing of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. “The thirty-ninth anniversary of the atomic bombing,” said
Reinstein, “coincided with Tishe B’Av this year.”60 As a result, Reinstein
contemplated Auschwitz alongside Hiroshima, lamenting in each instance
the death of children: “I think of my own child. But all children are also
mine.” These thoughts brought him eventually to the struggles of Central American refugees then living in Victoria, and to the responsibility of
members of the Jewish community to act in their support.61
There is little evidence that such explicit connections were brought
into Kristallnacht commemoration in this period (instead, the commemorative night was still largely focused on Jewish suffering). In 1993,
Sigmund Sabolewski, a well-known Polish Catholic from Alberta who
survived four years as an inmate at Auschwitz, was brought to Victoria to
deliver a “keynote” at the ceremony.62 While Sabolewski could testify to
Nazi violence against other victims, he was prominent in significant part
as an eyewitness to the mass murder of Jews. In the years that followed,
Reinstein contemplated further expansions of the local commemorative
template: he wondered, for example, whether it might be possible to find
“someone today to speak of a current need—aboriginal, Latin American?”63
Reinstein’s records do not reveal whether he succeeded, but his impulse
to expand memorial practice to include the stories and needs of other
people was consistent with his wider theological perspective at the time.
In the same period, Reinstein brought an acknowledgment of colonialism into the weekly religious ceremony at the synagogue. He wrote a
“Prayer for Our Country” and inserted it into the weekly Sabbath services,
immediately following the ceremonial reading of the Torah, the first five
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books of the Jewish Bible. In this early institutionalized land acknowledgment, congregants intoned, “may we honour with humility those who first
dwelled on this land, and learn from them the sacredness of earth and sky
and water.”64 Thus, the ingredients of a Holocaust ceremony that paired
the ghosts of the Holocaust with the ghosts of colonial genocide existed
from early days of public commemoration in Victoria.
Richard Kool was in the congregation at the time, grappling with
the demons of his own family’s past, raising young children, and taking
note. His vision for commemoration was still decades from full fruition.
Despite gestures toward recognizing the oppression of other groups as
having some parallels to Jewish suffering, Victoria’s Kristallnacht ceremonies in those years incorporated the wider public as allies, invited to
remember the mass murder of Jews. There was, however, still no discussion of the congregation’s potential implication in colonialism. As was
the case within Canadian society more generally in the 1980s and into
the 1990s, recognition of the complicity of Canadians in the brutalities
of colonialism remained largely on the intellectual and political margins
of Jewish communal practice.65

THE DECLINE AND REVIVAL OF KRISTALLNACHT COMMEMORATIONS IN
VICTORIA

Eventually, Kristallnacht commemoration in Victoria went into decline.
Reinstein left Victoria in 1998, returning home to Boston where he founded
another congregation.66 After some years of activity, participation in the
commemorative organization began to flag, remembers Phyllis Senese,
a long-time member. On some issues the leadership was divided, and
more generally its energy waned. Few people volunteered to undertake
outreach or organize events.67 Meanwhile, many of the survivors in the
community died. The ceremonies could no longer rely on their presence
to draw or inspire an audience. The congregation in Victoria, like Jewish
communities elsewhere, needed to consider the prospect of commemoration without testimony.
