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Three Year 12 South Craven students - Isla, Jamie and Daniel – have been

participating in the Holocaust Education Trust's ‘Lessons from Auschwitz’

project. This educational project offered students the opportunity to

learn about the Holocaust and consider its relevance for today.

Through an interactive online platform, two seminars and a one-day visit

to Poland, the students joined others from across the region as they

embarked on an educational journey in which they:

Learned about the history of the Holocaust and the role of camps

such as Auschwitz-Birkenau;

Considered the individuals whose lives were affected by the

Holocaust, including hearing from Holocaust survivor Eva Clarke; and

Reflected on the relevance of the Holocaust today and share their

learning with others

On their return, the students chose to investigate the victims, bystanders

and perpetrators in more detail and these are their reflections.



The Holocaust was the murder of approximately six million Jewish men,

women and children by Nazi Germany and its collaborators during the

Second World War.

Auschwitz-Birkenau is synonymous all over the world as a symbol of the

Holocaust. It was established in 1940, in the suburbs of Oswiecim, a

Polish city that was annexed to the Third Reich by the Nazis and its name

was changed to Auschwitz. Its importance and significance can be seen

by the fact that the date of Holocaust Memorial Day was chosen as the

date of the camp’s liberation by Soviet troops.

The camp was established because the mass arrests of Polish people by

the Nazis was increasing beyond

the capacity of existing local prisons. 

The first transport of Poles reached 

Auschwitz from Tarnów prison on 

June 14, 1940. Initially, Auschwitz 

was to be one more concentration 

camp of the type that the Nazis had 

been setting up since the early 1930s for Poles and later for Soviet

prisoners of war, and it soon became a prison for a number of other

nationalities. Between the years 1942-1944 it became the main mass

extermination camp where Jews were tortured and killed for their so-

called racial origins. In addition to the mass murder of well over a million

Jewish men, women and children, and tens of thousands of Polish

victims, Auschwitz also served as a camp for the racial murder of

thousands of Roma and Sinti and prisoners of several European

nationalities.

The Auschwitz complex was enormous and was a network of several

camps, combining forced labour and death camps. 



Auschwitz I featured the infamous sign 

over the gate – ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ (‘work 

will set you free’). This site was primarily 

made up of brick barracks and housed 

prisoners doing forced labour. Conditions 

were harsh and overcrowded, and prisoners 

were given meagre rations of food – many 

people starved to death.

Auschwitz II is also known as Birkenau. This was where the majority of

the killings took place, and where the crematoria were placed. On this

site there was also a ‘Family Camp’ specifically for Roma and Sinti

prisoners. Auschwitz III, also called Monowitz-Buna, was an industrial

complex of factories at which prisoners were used as slave labour. There

were an additional 45 sub camps around these sites.



The Victims

There were an estimated six million killed in the Holocaust. No one truly

knows the amount killed by Hitler, Nazi Germany and their collaborators

due to evidence being burned and documents being destroyed to hide

the truth about their crimes. The number could be much higher than

estimated. 

There were many ways that the Nazis persecuted the Jewish people in

the early days of the regime. One way of doing this was propaganda that

turned the German population against the Jewish people with Hitler,

using them as scapegoats and blaming them for Germany’s past

problems of the outcome of the First World War, hyperinflation and the

Wall Street Crash.

Hitler and the Nazis enforced that any person of the 

Jewish ‘race’ had to wear the yellow Star of David. 

This singled out the Jewish community and excluded 

them from the normal citizens of Germany with many 

businesses not allowing Jews in their stores. 

Later Jews were forced to move 

home, moved to areas walled off from 

the other German citizens. These were 

known as ghettos. Hitler’s plan was to 

make the Jews as exiled from German 

life as possible as he saw them as an 

inferior race.



There were many different concentration camps set up in Germany and

Poland, with the first being set up in 1933. There were many types of

concentration camps for the detention of civilians seen as enemies of the

Nazi regime, such as forced labour camps where people were exploited

for economic gain and to meet labour shortages. 

Prisoners lacked proper equipment, 

clothing and sleep. People were forced 

to work from 4.30am to 7.00pm and had

to live in temporary barn-like structures, 

that in the winter would have felt like 

-30 degrees.

Transit camps functioned as temporary holding facilities for Jews

awaiting deportation. These camps were usually the last stop before

deportations to a killing centre. 



The Bystanders

Unlike with any modern crime or accident that may be witnessed by a

‘bystander,’ a bystander can mean many different things when talking

about the Holocaust. It could be a person simply seeing a train moving to

a death camp passing through their town, or a person who was simply

aware of the Holocaust. 

