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AUSCHWITZ

“People lived and vanished
overnight in this place,” wrote
Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel.
Polish people call that place
Os$wiecim, but it is better known
as Auschwitz, its German name.
That place is synonymous with
the Holocaust itself.

The town of O$wiecim, whose
prewar population of 12,000
included 5000 Jews, stands 40
miles west of Krakéw in Upper
Silesia, a southwestern Polish
province that the Nazis annexed
to the Third Reich. Situated on
major railroad lines and near the
confluence of the Sola and Vis-
tula rivers, O$wiecim was also
the site of former Polish military
barracks. They became the
nucleus of Auschwitz, the Nazis’
most notorious network of con-
centration, forced-labor, and
death camps.

On April 27, 1940, Heinrich

Auschwitz II—and construction
began in October. By the end of
1941, a third expansion was
under way. Auschwitz III was
known as Buna-Monowitz,
taking its name from the Buna
synthetic-rubber factory at
Monowice, which slave laborers
built for I.G. Farben, the Ger-
man industrial firm.

When it came to the destruc-
tion of human life, no part of
Auschwitz could compare to
Auschwitz II, also known as
Birkenau, the German name for
Brzezinka, the Polish village
near the site. Located 1.5 miles
from the Stammlager (Auschwitz
I, the “main camp”), Auschwitz-
Birkenau became the Third
Reich’s top killing center. By
early summer 1943, it had four
state-of-the-art gas chamber-cre-
matoria installations, whose
chief purpose was to murder

Jews and others on an assembly-
line basis.

German engineers estimated
that these four crematoria could
incinerate 4415 bodies a day.
That number, though, was less
than the gas chambers’ daily
capacity. Thus, efforts were
made to double the rate of
corpse disposal by reducing the
incineration time and increasing
the number of bodies that could
be burned at once. Pushed
beyond capacity, Birkenau’s
killing machinery periodically
malfunctioned. Nevertheless, it
destroyed hundreds of thou-
sands of Jews in 1943 and espe-
cially in 1944.

In all of its dimensions,
Auschwitz spelled suffering and
death. If not murdered in the
gas chambers, prisoners died of
starvation and disease. Slave
laborers worked in hideous con-

Himmler, head of the Nazi
SS, ordered the establish-
ment of a concentration
camp at O$wiecim. Under
the command of Rudolf
Héss, the early Auschwitz
inmates were mostly Pol-
ish political prisoners.
Soon, as its territory and
population expanded,
Auschwitz became several
camps in one. On March .
1, 1941, Himmler called
for a second section—

ditions until they per-
ished. Deportees came
from every European
region and included Ger-
man  “undesirables,”
Soviet prisoners of war,
Gypsies, Polish priests and
nuns, French Resistance
members, and—most of
all—Jews. Between 1.1
and 1.5 million men,
women, and children—90
percent of them Jewish—
perished in that place.




