Lessons from Auschwitz 
For many, Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II – Birkenau, are names that have become synonymous with the very lowest level humanity can sink to. The crimes carried out there have come to epitomise the very worst mankind is capable of; the place itself has become a lasting symbol of the most shameful period of world history. The more I have researched and tried to make sense of the Holocaust, the more I have come to believe that something so utterly inhumane and demoniac can never be fully understood or rationalised. However, while the incomparable suffering of the Holocaust is not possible to truly understand, the lessons that can be learnt from it are as vital and essential today as they ever have been. This desire to uncover the contemporary importance of the Holocaust, and in doing so learning more about the humanity of its victims, was my primary motivator for taking the opportunity to becoming involved with the Holocaust Educational Trust and its project ‘Lessons from Auschwitz’.  
The project involved three stages, an initial seminar held at the Mercure Exeter Rougemont Hotel in which we had the incredible experience of meeting a survivor of Auschwitz, Zigi Shipper; a day long trip to Poland to visit Auschwitz and the surrounding town Oświęcim; and a follow up seminar in which we had a chance to reflect on our experiences.  The experience of meeting Zigi Shipper was undoubtedly one of the most profound, emotional and affecting of my life to date, perhaps only topped by the experience of actually visiting Auschwitz several days later. In person, Zigi was effortlessly warm and endearing, and despite the incredibly dark nature of elements of his deeply moving testimony, at times brilliantly funny. Hearing Zigi talk about his incredible life, his testimony taking us from his pre-war life in Poland and his experiences as a child in Auschwitz all the way through to his life in the United Kingdom and his current role as a hugely respected speaker on the Holocaust, truly drove home the human impact of the Holocaust in a way that nothing I had ever read, seen or heard ever could have. When I came to visit Auschwitz just three days later, Zigi’s words resonated all the more powerfully in my head, making it impossible not to picture this remarkable individual as a helpless and vulnerable child, in amongst thousands of equally remarkable individuals, herded together in the now barren landscape of Auschwitz Birkenau.  
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 Auschwitz survivor Zigi Shipper, photographed by Blake Ezra
A little more than sixty hours after meeting Zigi and I was back in Exeter, albeit this time in the slightly less inviting surroundings of the airport terminal, and decidedly more sleep deprived.  Despite my tiredness, sleep alluded me on the plane journey to Krakow, a rarity for me, as anticipation for the emotionally draining day that awaited me kept me firmly awake.  As I left the warmth of the plane and walked through the cold Krakow air to the coach, this anticipation continued to build and build. The first stop on our trip was the small town of Oświęcim, a town which was given the now notorious German name of Auschwitz when It was occupied by the Nazi’s during the Second World War.  Oświęcim is a place with rich and vibrant history dating back to the earliest days of Poland’s statehood, and the fact that this history has now been forever tainted by its association with the crimes of the Nazi’s was the first of the litany of tragedies we were exposed to throughout the day. The key reason for our visit to Oświęcim was to visit the Jewish Cemetery that stands today as the last remaining sign of the large Jewish population that called the town home before the war. Inspecting the grey slabs of rock that act as the last remaining physical testament to the Jews of Oświęcim, the sheer scale of the human cost of the Holocaust was driven home once again. From just one concentration camp, a singular town lost all 8,000 of its Jews; while 8,000 individuals just like myself, just like Zigi, were deprived of their freedom, their human rights, and for the vast majority, their lives. 
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                                           Krakow Airport                                                            The Jewish Cemetery at Oświęcim
After our brief but powerful visit to Oświęcim, our next stop was the camp itself. Arriving at Auschwitz I, the thing that struck me the most was the atmosphere. Far from being sombre and mournful, the atmosphere was heady and almost energetic, vibrant with what can only be described as nervous excitement emanating from the many visitors bustling around the sites entrance.  This excitement reflects the great complexity of reactions to the Holocaust. On visiting the camp, the reaction from myself and the group was largely one of sorrowful reserve; for the families and ancestors of the victims the mood was excitable and almost defiant, their desire to reclaim the area highly evident. Israeli flags are a common site to see, either being waved high or draped around the shoulders of visitors.  The Star of David, once branded onto the Jews as a symbol of persecution, is now displayed with pride.  The entrance into the camp was noisy and chaotic, the energy almost more akin to that of a theme park entrance or a concert than the site of arguably the most notorious mass murder in history. However, there was an instant change once the guided tour of the camp began. Walking through the iconic entrance, the weight of the occasion stunned us into silence. Above us, emblazoned on the sign was the savagely ironic phrase “Work brings freedom”, a relatively gentle introduction into the incredible cruelty and deceitfulness of the camp. Any noise faded into silence, the only sounds coming from birds above us, the steady trudging of feet on the ground below, and from the earpieces through which our guide communicated with us.  As we explored the camps different buildings, our guide reeled of a constant stream of facts and statistics, some I had heard before and many that were completely new to me, each one seemingly more horrific than the last. Descriptions of the harshness of prison life and the depravity of punishments inflicted on prisoners who stepped out of line came in a continual cascade of voice through my earpiece, at times becoming so overwhelming that I had to remove it and let the eerie silence provide me with brief periods of respite.  After meeting Zigi it was no longer possible to view these statistics as just that, for the experience had so markedly given a human face to the horrors being described to me. Numbers were no longer numbers, but people, and people that it was impossible not to empathise with. 
