Is this man fit to lead the Tories in Europe?

Itis three months since the Observer first revealed the outrage British
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ws felt at Conservative links to a rightwing Pole, Michal Kaminski.

Since then the party hastried to deflect chargesof antisemitism against
the man who heads the group to which Tory MEPs are affiliated. Now
new statements by Kaminski about a massacre of Jews during the

war raise more guestions for David Cameron's party

t is a short walk from Jedwabne's

town centre to the place where

the barn stood - but it is one I will

never forget. It was 9 July 2001
We had driven for several hours from
Warsaw across the flat plains of north-
eastern Poland. It was a hot day and my
translator and I were relieved toroll into
the small town before nightfall. But as
we parked in the central square, part of
me began to wish Jedwabne had never
existed

T found myselfrecreating in my mind's
eye the horrors of 60 years before. In
1941, on 10 July, Jedwabne’s Jews had
been ordered by the town's mayor, Mar
ian Karolak, to assemble in the square.
They were told to pull grass from
between the cobblestones, They arrived
in their hundreds with spoons and seis-
sors. Many were whipped and beaten
with clubs and farm tools. Some were
ordered to pull down a statue of Lenin
which had served as areminder to Poles
of the hated, former Soviet occupiers,
with whom they accused their Jewish
neighbours of having collaborated. The
Jews were ordered to carry the statue up
the dusty track to the barn, singing “the
war is because of us, the war is for us”.

When the procession arrived at the
barn, at least 300 Jewish men, women
and children were pushed inside. Vil-
agers looked on as others poured in fuel
hafore setting it alight. Sereams rang out
as they were all burned alive.

The full details of the massacre -
hushed up throughout the postwar com-
munist period in Poland - were set out
in abook by the Polish-Jewish historian
Jan Tomasz Gross in 2000, Neighbours:
I'he Destruction of the Jewish Com-
munity in Jedwabne, Poland. Its publi-
cation shocked the nation. Gross had
overtumed  the accepted explanation
that it was the occupying Nazis who had
ordered the Jedwabne pogrom.

Not s0, Gross concluded, The Poles
themselves had been primarily responsi-
ble, albeit with the probable tacit accept-
ance of Nazi troops. Gross's book trig-
eered an agonised national debate over
how Paland should react and confront
its antisemitic past. It was a debate that
split national opinion.

Many Poles — and much of the popu-
lation of Jedwabne — were appalled
by the reaction of their country’s then

i. He

In adramatic intervention in the middle
of the week that raised the pulse of the
conference, the president of the Board of
Deputies of British Jews, Vivian Wine-
man, wrote to Cameron raising questions
about whether the Tories had checked
out Kaminski’s CV before appointing
him to head the ECR - around which
the Tories' entire European policy now
revolves, Jewish leaders were having
doubts.

Wineman, aware that Kaminski
stood accused by critics not only of past
antisemitism and racism but also homo-
phobia, then dashed to Manchester for
anurgently convened meeting with Mark
Francois, the party’s Europe spokesman.
He demanded written evidence from
Francois that the party had done “due
diligence” on Kaminski, which was not
immediately forthcoming.

The Tories now have to produce it

‘As MP, Kaminski
played akeyrolein
urging Jedwabne
not to apologise’
Rafal Pankowski, author

to satisfy him. Wineman's intervention

sent panic through the Tary party and

opened deep rifts in the Jewish hierar-

chy, a large part of which is desperate
rC:

president, Aleksander Kwasniews)
believed the only way to atone was to

tage anational apology, in Jedwabne, to
mark the massacre’s sixtieth anni

to win next year's election.
One influential Conservative-supporting
Jew, Dean Godson, attacked Wineman at

10 July 2001). Kwasniewskiwould “beg
For pardon” from the world. Some Poles
approved, others did not. One camp
contested Gross's version of events and
still blamed the Germans. Another did
not see why Jedwabne should bear the
shame of an entire nation.

One of those who opposed the presi-
dent’s approach at that time was the
woung rightwing MP for Jedwabne,
Afichal Kaminski. It is the same Michal
Kaminski who eight years later, in July
this year, became the leader of David
Cameron’s 25 Tory MEPs in the Euro-
pean parliament, in his role as head of
the new European Conservatives and
Reformists Group (ECR). If the Tories
Tome to power, Kaminski will be the face
of the British Tories in Europe. But to
many Jewish people - and plenty of oth-
®r5 - he will not be an aceeptable one.

