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Educational Visit to Auschwitz and Birkenau

This March 1 visited Auschwitz and Birkenau Concentration Camps in Poland, an
opportunity availible to me because of the late Fanni Bogdanow and The Centre for Jewish
Studies at Manchester University, to whom | want to give my sincerest gratitude. The trip has
had a lasting impact on me and will shape the way | study, write about and remember the
Holocaust in the future, and | am very grateful to have been given such an opportunity.

| chose to visit Auschwitz, made up of three camps of which | visited Auschwitz-1, and
Auschwitz-11, Birkenau. Auschwitz-1 was opened in 1940 with the initial purpose being a
holding place of political prisoners functioning as a concentration camp, where people would
die due to the inhumane conditions of the camp, dying from starvation and disease for
example. Between 1942 and 1944 however the camp also functioned as a death camp for
Jews. Auschwitz-Il, Birkenau, was the largest of the camps and subcamps that collectively
made up Auschwitz, opening in 1942 with the eventual purpose being the immediate and
systematic murder of the Jews.

When arriving at Auschwitz | was met with the
infamous gates reading ‘arbeit macht frei’ or ‘work
makes you free’. Immediately | felt disturbed by the
reality of the situation, this being the very message
the Jews were met with and to see it in person truly
made the events that took place behind those very
gates feel far more ‘real’. We then proceeded to enter
the various buildings at Auschwitz which displayed
artefacts relating to different aspects of the camp. The
most poignant for me being the room which was
dimmed and where no pictures could be taken. The
room displayed two tonnes of Jewish women’s hair
that had been cut off prior to them being sent to the
gas chambers. This image was harrowing and like
nothing | had seen before, an image which has stayed
in my mind and turned what had been like a horror
story before turn into something very real and very present.

This feeling of ‘realness’ was very intense whilst being at Auschwitz and seeing the artefacts
in person. It has and continues to make me consider the events of the holocaust when writing
on them for my degree in a new and different way, allowing for a new level of understanding
and perspective. This feeling similarly presented itself when visiting Birkenau and walking
along the train tracks where the trains had pulled up filled with Jews to be sent to their deaths.
We also walked through the barracks where the women were kept essentially waiting to die.
Being there stirred up images of women, laying on wooden barracks, starving, freezing and in
total disparity.

The tours of Auschwitz and Birkenau were harrowing, shocking and powerful and the tour
guide ended the experience by quoting George Santayana who said; “those who cannot
remember the past are condemned to repeat it”. This message allowed for reflection on the
visit and a feeling that the events that took place in these camps, though uncomfortable and
painful to be confronted with, simply must be remembered. If not only to prevent such a thing
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from happening again, but to honour the memory of the estimated 1.1 million who lost their
lives in the camps. | left feeling extremely grateful that I could freely walk the grounds of the
camps and freely leave too. Something the Jews did not have the luxury of doing and
something I will endeavour to not take for granted in the future following this trip.



