
 

 

Lessons From Auschwitz Article  
Katie Laidlaw 
 

I have found it very difficult to talk about my visit to Auschwitz 1 and Auschwitz -Birkenau 
through the Lessons From Auschwitz programme. The somber, harrowing realisation of 
what happened didn’t hit me straight away as I stood in the torture block, or as I walked 
along the train tracks and dwelled in the complete sense of absence, or even as  
I encountered the millions of strands of stolen human hair that I was surrounded by. It 
didn’t take its toll until I was home hundreds of miles away; almost a month later; in my 
warm bed in my warm house early in the morning. But this experience that myself, fellow 
student Lewis Ross and English teacher Sharon McGonigal had earlier this year is one 
that will linger with us always and one that although I do find difficult, I know that it needs 
to be spoken about. So now that Lewis and I are a part of this excellent programme that 
has taken sixth year pupils from all over the UK to Poland since 1999, it is our responsibil-
ity to talk about what our experiences to raises awareness in our community and ensure 
that what happened during the Holocaust will never be forgotten. 
 
At the first seminar in Edinburgh that we attended before our journey to Auschwitz, we met 
the other pupils who were going to be with us in Poland and we heard an incredible, inspir-
ing testimony from Holocaust survivor; Zigi Shipper. Zigi’s story was one full of heartbreak 
and tragedy but laced with gratitude, kindness and humour.  Although most of us in that 
room knew basic facts about what happened, I think I can speak for all of us when I say 
that it was in that moment that we realised the true cruelty and reality of the horror that we 
know as the Holocaust He spoke a lot about the contemporary relevance, discussed the 
matters of the refugee crisis and how human beings are human beings and children are 
just children all regardless of race and religion. The seminar also allowed us to prepare to 
an extent of what we were about to witness in Poland itself and it was stressed by the Hol-
ocaust Educational Trust educators that all of us react differently to what we  
experience but I must admit that my initial expectations were vague and naive.  
 
When we arrived at Auschwitz 1, we were shown around different blocks where different 
horrors took place and were soon reminded that each person victimised by the holocaust 
was a living, breathing, feeling person with fears and dreams of their own and not just a 
statistic. We were shown the possessions of such people and photos of them and we were 
also shown the house directly beside Auschwitz where Rudolf Höss (the man who was in 
charge of Auschwitz for many years) lived with his young family. This showed us that it’s 
important to not envision the perpetrators as hideous monsters but as people too: people 
who were loved by their families, people who read their children bedtime stories and lived 
seemingly normal lives. This was extremely important to realise and it was stressed by the 
educators that we all try to remember it.  
 
After Auschwitz 1, we took a short bus journey to the camp known as Auschwitz-Birkenau: 
a death factory. More than ten times larger than Auschwitz 1, we essentially stood at one 
of the biggest mass cemeteries in the world. As strange as it sounds, the air seemed 
somehow thicker and colder here and the overwhelming presence of death made it hard to 
breath. We climbed the notorious watch tower and went inside the wooden shacks that 
were the wash rooms and barracks and were told accounts of what happened by a Rabbi 
who was invited by the LFA. The people who were sent to Auschwitz Birkenau were never 
supposed to leave and we learnt about the massive amount of preparation and organisa-
tion that it took to send so many people to their deaths. There was an unnerving silence 
and constant absence of happiness but no one could bring themselves to attempt to fill it. 



 

 

Everyone reacted differently to the intense melancholy of the horrific place we were at and 
conversation was very scarce for the rest of the journey home. 
 
Although strenuous and both physically and emotionally draining, the experience is one 
that I am so grateful for. Not only did I learn about the Holocaust but the universal im-
portance of basic compassion for humanity. For the world to change its ways, it must start 
small. We must with how we all live our own individual lives and lace every action and 
thought with love and fairness. It may seem at first rather counterintuitive but I truly believe 
that visiting Auschwitz: a place of such evil, completely changes the way we think and act 
and live for the better. Together we have the power to make the world one of peace and 
empathy and I cannot thank both Lochaber High School and of course The Lessons From 
Auschwitz programme enough for giving myself and Lewis the chance to learn such an 
important truth.  
 
 
 

 

 
Lessons from Auschwitz Article  
Lewis Ross  
 
This year, Katie Laidlaw and I were the successful Lochaber High School applicants to 

participate in the Lessons from Auschwitz project organised by the Holocaust Educational 

Trust. As LHS was also one of the handful of schools that was allocated a teacher’s place 

we were accompanied by English teacher, Ms McGonigal. The Lessons from Auschwitz 

project, each year since 1999, sends two sixth year pupils from secondary schools from 

across the United Kingdom for a day to Poland to visit Auschwitz I and Auschwitz- Birke-

nau concentration camps. The purpose of this is so that the tragedy of the Holocaust is 

never forgotten in hope that such events are not repeated. The fact that there have been 

major genocides in the world since then such as the Srebrenica Massacre, the Rwandan 

Genocide and the genocide in Cambodia to name but a few prove that this is still very 

much an ongoing struggle. As part of this project we attended two seminars in Edinburgh 

about the Holocaust. In the first of the two we heard survivor- Zigi Shipper- speak about 

his life, and in particular the events which led up to and the aftermath of his internment in 

Auschwitz- Birkenau. The final part of the project is that participants pass on their experi-

ences to their school and wider community. 

