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"For the dead and the living, we must bear witness." Elie Wiesel

Visiting Holocaust memorial sites in Poland transformed my understanding of history.
The streets, cemeteries, memorials, museums, and preserved camps became places that invited
me to remember, question, and bear witness. This photo essay is organized thematically rather
than chronologically, tracing a journey from vibrant Jewish life before the Holocaust, to
systematic dehumanization, and finally to remembrance and responsibility. Each image

challenged me not only to learn history but to consider what it asks of me as an educator.

This photo essay explores how these sites convey meaning through geography, memory,
and my personal experiences. Rather than a chronological travelogue, the photos are organized
thematically, illustrating the journey from vibrant Jewish life before the Holocaust to the
systematic dehumanization and destruction of communities, and finally to the ongoing efforts of
remembrance and education. Each image deepened my understanding of the Holocaust as both a

historical event and a moral responsibility.

As a Black educator from South Carolina, I recognize that memory is never neutral. The
preservation of these sites reflects how societies confront difficult histories. My experiences at
these memorials challenged me to consider the connections between place, identity, and
remembrance. Ultimately, it reinforced my role as a teacher to convey that the Holocaust is a
lasting reminder of the consequences of hatred and indifference, urging future generations to

protect the dignity of every person wherever it is threatened.



Photograph 1: Ordinary Life Before the

Holocaust

Location: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum

(Exhibit Photograph)

Although not the first photograph I took at

Auschwitz II-Birkenau, this image stood out to

me. It captured a family smiling as they posed
with someone in a polar bear costume. Initially, it made me laugh, reminiscent of a modern

family vacation picture, which surprised me given the setting.

In a place known for unimaginable suffering, this image reminded me that victims were
not just defined by their deaths; they were parents, children, and friends who had joyful moments
before persecution. This photograph transformed Auschwitz from a site solely commemorating
death into one that also honors life. It reinforced a key lesson from our course: Holocaust
memorials preserve the humanity that existed before destruction. As an educator, I realized that
teaching about the Holocaust should focus on recognizing the individuality and dignity of those

who suffered, rather than just viewing them as victims.

Photograph 2: Memory Reclaimed Through Place

Location: Jewish Cemetery, Chmielnik, Poland

I was drawn to this headstone because traces of its original

blue lettering were still visible, despite years of weathering




and overgrown grass. This hint of color reminded me that it was once crafted by someone who
wanted their loved one remembered. Even after decades of neglect, fragments of that intention

remain, showing that memory can endure against time.

Visiting this cemetery helped me realize that Holocaust memorials extend beyond
concentration camps to include the places where Jewish communities lived and buried their
loved ones long before the Holocaust. This headstone represents not just an individual life but an
entire community. The weathered inscription highlights both the vulnerability and resilience of

memory.

This experience reinforced the idea that cemeteries preserve more than graves; they hold
identity, culture, and belonging. As a future educator, I understand that teaching about the
Holocaust should begin by recognizing the rich lives that existed before persecution. The faded

blue letters serve as a reminder that, even amid violence and neglect, traces of humanity remain

for those willing to see them.

Photograph 3: The Power of Propaganda

Location: Schindler's Factory Museum,

Krakow, Poland

I photographed these propaganda posters to
highlight a key point: violence begins with

ideas, not just weapons. Before visiting

Poland, I saw propaganda merely as



persuasive messaging. However, witnessing these posters in their historical context gave them
new significance. Their striking imagery and disturbing symbolism were designed to instill fear

and justify discrimination, convincing people that hatred was necessary for their safety.

These posters serve as reminders that propaganda can turn public spaces into tools of
control. Museums preserve them not to glorify, but to expose how authoritarian governments

manipulate fear, spread misinformation, and normalize prejudice.

This experience deepened my understanding of how the Holocaust was facilitated by
narratives that made injustice seem normal. As an educator, I find that it reinforces the
importance of teaching students to think critically about the messages they encounter, whether in
historical propaganda or modern media. Recognizing bias and challenging dehumanizing

rhetoric is essential for protecting democracy and the dignity of every person.

Photograph 4: Identity Replaced by a Symbol

Location: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum (Exhibit

Photograph)

This photograph caught my attention as it appears to be
a simple portrait of a young couple standing closely
together, dressed neatly, and looking confidently at the
camera. However, the Star of David armbands they wear

transform the image's meaning.
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Standing before this photograph, I realized persecution didn't start with deportations or
concentration camps; it began with policies that isolated individuals and stripped away their
rights. The armbands signify a deliberate process of dehumanization, where neighborhoods

became spaces for enforced discrimination.

Seeing this photograph in Auschwitz deepened my understanding that the Holocaust was
not an overnight event. It unfolded through small acts of exclusion that made mass violence
possible. As a teacher, this image emphasizes the need to help students recognize how prejudice
can normalize when people are labeled and denied their humanity. Remembering the Holocaust

involves acknowledging early warning signs before they lead to greater horrors.

