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OSWIECIM: Pope Francis yesterday
walked alone through the notorious
wrought-iron “Arbeit Macht Frei” gate
as he visited the former Nazi death
camp Auschwitz-Birkenau. Free for once
of his security entourage or cardinals,
he sat on a bench among the trees and
bowed his head in prayer, remaining at
length in silent contemplation before
meeting Holocaust survivors. In front of
the death wall where the Nazis sum-
marily executed thousands of people
by firing squad, he tenderly kissed the
former prisoners.  

Among them was Helena Dunicz
Niwinska, a 101-year-old woman who
played the violin in the Auschwitz
orchestra, as well as inmates who
worked at the camp hospital or who
were there as children. “It was very
moving,” 86-year-old survivor Janina
Iwanska said after meeting Francis. “I
wanted to kneel before him, but he
took me in his arms and kissed my
cheeks.” Fellow survivor Alojzy Fros,
who is 99, still remembered his arrival at
the camp. “Just after I arrived, through
an open door I saw naked bodies piled
up like logs about a meter high,” he
said. “I’ll never forget it.”

Francis lit a candle in front of the
death wall, bowing his head in prayer
before visiting the cell of Polish priest
and saint Maximilian Kolbe, who died at
Auschwitz after taking the place of a
condemned man. The visit falls on the
75th anniversary of the day Kolbe was
condemned to death. Francis cut a soli-
tary figure in the dark, underground cell
where the priest was starved then exe-
cuted.  The Argentine later lead prayers
for the 1.1 million people, most of them
Jewish, who were murdered at the
camp as part of Nazi Germany’s “Final
Solution” of genocide against European
Jews which claimed six million lives in
World War II.

‘Forgive the cruelty’
“Lord, have mercy on your people.

Lord, forgive so much cruelty,” Francis
wrote in the memorial book. He had
said that rather than making a speech,
he would stand in silence to reflect on
the horrors committed and let his tears
flow. As he arrived Wednesday in
Poland-the heartland of Nazi Germany’s
atrocities-the pontiff said the world had
been plunged into a piecemeal third
world war. He has repeatedly

denounced those committing crimes in
the name of religion, after a string of
deadly jihadist attacks in Europe.

The pope travelled the two miles to
Birkenau, the main extermination site,
and was driven alongside train tracks
which allowed prisoners to be trans-
ported directly to the gas chambers and
crematoria. Francis prayed near the
ruins of a crematorium blown up by the
Nazis as they evacuated the camp, as
Poland’s Chief Rabbi Michael Schudrich
sang a Jewish prayer for the dead in

Hebrew. The pontiff clutched his cruci-
fix to his chest as he walked slowly
along a row of memorial plaques, writ-
ten in the 23 languages spoken by the
prisoners.

Executed in childbirth
Some 25 Christian Poles who risked

their lives during the war to help hide
and protect Jews-a group recognized
by Israel’s Yad Vashem Holocaust muse-
um as “Righteous Among the Nations”-
also met Francis. — AFP

Pope walks alone through horrors of Auschwitz

OSWIECIM: Pope Francis prays in front of the Memorial at the former Nazi
Death Camp Auschwitz-Birkenau, in Oswiecim, Poland yesterday. —AP 

SYDNEY: Race relations in Australia
have deteriorated so badly that some
community leaders fear violence will
erupt in a political vacuum where the
new government, elected with a bare
majority, must rely on the support of
parties that have fomented the dis-
cord. The potential for violence after a
bitter election campaign, which fea-
tured calls for a ban on Muslim immi-
gration, is palpable for people like
Afghan-born Muhammad Taqi Haidari.
Haidari ,  f rom Afghanistan’s  Shi ite
Muslim Hazara minority, no longer
tells people his name is Muhammad,
preferring to use Taqi.

“When there is a problem like in Paris
and now in Nice they hear the name
Muhammad. They include me as one of
those Muhammads,” Haidari, who lives
in Sydney’s less affluent western sub-
urbs said. Australia, a staunch US ally
with troops in Afghanistan and Iraq,
has been spared the mass violence
that has become commonplace among
other US allies, particularly in Europe.
In barely more than a month, scores of
people have been killed in Paris, in
smaller French towns such as Nice, and
across Germany,  many of  them in
attacks claimed by the militant Islamic
State group.