Bystanders, by definition, are “a person who is present at an event or

incident but does not take part.” These bystanders have not had to

witness any of the trains, deportations or the killings themselves, but

have witnessed the persecution of Jewish people across Nazi-occupied

Europe before the war and did nothing. They did not speak out when

they saw persecution. They did not help Jewish people hide from being

taken to extermination camps or ghettos. Within bystanders there were

differing levels of involvement, from being indifferent towards the

persecution and subsequent murder of Jews to being passive toward

these actions.

Those who were indifferent may have agreed with actions taken against

Jewish people, whether it be the segregation of Jews in society to them

being moved to the ghettos of many major cities across Europe and then

ultimately to concentration and death camps. 

These people may have had a very small involvement, whether it be a

person telling the authorities that a neighbour was Jewish, or a person

who may have acquired businesses or goods seized from Jewish people

or they may have simply agreed with anti-Semitic policies put into place

by Nazi Germany, as well in occupied Europe. 



Those who were passive did not take part in any action to do with the

Holocaust and persecution of Jewish populations across Europe, but

simply felt powerless to do anything and simply watched as the events

unfolded in front of them. This is what the majority of people across the

world were, because whilst many people were not aware of

concentration and death camps until after the war, many would have

heard in newspapers about the mistreatment of Jews and the

persecution they were facing in Germany before the war and didn’t feel

compelled to speak out or act - not out of fear, but the feeling that it

doesn't affect them so why should they care. A poem that really

encapsulates this, and the dangers of being passive and not using

communication to attempt to stop actions taking place, is from Martin

Niemöller, a Catholic priest. 

First, they came for the communists, and I did not speak out because I

was not a communist.

Then they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out because I was

not a socialist.

Then they came for the labour leaders, and I did not speak out because I

was not a labour leader.

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out because I was not a

Jew.

Then they came for me, and there was no one 

left to speak out for me.

This poem really puts into perspective what a 

bystander is - a person who saw what was going 

on in the Holocaust. People saw it as easier to be 

passive and ignore what they were doing rather 

than do anything.



A family that really helps to humanise the information are the Mordo

family from Corfu in Greece. This family was one of around 1,000 Jewish

people living on the island in 1939.  

By 1945, 90% of the island's Jewish 

population had been murdered by the Nazis 

and their collaborators. The family consisted 

of Jacob and Ester Mordo and their six 

children. Their daughter Pearl recalled 

having a happy childhood in a tight knit 

family. Unlike many other islands in Greece, 

Corfu was occupied by the Italians rather 

than the Germans. Despite being a fascist 

country with many anti-Jewish laws, it 

refused to extradite Jews to Germany until 

1943. By June 1944, the entire Jewish 

population of Corfu had been 

rounded up by the Gestapo, with help from local police and officials.

They were then sent on an arduous week-long journey by boat to Athens

before boarding trains bound for Auschwitz. This took another nine days.

Two-thirds were murdered immediately upon arrival on June 30, 1944.

The Mordo family were split up; the three youngest children Rachel, Elio

and Regina as well as their mother Ester were sent to the gas chambers

and were subsequently murdered. The rest of the family were selected

for hard labour within the camp, with the father Jacob dying at the camp.

The remaining members of the family were moved to various

concentration camps. At one of these concentration camps, Moshe died.

At the end of the war, just Pearl and her brother Shabtay were left.

This family's journey shows not only the vast distances that the Nazis

moved Jewish people purely to kill, but also all the people who saw and

could do nothing, or felt that they could not do anything or say anything,

or were part of it - willingly or otherwise (boat personal, rail workers etc).



The Perpetrators

One of the many perpetrators of the Holocaust was 

Rudolf Höss. He was the SS Officer who ran 

Auschwitz from 4th May 1940-November 1943, and 

again from 8th May 1944-18th January 1945. He was 

the longest-serving commandant of the camp. He 

tested and implemented Hitler's order to 

systematically exterminate the Jewish population 

across Europe. He also introduced the Gas Zyklon B 

into the camp, which ultimately led many people to their deaths in the

gas chambers. 

Over time, Höss expanded the camp 

massively to what it is now famously 

known as Auschwitz-Birkenau. It was 

estimated that he was responsible 

for 2,500,000 victims who were 

executed and exterminated there by 

gassing and burning by 1943.  

Höss lived with his family in a ‘villa’ just 

past the gates of the camp, around the 

corner from the gas chambers, death 

wall and other torture methods. This means the family could hear

everything that happened and may even have seen it. There were reports

that his five children would watch the prisoners work and they would

mimic them in the garden. 

On 15 April 1946, Höss testified at the International Military Tribunal at

Nuremberg, where he gave a detailed account of his crimes. He was

sentenced to death and hanged on 16th April 1947, next to the gas

chambers in Auschwitz and just in front of his family home. 