 Many of the buildings at Auschwitz I have been left open to the public, containing museum style exhibitions detailing different aspects of prison life. The focus of these exhibitions points to the sheer range of victims from the camp, as well as the nuances in the way different groups suffered, with separate exhibitions dedicated to the stories of Belgium, Hungarian, French and Roma inmates. The relatively short time period afforded for the tour meant that it was impossible to fully comprehend all that we were seeing and hearing, the maelstrom of emotions and information forming an indecipherably complex mosaic of suffering in my confused mind. However, there are some sights that were far too potent to ever be forget or overlooked. One exhibit featured a mountain of shoes stripped from the prisoners, thousands upon thousands of shoes stacked upon eachover and encased in dust, some smaller than the palm of my hand. Another particularly moving exhibit featured pictures drawn by Jewish children murdered at the camp, reconstructed into a vast and striking collage. Their simplistic, hand-held drawings told a story that no number of facts, figures and statistics could ever deliver with such impact. 
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Young Israelis visit Auschwitz
The final stop on our tour of Auschwitz I was undoubtedly the most visceral and upsetting, as we visited the small bunker where tens of thousands of inmates lost their lives to Zyklon B gas. After an initial experiment using Zyklon B was deemed a ‘success’ in September 1941, the bunker was converted into a working gas chamber. Between 1941 and 1942, over 60,000 inmates were exterminated in this sparse, subterranean cell. A sign at the entrance of the bunker had asked for complete silence, though this was unnecessary, for there are no words that could have been made in response. Leaving Auschwitz, I, the mood of our group was one of stunned silence, each and every one of us moved beyond words by what we had just witnessed. However, despite the huge emotional impact of the visit to that point, nothing could have prepared us for the sheer scale or the cold, clinical detachment of Auschwitz II – Birkenau. 
Upon exiting the camp, our group ambled towards the shuttle buses that were to transport us to Birkenau, my restless mind matching the steady cadence of our footsteps in its efforts to make sense of the day so far.  On the brief two-mile journey between the camps, conversation was limited, with only occasional words exchanged at brief intervals. As our group made our way down the winding path that lead us to Birkenau’s entrance, the sense of numbness that had enveloped me after our visit to Auschwitz I began to fade, anticipation and nerves returning to take its place.  Walking through the instantly recognisable entrance, I was instantly struck by the immense size of the site. Directly in front of me the railway line stretched out into the distance like a pointing finger, to my left and right barracks sprawled out as far as the eye could see. With Auschwitz I, the camps horrors were evident in all that you laid eyes on, with Birkenau, the real horror is in what lies unseen. The seemingly innocuous railway line splits the site in two, in the same way that it once tore families, friends and companions apart. The former stables that acted as barracks appear sparse and fragile, the true level of depravity only apparent when one considers that in each one of these resource barren and unsanitary confinements at least 60 people were herded together, stripped of both personal space and dignity. The thin walls, barely adequate at providing shelter for our warmly-dressed group, would have acted as the only barrier between the emaciated and undressed inhabitants of the barracks and the bitterly cold Polish winters.  As we were lead around the site the group spread out, leaving us as individuals, alone with the ghosts of history. 
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Under the fall of dusk, we made our way down the long straight railway line, towards the trees that shelter perhaps the darkest and most emotionally devastating section of the site: the crematoria. In these chambers, the Nazi’s degradation of and contempt for human life reached its apex, with once living and breathing individuals reduced to ash.  Much like the blocks in Auschwitz I, the crematoria have been made into memorials for the victims, featuring some inexpressibly powerful exhibits. One wall was covered in hundreds of pre-war images of the victims, in the form of family photographs, childhood photos and portraits, indelible snapshots of humanity peering out at us through their dusted frames. In perhaps the most affecting display of the day, one exhibit featured a collection of personal belongings taken of prisoners on their arrival. In amongst the plethora of clothes, jewellery, watches and photos; one item stood out. In a heartbreaking snapshot of the bewilderment those trapped at Auschwitz experienced, a solitary pair of house key were on display. Upon being taken from their homes, the took their keys, the idea that they might not return never crossing their minds.               The entrance to Auschwitz - Birkenau
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 A collection of pre-war photos of the prisoners
The final stop of our visit was the memorial that stands outside the crematoria, where we were honoured to receive a sermon from the highly respected Holocaust Educator Rabbi Barry Marcus. In his sermon he expressed the essential messages to take from our visit, in a way that was concise, eloquent and deeply emotional. He addressed the humanity and uniqueness of the victim’s head on, telling us “I’ve never met anyone who didn’t believe they were special, and you should believe that, because you are special. But so were they”.                                                                                              Rabbi Marcus drove home the importance of the visit, how axiomatic it is that the Holocaust is remembered through direct experience, in order to drive out ignorance and to drown out those who seek to deny its existence.  To close his sermon, Rabbi Marcus and several volunteers from the group performed several readings, the final reading being delivered in Hebrew by the Rabbi himself. His voice rang out through the bitterly cold polish night, a defiant, proud and emotive display of Jewish culture on the very grounds were the Nazi’s sought to wipe it out. Before making our journey back as our group, we placed candles in remembrance. As we began our wintery walk back to the refugee of the coach, we left behind the unforgettable image of Birkenau’s infamous railway track illuminated by candlelight. 
The experiences of the ‘Lessons from Auschwitz’ project are something that I will never forgot, and the lesson I have left are ones that will stay with me forever. Whilst the events of the Holocaust are marked by cruelty, racism and bigotry; the lessons that can be learnt from it are those of tolerance, respect and kindness. We can learn the importance of celebrating diversity, and in looking past religious, cultural and social differences to recognise the importance and value of all, as individuals and fellow human beings.  Now more than ever, in these troubled and uncertain times, where religious extremism has been met by warmongering from our leaders, and vulnerable people seeking refuge have been met with intolerance and bigotry, the Holocaust needs to be remembered and discussed. Whenever human beings are categorised into groups and reduced to numbers, whenever there is hatred and intolerance for other human beings, the lessons from Auschwitz will prove to be timelessly relevant.  
· Tom Luton 
“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it” - George Santayana
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The Railway of Birkenau
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