Photograph 5: Drawing the
Line Between Humanity

and Isolation

Location: Former Warsaw
Ghetto Boundary Marker,

Warsaw, Poland

At first glance, this

photograph seems to be just

words embedded in a
sidewalk. However, it marks the location of the former Warsaw Ghetto wall, where thousands of

Jewish residents were confined between 1940 and 1943. I chose to capture this marker because it



illustrates how ordinary city streets can remind us of exclusion and injustice. Today, many walk

over this line unaware that it once separated families from their homes and freedoms.

This boundary reminded me that the Holocaust did not only occur in concentration
camps; it unfolded in neighborhoods where walls divided communities and isolated individuals.
The absence of the wall today makes the memorial more significant, as visitors must imagine life

within those boundaries, allowing the landscape itself to serve as a memorial.

This photograph deepened my understanding that geography can unite and divide—a
simple line on a sidewalk marks where discrimination was enforced through architecture and
planning. As an educator, I am reminded that small acts of separation can escalate into systemic

oppression, highlighting how quickly ordinary spaces can change when societies decide who

belongs and who does not.

Photograph 6: A Wall That Speaks Without

Words

Location: Fragment of the Warsaw Ghetto Wall,

Warsaw, Poland

This photograph shows a remaining section of

the Warsaw Ghetto Wall, one of the few

remnants of the barrier that imprisoned hundreds
of thousands of Jewish residents. The repeating shapes along the top of the wall reminded me of

rows of coffins, creating an unsettling visual that seemed to foreshadow the tragic fate of many



trapped behind these walls. A bouquet left at the site serves as a poignant reminder that this place

is still a site of remembrance.

The wall represents more than just a physical boundary; it symbolizes the systematic
isolation of an entire community, transforming neighbors into prisoners in their own city.
Experiencing this original section made the history feel tangible in a way that photographs and
textbooks cannot. The weathered stone, marked by time, bears silent witness to the lives changed

by persecution.

Photograph 7: Empty Chairs,

Enduring Memory

Location: Empty Chairs

!! @ Memorial, Warsaw, Poland.

At first glance, this photograph
seemed like a collection of empty

chairs in a public square. |

initially thought they were
decorative pieces or seating, but I soon learned their true meaning. Each chair represents the
thousands of Jewish men, women, and children deported from the Warsaw Ghetto during the
Grossaktion of 1942. I chose to photograph this memorial because it shows how art can be part

of everyday life while preserving the memory of those who were lost.



What makes this memorial meaningful is that it exists in a living city. People walk past,
gather nearby, and continue their daily routines, yet the chairs quietly remind visitors of the lives
that once filled these streets. Their emptiness speaks louder than any inscription, inviting

contemplation about those who should still occupy those seats.

This photograph taught me that memorialization doesn't always require grand
monuments. Sometimes, remembrance is woven into ordinary spaces. As an educator, I see the
value in helping students recognize the stories hidden in everyday life. The Empty Chairs
Memorial shows that memory is not just in the past but intertwined with our present,

encouraging each generation to reflect and ensure that absence is never forgotten.

Photograph 8: Bearing Witness at Treblinka

Location: Treblinka Memorial, Treblinka, Poland

Standing before the Treblinka Memorial was one
of the most powerful moments of my journey
through Poland. The monument’s massive stone
structure immediately commanded my attention,
representing the site of one of the deadliest
extermination camps of the Holocaust, where

nearly 900,000 Jews were murdered. Although the

Nazis destroyed much of the camp, the memorial

ensures that the victims and the history of Treblinka are remembered.



At first, I wanted to take a photograph of myself beneath the monument, looking up to
convey the experience's scale and emotion. However, I realized that this would make me the
focus rather than honoring those memorialized. Instead, I chose to photograph only the

monument, preserving the dignity of the space it represents.

This experience reinforced that bearing witness requires humility. Visiting Holocaust
sites is not about collecting photographs but about listening, learning, and approaching these
places with reverence. As an educator, I learned that my role is to help my students encounter the

humanity of those who are silenced and to encourage them to become thoughtful witnesses

themselves.

Photograph 9: Instruments of

Oppression

Location: Schindler's Factory Museum,

Krakow, Poland

This photograph seems to be a collection

of ordinary objects behind glass to the

naked eye. However, each item tells a
story of imprisonment and dehumanization during the Holocaust. The heavy iron shackles in the
foreground captured my attention; I couldn't help but think about how uncomfortable they must
have been for someone already enduring hunger, exhaustion, and fear. This made the suffering

feel palpable in a way that words alone could not convey.
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As I examined the exhibit more closely, I realized it represented more than physical
restraint. The chains, whip, prison clothing, and personal belongings revealed how every aspect
of a prisoner’s life was controlled. The contrast between the tools of punishment and personal

items reminded me that each prisoner was once a person with a family and an ordinary life.