By the 2010s, leading members of the Jewish community felt that
Holocaust commemoration in the city had lost its way. Micha Menczer,
the child of survivors, arrived in Victoria in 2010. As he had when he
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had lived in Ottawa and Vancouver, Menczer attended commemorative
events in Victoria: “After going a couple of times it was the same. Kristallnacht, there were images of skeletons and crematoria. Yom Hashoah was
heavy,” he recalls, “it was us against the world ... like we’re under siege
and ... we have to build walls.”68 Elisheva Gray, a member of Congregation Emanu-El, felt similarly. As she recalled, Kristallnacht involved, “a
slide presentation ... images showing the corpses from the concentration
camps.” Kool remembers images of “piles of bodies.” Although both have
studied the history intensively and recognize the horrific realities that such
photographs depict, they both worried that, absent appropriate context,
these “terrible and horrible images,” as Gray put it, alienated attendees
rather than inviting engaged commemoration.69 There were, in these years,
also disagreements within the group about the place of other victims,
including homosexuals, in Holocaust memory, and questions about the
appropriateness of the Israeli national anthem in the ceremony, a fraught
issue because the Israeli-Palestinian conflict divided the community on
political lines. “So, it basically deteriorated,” remembers Menczer: “it was
a very unpleasant experience and really counterproductive.”70
These issues were reflected in declining attendance. Gray recalls
“noticing that the numbers of people coming to these events were getting
quite minimal and it was really making us sad.” Menczer paints a similar
picture: sparsely attended events, depressing affairs. “We’re losing it,” he
remembers telling another child of survivors, “people are not going. It’s
a shanda [disgrace], it’s a shame for what our families experienced.” Ed
Fitch had similar observations at the time, remembering that “maybe it
got ... into a rut.” These concerns coalesced within a group that “didn’t
feel that was how people would connect.”71
In the same period, questions surrounding the history and current
realities of colonialism became increasingly central to Canadian public
discussion, perhaps especially in British Columbia. The Canadian Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, which was created in 2008 and issued
its final report in 2015, significantly raised public awareness of the genocidal treatment of Indigenous children in state and church-run residential
schools for over a century.72 In 2016, after years of activism by Indigenous
women and their communities, the Trudeau government created the
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and
Girls, as a result of which the racism and misogyny related to the murder
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and disappearance of many Indigenous women each year gained serious
public and political notice.73 Koffman observes that Jewish institutions in
Canada responded to these events by claiming solidarity with Indigenous
people “across [a range of] modes of articulation, spanning the artistic,
the religious, the educational, and the political.”74 Congregation EmanuEl, for example, created a committee dedicated to tracing the location of
Indigenous ceremonial artifacts sold by Jewish merchants in nineteenthcentury Victoria to various museums, which it hoped to include in dialogue
between Indigenous leaders and the congregation.
It was in this context that a new vision for Holocaust commemoration emerged in Victoria. Menczer, Gray, Kool and others founded the
Victoria Shoah Project and assumed control of the Kristallnacht and Yom
Hashoah events in 2016.75 They eliminated the slide show and resumed
the former practice of actively soliciting outsiders to participate. Rabbi
Harry Brechner, Reinstein’s successor at Emanu-El, gathered local faith
and Indigenous leaders at Kristallnacht commemorations in a joint pledge
against hatred. Notably, the premises of outreach shifted subtly with the
new group. By inviting Chief Ron Sam to lay the first shard of glass into
the shattered window that headlined its inaugural commemorative event,
by raising the ghosts of colonial genocide, the organizers of Kristallnacht
communicated that outsiders were not merely present to bear witness
to Jewish tragedy. Rather, these outsiders (and Indigenous people in
particular) had histories that deserved a place in the ceremony as well. As
a result, the Jews in attendance were also repositioned. They were still
present to remember the Holocaust in the company of a wider public,
but also to serve as an audience to, and take some responsibility for, the
harms of colonialism in Canada. In this new vision for the event, Jews too
were enjoined to speak out against histories and ongoing harms in which
the Jewish community in Victoria is complicit.
