	
	
	



Auschwitz Birkenau camp[image: ]
Entrance to Auschwitz II-Birkenau was through what prisoners called the “Gate of Death.” Auschwitz was a major railway hub—a convenient location for the Nazis to bring Jews from all over Europe. (2019) Museum of Jewish Heritage. Available at: https://mjhnyc.org/blog/from-oswiecim-to-auschwitz/ (Accessed: March 19, 2023).

No matter where you look, humanity seems to have a fascination with the morbid and subjects that are considered taboo within the civilised world, and the remains of the camps in Auschwitz are no exception. With almost 2.3 million visitors travelling from all over the world per year, it is clear to see this morbid fascination in full swing. However, this is one of many reasons that someone would visit the site, as dark tourism can have many different aspects to it. As well as the fascination with death and being able to view first-hand the impact that it has had on the surrounding areas as well as the people that were affected, there can be personal ties, such as Holocaust survivors who visit on certain anniversaries to remember their fellow camp mates, which could have been close family or friends. As well as this, the sites serve as an important tool in terms of educating those in detail 

[bookmark: _Int_WvhrCIp1][bookmark: _Int_kCdwAImN][bookmark: _Int_LEvYegXP][bookmark: _Int_r4CboQPe]One of the most notable and most significant reminders of the atrocities caused by Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party during the Second War is the remains of the concentration camp Auschwitz-Birkenau, near the small village of Oswiecim in Poland. It is one of the most poignant reminders of the actions of the Nazi party, as over 6 million members of the Jewish community, alongside Poles, people with disabilities, Romano-Gypsies, and homosexuals[footnoteRef:21213]. There were three main sections the Auschwitz camp complex; Auschwitz 1, which was located on the sight of a former Polish Military barracks. This camp contained the recognisable gate, which displays the words ‘Arbeit Mach Frei’ which translates across to ‘Work sets you free.’ This was the camp where the ‘Angel of Death’ Josef Mengele carried out his twisted experiments on prisoners, completing these experiments in Block 10 #. It also retains an intact gas chamber, which can be entered by visitors. Auschwitz 2 is in close proximity to Auschwitz 1 and had its own dedicated rail link through the instantly recognisable Gate tower that overlooks the main entrance. Prior to the liberation of the camp in 1945[footnoteRef:17232], the officials running the camp had attempted to destroy the gas chambers and crematoria towards the rear of the camps. As a result, in the present day all that remains of those chambers are the foundations. The third major section of the Auschwitz complex that still remains to this day is the camp in Monowice . Known as Auschwitz 3, this was the largest of the subcamps that fell under the name of Auschwitz. This one contained a factory owned by the chemical company I.G Farben, which was used to produce synthetic rubber[footnoteRef:13264]. This was the first of the camps to be liberated towards the end of the war, specifically in the January of 1945. In the present day, these camps stand as a harsh reminder of the atrocities committed by the Nazi party during the Second World war and serve as a tool to educate people in order to make sure that something on the same scale and of the same severity can never happen again. Although it is a significantly dark place to visit, it does allow for school visits, which is another instance where Dark Tourism allows for education. By allowing secondary schools, or any interested groups, to attend the camps, it provides educators with an opportunity to fully inform students and the likes about what took place on the camps, but also allows the students to empathise with those who suffered in the camps. This in turn allows the students to see first-hand the sorts of conditions people were held in at the time. [21213:  Www.auschwitz.org (2016) Memorial and museum auschwitz-birkenau former German Nazi concentration and extermination camp, Auschwitz. Available at: https://www.auschwitz.org/en/ (Accessed: March 18, 2023).
]  [17232: Steinbacher, S. (2005) Chapter 1, page 4 in Auschwitz - A history. HarperCollins.
]  [13264:  Steinbacher, S. (2005)  Auschwitz - A history. HarperCollins.
] 


