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“Death Gate", Auschwitz II: Birkenau

Auschwitz — Birkenau

Visitors to the Auschwitz—Birkenau State Museum normally stay in
the metropolitan city of Krakow, situated an hour drive east of the

town of O wi cim. Taking the bus or driving to “Auschwitz” is a

difficult and emotional journey for all who have made the trip. The

expectation, anticipation, and fear can be overwhelming. The
enormity, symbolism, cruelty, and realization of what this once

peaceful town turned into is, without a doubt, life-changing. One is
so overcome by the memorial and its history that visitors are unaware
of the fact that there is an actual city called O wi cim, with people

who call this town, known as Auschwitz, their home. People live,
work, play, eat, sleep, joke and laugh in the town of O wi cim.

Because of the historical site, the complexity of the symbolism, and
the Museum’s foundation of “The International Center for Education

about Auschwitz and the Holocaust”, the town of O wi cim has
become a major visitor center, whether for tourism, scholarly

research, or pilgrimage. In 2005, registered visitors to the site have
been estimated at is highest since the 1970's, reaching almost one

million.

“Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in O wi cim” Sign
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Growing Up in Post-War O  wi cim:
“Calling the City Known as Auschwitz Your Hometown”

Home next to the “Juden Rampe”, Auschwitz II: Birke nau
O wi cim

At times, visitors view the homes in and around the former camp area as
appalling and unacceptable. Birkenau is the location of the four Gas
Chambers where over a million people, mainly Jews, were murdered
during the war. Adjacent to Birkenau is the unloading ramp and final
destination of many the prisoners; in between there are many Polish
homes. During a guided tour of the “Juden Rampe” several visitors
expressed dismay and disgust that Polish workers were erecting the frame
of a house in the close proximity. The guide explained that this is a city

and people live here, this is their home. But, how could one live beside a
place where millions were murdered?

Many do though; there is an estimated 43,000 inhabitants living in the city
of O wi cim. The town lies at the confluence of the So a and Vistula rivers
and borders three important economic regions, providing a complex
transportation hub between major metropolitan areas. There is a “Center
of Culture”, a “Town Square”, and an official “O wi cim Ice Hockey Team”.
“Auschwitz” though, located in O wi cim, has become a symbol. A symbol
that is difficult to define. The place, Auschwitz, has a multiplicity of
meanings. The residents of O wi cim understand and presumably know
the history of the Auschwitz — Birkenau Death Camp, but it is difficult to
comprehend what it must be like to call this city your hometown.
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“Normal People”
of O wi cim

The town’s inhabitants feel that they are normal ordinary
people who live in a town with much history. They are proud
of their city and are very aware of how others view them.
There are various responses to growing up in O wi cim, but
one cannot deny the legacy of those five years that forever
changed this 700 year old town.

The town and its inhabitants live in the shadow of what is
known to the world as “Auschwitz” and carry a very heavy
moral and historical burden. To make the distinction between
Auschwitz and O wi cim is imperative. The largest local
employer has removed the city name from its logo due to the
negative connotation. In 2001, a “disco” was closed due to
international pressure. How could a “dance club” exist next to
the largest cemetery in the world? In actuality, this building,
though inappropriately used, was a reasonable distance from
the museum. How are the inhabitants to balance memory
and recreation? Are they to change their lives and live in the
shadow of what Nazi Germany did to their town? Itis a
perplexing and highly passionate question, but an important
one. Mayor, Janusz Marsza ek, publicly speaks of his
wishes that visitors to the former-camp would try to
understand that there are two towns here: one alive, the
THerEamRINGtE@d views expressed by many who visit the
museum are a constant reminder of how important this issue
is. The Holocaust, Genocide, and Auschwitz are very
complex subjects, this research and education is vital to the
understanding of different cultures, lives, and more
importantly, to the understanding and reflection of ourselves,
our attitudes, and our judgments of others. How would we
feel growing up in the town known to the world as Auschwitz?
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Inhabitants of O wi cim

Market Square of O wi cim

Polka at Targowa, O wi cim




