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It is easy to reach Dachau Concentration Camp from the centre of Munich. Rail links to the town of Dachau are excellent. The bus transport to the camp leaves from the station forecourt. Typical German Gründlichkeit – thoroughness.


Dachau Konzentrazionslager in its modern condition, is a little too tidy and sanitised to give a raw impression of what Nazi concentration camps were like. In this respect, it is better to visit Auschwitz or Majdanek (Lublin) in Poland, which have survived in their original condition.

Dachau has unique features. It was the first and the prototype of all Nazi concentration camps. Secondly, it is situated in Bavaria, the homeland of Pope Benedict XVI. Thirdly, it is the camp in which some 2579 Catholic priests of many nationalities were interned by the Nazis, and where some 1034 of them died.

"Dachau - the significance of this name will never be erased from German history. It stands for all concentration camps which the Nazis established in their territory." (Eugen Kogon)
Hopefully the advent of a German Pope will encourage us to read beyond the hackneyed stereotypes about Germany. There is much to learn about the German Catholic and Protestant resistance to Hitler and his Nazi party - instead of making snide innuendos about 16-year old Joseph Ratzinger, drafted into the Wehrmacht against his will.

When it comes to judgements upon other nations during World War II, the British have an understandable tendency to sit upon their high horse and pontificate. One crucial difference is that we were never occupied by the Nazis – thanks mostly to the RAF at the Battle of Britain (1940). Except in the Channel Islands, the moral questions of how to behave under Occupation, did not disturb the subjects of His Majesty.

Human nature being what it is, one cannot doubt that in a Nazi-occupied Britain, with a puppet King Edward VIII restored to the throne, and Hitler-appeasing politicians like Chamberlain, Halifax and Oswald Mosley in a Westminster Government, open defiance would soon have been crushed as the SS rounded up prominent Jews, communists, intellectuals, and resistance fighters. 

A percentage of collaborators would have grabbed the opportunity to make a few thousand quick Reichmarks, or to settle old scores with enemies and commercial rivals. Some people have no moral qualms about acquiring money and power, whatever the political system.

Hopefully more Britons would have engaged in stubborn resistance, acts of sabotage, non-cooperation, and sheltering those hunted by the Nazis. The majority would probably have kept their heads down, struggled to survive, protect their families, avoid deportation, and prayed for liberation by the Empire and the United States. But the American mood was equivocal. After all, Time Magazine had declared Hitler “Man of the Year” in 1938! 
Such a scenario – which thank God never happened – is helpful to keep before our eyes, when we consider the plight of those Germans who did not support Hitler.

Hitler became German Chancellor on 30th January 1933. The National Socialists never won more than 37% of the vote, but no party had been able to form a majority in the Reichstag, the Parliament. On February 27th a young Dutch communist was caught setting fire to the Reichstag, probably at Nazi instigation. 
This was alleged to be the signal for a communist revolution. A state of emergency was declared. Two weeks later, Hitler asked the Reichstag to delegate to him its powers, in order to tackle the “communist crisis.” He obtained the two-thirds majority needed to suspend the German Constitution. On March 23, the “Enabling Act” gave Hitler total power as dictator of Germany.
The Nazis wasted little time in removing their opponents from public life. On March 21, Himmler had already ordered that a concentration camp be erected at Dachau, on the site of an old munitions factory, with capacity for 5,000 persons.
The first prisoners were mostly communists, plus 500 social democrats and trade unionists. In January 1934 the Manchester Guardian was already reporting beatings, cigarette burns and the deaths of some prisoners.
One of the first Catholic victims was Fritz Gerlich, the editor of a Catholic weekly paper called "Illustrierter Sonntag." He had vehemently attacked the rise of Nazism in articles such as “Agitators, Criminals and Confused Spirits,” “Sub-humans in the Reichstag“ and “Lock up the Fuhrer,“ language so outspoken as to make even many Catholics uncomfortable. SA Stormtroopers arrested him on November 9, 1933 and beat him almost to death in a Munich prison. 

In his last letter to his wife, Gerlich wrote: “Urge others to speak out, even when what they have to say is not popular. Tell them to embrace courage as a gift, and pass it on to their children!”

On June 30, 1934, he was brought to Dachau and executed. The only notification his wife received of his death was a packet containing his blood-spattered spectacles.

