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Report by the Former Polish Inmate Leon Kolenda (BwA 31/1053)

I was sent to the Ohrdruf detachment with the first group, approximately 300 inmates, on 6 Nov 

1944. There I received the number 103921. We were transported on lorries through Weimar, Erfurt, 

Gotha and Ohrdruf. Here began for me, for hundreds and later for thousands of inmates what was to 

be the hardest and most tragic phase of my life. The construction of an armament factory got under-

way in the nearby mountains. In Ohrdruf we were taken to a military training area where there was 

nothing but a few barracks. There we had to put up the barbed-wire fence and build barracks and 

roads. A few weeks later the construction of the camp was finished. Then the next transports were 

sent from Buchenwald to Ohrdruf, primarily with Poles, Russians, Hungarian Jews and Frenchmen.

[...]

In the final phase of the construction of Camp Ohrdruf there were several thousand inmates there. 

In this period, construction of the railway line and the tunnels in the mountains began.

Similar work was also carried out in the nearby village of Crawinkel. The machines for the pro-

duction of the Wunderwaffe [“wonder weapon”] V1 and V2 were to be set up in the tunnels. Every-

thing that happened there was top secret, and the AK [subcamp] Ohrdruf bore the code name “S III”. 

No one was to return from it alive. [...]

In Ohrdruf, the inmates worked every day for more than twelve hours. The excavation of the 

tunnel was initially carried out with the most primitive tools, e.g. spades and picks. It was gruelling 

and dangerous work. SS men equipped with pistols, clubs and dogs served as guards. There were 

also a number of civilian labourers among them. The emaciated inmates were driven to work with 

screams and blows and if that didn’t help the SS got out their pistols and shot at them ruthlessly.

The daily rations consisted of a piece of bread with margarine, and soup made of water and 

turnips. He who found a piece of potato in his soup was lucky. It was altogether 800 to 1,000 calo-

ries – for people performing heavy, gruelling labour. Death usually followed in 2 to 3 months. Few 

inmates endured longer. The consequences of the general exhaustion and undernourishment were: 

diarrhoea, tuberculosis, periarthritis, abdominal typhus and epidemic typhus. The mortality rate 

grew. In my opinion, in the period from November 1944 to March 1945 – the period until the evacu-

ation of Buchenwald – 5,000 to 7,000 inmates died of hunger and exhaustion, or were murdered.

Those no longer able to work were sent to the infirmary which had meanwhile been built. There 

selections were carried out. The inmates unfit for work were taken to a stable located on the grounds 

of the AK Ohrdruf; there they waited to die, and were then cremated in the crematorium or buried 

in mass graves in the nearby forest. In the stable, the poor inmates had to endure without food or 

any form of help; they lay on straw or even on the bare floor and waited for death.

One evening in the winter of 1945 I was in that stable. At the risk of our lives, my fellow inmate 

M. W. and I were attempting to get the sick Catholic priest J. B., who was suffering from periarthritis, 

out of there. At the sight of us, hundreds of hands went into the air amidst screams and cries. It was 

authentic hell on earth. I would like to spare myself the description of those harrowing scenes.
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After 2 or 3 weeks I myself took ill with scarlet fever. I also had psoriasis and later I also contracted 

epidemic typhus. Of thousands of inmates taken ill with epidemic typhus, often only one survived. 

I owed my life above all to my physical and mental resistance which had been hardened by so many 

years of suffering, but also to my deep belief in survival, as well as to the prayers of my old mother, 

who was very devout. But I also owe my life to the French doctor Jacques Gaby, who was my friend 

and shared my wartime fate. He had taken me into his care and helped me to the extent permitted 

by the circumstances. I would like to stress here that the camp authorities carried out great acts of 

revenge against inmates who attempted to escape. Sabotage was punished with death. Small thefts, 

e.g. a few potatoes or turnips stolen on account of hunger, were answered with tree-hanging or cor-

poral punishment, often leading to the deaths of the inmates. I witnessed that with my own eyes.

I can well remember one cold evening; I can’t say for sure whether it was Christmas Eve 1944. 

That evening the SS had put up two big fir trees on the muster ground. We assumed it had some-

thing to do with Christmas traditions and were very touched; many of our eyes filled with tears. We 

thought of Poland, where the candles on the fir trees were lit on Christmas in every house. But a roll 

call was ordered, unexpectedly for the entire camp. A short time later, three abused inmates were 

brought. On grounds that they had allegedly attempted to flee, they were hanged, and the entire 

camp had to watch the brutal procedure.

Despite the icy temperatures and our thin clothing, the roll call lasted a few hours. After the roll 

call, a number of inmates remained lying on the ground. The situation was also similar after the 

daily morning roll calls; after the various work gangs had left for work, a number of inmates always 

remained behind, having collapsed in agony, and were then beaten to death by the SS with clubs. 

The families then received forged death certificates identifying the cause of death as a heart attack, 

pneumonia, etc.

In approximately the early days of the month of February 1945, during my period of convales-

cence, I got up from my pallet and went to the window and saw terrible things. A number of inmates 

were lying in the snow on the muster ground, many being beaten with clubs by the SS. I could also 

see one inmate who no longer had the strength to get up, lying across from my barrack. He had tried 

to reach a nearby barrack by crawling on his stomach. But one of the SS men noticed him, went over 

to him and started beating him with a club and kicking him; then he turned the inmate over to face 

upward and continued beating. Then he placed his club on the inmate’s neck, stepped on the club 

and thus suffocated him. Next to me lay the Polish Catholic priest we had saved from the stable. I 

told him what I was witnessing outside the window. Then I said in desperation that I no longer be-

lieved in God, because if there really was a God he would have struck that SS man down with a bolt 

of lightning. The priest tried to refute my words by quoting the Gospel, but he wasn’t able to con-

vince me and that’s the way it has remained to this day.

The camp illnesses, executions and horrible conditions claimed their victims. The naked corpses 

were stacked in heaps behind the camp bathhouse. The SS went there, carrying little sacks on their 

belts; using pliers and the like, they broke the gold fillings from the corpses’ mouths. Then the in-

mates had to load the corpses and bury them in mass graves located in the woods 2 to 3 km from the 

camp.
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Once the eastern and western fronts had pressed their way ever further into the 3rd Reich in the 

spring of 1945, the camp authorities – fearful of the responsibility and to hide the traces of murder 

– ordered the corpses removed from the mass graves and burned in heaps. A large group of inmates 

was assigned this task and given long poles with hooks for pulling the corpses out of the graves. 

They had to fetch wood from the forest; then some kind of fluid was poured onto the corpses and 

ignited. I myself witnessed these indescribable crimes. There were a few days when I was assigned 

to fetch wood from the forest with a number of other inmates. I saw SS men looking for gold teeth in 

the ashes. I also saw farmers coming from the villages for the ash to use it as fertilizer for their fields.

In late March and early April 1945, Ohrdruf subcamp was evacuated to Buchenwald. I left the 

camp with the last groups of inmates, greatly relieved.