[bookmark: _Int_F0KNWbuu]There are significant elements of dark tourism throughout all three of the main Auschwitz camps, and each one of these unique elements is handled in a different yet effective manner. For example, there are very strict rules regarding photography in certain areas. According to the official site for the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum, “Taking pictures on the grounds of the State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau in Oświęcim for own purposes, without use of a flash and stands, is allowed for exceptions of hall with the hair of Victims (block nr 4) and the basements of Block 11”[footnoteRef:9676]. In addition, personal experience on a trip to the site in 2020 revealed that photography is also not permitted within the gas chamber on the site of Auschwitz 1. This is clearly out of respect. The room with the shaved hair on display in the glass cabinet provides a significantly more morbid portrayal of the people that would have been held captive in the camps. It is clear also as to why photography is not permitted in the basement of block 11, as well as the gas chamber. It is the exact spot where multiple innocent people lost their lives in a horrific manner. The basements of Block 11, on the Auschwitz 1 camp, was the site where several prisoners were subjected to severe punishment within small cells, some even standing cells, all of which had the windows covered with metal sheets with air holes punched into them [footnoteRef:27440]. However, it is still possible to enter these areas, including the gas chambers. Another point of note from a personal trip is that no talking is permitted when entering the gas chambers. Again, due to the severity of what took place within those walls, this rule is completely justified. Having these rules in place in regard to limited photography and just in general showing the utmost respect when entering these spaces is key, as it then allows those who are visiting to enter with less concern for problems regarding ethics. [9676:  Www.auschwitz.org (no date) Basic information, Basic information / Visiting / Auschwitz-Birkenau. Available at: https://www.auschwitz.org/en/visiting/basic-information/ (Accessed: March 18, 2023).
]  [27440:  Www.auschwitz.org (no date) Block 11, Block 11 / Punishments and executions / History / Auschwitz-Birkenau. Available at: https://www.auschwitz.org/en/history/punishments-and-executions/block-11/ (Accessed: March 19, 2023).
] 


[bookmark: _Int_zhdnqA4M][bookmark: _Int_kLwj0O8u][bookmark: _Int_f3U2TFWt]An often-overlooked area in under the umbrella term of dark tourism is transport (where applicable), as often if not for some form of a vehicle, the reason that a site could be considered to have a ‘difficult heritage’ would simply cease to exist. The site at Auschwitz was very well connected to the railway network that the Nazi party only sought to improve. With a station already existing not far from the town of Oswiecim, there was already a suitable base to build from, eventually constructing several railway sidings across the camps, the most notable being the main ramps through the gatehouse on Auschwitz 2. Most of these sidings would have been torn up towards the end of the war, whether it was the Germans trying to cover their tracks, or the Allied forces during the liberation. Fortunately, for preservations sake, a section of the original track remains intact, running from the front of Auschwitz 2, underneath the instantly recognisable watch tower and right through to the end of the site. A point of interest on these tracks of course is the German cattle wagon, which has been placed where the unloading ramp would have been during the Second World war. 120,000 of these freight wagons were constructed before the war[footnoteRef:3418]. It was a recent addition to the site, having only arrived in 2009 as a result of an Israeli group. It is an original German freight wagon, and it would have been used in the transporting of people into the camp during the war years. The wagon stands alone on the site, however there are similar original wagons situated at the ‘Altejudenramp’ between Auschwitz 1 and Auschwitz 2, where prisoners would have been unloaded before the tracks were constructed into the Auschwitz 2 camp[footnoteRef:23168]. Significant pieces of history such as this railway wagon are essential in telling the story of what took place in the camps, as they would have been the last ‘normal’ thing that would have been seen before arriving in the camp. In a similar manner to the gas chamber and the basement of Block 11, the wagon remains on display, but with the side doors shut, as it could be seen as highly inappropriate if they were left open  [3418:  Original train car at the ramp (2009) News / Museum / Auschwitz-Birkenau. Auschwitz-Birkenau memorial and museum. Available at: https://www.auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/an-original-german-train-car-at-the-birkenau-ramp,659.html (Accessed: March 19, 2023).
]  [23168:  Original train car at the ramp (2009) News / Museum / Auschwitz-Birkenau. Auschwitz-Birkenau memorial and museum. Available at: https://www.auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/an-original-german-train-car-at-the-birkenau-ramp,659.html (Accessed: March 19, 2023).
] 


[bookmark: _Int_T15mmSLX]Although the subject of concentration camps is a deeply dark topic and should not be portrayed lightly when in the form of media, there has been a novel, which was made into a successful film, titled ‘The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas’, written originally by the Irish novelist John Boyne. The plot focuses on a young boy named Bruno, whose father is a Commandant in the Auschwitz camp. During the film, Bruno befriends a young Jewish boy in the camp named Shmuel. The film shows their friendship develop, and how Bruno learns how the inmates of the camps are treated. The film ends with the two boys entering the gas chambers and unfortunately passing away in the chambers surrounded by fellow inmates of the camps, to the horror of his father. While the plot of the film would not have been realistic, the film (and in turn the novel) serve an important purpose in terms of memorialisation of the Holocaust, and specifically putting a spotlight on the Auschwitz camps, as in a general sense It provides an insight into what life in the Auschwitz camps would have been like within the walls. However, in terms of the response from scholars and historians who studied the Holocaust, the film received fairly negative feedback, as several historians and representatives from Holocaust memorial trusts felt as though the film made light of the atrocities that were undertaken in the camps during the war years. Robert Eaglestone stated that the film “obscures historical facts” and “creates a false equivalence between the victims and the perpetrators”[footnoteRef:18156]. As well as the dramatization of the atrocities that took place, there are significant historical inaccuracies, which severely undermine the value of the film while studying the Holocaust, and the actions of the Nazi party in the camps during the War years. For example, Holocaust researcher Michael Gray revealed that it would have been highly unlikely for a Jewish child to be around the camp, as it was found that children were killed almost immediately upon arrival[footnoteRef:27950]. From this, it is clear to see that the film is not the best when looking at the memorialisation at Auschwitz, however, still retains some relevance in terms of memorialisation of the Auschwitz complex, as it allows for a more general audience to gain a basic understanding of the severity of the atrocities that have taken place within the camps. [18156:  Eaglestone, R. (2017) in The broken voice: Reading post-holocaust literature. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
]  [27950:  Gray, M. (2015) “The boy in the striped pyjamas: A blessing or curse for Holocaust education?,” Holocaust Studies, 20(3), pp. 109–136. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/17504902.2014.11435377.
] 


