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Auschwitz-Background
● Largest Nazi Concentration/Death 

Camp1

● Started in 1940 as a concentration 
camp and evolved into a death 
camp2

● Part of Hitler’s “Final Solution”3

● Estimated more than 1 million 
deaths in this camp alone4

Entrance to Auschwitz

Auschwitz is the most well known and largest concentration camp during World War 
II. It was originally used as a detention center for political prisoners, and was later 
turned into a death camp for Hitler’s mission to kill all Jews. Hitler’s “Final Solution” 
was to eradicate all Jews, handicapped, homosexuals etc., which is why these death 
camps were built. Auschwitz was chosen as a death camp because of its location. It 
was in the center of all Nazi occupied countries, and it was also next to the railroad 
used to transport prisoners. Auschwitz had over 40 different subcamps, and Birkenau, 
which was the largest part of the camp, could hold up to 90,000 prisoners. Birkenau 
was also where the majority of people died in the camp since it held gas chambers and 
crematoriums. In this camp, the Nazis used gas chambers and crematoriums to commit 
mass genocide, and an estimated 1 million people died in this camp. 

1History.com Editors, “Auschwitz,” History, (A&E Television Networks, 2009) 
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/auschwitz
2History.com Editors, “Auschwitz.”
3 Ibid. 
4Ibid.

https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/auschwitz


Auschwitz-Inside the Camp
● First gas chamber built in 19421

● Four more gas chambers built2 
● Prisoners used for medical 

experimentation3

● Detainees also died from starvation, 
overworking, and torture4

● 1 in 6 deaths from the Holocaust 
came from Auschwitz5

Outside of a gas chamber in Auschwitz

The things that prisoners experienced in Auschwitz were absolutely degrading and 
horrendous. Upon arrival to Auschwitz, everyone would be examined by Nazi doctors, 
and any people who were considered unfit to work in the camp would be brought to a 
gas chamber. Women, children, elderly, and pregnant women would be brought to 
“bath houses,” when in reality they were being led to their deaths in the gas chambers. 
Since they were killed soon after their arrival to Auschwitz, these people were not 
recorded as inmates, and therefore it is hard to estimate the exact number of people 
who were killed in this camp. The first gas chamber was built in 1942, but in order to 
fulfill Hitler’s plans to kill all undesirables, four more gas chambers were built. 
Prisoners in Auschwitz were also used for inhumane medical experimentation as well. 
Josef Mengele was the lead scientist in Auschwitz, who was known as the “Angel of 
Death.” He was most known for conducting experiments with twins. For those who 
escaped the gas chambers, most would be overworked, starved, and tortured to death. 

1George Arnett, “Auschwitz: a short history of the largest mass murder site in human 
history,” The Guardian, (Guardian News and Media, 2015) 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/27/auschwitz-short-history-liberation-con
centration-camp-holocaust
2George Arnett, “Auschwitz: a short history of the largest mass murder site in human 
history.”
3Ibid.
4Ibid. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/27/auschwitz-short-history-liberation-concentration-camp-holocaust
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/27/auschwitz-short-history-liberation-concentration-camp-holocaust
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A Survivor’s Story
Excerpt from interview with Auschwitz survivor 
Irene Fogel Weiss “But the German system was full of 
this sort of deception. It counted on people’s normal 
perception of things. Thinking we were going to a work 
camp. Thinking that you were going to take a shower when 
in fact you were going to the gas chambers – that was the 
ultimate deceit...When we arrived it was, as I later found 
out, the usual story, though not to us at the time. Our 
family was torn apart on the platform on arriving...The 
reality of where we were, struck home fairly quickly. I was 
stationed near crematorium number four, and we 
witnessed the columns of unsuspecting women and 
children entering the gate of the crematorium; they would 
have been dead within half an hour. When the Hungarian 
Jews arrived they had the gas chambers going day and 
night. How can you wrap your imagination round that? I 
still can’t.”1

1Kate Connolly, “Tales from Auschwitz: survivor stories,” The Guardian, (Guardian 
News and Media, 2015) 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/26/tales-from-auschwitz-survivor-stories

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/26/tales-from-auschwitz-survivor-stories


