
Ravensbrück (Germany) 

l Location: North of Germany, near Furstenberg  
l Established on: Autumn 1938  
l Liberation: April 30th, 1945, by the Russian Army.  
l Estimated number of victims: 92,000  
l Sub-camps: 31 sub-camps and external kommandos (click here for a list of those sub-camps) 

 
General view of Ravensbrück. 

Ravensbrück was the only major Nazi concentration camp for women. At the end of autumn 1938, Himmler decided to establish a concentration camp for 
women in Ravensbrück. This location was chosen by Himmler because it was out-of-the-way and at the same time easy to reach. Ravensbrück was a small 
village located in a beautiful area with many forests and lakes, not far from Furstenberg. There was a good road from Furstenberg to Ravensbrück and the rail 
station of Furstenberg had a direct link to Berlin. 

At the end of 1938, 500 prisoners were transferred from Sachsenhausen to Ravensbrück in order to build the new camp. They built 14 barracks, a kitchen, an 
infirmary, as well as a small camp for men, which was totally isolated from the women's camp. The whole camp was surrounded by a high wall with electrified 
barbed wires on the top. 

The first prisoners arrived in Ravensbruck on May 18, 1939: 860 German women and 7 Austrian women. From this time, the number of prisoners increased 
dramatically--400 gypsy women from Austria arrived on May 29, 1939 and on September 28, 1939, the first women from Poland arrived in the camp. End of 
1939, the population of the camp was 2,290. 

 
The "Walzkommando" in Ravensbrück: the punished women had to pull this roller until they died... 

After the war began, the population of the camp became more international, and soon there were prisoners coming from 20 European countries. The 
conditions of life in Ravensbrück were as shameful and difficult as in all the other concentration camps--death by starvation, beating, torture, hanging, and 
shooting happened daily. The women who were too weak to work were transferred to be gassed at the Uckermark "Youth Camp" located nearby 
Ravensbruck or to Auschwitz. Others were killed by lethal injections or used for "medical" experiments by the SS doctors. Several SS companies 
surrounded the camp where the prisoners had to work day and night until they died by weakness and illness [see the list of Ravensbrück sub-camps]. 

Due to the constant growth of the population, the camp had to be enlarged four times during the war. By the end of 1941, there were 12,000 prisoners. 
In 1942, several convoys of Russian women were transferred to Ravensbrück. By the end of 1942, the population was 15,000, and it reached 42,000 by 
the end of 1943. As in the others concentration camps, Ravensbrück had a crematory, and in November 1944, the SS decided to build a gas chamber. 
At this time, the total population of the camp was 80,000. 

 
A work team in Ravensbrück 

All in all, more than 132,000 women and children were incarcerated in Ravensbrück. It is estimated that 92,000 of them died in the camp by starvation, 
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executions, or weakness. During the last months of the war, and due to the rapid advance of the Russian Army, the SS decided to exterminate as many 
prisoners as they could, in order to avoid any testimony about what happened in the camp. For example, 130 babies and pregnant women were gassed in 
March 1945. 

At the end of March 1945, the SS decided to transfer the archives of the camp and the machines of the workshops to a safer place. On April 27 and 28, 
1945, they ordered the woman still able to walk to leave the camp in a Death March. Only 3,000 exhausted or ill women were left in the camp, as well as 
300 men. 

 
The hell of Ravensbrück... 

The camp was liberated by the Russian Army on April 30th, 1945. The survivors of the Death March were liberated in the following hours by a Russian 
scout unit. 

The Uckermark "Youth Camp" 

Every two or three weeks, the SS commandant of the camp Suhren and the SS doctors Schwarzhuber and Pflaum selected the ill or weak women for the 
"transport to Mittweida". The women had to lift their skirts over their hips and run in front of the SS guards and doctors. Women with swollen feet, 
injuries, or scars or those simply too ill or too weak to run were immediately selected for a "recovery" period in Uckermark. This "recovery" period 
consisted in fact of being jailed in sealed barracks without medical care and food until death. But most of the selected women never arrived in the 
Uckermark "Youth Camp". They were gassed in special vans transformed in mobile gas chambers. The exhaust pipe of the engine was directly connected 
to the van's freight compartment, and gassing was done in 15-20 minutes. One of those gas vans was a captured sanitary truck from the Dutch Army. 
Others trucks were sealed German freight trucks, often named by the prisoners "Green Mina". The so-called "transport to Mittweida" was an SS code 
name for gassing. "Mittweida" was supposed to be a place where prisoners could recover from their slave work. Of course, it was an imaginary place and 
"Mittweida" was just a synonym for "gas chamber". 

The Children of Ravensbrück 

Hundreds of children were incarcerated in Ravensbrück. The cruelty and the sadism of the Nazis against the children had no limits, and the fate of those 
little victims was absolutely awful. Children and babies were in fact sentenced to death before they were born. Newborn babies were immediately 
separated from their mother and drowned or thrown into a sealed room until they died. Most of the time, this was done in front of the mother. There are 
dozen of testimonies about children thrown alive into the crematory, buried alive, poisoned, strangled, or drowned in Ravensbrück. Several children were 
also used for sadistic "medical" experiments. Hundreds of little girls, sometimes only 8, were sterilized by direct exposure of genitals to X-rays. In the early 
months of Ravensbrück, children were immediately killed. The SS doctor Rosenthal and his girlfriend Gerda Quernheim aborted by force pregnant 
women, and this was often done using bestial methods. Later, newborn children were sometimes allowed to survive, but due to the lack of food and the 
awful sanitary conditions, these babies died very soon. 

Only the strongest children could survive. Those children had to work day and night with the women in the workshop and help them with the heaviest 
labor. Only very few of these children survived the war. 
 

Page 2 / 2


