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Record of Witness Testimony 60 
Here stands Ms Marja Helena Owsiana born on 7 July 1908 
in Rakowice, Lubawski Powiat , occupation horticulture and poultry farming 
religion Roman Catholic , parents’ forenames [not completed] 
last place of residence in Poland Łebcz, Morski Powiat 
current place of residence Łebcz, Morski Powiat 
 
who – having been cautioned as to the importance of truthful testimony as well as to the responsibility 
for, and consequences of, false testimony – hereby declares as follows: 
I was interned at the concentration camp in Ravensbrück 
from 9 April 1940 to 26 April 1945 as a political prisoner  
bearing the number [not completed] and wearing a  red -coloured triangle 
with the letter P. 
I was later interned in [not completed] 
from [not completed] to [not completed] 

one page appended 
 
 Asked whether, with regard to my internment and my labour at the concentration camp, I 
possess any particular knowledge about how the camp was organized, how prisoners were treated, their 
living and working conditions, medical and pastoral care, the hygienic conditions in the camp, or any 
particular events concerning any aspect of camp life, I state as follows: 
The testimony comprises four handwritten pages and describes the following: 
1) Arrival at Ravensbrück, quarantine in a block with windows that had been painted over and covered in 

barbed wire, women having nervous breakdowns 
2) Hard labour building houses, unloading bricks from ships without gloves, dresses and hands smeared with 

blood, harassment by the [female] overseers during work 
3) Working at night in the workshops, harassment by the overseers and SS men, theft of furs by SS men and 

overseers with the assistance of prisoners who would in this way appease the authorities, scandalous 
behaviour of certain fellow prisoners (Anweisungs [see note below]) 

4) Camp diet 
5) Behaviour of Lagerälteste [the chief prisoner functionary of the entire camp, lit. ‘camp senior’ (Ger.)] Knoll 

(arbitrarily ordering selections, inspections) 
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Polish Source Institute Malmö, 14 December 1945 
 
Here stands Ms Maria [sic] Helena Owsiana  born on 7 July 1908 
in Rakowice, Lubawski Powiat of the Roman Catholic faith 
horticulturalist and poultry farmer by occupation 
 
most recent address in Poland: Łebcz, Morski Powiat 
present address: Łebcz, Morski Powiat. 
 

Having been cautioned as to the importance of her testimony as well as to her criminal liability for any 
false testimony – she hereby declares as follows: 
I was arrested on 8 April 1940 in Jastrzębia Góra as a displaced person. I was with my mother. We were 

taken to Wejherowo, where we spent one night before being loaded onto a train. After travelling a full day and 
night, we arrived in Ravensbrück. It was the first Polish transport to the camp and consisted of fifty-nine people. 
We were led to the bathhouse; all our things were taken from us and we were made to change into lightweight 
camp dresses. We underwent a very strict six-week quarantine: even the handles to the doors and windows were 
unscrewed, and the windowpanes were painted over and covered in barbed wire from the outside. During 
quarantine, there were two women who had nervous breakdowns. They were taken to the bunker, where one of 
them was finished off three days later; allegedly, [the camp authorities] had helped her hang herself – that’s how 
she was found in her cell. After three m The other one went from the bunker to the Strafblock [punishment 
block, Ger.], where she was savaged by dogs, beaten, and kicked in a monstrous manner. She died in the Revier 
[infirmary, Ger.] four months later. It aroused a great deal of surprise that she was taken to the Revier after being 
so badly beaten. When she fainted, she would be fully immersed in hot water and then cold, in an effort to 
revive her. 

After those six weeks, I worked in aussen [outside (the camp), Ger.] columns [work gangs, from Ger. 
Kolonne], levelling terrain, laying down roads, and building houses for the auzjerkas [female guards, from Ger. 
Aufseherin]. For six winter months I chopped wood by a lake. We were dressed only in flimsy underwear, 
striped prison dresses, and Jackes [jackets, Ger.] – no gloves. My worst memory from that period is of 
unloading coal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



