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Educational visit to Auschwitz and Birkenau

This January 2018 | was able to visit Krakow, Poland. This visit was made possible by the Bogdanow
grant, endowed by the late professor of French and Medieval Studies as well as the survivor of the
Kindertransport Fanni Bogdanow. This trip to Poland was illuminating, especially considering it is not
a place | would have thought to go otherwise. For my undergraduate dissertation study | focused on
the effects of discrimination and oppression on how communities are formed, specifically
Manchester’s gay community.

The Holocaust is surely history’s most extreme example of marginalisation and oppression. On my
visit to Krakow, | visited Auschwitz as well as Krakow’s Jewish Quarter and the Jewish Museum. From
this, | gained a deeper view into Poland’s Jewish community. Once the largest Jewish community in
Europe, numbering 3.25million in 1939, it is now one of the smallest at around 20,000. | saw a
community struggling to rebuild still and define itself beyond more than just the Holocaust, whilst in
the knowledge that the sheer magnitude of the devastation it caused has cast an irrevocable shadow
on their community.

On my first full day in Krakow, | visited Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. A place we have all
read so much about, being there brings into an entirely different and much sharper perspective.
Seeing the sheer scale of the camps, the endless piles of stolen belongings and the way it still moves
people to this day conveys the horrors of the Final Solution much more potently than numbers in a
textbook can.

With this visit fresh in my mind, the following day | went to visit Krakow’s famous Jewish quarter.
The area was small and very easy to miss were | not looking for it, but certainly has a character that
distinguishes it from the surrounding areas. | saw people from different parts of the world visiting
the synagogue and memorial there, showing how Krakow in particular has become a historically
significant point in the history of the Jewish people.

| visited the Galicia Jewish Museum inside the Jewish quarter. The main exhibition was Traces of
Memory: A Contemporary Look at the Jewish past in Poland, a photography exhibition chronicling
various aspects of Jewish life in Poland. The first half of the exhibition focused on pictures of Jewish
life before the Holocaust, and evidence of the damage it left in its wake. Abandoned synagogues,
destroyed graveyards, entire communities and homes demolished bar the foundations sticking out
of the ground. The latter half of the exhibition focused on the rebuilding of Jewish life in Poland. A
small resurgence of Jewish festivals, Bar Mitzvahs and weddings. This section conveyed a mixture of
hope that after so long what’s left of the Jewish community in Poland may finally be turning a



corner, with unease at the commercialisation of the Jewish sector and its unusual place as a tourist
destination.

Before leaving the Jewish quarter, | made a b-line to the last fragment of the Ghetto Wall still
standing. | was surprised just how far away it was, in a still destitute area in the middle of nowhere.
The former ghetto area, like the Jewish community it once contained, is still very much affected by
its Holocaust experience.

Just after returning to Manchester, | attended the Bogdanow lecture Bystanders and the Holocaust
in Poland with Prof. Jan Grabowski. At the beginning of his lecture, he announced that he had been
forced to rewrite his introduction the night before due to the changing situation and political climate
in Poland. On Jan. 26, the eve of International Holocaust Remembrance Day, the Polish parliament
voted in favour of a bill making it illegal to accuse Poland of complicity in Nazi crimes.

What this reflects is both a struggle of Polish national identity as well as further uncertainty for
Poland’s Jewish community. For many in Poland, it is difficult to accept that people from their nation
played any kind of a role in the Holocaust. It is true that the Polish state never collaborated with the
Nazis, were considered inferior by them and were targets of mass extermination. Yet as Prof.
Grabowski illustrated in his lecture, that should not obscure a more complex and nuanced truth that
some Poles were bystanders or active participants in the Holocaust. For Poland’s tiny Jewish
community, another rise in far-right politics and the sight of politicians openly courting anti-Semites
and repeating anti-Semitic slogans can only bring more uncertainty and worry for the future.