At last week's Tory conference, where
the sharp-suited Kaminski, 37 made a
‘bricfappearance, he was almost as much
of a talking point as London mayor Boris
¥ohnsen, In the bars and fringe meet-
ings the issue of Kaminski's past divided
Conservative Jews and non-Jews alike.
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whose s attend ¢ a-
tions of the Waffen-58). Godson accused
them of “acertain form of left McCarthy-
ism” and of deliberately invoking the
memory of the Holocaust to harm the
Tories.

Beneath all the controversy, it is not
difficult to establish basic trurhs about
Kaminski's past. The accounts of Polish
journalists, historians and local people
leave no doubt he was instrumental in
urging Jedwabne residents to oppose
the president’s apalogy and boyeott the
ceremonial eventin 2001, He pressed his
case at numerous meetings in Jedwabne
during the first half of that year.

“As a local MP, Kaminski played a key
role in the campaign questioning the
Polish responsibility for the Jedwabne
massacre. The campaign had strongly
antisemitic overtones,” said Dr Rafal
Pankowski, amember of the Never Again
Association and author of The Populist
Radical Right in Poland.

In an interview with the national-
ist Nasza Polska newspaper in March
2001, Kaminski argued that, while the
Jedwabne massacre should cause every
man to “bow his head” in shame, it had
been carried out by very few Poles - a
group of hopeless individuals from the
fringes of society, “tramps, bums and
outcasts”, as he put it. He felt Gross and
his backers were rewriting history ina
way that was unfair to his countrymen.
“This is an attempt to blame the Poles -
or accuse them of complicity - for the
Holocaust,” he told the paper.

In the same interview he argued
that, while the massacre could not be
defended, Poles should not apologise
for what they did until Jews apologised
to them for their actions which had
included “murdering Poles™.

On 19 July this year, the Observer first

meeting last Wednesd 1gas God-
son letrip. Inan outburst that astounded
his audience, Godson, aresearch direc-
tor at the centre-right Policy Exchange
thinktank, launched a tirade against him
and others such as Labour peer Greville
Janner (who had bitterly criticised the
Tories’ links with Robert Zile of Latvia's
For Fatherland and Freedom party,

aled the outrage feltby key members
of the Jewish community at Kaminski’s
new role with Cameron’s supposedly
tolerant Tories. Rabbi Barry Marcus,
head of the Central Synagogue in Lon-
don, went on record calling on Cameron
to sever links with Kaminski. Marcus
knew the history of Jedwabne well - and
of Kaminski's activities in 2001 - and was

disg d by the appoi

But when we contacted Kaminski to
get his side of the story before going to
print, he issued a set of blanket denials.
“T never tried to stop the commemora-
tion, that is not true,” he said. He had
always been in favour, he insisted. But
when asked if he had, as a supporter
of the apology and as the local MP,
attended the event in Jedwabne to say
sorry, led by his country’s president, he
was completely thrown. “Actually no, no.
Twas outof the country at that time,” he
said at first, So he did not attend an event
of international importance in his own
constituency town, even though he sup-
ported it? “I am sorry 1 don't remember,”
he then said. “Maybe 1 was there for a
few minutes... I do not remember. [ can't
remember where T was at that time.”

Kaminski also denied ever havingcon-
ducted the interview with Nasza Polska
or telling the paper - which is known
for carrying far-right material - that
the Poles should not apologise until the
Jews apologised to them. “Tnever said it.
Itis absolutely not true” he said. To dis-
cover if this was correct, we contacted
the editor-in-chief of Nasza Polska,
Piotr Jakucki, who issued a statement
confirming that the interview had been

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MICHAL KAMINSKI

Born28 March1972.

1987 Joins the Mational Revival of Poland
party (NOP), today considered antise-
mitic. Kaminski says whenhe joined it was
part of the fight against communism.

1989 |s ajoint founder, aged 17, of Poland's
Christian Mational Union party.

1999 Visits London to present a gift to
General Augusto Pinochet. “Thiswasthe

most important day of my wholelife,” he
told the BBC's Polish service,

2005 Flays key role in Lech Kaczynski's
successful presidential campaign. Is
cunsudered inrightwing PiS circles, asa

2001As MPfor Jedwabrne, he opp a
national apology for the 1941 pogromin
whichhundreds of Jews wereburnt alivein

the town he represents.
2002 Joins Law and Justice party (PiS).

2004 Enters the European parliament as
an MEP.

influence.

2009 Chosenas chairman of the new
European Conservatives and Reformists
groupin the European parliament, which
includes the 25 Tory MEPs. Shortly
afterwards hewalks into 2 storm overhis
past at the Tory party conferencein
Manchester.

condueted with Kaminski by the paper’s
Kaja Bogomilska and that the article
had been published on 20 March 2001.
Jakucki emailed us a hard copy.

