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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE GEOGRAPHY
OF GENOCIDE

When we ask, Where
did the Holocaust
happen, the answer is
both vast and precise.
The Holocaust was not
confined to a single
country, a single camp,
or a single type of
atrocity. It unfolded
across the entire
European continent,
carried out by Nazi
Germany and its
collaborators between
1933 and 1945. To
understand the full
scope of the genocide,

one must recognize
that it was a pan-
European tragedy. The
killing fields stretched
from the Atlantic coast
of France to the deep
forests of the Soviet
Union, and from the
Arctic reaches of
Norway to the
Mediterranean shores
of Greece. This article
will explore the
primary locations
where the Holocaust
took place, including
the concentration
camps, extermination
centers, ghettos, and
mass shooting sites
that defined this dark
chapter in history.

Understanding where
did the Holocaust
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happen is essential to
grasping how it
happened. The
geographical spread
reveals the systematic,
industrialized nature of
the Nazi plan, as well
as the local
collaboration that
enabled it. While the
Holocaust was a
German-led project, it
could not have been
executed without the
active or passive
participation of many
European governments
and ordinary citizens.
By mapping the crime
scenes, we honor the
victims and ensure that
the scale of the horror
is never forgotten or
diminished.

GERMANY: THE
BIRTHPLACE OF

power in 1933, the
Nazi regime quickly
established a network
of concentration camps
to imprison political
opponents, Jews, and
other so-called
"enemies of the state."
These early camps,
such as Dachau
(opened in 1933) and
Sachsenhausen (1936),
were not initially
designed for mass
extermination, but they

were brutal
laboratories of terror.
Here, the regime

tested the methods of
control, forced labor,
and dehumanization
that would later be
scaled up into a
continent-wide killing
machine.

However, the question
where did the

THE FINAL Holocaust happen
SOLUTION inside Germany
The Holocaust beganin extends  beyond
Germany itself. After camps. During
Adolf Hitler came to Kristallnacht in
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November 1938,
synagogues, Jewish-
owned businesses, and
homes were attacked
across the country.
Throughout the war,
German Jews were
systematically rounded
up and deported to
ghettos and death
camps in Eastern
Europe. While very few
mass killings took
place on German soil
during the height of
the genocide, the
country served as the
administrative and
logistical hub. It was in
Berlin, at the Wannsee
Conference in January
1942, that senior Nazi
officials  coordinated
the "Final Solution to
the Jewish Question,"
sealing the fate of
millions.

Later in the war, as the
Allies advanced, the
Nazis also built or
expanded camps inside
Germany's pre-war

borders, including
Buchenwald,
Mauthausen (though in
annexed Austria, it was
considered part of the
Greater German
Reich), and Bergen-
Belsen. These camps
became sites of mass
death through
starvation, disease,
and exhaustion,
particularly in the final
months of the war. For
example, Anne Frank
died at Bergen-Belsen
in March 1945,
Therefore, while the
epicenter of the
genocide was further
east, Germany was
where the ideology
was forged and where
many victims began
their horrifying
journey.

POLAND: THE
EPICENTER OF
INDUSTRIALIZED
EXTERMINATION

If there is a single



country that answers
the question where
did the Holocaust
happen most directly,
it is occupied Poland.
The Nazis chose Poland
for a grim reason: it
was home to the
largest Jewish
population in Europe,
numbering about 3.3
million before the war.
Poland also offered a
distant location, far
from the German
public eye, where the
regime could operate
with maximum secrecy
and brutality. It is
estimated that
approximately 90% of

Poland's Jewish
population was
murdered, and the

killing centers built on
Polish soil were
responsible for the
deaths of millions from
across the continent.

Auschwit
Z_
Birkenau

Auschwitz-Birkenau,
located near the Polish
town of Oswiecim, is
the most infamous
symbol of the
Holocaust. It was
actually a complex of
three main camps:
Auschwitz | (the
administrative center),
Auschwitz Il-Birkenau
(the extermination
camp), and Auschwitz
[lI-Monowitz (a forced
labor camp). Birkenau
housed the gas
chambers and
crematoria where at
least 1.1 million
people, mostly Jews,
were murdered.
Victims were
transported here from
all over Europe,
making Auschwitz a
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truly continental killing
site. The camp was
liberated by the Soviet
army on January 27,
1945, a date now
commemorated as
International Holocaust
Remembrance Day.

Treblinka

Treblinka, located
northeast of Warsaw,
was the deadliest of
the Operation Reinhard
camps. Between July
1942 and October
1943, approximately
900,000 Jews were
murdered there,
almost all within hours
of their arrival. Unlike
Auschwitz, which had a
functioning labor camp
component, Treblinka
was a pure death
camp. Victims were
shot or gassed in
carbon monoxide
chambers, and their
bodies were buried in
massive pits before

being exhumed and
burned. The camp was
dismantled by the
Nazis to hide the
evidence, and a
memorial now stands
on the site.

Belzec,
Sobibor,
and
Chelmno

These three camps

further underline
where did the
Holocaust happen in
Poland. Belzec,

operational from March
to December 1942,
was the first of the
Operation Reinhard
camps to become fully
operational. Around
600,000 Jews were
murdered there.
Sobibor, operational
from May 1942 to



October 1943, saw the
deaths of
approximately 250,000
people, and it is also
famous for the prisoner
uprising that briefly
shut down the camp.
Chelmno, the first
camp to use gas vans,
murdered at least
150,000 Jews and
Roma. These camps
were almost entirely
destroyed by the Nazis,
but their locations
remain hallowed
ground, marking the
absolute depths of
industrialized cruelty.

