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A small ray of hope at Dachau

SANDY BORNSTEIN
SPECIALTO THE CJN

The word “Dachau” has become one of a
handful of words symbolizing the Holo-
caust. The mere mention of this word re-
calls images of concentration camps often
seen in books and movies. As a Jewish
woman born more than a decade after the
end of the Second World War, I can only
view the Holocaust through other people’s
words and images.

Until recently, I was among an un-
told number of Jews who refuse to visit
Germany or any place where Jews were
annihilated in enormous numbers. For
decades, I questioned whether a visit to a
German concentration or extermination
camp outside of Germany would be bene-
ficial or evoke unnecessary stress.

But by adding Dachau to the itinerary of
a recent trip to Germany, I was forced to
step outside my comfort zone. Jews, polit-
ical prisoners, people considered asocial,
Jehovah'’s Witnesses, gays and lesbians,
Roma and anyone considered an enemy
of the Nazis were unmercifully tortured
and murdered at this concentration camp.
Visiting the Dachau Concentration Camp
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The pathway leading to the religious memorials. SANDY BORNSTEIN PHOTO

Memorial Site offered a connection to the
past that is impossible to obtain by merely
reading a book or watching a movie.
Instead of taking a group tour, my hus-
band and I arranged a private tour with
Chaim Eytan, a licensed Jewish guide
with over 40 years of experience. Eytan
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was born in Milan to Holocaust survivors
who traced their heritage to Italy and Ger-
many. Having grown up in postwar Eur-
ope, Eytan willingly shared his perspective
throughout our tour.

The site has undergone a few modifi-
cations since it first opened as an inter-

national memorial in the 1960s. On the
20th anniversary of the camp’s liberation,
survivors gathered at the newly created
memorial site. Over the next few decades,
changes were made to honour the mem-
ories of those who perished and survived.
Stanislav Zamecnik, a Czech historian
known for his research on Dachau, esti-
mated that more than 41,500 people died
in Dachau.

Our half-day tour started near the road
used by prisoners to enter the camp. We
walked through the arched opening of the
entrance building, known as the Jourhaus,
and passed by the infamous gate bearing
the slogan Arbeit Macht Frei (Work sets
you free). After taking photos of a few me-
morials, we walked into the former main-
tenance building to watch an informative
short film and then quickly viewed the
permanent exhibit designed to educate
visitors about Dachau. A diverse group
of people, speaking an assortment of lan-
guages, filled the large room containing
oversized display boards showcasing vivid
pictures and facts of the harsh realities of
the war.
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Starting in 1933, the Gestapo used con-
centration camps to impose terror and
fear into the population. People entering
Dachau could be executed without any
trial. During the war years, prisoners
were tortured, murdered, used as hu-
man guinea pigs for horrendous medical
experimentation and deployed as slave
labour for nearby factories. Women did
not become inmates of Dachau until the
summer of 1944. Many of the images that
are embedded in my brain derive from the
footage filmed by the American war repor-
ters who accompanied the liberators on
April 29, 1945.

We strolled across the rollcall area to
enter two reconstructed barracks where
signage and images helped our under-
standing of the prisoners’ horrendous life
during three distinct periods: 1933-37,
1938 and 1944-45. By 1944, Dachau incar-
cerated about 30,000 people. Starvation
and deplorable living conditions led to
typhus fever epidemics throughout the
latter part of the war. All that remains of
the original barracks, torn down between
1962-64, are reconstructed perimeter
footprints identifying where the struc-
tures once stood.
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A long pathway anchored with mature
poplar trees on either side led to an area
where religious memorials stand. Eytan
directed our attention to one of the sev-
en guard towers off in the distance, once
staffed by teenaged boys who had the
power to kill prisoners who entered the
prohibited area.

As we came closer to the end of the
path, the gold-coloured menorah atop
the rooftop of the Jewish memorial could
be distinguished against the sapphire
blue sky. We slowly followed Eytan down
a ramp whose upper railing resembled
barbed wire, into an area where a ner
tamid (eternal light) was a focal point in
the cavern-like room. He pointed upward
toward a blast of bright sunlight shining
through a grey-coloured opening. When
we squinted, we could see the menorah.
Apparently this is meant to symbolize a
small ray of hope. We stood in complete
silence as we paid our respects to the Jews
who perished at Dachau.