This photograph deepened my understanding that oppression goes beyond physical
violence; it is also found in everyday objects that strip people of their dignity and identity. As an
educator, it reminds me that teaching about the Holocaust involves illustrating how ordinary
items can become tools of injustice and that even in oppressive systems, individuals managed to

hold onto pieces of themselves that no regime could destroy.

Photograph 10: Marked for Persecution

Location: Auschwitz-Birkenau State

Museum, Auschwitz, Poland

This photograph simply shows a white

armband with a blue Star of David, but its

meaning is far more than we can imagine.
Before visiting Poland, I often wondered why Jewish people were forced to wear them. Seeing
one in person helped me realize that Jewish individuals looked like everyone else; there was
nothing to distinguish them from their neighbors physically. The armband became a tool for the
Nazis to identify and target them based solely on their Jewish identity. I photographed this

artifact to illustrate how hatred can turn a symbol of faith into an instrument of persecution.
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This display reminded me that discrimination starts with labeling people as "different."
The armband was impossible to ignore, forcing Jewish individuals to carry their identity
publicly. This constant reminder stripped them of their ability to belong to their communities,
leading to exclusion, humiliation, and deportation. A simple piece of fabric became a step toward

systematic dehumanization.

The scene reinforced that genocide often begins not with violence, but with the separation
of groups and the belief that certain people are less deserving of dignity. As an educator, it’s
crucial to help students recognize the dangers of labeling and prejudice before they escalate into
larger systems of discrimination. The armband is a powerful reminder that hatred requires

identification before exclusion, and history shows the devastating consequences when this goes

unchallenged.

/| Photograph 11: Living in the Shadows

Location: Hidden Bunker, Schindler's Factory Museum,

Krakow, Poland

At first glance, this photograph appears to show a small, dimly
lit room furnished with little more than bunk beds and a few
personal belongings. However, this cramped space represents
the reality faced by many Jewish families who hid from Nazi

persecution, often spending weeks or months in complete

secrecy. I chose to photograph this bunker because standing
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inside it made me feel physically and emotionally confined. The low ceiling, narrow
passageways, and lack of natural light created an overwhelming sense of isolation. For a brief
moment, I found myself imagining what it would have been like to live in constant fear of being

discovered.

As I stood in the bunker, I could not stop thinking about the emotional weight of
surviving in such conditions. Every sound from outside would have been terrifying, and every
day would have required incredible self-control to remain silent and composed. What affected
me most was imagining children living in this space. I pictured parents trying to comfort
frightened children while asking them to stay quiet so as not to be detected. It is difficult to
comprehend the emotional strength it took to create some sense of normalcy in a place where

every noise could mean death.

This photograph strengthened my understanding that survival during the Holocaust
demanded far more than physical endurance. It required extraordinary courage, resilience, and
hope in circumstances that offered very little of any of those things. As an educator, this image
reminds me that the Holocaust was not only a history of persecution but also a history of human
perseverance. Teaching students about these hidden spaces helps them understand that behind
every survivor's story is an individual or family who made impossible choices to preserve life,

dignity, and hope against overwhelming odds.
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Photograph 12: Surviving in Impossible Conditions

Location: Hidden Living Quarters, Schindler's Factory

Museum, Krakow, Poland

This photograph appears to show a simple sleeping
area with narrow wooden bunks in a small room.
However, I was struck by the reality that each bunk
section was meant for multiple people, forcing families

into overcrowded, uncomfortable conditions with

| minimal necessities. I captured this image because it

highlights the harsh realities of survival during the

Holocaust.

Reflecting on the bunks, I considered the difficult daily life without proper sanitation,
limited space, and little privacy. It made me wonder how anyone could stay healthy in such a
confined environment where illness could easily spread. I also thought about the physical effort
of climbing into the upper bunks while dealing with hunger, exhaustion, and fear. I could only

imagine how parents tried to create comfort for their children in such bleak surroundings.

The scene reinforced my belief that survival during the Holocaust was not just about
avoiding capture; it was about enduring harsh conditions while hoping for a better future. As an
educator, I feel that examining spaces like this helps students appreciate both the cruelty of
oppression and the remarkable resilience of those who fought to preserve life in the face of

impossible circumstances.
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Photograph 13: What Remains

Location: Auschwitz-Birkenau State

Museum, Auschwitz II-Birkenau, Poland

At first glance, this photograph appears to
show only the ruins of a collapsed building

beneath a bright blue sky. However, these

piles of bricks are all that remain of one of
the crematoria destroyed by the Nazis to conceal the atrocities at Auschwitz-Birkenau. The
contrast between the beautiful landscape and the site's horrific history struck me. Standing there,

knowing what took place, was both unsettling and heartbreaking.