from a ship as part of a human chain stretching half a kilometre away to buildings that were under construction. 
Around 15,000 pieces of coal would pass through our hands every day. We would do it with our bare hands, 
without gloves, and not only the coal but also our clothes would be stained with blood. If any bricks fell to the 
ground because we hadn’t passed them on in time, the auzjerkas would whip our legs with reeds and set dogs on 
us. Ten After ten months of this sort of work, I had an accident: an iron rail fell on my leg. This led to three 
months’ rest. Directly after the accident, I had to go on working, shovelling sand for another three hours. 
Friends of mine carried me to the camp. The auzjerka called me names the whole time and threatened to write 
me up for faking [illness], but my friends carried me to the Revier anyway; there I was given medical attention. 
Since my leg was still causing me a lot of bother three months afterwards, I couldn’t work aussen and instead 
took up work in a Betrieb [workshop, Ger.]. The work there involved making hospital shoes out of straw. Those 
three months of eight-hour working days were a rest for me. But then a big order for Wachschuhe [lit. ‘sentry 
shoes’, Ger.] came in and we started working in three shifts, including nights. We worked there until March 
1942. We finished with shoes and started on furs, making parkas. I wasn’t beaten myself, but I did witness a 
terrible beating meted out over the destruction of valuable furs. We would often destroy them on purpose, but 
they would also often get damaged due to a lack of awareness or skill. A friend of mine from Warsaw, 
Stanisława Sokołowska, who was carrying finished work to storage as part of a chain of women, staggered away 
from the others under the weight of her heavy load. The auzjerka struck her several times in the face, pressed 
her against a wall, grabbed her by the hair, and beat her head against the wall while at the same time kicking her 
in the abdomen, causing severe bleeding and protracted illness. Such incidents were quite frequent. Friends of 
ours were working in the SS canteen; as they had 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



a great deal of freedom there, they accused the auzjerka of being extremely cruel. They started serving her 
smaller portions of food and threatened to reduce them even further if she continued to behave as she had. This 
brought about a radical change in her – she stopped beating, and kicking, and tormenting us. 

The auzjerkas used to walk off with the higher-value furs. One of the SS men used to help them steal 
and channel the furs to Gdańsk, where their gang was based. Our girls would help them in order to secure peace 
in the workshop, lighter punishments, or a few days’ rest for their weaker comrades. Things were relatively 
better in our Betrieb than in the sewing workshops. 

What distressed us more than anything else was the behaviour of certain comrades in adversity, the so-
called Anweisungs [lit. ‘orders, instructions’, Ger.], who – whether to fulfil their sick ambitions or to ingratiate 
themselves with the Betriebsleiter [workshop manager, Ger.] – would raise the production quotas and thus drain 
us of the little strength we had. One of the worst was Jadwiga Nehring, our direct supervisor. Her whole family 
was Volksdeutsche [ethnic Germans]: her brothers were serving in the German army and her father, despite his 
advanced age, was also in the German army. She raised the quota, contrary to the instructions of the 
Betriebsleiter. She would play favourites and take bribes in the form of presents, soap, rations from food 
parcels, etc. She used to threaten us with the bunker and the Strafblock and indeed she even had one woman put 
in the Strafblock for several months. She created such an incredibly unpleasant atmosphere that we were more 
afraid of her than an SS man. 

On 8 August 1944, all of the Betrieb workers were transferred to a separate yard where the barrack 
buildings were new and clean, and where the sanitary conditions were incomparably better than at the old camp. 
The food situation deteriorated because there was a terrible problem with theft in our kitchen, and we were very 
hungry until the intervention of Opitz, the main boss of the Betriebs. 
Lagerälteste Knoll, a German woman, used to make our lives miserable. 
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She would invent various pretexts to keep us at Appells [roll call assemblies, Ger.] for five to eight 
hours at a time on Sunday, our only day off. Directly after these Appells, some of us would have to go and work 
the night shift. She came to [note written above crossing-out] She was [/note] with us from December 1944 till 
March 1945. She was dismissed following efforts by Opitz due to her ordering – on her own initiative – a 
selection at which we all had to stand barefoot (in March). She pulled the older and weaker women out of the 
ranks, marking them out for the chimney. She did it out of a desire to curry favour with the camp authorities. 
Betrieb boss Opitz overruled the selection, however: the women who had been selected were retained in their 
posts and Knoll was dismissed from the Industriehof [industrial section, Ger.]. 

Knoll used to persecute us with surprise inspections that she carried out personally. During designated 
sleeping hours, she would force us outside in front of the block while she conducted the inspection. She 
confiscated masses of things: private underwear, toiletries, products from Red Cross parcels. 

In mid-April 1945, the block I was living in was dismantled and we were transferred to the old camp. 
We weren’t spared from delousing, of course, as we had gone from a clean block to a dirty one. Thanks to all 
this moving around, on 25 April I was able to get on a transport of Polish women being taken away by the 
Swedish Red Cross. The rest of my comrades from the Betriebs who remained in the Industriehof ended up in 
Russian hands, and I’ve already received word from many of them that they are in Poland.  
 
Read and signed [note] and accepted [/note] by Maria Owsiana 
[note written between lines of text] H. Dziedzicka – Institute Assistant [/note] 
Comments from Helena Dziedzicka, Institute Assistant preparing the testimony 
Witness Maria Owsiana [note written above text] whom I know personally [/note], is intelligent and down-to-
earth. She does not exaggerate; she speaks the truth.   Helena Dziedzicka 
      Institute Assistant 
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