The
Warsaw
Ghetto

The question where
did the Holocaust
happen must also
include the ghettos of
Poland. The Warsaw

Ghetto was the largest,
at its peak holding over
400,000 people in a
tiny, walled-off district.
Hunger, disease, and
relentless German
brutality killed tens of
thousands every
month. From the
ghetto, the majority of
residents were
deported to Treblinka
during the summer of
1942. In April 1943,
when the Nazis
attempted to liquidate
the ghetto completely,
the remaining Jews
launched the Warsaw
Ghetto Uprising. The
revolt lasted nearly a
month before being
crushed, but it became
a powerful symbol of
Jewish resistance.

THE SOVIET
UNION: THE
HOLOCAUST BY
BULLETS

When the Nazi invasion
of the Soviet Union
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began in June 1941,
the Holocaust entered
a new and even more
gruesome phase. This
is a critical answer to
where did the
Holocaust happen,
because here, the
killing was not hidden
behind camp walls. It
was conducted in open
fields, forests, and
ravines by mobile
killing squads known as
Einsatzgruppen. These
units, supported by the
German Army and local
collaborators,
systematically shot
Jewish men, women,
and children in mass
graves. This is often
called the "Holocaust
by bullets."

Babi Yar

The most notorious
single massacre of the
Holocaust by bullets
occurred at Babi Yar, a
ravine near Kyiv,

Ukraine. In just two
days, September
29-30, 1941, nearly
34,000 Jews were
machine-gunned to
death. Over the
following months, tens
of thousands more
victims, including
Roma, Soviet prisoners
of war, and Ukrainian
nationalists, were also
executed there. Babi
Yar stands as a
permanent reminder
that the Holocaust was
not only about camps
and gas chambers; it
was also about face-to-
face mass murder.

Ponary

Near Vilnius, Lithuania,
the Ponary forest was
another major killing
site. Between 1941 and
1944, approximately
100,000 people were
executed there, most
of them Jews from
Vilnius and surrounding



areas. The victims
were forced to dig their
own graves before
being shot. The
Einsatzgruppen and
their local collaborators
operated with chilling
efficiency across the
Baltic states, Belarus,
Ukraine, and western
Russia, murdering an
estimated 1.5 to 2
million Jews in total.

OTHER OCCUPIED
EUROPEAN
COUNTRIES

The Holocaust was a
truly continental crime,
and where did the
Holocaust happen
cannot be answered
without examining
other regions. While
the highest death tolls
were in Poland and the
Soviet Union, virtually
every country under
Nazi control
contributed victims
and killing sites.

France

In France, the Vichy
regime collaborated
with the Germans in
rounding up Jews. The
major roundup was the
Vel' d'Hiv' (Velodrome
d'Hiver) in Paris in July
1942, where over
13,000 Jews were
arrested and held in
wretched conditions
before being deported.
Most were sent to
Auschwitz via Drancy,
the main transit camp
near Paris.
Approximately 75,000
Jews from France were
murdered in the
Holocaust.

The
Netherlan
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ds

The Netherlands saw a
horrific rate of Jewish
persecution. Despite a
long tradition of
tolerance, about 75%
of the country's
140,000 Jews were
deported and killed.
The transit camp
Westerbork was the
main staging point for
trains to Auschwitz,
Sobibor, and other
camps. Anne Frank and
her family were
arrested in Amsterdam
and eventually died at
Bergen-Belsen. The
Dutch story shows that
even in countries with
relatively low levels of
antisemitism, the Nazi
machinery could
operate with
devastating

effectiveness.

Greece,
Yugoslavi
a, and
Hungary

In Greece, the Jewish
communities of
Thessaloniki and other
cities were decimated;
nearly 60,000 Greek
Jews were murdered,
most at Auschwitz. In
Yugoslavia (modern-
day Serbia, Croatia,

Bosnia, etc.), the
Ustasha regime in
Croatia ran the

infamous Jasenovac
concentration camp,
where hundreds of
thousands of Serbs,

Jews, Roma, and
political prisoners were
killed. In Hungary,

which was a German
ally until 1944, the
deportation of Jews



happened late but with
terrible speed. Over
430,000 Hungarian
Jews were sent to
Auschwitz in just a few
months in 1944, many
of whom were gassed

immediately upon
arrival.
CONCENTRATION
AND LABOR CAMPS
ACROSS THE
CONTINENT
Beyond the death
camps, a vast
archipelago of
concentration and

labor camps stretched
from Norway to Italy.
While these sites were
not primarily designed
for immediate
extermination, they
were nonetheless
where hundreds of
thousands of people
died from exhaustion,

10

component of where
did the Holocaust
happen.

Visiting sites like
Mauthausen in Austria,
Ravensbruck (the main
camp for women) in
Germany, or the Dora-
Mittelbau camp (where
prisoners built V-2
rockets in underground
tunnels) reinforces that
the Holocaust was a
system of globalized
terror within Europe. In
Iltaly, the Nazis
established a transit
camp at Fossoli, from
which Jews were
deported to Auschwitz.
In Norway, the Falstad
camp held political
prisoners and Jews. In
the Channel Islands
(British  territory
occupied by Germany),
Jews were also
deported. This

starvation, brutality, Wwidespread network
and arbitrary shows that almost no
execution. This is part of Nazi-occupied
another key Europe was untouched.
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