This approach, exemplified by Kool’s 2019 Kristallnacht speech, has
been controversial within the local Jewish community. Tensions remain
high between members of the Shoah Project and the former organizers
of the Kristallnacht commemorations. And even among members of the
Shoah Project, the foregrounding of colonialism, and, with it, Jewish
implication in historical violence, is not without detractors. Among them
is John Sitwell, a child of survivors who was involved in Holocaust remembrance during Reinstein’s tenure and participated for a time in the Shoah
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Project. Sitwell expresses discomfort with the new emphasis in Holocaust
commemoration. “I’ve got mixed feelings about that,” he says, “it worries
me that it’ll become too diluted.” Sitwell believes that distinct histories
of harm should be held apart. “I would be the first to go and support
anything to do with raising public awareness of residential schools,” he
insists, but not during Holocaust commemoration. Otherwise, he worries “it’ll become a part of history, like ‘man is cruel.’”76 Sitwell fears that
without specificity, commemoration loses meaning. Fitch, who continues
to attend the commemorations, and appreciates their approach, is also
cautious about commemorative practices that might compromise the
uniqueness of the Holocaust. “I understand at this gut level,” says Fitch,
“that [Jewish] uniqueness cannot be an accident and therefore there must
be a purpose.... If I’m right, if the uniqueness does come from a higher
source, it’s going to survive despite my efforts to either save it or diminish
it. But somehow, I feel as a part of it, I have a role in maintaining it.”77
For Fitch, the uniqueness of Jewish suffering flows from the special
place of Jews in the world, as declared in scripture. The Holocaust, from
his perspective, is therefore also unique. While Fitch (who was awarded
a Meritorious Service Medal for his leadership as a colonel in Canada’s
peacekeeping campaign in the former Yugoslavia) deeply appreciates the
extent of the atrocities perpetrated in other settings, he believes that
Holocaust commemorative practice should avoid its elision with other
historical injustices.78 Fitch, Sitwell, and other like-minded members of the
community, tend to believe that the lessons of the Shoah should be carried
into antiracist work today. In this sense, the long-standing approach of
Rabbi Reinstein did not trouble them. But the inclusion of other histories
of violence, colonialism and racism as parallels to the Holocaust and the
suggestion of some level of Jewish responsibility within these histories,
at least in the context of Holocaust commemoration, is for some a step
too far.79 Helga Thorson, a member of the Victoria Shoah Project, rejects
this concern about recent ceremonies. The Victoria Shoah Project, she
says, has been “very aware that every genocide and human rights abuse is
unique in itself.” Connection, Thorson emphasizes, is not equivalence.80
Despite these debates, the recent commemorative events have been
compelling. Kristallnacht commemorations have seen an upsurge in participation. Commemorations in Victoria feel alive, relevant and activist.
Often in the absence of survivors, their children have implored audiences
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of Jews and non-Jews in Victoria to see themselves as responsible for
ongoing injustices that can and should be addressed now. The premier
and other dignitaries attend in part because the event feels relevant today.
Jewish youth groups participate and take inspiration. A broader vision,
that both acknowledges Jews as victims of violent racism and also asks
them to recognize the victimization of others, as well as their potential
implication in such harms, has breathed new life into Kristallnacht commemoration in Victoria.

CONCLUSION
The recent approach of the Victoria Shoah Project aligns with the direction of influential scholarship on Holocaust memory. In addition to
Rothberg, James Young, in discussion of Yom Hashoah in Israel, conveys
a similar vision: “Unlike monuments in the landscape, in whose rigid
forms memory is too often ossified,” he writes, “the remembrance day
can reinvigorate itself and the forms it takes every year ... if we encourage the day to encompass multiple memories and meanings, we ensure
that [commemoration] remains more the perennial guardian of memory,
less its constant tyrant.”81 This powerful vision provides an intellectual
foundation for the recent efforts of Kool, Menczer and their colleagues
to connect Kristallnacht commemoration with pressing political questions
in British Columbia.