[bookmark: _Int_Eg8wMpgc][bookmark: _Int_2KDgm919]In the present day, the town of Oswiecim remains intact, but has a difficult heritage attached to it. For most tourists who visit the town, if any at all, there is a link between Oswiecim and the atrocities that took place in the camps, seeing as the town itself isroughly a mile away from the Chambers themselves. While the revenue is a positive boost for the town, the link between evil and Oswiecim is not appreciated by the residents. According to a resident of Oswiecim named Miroslaw Ganobis, tourists who visit the town are unaware that it has a rich history of over 800 years. He goes on to say that “the town was once known as Oswiecim-Jerusalem due to the high Jewish population”[footnoteRef:27876]. This is an instance where the element of dark tourism that is present has a significant impact on an innocent group of people. For example, Ganobis stated that there have been instances where tourists visiting the town have made the assumption that it was in fact the Polish residents that were responsible for the actions that took place in the camps[footnoteRef:5118]. The severity of what took place in the camps even now is having an impact on the town, and it is feared that the town will not be able to expand as a direct result of being in such proximity to the camps. While it is important that these sites are preserved and kept open to the public to provide historical context and to allow those who would like to to remember those who lost their lives inside, it should be said that more information should be made available within the town as well as in general regarding the town itself, in order to preserve its own history and to separate it from the camps that it is often associated with, as although it was a key location for the Nazi party during the war, it was not specifically constructed to carry out the atrocities, unlike the camps. [27876:  Glenday, J. (2018) Life next to the world's most notorious concentration camp, ABC News. ABC News. Available at: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-24/life-next-to-the-worlds-most-notorious-concentration-camp/9480916 (Accessed: March 19, 2023).
]  [5118:  Glenday, J. (2018) Life next to the world's most notorious concentration camp, ABC News. ABC News. Available at: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-24/life-next-to-the-worlds-most-notorious-concentration-camp/9480916 (Accessed: March 19, 2023).
] 


[bookmark: _Int_rfTCxRXw]Dark Tourism and difficult heritage play a key role within the Auschwitz sites. Given the immediate history of the site, it is clear why there may be some controversy regarding the preservation of the sight. The sheer number of atrocities that took place on the sight alone may have warranted the total destruction of the sight. However, this plays both ways, as due to the significant number of deaths that occurred on multiple sites in the Auschwitz complex, destroying them would not allow for the education of the public on the atrocities, as well as the memorialisation of those who suffered at the hands of the Nazi party. There are significant amounts of Dark Tourism within all three of the camps, and they serve an important purpose when educating any visitors to the sites about the severity. In this aspect, dark tourism serves an important purpose, as if these sites were destroyed, or at the very least not made available for public viewing, the severity of the actions that were taken there during the war years would have been less, and memorialisation of the Holocaust from people of all ages would be significantly less than it is in the present day. As a member of the Holocaust Education trust myself, it is important to educate as many people as possible about the camp, as unfortunately victims who survived the camp and lived to tell their experiences are becoming fewer by the day. The three main sites in Oswiecim allow for further education, and although the experiences would not be recounted by a survivor, being able to learn about the tragedy that occurred on those three sites while being physically surrounded by not only the buildings themselves, but also the artefacts and personal possessions of those who suffered within would allow most people to immerse themselves in the history, as well as being able to empathise with those who lost their lives within the camps to gain a better understanding as to what truly happened within the camps during the Second World war

It is highly important to preserve these 3 camps and the buildings within, for two main reasons: Memorialisation and education. The fact alone that around 6 million innocent people lost their lives at the hands of the Nazi party during the War years should be reason enough to have these buildings standing, as it was on the site that they were severely mistreated and killed. Education also has an important place within Dark tourism and difficult heritage, as if the actions of the Nazi party within the concentration camps was not spoken about, memorialisation would become significantly more difficult. 
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