In the Holocaust it is estimated that 6 million Jews were killed. Mass deportations of Jew-

ish populations across Nazi occupied Europe to concentrations camps and mass killings of 

Jews took place during the 2nd World War after several years of intense and growing per-

secution in Nazi Germany. Mass deportation and mass killings of the Romani people, ho-

mosexuals, communists, Jehovah’s witnesses and the mentally and physically disabled 

among others also took place in the Nazi’s attempt to create an Aryan “master race”. The 

Nazis had three main concentration camps built as well as 45 smaller satellite camps in 

and around the Polish town of Oświęcim (German name, Auschwitz). The original camp, 

Auschwitz I, was opened in May 1940 and was made up of former Polish army barracks. 

Subsequently, a much larger camp, Birkenau (Auschwitz II), became operational in March 

1942 and was both a forced labour and death camp. This is where 90% of the killings at 



 

 

Auschwitz took place. Finally, Monowitz (Auschwitz III), a forced labour camp was opened 

in October 1942. Very few physical remnants of Monowitz remain to the present day. Alt-

hough it is debated by historians, it is generally considered that 1.1 million people were 

killed at Auschwitz. 

In the first seminar in Edinburgh we heard survivor- Zigi Shipper- speak. Although none of 

what he said would have been exactly surprising to anyone in that room (given that practi-

cally everyone knows about the Holocaust and at least has a general idea of the depth of 

suffering) it was not until then that I properly began to comprehend what Zigi had gone 

through. Despite the many times I have read, been told and been taught about Holocaust 

survivors, I never really grasped what it must have been like. Of course, I understood that 

people had suffered greatly but I never truly realised it. He spoke of living in the Jewish 

Ghetto set up by the Nazis in Lodz aged 10 and how everyone had to fight for survival. We 

learnt about how he was separated from his grandmother who had raised him. His mother 

divorced his father years before and his father fled to the Soviet Union upon the outbreak 

of war to avoid Nazi persecution because he believed that only fit men would face the 

brunt of the persecution. He told us how he was sent to Auschwitz aged 15 and went 

through the selection process where those deemed fit for work were put into the camp 

while those deemed unfit were sent straight to the gas chambers. He related his horror at 

inmates sentenced to death for stealing cigarettes. It is remarkable that anyone could go 

through what Zigi did and at such a young age as well and still be so normal and happy in 

his manner. Having heard him speak, it makes the Holocaust seem much more “real”. We 

can never really understand what that suffering must have been like but it is possible to 

get closer to it. By better understanding of what things were like, it gives renewed impetus 

to prevent such things happening again. 

We visited Poland on the 30th of September flying from Edinburgh to Krakow and then 

back again on the night of the same day. We visited Auschwitz I first- the smaller of the 

two. It is here where we went through a gas chamber, where thousands of men, women 

and children were murdered and where the Nazis perfected the makeup of the lethal 

Zyklon B gas that would then go on to be used to murder several hundreds of thousands 

of people. We witnessed horrifying stacks of belongings that the victims brought to the 

concentration camp in expectation that they would be able to restart a normal life once 

they had been “resettled”. Perhaps most disturbing was the room that was filled with hu-

man hair all of which was shaved from the victims who were about to be executed in order 

to make products for the Nazi war effort. We saw toys that belonged to murdered children. 

In Auschwitz- Birkenau the first thing that struck us was the scale of the place. Everyone is 

at least to an extent aware of the massiveness of the evils that took place there but what 

we weren’t prepared for was the physical largeness of the location. The scale and the rate 

of killing and evil was and is unimaginable. We learned of people whose lives were de-

prived of all humanity. I have gained a massive admiration of those who were sent to 

Auschwitz. It was a place where simply having the will to live was an amazing and unex-

pected achievement. 

As part of this project, I have visited locations where some would say what took place was 

“unspeakable”. It is a place that is synonymous with evil as I believe all visitors come to 



 

 

realise. However, evil does not properly explain what happened there. The Holocaust was 

caused by people who- at least most of whom- were entirely normal. It is hard to compre-

hend and also highly alarming how so many normal people could be complicit to such a 

great extent in such vile acts of genocide. What I most wanted to gain a deeper under-

standing of before the trip is how and why the Holocaust happened. The terrifying answer 

to that is people allowed it to happen. So many hundreds of thousands of people just like 

you and I made it happen. To begin, for a variety of reasons, normal people casually 

spread anti-Semitism through the way they talked about and stereotyped the Jews, then 

others took that behaviour to be normal and okay, then the next group of people pushed 

the bar further. Jews are not just thought about negatively but publicly shamed. Then this 

is in turn taken to be okay so Jews are now slowly excluded from society. And so it esca-

lates. By far, the largest lesson I have taken from this experience is what the ramifications 

of such small actions could be. It initially seems to be a gross exaggeration to say that a 

small stereotype or a little bit of ignorance can cause hundreds of thousands of murders 

but if we truly learn anything from the Holocaust it is that nothing could be further from the 

truth. That is why remembering the Holocaust is so vitally important. Everyone has the ca-

pacity to change the world. It is so important that we do everything in our power to make 

that change positive. 

 