In addition, their approach may help to resolve, at least in part, an
impasse observed with respect to monuments and museum treatments of
the Holocaust in settler colonial societies. In Canada and Australia, scholars
have suggested that emphasis on the Holocaust can occlude other histories
of violence, and particularly the displacement and attempted destruction
of Indigenous people.82 Jason Chalmers argues that Canada’s National
Holocaust Monument “perpetuates the marginalization of Indigenous
peoples, legitimizes the theft of Indigenous land, and suppresses Indigenous
land claims.”83 Examining debates about the place of the Holocaust at
the Canadian Museum for Human Rights, A. Dirk Moses has suggested
that “genocide’s popular association with the Holocaust concealed rather
than revealed the Indigenous experience.”84 Further, in these contexts,
discussions have been acrimonious, as groups make competing claims to
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state resources and public attention: “memory wars,” writes Moses, are
“unleashed by the imperative for government recognition of victim status.”85
If they have any prospect of resolution, these challenges will likely require
considerable and politically difficult institutional change.86
In the meantime, local commemorative events may have particular
capacity for progressive adaptation. Their impermanence—no final determinations are necessary as to wall space or design—allows them to act as
ongoing experiments in commemoration. Their position as communitybased events lends legitimacy to both their focus on the Holocaust and
their efforts to expand the discussion of genocide; as the children of
survivors and leaders within the local Jewish community, Kool, Menczer
and other members of the Victoria Shoah Project can both emphasize the
Holocaust and conjure Jewish complicity in colonialism in British Columbia without fear of the reproach that state officials might face on both
counts. The Victoria commemorations also suggest that such grassroots
events—perhaps especially when they draw together multiple histories of
injustice—have the capacity to “stimulate processes of historical renegotiation oriented towards forging relations of equality and consent,” which
Matt James, among others, finds absent from higher-profile state-funded
memorial projects.87
Given the dearth of local historical accounts of similar commemorations, it is difficult at present to know whether other Jewish communities
are similarly mobilizing Kristallnacht to engage questions of Jewish implication in historical injustice or settler colonialism in particular. Recent
Kristallnacht programs in Montreal and Vancouver, for example, convey
no concentrated engagement with the topic; they have not, unlike those
in Victoria, begun with acknowledgments of Indigenous peoples or lands.88
The ceremonies have not included Indigenous participants, and keynote
speeches have cleaved to the topic of the Holocaust itself as an emblem
of injustice and an analogical resource. In the absence of critical study of
other local ceremonies, it is difficult to explain variations across locales,
but it seems likely that institutional histories (in the case of Emanu-El,
a legacy of direct implication in Indigenous dispossession), the political
cultures of local organizations (the progressivism of key children of survivors in Victoria whose committee organized commemorative events) and
structural factors (the size of the Jewish community and its place within
the city) may help to explain the direction of commemorative practice.
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By way of a final reflection, we shift to a somewhat more personal
tone and sound a note of caution. We are both members of Victoria’s
Jewish community and regular attendees of the Kristallnacht commemoration. Marks has been part of the community since the early 1990s and
Stanger-Ross has been a member of the Victoria Shoah Project since 2018.
We thus approach this topic from the inside, and our concerns emerge
from a perspective of both admiration for and participation in recent
commemorative events.89
Nonetheless, there may be important questions to raise. In a recent
discussion of Jewish commemorative events in Victoria, and of connections among injustices more broadly, our University of Victoria colleague,
Christine Sy, an Ojibway Anishinaabe poet, seemed puzzled. After a pause,
she reflected that she was trying to figure out what these connections—such
as the invocation of Indigenous ghosts at a Holocaust commemoration—
could mean for her work or the people she works with and for. What does
this connection do for me, for us?, she asked.90
Sy’s question has left us uneasy. It points to a certain asymmetry.
Arguably, the connection between Kristallnacht commemoration and
colonialism has breathed life into these commemorative events in Victoria.
It has made Jewish commemorative practices feel meaningful and currently relevant. Rather than a grim catalogue of a terrible period of our
own history, the commemoration feels full of possibility—of new ways of
seeing Jewish history in relation to Canada’s past. It comes to feel that
way in part by drawing other stories of terror—of residential schools,
smallpox and missing and murdered Indigenous women—into the room.
Those stories do work for Jewish commemorative practice. The Jewish
community is putting that history to use. Many in the Jewish community,
the two of us included, would not attend a slide show of corpses. But we
do show up to hear how relevant our history is to the current, ongoing
challenge of colonialism.
After talking with our colleague Christine, we came to wonder: what
if this form of remembrance is a further use of Indigenous people, rather
than part of an answer to colonialism? While anti-Semitism continues to
find disturbing expression in Victoria (and elsewhere), the Jewish community is relatively privileged, particularly by comparison with the ongoing
anticolonial struggles faced by Indigenous communities across Canada.91
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memoration at Emanu-El risk becoming an instance (to borrow from
Wolfe) of the “contradictory reappropriation” of indigenous dispossession
on Vancouver Island, or can the practice actually advance justice?92 This
question is not likely to be limited to Victoria. Rather, in the wake of
sustained antiracism protests in North America, many Jewish communities
may struggle with related questions. If Kristallnacht commemoration is
to be part of an answer to systemic racism in a place like Victoria, we join
our colleague Christine in asking: how?
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