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Educational Visit to Dachau Concentration Camp 
 

In March 2018, I was given the opportunity to go to Munich, Germany, to visit Dachau 

concentration camp. I chose to visit Dachau as I visited Auschwitz and Birkenau whilst in 

school and I wanted to understand how the first concentration camp lead to the mass 

extermination camps. I would like to take this opportunity to thank both the Centre of 

Jewish Studies and the late Fanni Bogdanow for making this trip possible. 

 

Dachau was the first concentration camp in Germany ,which subsequently became the 

prototype for all further camps of the Nazi regime. Dachau was opened in 1933 as a ‘re-

education centre’ that originally housed political prisoners; Communists and Social 

Revolutionaries due to overflowing prisons. The introduction of the Nuremberg Race Laws 

in 1935 lead to the mass imprisonment of Jews. Dachau was active throughout the Third 

Reich and was liberated by American troops on the 29
th

 of April in 1945. It is thought that 

Dachau housed over 200,000 prisoners and that at least 31,000 died there. However, this is 

a conservative figure.  

 

A major difference between Dachau and Auschwitz was how accessible Dachau was, a 20-

minute train journey from the centre of Munich. This camp was not hidden away from the 

public eye like Auschwitz. Dachau was no secret. The train line did not go to the gates of the 

camp, meaning that the prisoners were marched through the town of Dachau, hence these 

prisoners were a part of the daily life of the citizens of Dachau. The citizens benefited 

economically from the camp, as they used the prisoners as a source of labour. The prisoners 

were also an asset to the war effort due to the 30 sub-camps connected to Dachau which 

were mostly armament factories. 

 

Dachau was not technically a ‘death camp’, however, there is no arguing that it was. 

Although the methods used to kill the prisoners in Dachau were distinctly different to those 

in Auschwitz there is no doubting that the brutality experienced by the prisoners was of 

equal magnitude. The prisoners of Dachau died because of malnutrition, disease and being 

overworked, as well as execution.  

 

What was particularly disturbing was the level of torture present at Dachau. There was not a 

shred of humanity in the actions committed by the SS. One story my tour guide shared with 

us was that a SS guard would throw a prisoner’s hat into the neutral zone (if a prisoner went 

into this zone they would be shot at with machine guns) and so the prisoner had to choose 

between immediate death or a later death at roll call later that day, when he did not have 

the correct and complete uniform. The attitude of the SS was that someone’s life was a ‘fun’ 

game and nothing more. Another method of torture was the hanging blocks. These hanging 

blocks meant that the prisoner was hung from a wooden block which obviously inflicted 

incredible pain and suffering. This was banned in 1944, not because it was inhumane but 

because the physical damage this method of torture inflicted on the prisoners meant that 

they were unable to work. The prisoner could no longer work in the armament factories so 

they couldn’t contribute to the war effort. The torture of these prisoners happened for no 

reason, apart from the systematic terrorisation of the prisoners of Dachau. A prisoner could 

have too dirty shoes or too clean shoes and this to the SS justified punishment. For 
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prisoners, the torture and especially the whipping trestle with bull whip was a symbol of 

intimidation, humiliation and mortal peril. The level of torture present in the early days of 

the Third Reich allows us to understand how there was the transformation from these 

‘education centres’ to extermination camps. 

 

The torture experienced by the prisoners was not only physical, it was mental. This is 

demonstrated in the building of the second crematorium. The crematorium was built by 

Catholic Priests as a way of the SS humiliating them, as it was a sin in the Catholic religion to 

be burnt after death;  an individual had to be buried to go through the stages of purgatory 

to be able to reach heaven. This deliberate humiliation of the Catholic faith was a callous 

and disturbing order by the SS to make not only the Catholic Priest’s life on Earth hell but 

also their afterlife. There is a sense that the Catholic Priests and all other prisoners of the 

Holocaust could never escape the horror and terror of the Nazi regime. 

 

Although there was torture, there was also protest. The sign ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ at the 

entrance to the camp was a symbol of protest. The welder, Karl Röder, who made the sign 

did not make the thickness on the B the same. This may have been a very small sign of 

protest but, it demonstrates that the prisoners were protesting and were not passive and 

submissive in the carrying out of the Holocaust.  

 

Personally, the most moving and sobering part of my trip to Dachau was leaving and walking 

back through the gate of ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’. I had the freedom to leave and return to my 

normal life, whereas hundreds of thousands of people who had been incarcerated in 

Dachau had either never left or they left only to be transported to their death in the gas 

chambers of extermination camps. I have never valued my freedom more. I am no different 

to the prisoners that were incarcerated in Dachau or any of the other concentration camps, 

the only difference is that I live in a liberal democracy not the Nazi totalitarian regime. One 

memorial is inscribed with ‘to honour the dead and to warn the living’. This quote is so 

simple but profound as it illustrates exactly why education on the Holocaust is so vital. 

Society must do everything possible to stop genocides which are still in existence today, 

History must not be allowed to repeat itself. We owe it to those who lost their lives to 

‘remember.’ 

 

 

 