Initially - and partly because Kamin-
ski has denied so much - the row over his
past was picked up by only a few news-
papers and by the New Statesman. The
latter ran a story quoting the Chief Rabbi
of Poland, Michael Schudrich, express-
ing serious concerns about Kaminski.
Schudrich said he was alarmed about
Kaminski's membership, as a teenager,
of the ultra-right National Revival of
Poland party (NOP).

In a clear message to Cameron,
Schudrich said: “It is clear that Mr
Kaminski was a member of NOP, a
group that is openly far right and neo-
Nazi. Anyone who would want to align
himself with a person whowas an active
member of NOP and the Committee to
Defend the Good Name of Jedwabne
|[which opposed the apology| needs to
understand with what and by whom he
is being represented.” The Tories who,
like Kaminski, often appear in denial
about his past, now claim that Schudrich
has withdrawn those remarks, but senior
figures in the Jewish community insist
that this is not the case.

Perhaps because Poland's history is
so complex, and claims of antisemitism
s0 toxic, Labour was initially slow to put
its name to attacks on Kaminski. It was
cautious, But this has never stopped the
“Tories thoughtlessly attacking anyone
who raised questions about Kaminski of
being part of a Labour-led “smear” cam-
paign. The Tories have been desperate to
close the Kaminski story down by deni-
als and bullying, marshalling no facts
along the way.

But they face difficult opponents,
including Edward McMillan-Scott,
the veteran ex-Conservative MEP.
McMillan-Scott sparked the contro-
versy in July when he stood and won

T. Helm: Is Michal Kaminski fit to lead the Tories in Europe? ,The Observer” [Wielka Brytania], 11.10.2009.

against Kaminski for the position of vice-
-president of the European parliament,
breaking a deal between the Tories and
Kaminski's Law and Justice party (PiS).
MeMillan-Scott said he took the decision
to oppose Kaminski because he was ap-
palled by his "antisemitic, homophobic
and racist past”.

To mend relations Kaminski was given
the leadership of the ECR instead. But the
Tories' shadow foreign secretary, William
Hague, was furious. He immediately
withdrew the whip from MeMillan-Scott
and later expelled him

on 10 August, Hague was savage. But
in his savagery he dug himself perma-
nently and irretrievably in asa defender
of Kaminski. “The use of smears for per-
sonal political advantage by an elected
Conservative politician issomething the
party cannot treat lightly,” he told him.
“There is the additional consideration
that you have made your allegations
against an individual whoisa good friend
of the Conservative party and against a
party (the PiS) allied to the Conservative
party in the European parliament.”
Hague added: “I denot think itaccept-
able to make allegations of antisemiti;

‘If you are asking
the Polish nation
toapologise for
Jedwabne, you
would require the
Jewish nation to
apologise for
what Jewish
communists did
in eastern Poland’

Michal Kaminski

apparently based on, at best, superficial
research. Antisemitism is too great an
evil for charges of it to be made frivo-
lously, recklessly or for personal or
political ends. As a little work on your
part would have revealed to you, all
the allegations you have made are, as
has now been proven, untrue.” McMil-
lan-Seott, in his reply, suggested that it
was the Tories who had not dene their
research and demanded that the whip

support of Stephen Pollard, editor of the
Jewish Chronicle, who leaped to Kamin-
ski’s defence, saying there was nothing
to suggest the Polish MEP - now a strong
supporterof Israel - had had antisemitic
leanings. But it all just stoked the Kamin-
skiwar. Pollard claimed there was not “a
shred of evidence” that Kaminski had
demanded a Jewish apology for crimes
against Poles as a condition for Polish
contrition. The evidence had been in

be restored Nasza Polska since 2001,
As the row has grown, the Clmserva- Throughout the conference season,
n\resmanaged inwhat they b dto the ions flew with even more
strike—toenlistthe  force, David Miliband, the foreign sec-
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retary, who has Jewish parentage, electri-
fied Labour's conference, accusing the
Conservatives of being led in Europe by
someone criticised by a leading rabbi for
having "an antisemitic, neo-Nazi past”.
That mattered because Cameron would
have to make alliances in Europe: they
had to be respected. Miliband also tore
into the Waffen-SS sympathisers in the
Latvian party Cameron had also embra-
ced. Hague, ever more desperate but re-
luctant to cite detailed evidence, deman-
ded an apology from Miliband, descri-
bing his "smears” as "disgraceful” and un-
becoming of a foreign secretary. "He has
failed to check his facts,” he said.