Machete-wielding attackers and sui-
cide bombers have also struck with dev-
astating effect in Bangladesh and Kabul.
In Australia, once fringe parties such as
Pauline Hanson’s One Nation, which
first gained international notoriety in
the late 1990s, have exploited the fear
such attacks have generated by saying
that Muslim immigration must be
stopped. However, community leaders

such as Stepan Kerkyasharian, a veteran
former head of a government anti-dis-
crimination board, fear their rhetoric
will  also generate retaliatory acts
against Muslim migrants.

Potential for violence
That is an even more pressing con-

cern after the narrow win secured by
Australia’s conservative coalition in July
2 elections, which also gave a stronger
voice to fringe political players like
Hanson. “The intensity and feeling has
been there for some time but it has now
made it into the public discourse. It
would be a serious mistake to underes-
timate the potential  for violence,”
Kerkyasharian said. “Unfortunately
there has been a reluctance on the part
of political leadership to engage people
in rational debate and discussion on
this matter,” he said.

Race relations have threatened to
erupt in the barely four weeks since
Hanson secured her return to the
Australian parliament.  Her public
appearances have attracted protesters
and supporters in numbers rarely seen
in Australian politics. Outwardly easy-
going and peaceful, Australia has a
troubling race relations record. The
White Australia Policy, which was only
dismantled in the late 1960s, favored
European migrants over non-whites.
Australia’s Aborigines were adminis-
tered under flora and fauna laws until
then and remain far behind the rest of
the population in literacy, health and
economic standards.

There have also been racial flash-
points before. In 2005, riots broke out in
the Sydney beachside suburb of

Cronulla between white residents and
Lebanese from other suburbs, gaining
international notoriety. Duncan Lewis,
director-general of the Australian
Security Intelligence Organization, told
a parliamentary committee in May that
as many 59 Australians had been killed
fighting with Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria. So it is not entirely surprising that
many ordinary Australians, and even
morning TV show presenters, have
come out in favor of Hanson’s Muslim
immigration ban, stirring fierce debate
on prime-time television and on social
media.

Her unexpectedly influential position
after an indecisive election - Hanson
and a small handful of others will likely
form a bloc whose vote will determine
the passage or rejection of legislation -
mean that mainstream politicians
ignore her at their peril. Foreshadowing
that newfound influence, Hanson
released a video message on Monday
after meeting Prime Minister Malcolm
Turnbull, telling her supporters they
had discussed several policies and that
he was “prepared to listen to me”.

Rise of the right
The rise of One Nation in Australia

echoes what has been seen in Europe,
where centrist governments are being
challenged by right-wing, anti-immigra-
tion parties after hundreds of thou-
sands poured in,  fleeing war in
Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq. Brian
Burston, who represents Hanson’s One
Nation in New South Wales, Australia’s
most populous state, said a moratorium
on Muslim immigration was needed to
alleviate community fear. — Reuters

CILACAP: Indonesia executed four drug convicts yesterday
but 10 others due to face the firing squad were given an
apparent reprieve in a confused process one lawyer con-
demned as a “complete mess”. The executions on a remote
prison island went ahead despite strong protests from inter-
national rights groups, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
and the European Union who had urged Indonesia not to pro-
ceed. 

Four inmates-three Nigerians and one Indonesian-were
put to death just after midnight. One of the Nigerian prisoners
was cremated hours later, while the bodies of the three others
were being prepared for burial. Questions swirled about the
handling of the process, which saw the other 10 prisoners
slated for death-including from India, Pakistan and
Zimbabwe-spared at the last minute. Authorities did not give
a reason for the reprieve, but the prison island where they
were expected to be executed in outdoor clearings was hit by
a major storm as the other sentences were carried out.

Attorney General Muhammad Prasetyo said yesterday the
10 inmates had been returned to their cells, suggesting their
executions were not imminent. “The fate of the other 10 we
will determine later. We will see when the right time will be,”
Prasetyo told reporters. “But one thing is for sure-we will nev-
er stop executing people on death row.” Local prisons chief
Molyanto, who like many Indonesians goes by one name, said
the major security seen in recent days around the island had
been reduced and he thought more executions were unlikely
in the near future. — AFP

CENTRAL JAVA: Indonesian navy conduct a patrol off the
waters of Nusa Kambangan, home to a high-security
prison where Indonesia carries out executions. — AFP 
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