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Educational Visit to Auschwitz and Birkenau 

Last November, I visited Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camps in Poland. This 

opportunity arose as part of my studies in Holocaust Theology. Having not been able to visit 

earlier on in my academic career, I used this opportunity to inform my knowledge and 

understanding of the Holocaust. 

I did not expect to experience what I did. I travelled from Krakow to the sites of the 

concentration camps alone, unsure about what kind of experience I was going to have. In 

the coach on the way to Auschwitz, an introductory video was played which described the 

events of the Holocaust and the horrific genocide. What particularly struck me was the 

manipulation of medical techniques which were described so vividly, presenting a reflection 

on the abuse of power that still exists today. 

I noticed the train tracks by the side of the road which paved the way to Auschwitz, a 

glooming reminder that the “Journey to Hell” had begun and evidence of it could still be 

seen. On arrival at the destination, I was surprised to note the busyness of the visitor centre, 

a stark contrast to the empty feeling which would soon arise. The looming eeriness struck 

when walking under the infamous gateway of the Auschwitz camp. The quote: ‘arbeit macht 

frei’ or ‘work makes you free’ struck me as a forceful reminder of the institutionalised way 

in which the Nazis carried out their terror. The feeling felt almost apocalyptic as the rain 

began.  

The group walked first to a barrack which the tour guide described as typical of all the 

buildings which the prisoners would have worked and lived in. We walked along the 

structured, almost school-like corridor into the various rooms which displayed facts about 

the capacity of individuals that passed through the same corridors, walked across the same 

rocky pathway and noticed the same precept on the gate.  

As the rain subsided, we exited the first barrack and entered another. I noticed that there 

didn’t seem to be many others around, although I had expected the camp to reflect the 

bustle of the visitors centre. Entering the next barrack was a stark contrast to the first. The 

glass walls were not a barrier from the emotion which seeing the shoes, hair and belongings 

of the prisoners induced. Seeing the pictures of the prisoners on the wall reminded me that 

they were in fact captives, stripped of their name and their identity, a device that emerges 

through forced homogeneity. Their uniforms preached the rallying cry of death, which 

would be heard in the silence of the gas chambers.  

When the tour guide announced that the tour had finished, I was surprised. To my 

discomfort, I realised that I expected the tour to be longer, for Auschwitz to be larger. This, I 

realised, was because of the knowledge of the magnitude of the deaths recorded at 

Auschwitz.  



We moved over to Birkenau. The tour guide took us through the history of this camp as a 

labour camp. We walked down to one of the gas chambers that had been destroyed by the 

Nazis at the end of the war. The eradication of this represented the vital need to remember 

the Holocaust and to commemorate the individuals that died at the hands of Nazi 

perpetrators. 

Walking back to the coach on my own, I was reminded that I was not the only one who had 

been here. I was preceded by my friends, some of my family members, my lecturers and 

teachers, leaders of countries and institutions and most importantly the survivors and 

Holocaust victims. The need to unite to ensure that this devastation is not repeated is more 

prominent than ever in a world where injustice is prevalent.  

Many thanks to the late Fanni Bogdanow and The Centre for Jewish Studies at the University 

of Manchester for making this trip possible.   