In subsequent years new groups arrived at Dachau: Jews, homosexuals, gypsies, Jehovah's Witnesses, and priests. After Austria’s annexation, a transport arrived on 2 April 1938 with 150 prominent Austrians like Richard Schmitz, the Christian Socialist Mayor of Vienna, who had refused to hand over the City Hall to the Nazis. Kristallnacht, when Jewish synagogues and shops were ransacked, brought 10,000 Jewish prisoners to the camp. 
Once war began, the German prisoners eventually became a minority. The largest national group was formed by the Poles, followed by Soviet PoW’s. Overall, 206,000 prisoners from more than 30 states were imprisoned in Dachau. Some 30,000 died there, worked to death, experimented upon, or shot.
Clergymen were classified as “Bibelforscher,” literally “Bible scientists.” Three out of the thirty barrackhouses were reserved for them, numbers 26, 28 and 30.
95% of all the 2720 imprisoned clergy were Catholic priests (2579). 109 Evangelical ministers, 22 Greek Orthodox, 8 Old Catholics and 2 Muslims made up the rest. The priests consisted of 1790 Poles, 447 from Germany and Austria, 156 from France, 109 Czechs, 63 Dutch, 50 Croatian/Slovenian, 46 Belgians, 28 Italians and 16 from Luxembourg. 

These statistics highlight the injustice of claims that the Catholic Church cooperated with the Nazis. Priests were a particular target of SS brutality. 1034 priests died in Dachau, 85% of them Poles who were treated much worse than the rest. 1240 were released, and 314 liberated. 132 were transferred to other camps and liquidated. 

Elsewhere the Polish Government in exile reported in January 1941 that the Nazis had already killed some 7000 Polish priests, and held 3000 more in the camps.

Literature about the Nazi extermination programmes often fails to stress the fact that after the 6 million Jews, the next largest religious group to suffer were Catholics – in particular the nearly 3 million Polish Catholics who were murdered. 
German, Dutch and Scandinavian clergy (the Aryan races!) were allowed a lighter regime in Dachau. They could work in the herb garden and greenhouses, where medicinal plants were obtainable.

They also had the right to celebrate Mass in Block 26, usually at 5 am before the 6 am roll call on the Appellplatz. Above the maintenance building hung a sarcastic notice:  "There is one path to freedom. Its milestones are obedience, diligence, honesty, orderliness, cleanliness, sobriety, truthfulness, sacrifice and love of the fatherland."
The priests were subject to the general camp regime of hard labour, but were able to administer the sacraments secretly to other prisoners, besides maintaining their own spiritual life. In 1944 there was even a priestly ordination in the camp. Bishop von Galen of Munster gave permission for the imprisoned deacon Karl Leisner to be secretly ordained priest.
He had been a youth worker in the Munster diocese. When the Nazis took over all youth work and prohibited the Catholic youth organisations, he took teenagers camping in Belgium and Holland in order to freely discuss the Faith. His home was raided by the Gestapo, who seized his diaries and papers. In 1939 he was imprisoned for criticizing Hitler.
Somehow sacred chrism and liturgical books were smuggled in from Cardinal Faulhaber, the Munich archbishop. Prisoner Bishop Gabriel Piguet of Clermont-Ferrand performed the ceremony. He wore a ring forged especially by a Russian prisoner, and carried a staff engraved by a Benedictine priest: “Victor in vinculis,” victorious in chains. 

Some 1700 priests lived in hut 26. Seldom have so many been present at an ordination. Fr Leisner died of tuberculosis a few months after the Americans liberated the camp in May 1945. Pope John Paul II beatifed him in 1996.

At the same Mass, the Pope beatified another martyr, Bernhard Lichtenberg, Provost of St Hedwig’s Catholic Cathedral in Berlin. He had publicly attacked the Nazi tyranny and even organized demonstrations against the concentration camps. When Nazi gangs destroyed so much Jewish property, he led public prayers for the Jews. He also dared lodge an official protest against the Nazi euthanasia of the handicapped and terminally ill.

Eventually he was arrested for "misusing his official position," and imprisoned for two years. He died in a transport en route to Dachau.

At the far end of Dachau one finds the memorials – a Catholic, Protestant and Russian Orthodox chapels, a Jewish monument, and a Carmelite convent. Lest we forget, as they say.