We paused in front of a reconstructed
wall once riddled with so many bullet
holes that it had collapsed. The blood-
stained ground was now buried under
grass, weeds and vegetation.

Time seemed to stand still as we walked
to the gas chamber and the crematorium.
In 1940, the SS built the first cremator-
ium. Within a couple of years, the SS
expanded their killing apparatuses to
include a larger crematorium and gas
chamber. Within 20 minutes, the SS
could kill up to 150 people from the toxic
fumes of Zyklon B. Tears welled up in
my eyes and cascaded down my face as |
tried to imagine the unthinkable. To this
day, the image of the crematorium can be
recalled in a flash.

After the liberation of the camp, memor-
ials were created from the massive piles of
ashes. Eytan guided us to a Jewish grave-
site memorializing “a grave of thousands
unknown” and a monument titled the Un-
known Prisoner. Another plaque recalled
the memory of four female officers of the
British forces who were murdered and
cremated in September 1944.

Eighty-six years after Dachau opened as
a concentration camp, few want to be as-
sociated with this infamous place. Today,
the nearby town boasts one of the lowest
unemployment rates in Germany and has
many historical sites, but very few of the
multitudes of daily visitors to the memor-

ial site show any interest in exploring the
town, which is also known for its inexpen-
sive housing. Most of the local women
prefer to give birth in another city so that
their children will not bear the stigma of
having Dachau as their place of birth.

The word “Dachau” will hopefully con-
tinue to strike a sharp chord in humanity’s
moral compass for generations to come.
Ignorant individuals who fail to study
history and prefer not to visit places evi-
dencing the Nazis’ reprehensible behav-
iour should refrain from comparing any
present-day event to what occurred at
Dachau and the other camps. The mag-
nitude and scope of the Holocaust atroci-
ties are incomparable to anything else in
modern times.

By touring Dachau, I stood together
with the camp’s survivors who worked for
decades to keep the memory of the Holo-
caust from sliding into oblivion or being
minimalized by uninformed remarks.
These survivors’ efforts mirror Elie Wie-
sel’s words, “It is memory that will save
humanity.” m

Munich Tourism sponsored the author’s
private tour of Dachau and Munich.

e}

S

www.ptpads.com

= HEAT - SPILLS - SCRATCHES - DENTS

=2 * Free in-home service
* Made in Canada
" * Magnetic Locking System

PROTECT YOUR TABLE FROM

CENTRE
STREET DELI

Wishes our Friends,

VAN RI

+ SELL +« TRADE

+ Diamonds, Gold & Estate Jewellery
+ Rolex ¢ Patek ¢ Cartier and more!!!

P 90 Eglinton Avenue East
Jo* 416-440-1233 * 416-440-0123
Vanrijk.com

JK JEWELLERS

‘,v‘.’&

Celebrating our 25¢h Anniversary

LUNCH SPECIAL
Sandwich & Fries
+ Soup or Salad

$10.95+HST

CONFIDENTIAL PEER SUPPORT FOR JEWISH
WOMEN UNDERGOING GANGER TREATMENT

“We've been there”

Call our Hotline: (416) 630-0203
or email:lchaim@ncjwctoronto.org

NCJWC

Toronto

A Project of National Council of Jewish Women of Canada, Toronto z K q

Family & Customers

MRY an
905-731-8037

1136 Centre Street, Thornhill
Please visit us at
www.centrestreetdeli.com

Closing Sept 29 @ 3:00 pm. Reopening Oct. 2 @ 7:00 am.
Closing Oct. 8 @ 3:00 pm. Reopening Oct. 10 @ 7:00 am.

Chicken Souvlaki, Prime Rib, Rack of Lamb
Halibut Fish & Chips, Pasta, Salads, Fajitas
Fresh Turkey Clubhouse, Lunch & Dinner Specials
Kids Menu + ALL DAY BREAKFAST

Wishing our Customers a Shanah Tovah

CALL FOR RESERVATIONS
OPEN 7 days a week from 6:30 a.m. — 10:30 p.m.
Take-Out + PARKING IN FRONT

www.windfieldsrestaurant.com

801 York Mills Road (at Leslie) + 416.445.1630



	54_V1_CJN_SEPT23
	55_V1_CJN_SEPT23