Each brick represents more than just a destroyed structure; they symbolize an attempt to erase
history. Even after trying to eliminate evidence of their crimes, the ruins endure as silent
witnesses. [ imagined the countless lives that passed through this place and the families who
never left. The absence of the original building made the site even more poignant, reminding me

that destruction cannot erase truth.

The scene reinforced my understanding that remembrance is found in what remains. The broken
bricks illustrate that even when history is buried, fragments survive to tell the story. As an
educator, it reminds me that preserving the memory of the Holocaust involves more than
teaching dates—it requires helping students recognize that every ruin and memorial represents
real people whose lives must be remembered. By witnessing these places, we help ensure that

attempts to erase history do not succeed.
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Photograph 14: A Warning No One Could Ignore

Location: Auschwitz II-Birkenau, Poland

At first glance, this photograph appears to show nothing
more than a weathered wooden warning sign standing
beside a fence. Yet the skull and crossbones, paired with
the words "Halt! Stoj!" ("Stop!"), Carried a terrifying

message. Beyond this point lay electrified fences, armed

guards, and the certainty that crossing the barrier meant
death. I photographed this sign because it represents how fear became part of everyday life inside

Auschwitz-Birkenau.

What struck me most was how ordinary the sign looked. It resembles the kind of warning that
could stand outside a construction site or restricted area. Yet here, it served as a constant
reminder that prisoners were surrounded by a system designed not only to imprison them but
also to strip away hope. Every glance toward the fence reinforced that there was no safe escape

and that even the boundaries of the camp were instruments of terror.

Standing before this sign, I realized that the Holocaust was sustained not only through
violence but also through psychological control. The fences, warning signs, and guard towers
worked together to create an environment in which fear was constant, and freedom seemed
impossible. As an educator, this image reminds me that oppression is often maintained through

systems that normalize fear and limit human agency long before violence becomes visible.
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Remembering these places means recognizing not only how lives were taken but also how hope

itself was deliberately attacked.

Photograph 15: The Things They

Thought They Would Need

Location: Auschwitz [I-Birkenau

Museum Exhibition, Poland

This photograph showcases ordinary
household items scattered across a worn

wooden table, including photographs,

bottles, grooming tools, dishes, and a
wallet. I chose to capture this scene because it humanizes the victims in a way that statistics
never could. These items were personal belongings people took when they were forced from

their homes, believing they were just being relocated, unaware of the horrors that awaited them.

As I'looked at this exhibit, I imagined the choices each person made in their final
moments at home—grabbing a family photograph, a comb, or a bottle, hoping for normalcy and
believing in a tomorrow. These objects highlight that every victim had relationships, dreams, and

memories before becoming mere numbers in history.

The scene reinforced my understanding that the Holocaust represented not only the loss
of lives but also the theft of everyday humanity. These belongings tell stories that words cannot

capture, revealing what people valued in their last moments. As an educator, I recognize that
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students connect most deeply with individual stories, seeing victims as ordinary people whose

lives were disrupted by unimaginable hatred.

When I began my journey to Poland, I hoped to deepen my understanding of the
Holocaust. I never expected the experience to reshape my understanding of humanity, memory,
and my responsibility as both an educator and a person. Every photograph challenged my
assumptions and reminded me that history does not exist only in textbooks. It lives in ordinary
streets, weathered gravestones, personal belongings, and the faces of people whose stories

continue to speak long after they were silenced.

Throughout this journey, I found myself asking not only, "What would I have done?" but
also, "What will I do now?" The Holocaust did not begin with concentration camps. It began
with prejudice, indifference, and the gradual acceptance of injustice. That realization extends far
beyond Nazi Germany, reminding us that hatred grows when ordinary people choose silence over

courage.

As a Black woman, a mother, and a high school English teacher, this experience became
deeply personal. I saw reflections of my own humanity in those whose lives were stolen simply

because of who they were. Their stories deserve more than remembrance. They deserve action.

When I return to my classroom, I will teach my students that the Holocaust is not simply
a chapter in history but a warning about the consequences of dehumanization and the importance

of defending the dignity of every person. I want them to understand that every victim had
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dreams, families, ambitions, and futures that mattered. If they leave my classroom remembering
even one name, questioning injustice, or finding the courage to stand up for someone else, then

these stories will continue to live.

My journey did not end in Poland. It continues every time I share these photographs, tell
these stories, and encourage my students to think critically about the choices people make in the
face of hatred. We cannot change the past, but we can choose what we do with its lessons. To
remember is not enough. We must bear witness, educate with purpose, and ensure that the

humanity stolen from millions is never forgotten.
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