Liberation
● Nazis began evacuating the camp in 

mid-January 19451

● Auschwitz was liberated by the 
Soviet Army on January 27, 19452

● Soldiers liberated an estimate of 
7,000 prisoners3

● Mounds of corpses, clothing, hair, 
and shoes were discovered4 

Auschwitz prisoners being led out by the Soviet Army

At the end of 1944 to the start of 1945, it was evident that Germany was losing in the 
war, and as the Soviet army advanced into Poland in mid-January of 1945, the Nazis 
began evacuating Auschwitz in attempt to hide the crimes they committed in the camp. 
An estimated 60,000 prisoners were forced to march out of the camp towards other 
cities in Poland. If a prisoner was not able to continue on, then they would be killed 
along the way. Thousands had already been killed in the camp before evacuation, and 
another estimated 15,000 people died from the cold and starvation while marching 
away from the camp. On January 27, 1945 the Soviet army liberated the camp where 
they found mostly ill and dying prisoners. The Soviets also discovered the gas 
chambers, mounds of corpses, and all of the other horrors that took place inside the 
camp. 

Ivan Martynushkin, a Soviet soldier who was there during the liberation of Auschwitz 
says,“It was hard to watch them. I remember their faces, especially their eyes which 
betrayed their ordeal...At first there was wariness, on both our part and theirs...But 
then they apparently figured out who we were and began to welcome us, to signal that 
they knew who we were and that we shouldn't be afraid of them — that there were no 
guards or Germans behind the barbed wire. Only prisoners...We saw emaciated, 
tortured, impoverished people. Those were the people I first encountered. ... We could 
tell from their eyes that they were happy to be saved from this hell. Happy that now 
they weren't threatened by death in a crematorium. Happy to be freed. And we had the 
feeling of doing a good deed — liberating these people from this hell."5



1United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “The Liberation of Auschwitz,” 
USHMM, (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum)  
https://www.ushmm.org/information/exhibitions/online-exhibitions/special-focus/liberati
on-of-auschwitz 
2United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “The Liberation of Auschwitz.” 
3Ibid.
4Ibid. 
5Ishaan Tharoor, “What a Soviet soldier saw when his unit liberated Auschwitz 70 
years ago,” The Washington Post, 
(The Washington Post, 2015) 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/01/27/what-a-soviet-soldi
er-saw-when-his-unit-liberated-auschwitz-70-years-ago/?utm_term=.df3ce8bac5dc

https://www.ushmm.org/information/exhibitions/online-exhibitions/special-focus/liberation-of-auschwitz
https://www.ushmm.org/information/exhibitions/online-exhibitions/special-focus/liberation-of-auschwitz
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/01/27/what-a-soviet-soldier-saw-when-his-unit-liberated-auschwitz-70-years-ago/?utm_term=.df3ce8bac5dc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/01/27/what-a-soviet-soldier-saw-when-his-unit-liberated-auschwitz-70-years-ago/?utm_term=.df3ce8bac5dc


How this relates to American History
● Winston Churchill says the 

Holocaust “was probably the greatest 
and most terrible crime ever committed 
in the whole history of the world”1

● America started allowing more 
Jewish refugees into the country as 
Hitler rose to power2

● Affected American Jews3

● Could America have done better? 4

● Auschwitz serves as a place of 
remembrance for all countries5

Although Americans did not experience the horrors of the Holocaust first hand, it still 
had a major effect on the country. Winston Churchill knew that the Holocaust was not 
just Germany’s history or Poland’s history, but the entire world’s history. As 
anti-semitism rose during the thirties America aided Jewish refugees. Eleanor 
Roosevelt founded The International Rescue Committee in 1933, and President 
Roosevelt also welcomed foreign Jewish leaders and figures sanctuary in the United 
States. However, because of America’s economic struggles and immigration laws, 
many Jewish refugees could not enter America. As anti-Semitism rose and as more 
information about the concentration camps became known, American Jews were 
outraged. American Jews lobbied Congress, and rallies were held to pray for the 
prisoners in the Holocaust. These were their people that were being murdered in a 
genocide.  Although the United States was able to save some Jews from the horrors of 
the concentration camps, there is much debate if America could have done more. 
Auschwitz can still be visited today, which serves as a great reminder to younger 
generations from all countries of the awfulness that came from the Holocaust. 

1William J. Vanden Heuvel, “America and the Holocaust,” American Heritage, 
(American Heritage Publishing Co., 1999) 
https://www.americanheritage.com/america-and-holocaust 
2Willian J. Vanden Heuvel, “America and the Holocaust.”
3Ibid.
4Ibid.

https://www.americanheritage.com/america-and-holocaust


5Ibid. 
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