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“Bee-dee-dee-deep, Bee-dee-dee-deep, Bee-dee-dee-de—” I reach for my phone resting 

on the small bedside table, my fingers fumbling to click anything that would silence the irritating 

noise. I force my eyes open, staring up at the cracking white ceiling of my hostel, and around to 

the three other beds in my room. It seems no one has moved an inch since lying down the night 

before, still dressed in their dirndls, shoes and bags covering the small floor filling the space 

between us. How uncomfortable that must be I think, until I peer down at my own bed, the 

signature Oktoberfest dress with its puffy white sleeves and long colored apron still on. Oops.  

As I roll over in the cramped bed I slowly piece together the events of the day prior. 

Waking up before the sun, our group huddled together awaiting directions before we followed 

the other groups of similarly dressed people through the dimly lit Munich streets. As we walked 

single file passed dark storefronts we finally arrived near an entrance gate. Here we stood, 

cramped together shoulder-to-shoulder for hours, awaiting the gates to the famed German 

festival to open, no one quite sure what lay ahead for us. 

 “Bee-dee-dee-deep” another alarm sounds finally, waking up the rest of the still room. 

We move slower this morning, without the prospect of a liter of beer in our minds, as we once 

again rise with the sun. This time though we are headed for a more sobering experience, at 

Dachau Concentration Camp.  

Our group of four boards a train that filters in and out with festivalgoers as we ride 

outside the city center, a blur of green and brown colors beginning to fill our window view. One 

packed bus ride later we finally step into the soft and muddy ground of Dachau, choosing to part 

ways with one another as we all explore the camp at our own pace.  

With my audio guide in hand I shiver as I zip up my jacket, unsure if I am chilled by the 

overcast sky and cold air, or the uneasy and eerie feeling I am immediately overwhelmed with as 
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I hit play, “In 1933 the first Nazi Concentration Camp began, where over 41,500 people were 

murdered...” 

I stand and listen to the history that was made on the very ground I am standing. Looking 

straight ahead at the two rows of tall and thin green trees, I begin to walk forward between them, 

listening as I observe. On either side I see one long tan colored building, a flat and weathered 

roof atop them, three windows on each side, “Here is where the prisoners were housed, making 

sure to keep their areas tidy, or else forgo meals and endure punishment…”   

I enter the building to my right, walking to the back of the first room, the floor creaking 

beneath me, its dark base worn thin. Approaching the far end of the room I notice just how 

empty this space is, each new step an ominous echo lingering in the air around me. I peer 

through one large window, years of dust creating a permanent fog on each of the four panes of 

glass. I see all the way to the far end of the camp, wooden beams outline the remaining barracks, 

their rectangular shape spanning back, one after the other. As I continue my walk up the center 

pathway, I admire the almost symmetrical look my surroundings have, “Prisoners lived in these 

quarters, usually 45 beds to a room, a guard always on watch in the perimeter’s tower…” 

As I approach row 34 of the once overcrowded buildings on either side of me, I stand 

facing a large structure, “The Mortal Agony of Christ Chapel was the first religious monument, 

erected in 1960…” I look up at this buildings unique design, brown stones layered one atop the 

next, forming a tall semi circle, the strip facing me open. Inside hangs a wooden cross, a mantel 

below holding candles and flowers. Stepping forward into the lush grassy area I look at the 

interesting design at the entry point of the memorial site, green iron twisting into a crown of 

thorns, a Catholic Church.  
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I turn left towards the camp’s perimeter fence, barbed wire circled high above resting on 

top of the metal. It is here that I find a small trail with gravestones and memorials set into the 

ground. Dates and names adorning the flat squares overgrown with weeds. I continue through, 

noticing one plaque adorned with a fresh red rose set in the middle. 

Crossing a small footbridge, I follow the plant-lined path that leads toward a long 

building. The wood is clearly weathered, like the paneling might blow away any moment with 

the right gust of wind. I see a sign with a number printed on it and press it into my audio tour, 

“You are now entering the crematorium…” A man’s aged and raspy voice begins to fill my ears 

as he presents a first hand account of what I was about to experience with him. 

“I was part of the Belgian resistance, but after an attack by enemy forces I was sent to my 

death at Dachau Concentration Camp, my name is Albert Guerisse, but in the camp I went by 

Patrick O’Leary…” I walk through the rooms with the voice, his words like a movie playing out 

before me. “I was led to the crematorium just as the sun began to rise over the camp, a potent 

smell becoming more strong as we walked past the barbed wire fence, through the woods…”  

I move into the building, the dark interior and bare surroundings seeming to look like any room, 

but a different story is told by their vacancy.   

 I step into the first space, “We were stuffed into this area, the SS officers yelling and 

screaming, deciding who would move to the next room, thinking just the prospect of a shower 

was at stake…”  

I continue on to the second room, “Those who went into this room were stripped of their 

clothes, piled high into the corner, more yelling ensuing…” 
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My pace begins to slow down as I approach the third room, “Large vents lining the floor, 

the wall, and the ceiling released the deathly gas. The groups that entered never left this 

crematorium, instead added to the final room, a growing pile…” 

In this last room I stay standing as the voice stops, “I don’t consider myself lucky to have 

only witnessed death.”  

I imagine Albert as he watches these people waking up before the sun, groups huddled 

together awaiting directions before they follow groups of similarly dressed people through the 

dimly lit Dachau camp. Walking single file passed the dark barracks, until finally reaching the 

exit gate. Cramped together, shoulder-to-shoulder for hours, waiting for the doors of the 

crematorium to open, no one quite sure what lay ahead for them. 

I leave this empty building, cross the foot bridge, walk the tree lined path, and exit 

Dachau through the rusted metal gate, ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ written in the black frame, ‘Work will 

set you free’. Walking the long gravel pathway of the camps exterior I join my group at the bus 

stop. We all sit in silence on our way to the airport, wrapping our heads around the weekend’s 

events. I realize how relieved I am to finally set my heavy backpack down, something I had not 

noticed when inside the camp. I am overcome with an almost unsettling feeling, realizing the 

simplistic nature of my task to stop my own pain, and go home. I leave Dachau Concentration 

Camp, and Germany, with much more than just a sobering experience. 


