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Early in January 2005, high
officials of many world
governments gathered in
the Polish town of Auschwitz.
They were there to
remember the sixtieth
anniversary of its liberation
from Nazi tyranny. The
concentration camp at
Auschwitz is the primary symbol of one of the worst
crimes ever committed against human beings: the
Holocaust.

Under the orders of German dictator Adolf
Hitler, the Holocaust was the organized killing of an
estimated six million Jews. The horror extended to
millions of other people. They had the misfortune of
being different from “normal” Germans.

The Holocaust was a Monumental Milestone in
that it made people recognize the importance of
human rights and realize how easily fellow humans
can violate those rights. It stands as a warning for
all future generations.
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C Children imprisoned at the Auschwitz

concentration camp await rescue in 1945.
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Liberation

On the morning of April 29, 1945, Sergeant Joe Sacco and his
buddies in the 92nd Signal Battalion had reason to feel optimistic. They
had been in action for more than nine months, and they knew that World
War II in Europe was almost over. They were the lucky ones. They had
survived. Now they had one more task. They had been assigned to help
a group of infantrymen liberate a prison near the town of Dachau (DAH-
cow), in southern Germany.

As they drew closer to their objective, they could see and hear
the firing from American soldiers who had already taken positions near
the high brick walls topped with rolls of razor-sharp barbed wire. The
fighting didn’t last long. When it was over, Sacco and the other men
approached the gate of the camp. They became aware of a particularly
bad smell. They made crude jokes about what might have caused it.

Moments later they stepped inside the front gate. They saw what
was causing the smell. There were no more jokes. Many years later, Sacco
had no difficulty remembering the horrifying scene.

“I saw the dead—women, children, old men, babies—beaten,
starved, stabbed, shot, butchered, and left to rot on the ground,” he said.
“Most were wearing the tattered striped uniform of a prisoner. Others
were completely naked. Some were so emaciated that I couldn’t tell if
they were male or female.”1

This was their introduction to the German concentration camp at
Dachau. It seemed that they couldn’t take more than a few steps that
morning without encountering fresh horrors. They saw a shooting
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gallery. Many of the targets had been youngsters. The youngsters had
tried to sprint across a stage as German soldiers with high-powered rifles
shot at them. The pile of corpses at the far end showed that few of the
Germans had missed their mark.

Shaken, the soldiers walked over to a nearby railroad siding. Box-
cars and cattle cars were packed with dozens of corpses. The victims
had starved to death. Inside one of the cars was a young woman holding
her infant to her breast. Both were dead.

Upset that he hadn’t arrived in time to save these people, Sacco
began crying. He wasn’t alone. Men who had witnessed the horrors of
combat for months broke down at the sight of so many bodies. A few
minutes later, they went farther inside the camp. Thousands of scrawny
prisoners were pressing against the fence. Many were Jews. Others were
communists, Gypsies, homosexuals, even Jehovah’s Witnesses. Their only
“crime” was being different from “normal” Germans.

Almost all were literally walking skeletons. A loss of 50 or 60
percent body weight was common. Up to 1,600 prisoners had been
crammed into individual barracks that had been designed to accommo-
date just over 200. They had existed with almost no food. When they
heard the shooting a few minutes earlier, they had been afraid that the
guards were about to murder them. Now they realized that their ordeal
was over. They would live. Most of them, that is. Some were so near
death that they died within a few hours or days of the rescue. Others,
given decent food for the first time in months or even years, couldn’t
hold it down. It was too much for their fragile systems. They too died.

Nearby, a group of captured German guards were lined up against
a wall. They laughed among themselves and shouted insults at the Ameri-
can soldiers. One GI snapped. He picked up a machine gun and mowed
down some of the Germans before an officer could stop him.

The healthier prisoners began a grim task. They stacked the bod-
ies on top of open wagons. Then they dragged the wagons to a single-
story building. It was the crematorium. To avoid the outbreak of disease,
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it was necessary to burn the bodies of the dead prisoners as quickly as
possible. A thick cloud of smoke billowed out of the tall smokestack.

Sacco and the others walked over to a building that appeared to
be an infirmary. It wasn’t. An infirmary is a place where people go to get
well. German doctors had used this facility to make people get worse.
They tortured prisoners in medical “experiments.” Sometimes they in-
jected them with diseases to study their reactions. Or they would put the
arms or legs of prisoners in vises. Then they would turn the handles.
Careful records indicated how much force was necessary to crush the
bones.

Close by was a real infirmary. Modern and well maintained, it
was for the use of German army personnel. Angry GIs forced the pa-
tients out and used the facility to begin the heartbreaking task of caring
for the seriously ill prisoners.

Also on the compound was a kennel with dozens of vicious dogs.
They had been trained to track down the few people who had managed to
escape and maul them. Sometimes the guards had opened the doors and
let them attack prisoners for no reason.

The next morning, the soldiers went to the town of Dachau. They
rounded up the German residents and forced them to walk through the
prison. Many of the residents gasped in disbelief—or at least they ap-
peared to. No one could tell how much the townspeople actually knew
about what had been going on so close to their homes.

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the commander of Allied forces
in Europe, ordered as many American soldiers as possible to visit Dachau.
As Joe Sacco concluded, “Each of us finally and forever understood why
destiny had called us to travel so far from the land of our birth and fight
for people we did not know. And so it was here, in this place abandoned
by God and accursed by men, that we came to discover the meaning of
our mission.”2

Dachau, which began operations on March 22, 1933, was the
first concentration camp that German dictator Adolf Hitler established.
The term concentration camp comes from the fact that many
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“undesirables” were “concentrated” in a small area. This concentration
made it much easier to control them, usually with a small number of
guards. No one knows how many people lost their lives at Dachau. Offi-
cially, the number is about 30,000. Others say 50,000. Some estimates
run as high as nearly 240,000.

Dachau was just one of the concentration camps that were built
at Hitler’s orders. Their names are engraved on human consciousness.
The roster includes Belzec, Bergen-Belsen, Buchenwald, Chelmno,
Majdanek, Maly Trostenets, Mauthausen, Ravensbrück, Sachsenhausen,
Sobibór, and Treblinka (see page 47 for pronunciations).

And above all, Auschwitz.
In January 2005, leaders from many world nations gathered at

this small village in Poland. So did some of the former inmates who had
managed to survive the horrors of a system that was designed to keep
them from surviving. They were remembering the sixtieth anniversary of
its liberation by the Red Army—soldiers of the Soviet Union—as it swept
toward Berlin, the capital of Germany.

As with the dead at Dachau, no one knows how many people
perished in the gas chambers at Auschwitz. The lowest estimate is
1.5 million, nearly all of whom were Jews. Many more Jews were gassed
at the other camps. Others died from shooting, hanging, starvation, and
disease. In all, an estimated 6 million Jews were murdered. They were
victims of Hitler’s desire for Germany and the other parts of Europe he
controlled to be Judenfrei—free of Jews.

When Adolf Hitler came to power, he proclaimed that he was
establishing an empire that would endure for a thousand years. Fortu-
nately, he was wrong. His cruel regime lasted for just over twelve years.
He gave it the name the Third Reich.

History has given this twelve-year period of mass slaughter a very
different name: the Holocaust. The original meaning of Holocaust was
“sacrifice by fire.” The horrors that Adolf Hitler unleased gave it an
entirely new definition: “complete destruction of an entire group of
people.” Only the military defeat of Germany kept Hitler from carrying
out his murderous intention.
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