As the Tory conference closed last Thurs-
day, news leaked out of another Kaminski
bombshell. The Jewish Chronicle's politi-
cal editor, Martin Bright, had conducted
an interview with Kaminski in Manche-
ster which appeared to blow much of the
previous defence of him by the magazi-
ne's own editor, Pollard, out of the water.
Kaminski denied 1o Bright having a neo-
-Nazi past or holding antisemitic views.
But he made clear he had indeed opposed
the apology issued by the Polish president
in "001 because it would b\. a one-side

1 ion of guilt — he had
denied to this paper that he had ever said.

“If you are asking the Polish nation
to apologise for the crime made in
Jedwabne, you would require from the
whole Jewish nation to apologise for
what some Jewish communists did in
eastern Poland.” And he suggested that
the mass burning of Jews in Jedwabne
should be considered alesser erime than
atrocities carried out by the Nazi regime.
1t was, he told Bright, unfair to put the
massacre “on the same level as the Nazi
policy”.

That was certainly not how it felt to
me, back in 2001, walking to the patch
of land where that barn had stood and
talking to Jewish relatives of those who
had died inside it. And surely, for all his
party’s denials, itis not what David Cam-
eron will want to hear from his new best
friend in Europe.

"There will be incredulity that the party of Churchill chooses allies like this”

COMMENT

BY DAVID MILIBAND

wvid Cameron’s judgment is
D now in question regarding some

ol the higgest issues facing the
Binintry: Kurope, the economy and the
Sle ol the state.

Iurope is a vital test of eredibility
o the servative party because the
e wrecked the last Tory govern-
ment aned influence in Europe is going

s o eritical.

I'he Observer has been dogged in
wroning the Tories’ new and fringe
Jllows in the Buropean parliament,
smber, they have rejected the con-
wrevatinm of Angela Merkel for that of
iple who commemorate the Latvian
nitaf the Walfen S8, Rejected Nicalas
wirkoay's Conservatives for a party of

The latest revelations - the Hague
letter about his party’s “good friend”
Kaminski, the latter’s disgraceful calls
for apologies “by the Jewish nation™
to balance Polish ones and his hair-
splitting about how bad it is to burn 300
Jews incold blood - are devastating.

There isn’t room for hair-splitting
when it comes to the Jedwabne mas-
sacre. Nor when itcomes to under-
standing whatis at stake in framing our
international alliances. There will be
incredulity in Washington, Beijing and
Delhi, never mind Berlin and Paris, that
a party aspiring to government in Brit-
ain - the party of Winston Churchillno
less - chooses allies like this.

Cameron and William Hague should
announce today that they are suspend-
ing their membership of the ECR.

group, They should condemn Kamin-
alidts havering about the Jedwabne mas-
e, aned the marches comimemorat-

Shamefully, the Conservatives have
refused to disown people they would
not be seen dead with in Britain. And
their Europhobia means they cannot
answer the simple question: will you
live with the Lisbon treaty or fight it?

Grown-up leadership would have
meant Cameron confronting his party
last week with a simple truth: the
maodern world is defined by interna- -
tional challenges that require more,
not less, European co-operation, from
energy to foreign policy. Instead
he did the opposite, posing as the
defender of the national interest
against a phantom superstate. For
all the rhetorical window
dressing, the Tories have
used the economic crisis
to shift to the right and
return to the tired old
s of the past
T'he fcden that wee need

to curb inflation is dangerous nonsense.
Tt would turn nascent recovery into
depression. On social policy, the antack
on the evils of government action to
tackle poverty, in favour of a spirit of self
reliance, is the mantra of Keith Joseph,
which really did create a broken society
in the 1980s. Unable to define a modern
Conservatism, Cameron plumped for
reheated Thatcherism.

He completely ignored the chal-
lenges and complexities of a modern

obalised world. There was nothing

. about global interdependence in his
speech at all. No analysis of the global

nature of the financial erisis, or of glo-
bal terrorism, or global competi-

2l tion. Yet shared responsibility

for global challenges is precisely

what is needed - from govern-

ment as well as businesses,
community o ations and
Inclividunls,

election is threefold. First, we need to
defend our record with passion as well
as humility. This is not a broken society
ora bankrupt country. It's actually not
just richer and fairer but clearer about
itsrole in the world than at any time
since the Second World War.

Second, we need to continue to fill
out our vision of the future. This is
important not just to be a credible new
government - Gordon Brown’s line
that if re-elected we would be the first
Labour government of the global age,
not the fourth government since 1997,
is bang on.

Ttis alw that by filling out our agenda
we will make it possible to take on our
third task with gusto. That is exposing
the vapidity, contradictions and plain
distortions of the Tory offer.

They are not just wrong in them-
selves, They are tokens of an unre-
formed party, out of touch with the



