
THE HOLOCAUST 

 

On coming to power during 1933 the Nazis began to establish a network of camps. These were initially 

concentration camps due to the fact that they were used to concentrate enemies and certain groups of people 

in one place. 

Local SS and police forces set up these first camps. However, very soon the Nazi leadership began to develop a 

systematic and centrally controlled system of camps. 

Later, as the Nazi regime imposed their influence over countries they occupied, they developed a range of 

different types of camps. These were concentration camps, transit camps, forced-labor or work camps and 

extermination camps. 

 

Transit Camps 

 

The Nazis set up transit camps in occupied lands. Examples of transit camps include Drancy in France, 

Mechelen in Belgium and Westerbork in the Netherlands. Jews were imprisoned in transit camps before being 

sent on to a concentration camp or deported to one of the six Nazi extermination camps in Poland. 

 

Work Camps 

It was not only concentration camp prisoners who were used for forced labor. By 1945 more than 14 million 

people were exploited in the network of hundreds of forced labor camps that stretched across the whole of 

Nazi-occupied Europe. 

Many of the forced labor camps were satellite camps or sections of concentration camps. Auschwitz, in 

Poland, had over 40 such satellite camps. 

Inmates of the labor camps were kept in terrible conditions, with the intention by the Nazis that death would 

be the result. ‘Extermination by labor’ was a policy under which the Nazis could supply the German war effort, 

while also continuing to carry out ‘the final solution’. 

Concentration Camps 

A concentration camp is a place where people are detained or confined without trial. Prisoners were kept in 

extremely harsh conditions and without any rights. In Nazi Germany after 1933, and across Nazi controlled 

Europe between 1938 and 1945, concentration camps became a major way in which the Nazis imposed their 

control. 

The first concentration camps in Germany were set up as detention centers to stop any opposition to the 

Nazis by so called ‘enemies of the state’. These people included communists, socialists and social democrats, 

Jehovah's Witnesses, homosexuals, Roma, and so called ‘asocials’. 

However, after March 1938, when the Germans annexed Austria into German territory, many thousands of 

German Jews were arrested and detained in Dachau, Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen concentration camps. 

After Kristallnacht (the ‘Night of broken glass’) in November 1938, the Nazis and their supporters arrested 

many thousands of male Jews above the age of 14 years. They imprisoned them in camps for days or 

Types of Camps 



sometimes weeks. They were kept in poor conditions, given little food or water and subjected to brutal 

treatment and torture. 

When the German army invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, the SS set up many concentration camps to 

house Polish political prisoners and many thousands of Polish Jews. Many of the inmates of these camps were 

subjected to increasingly poor conditions. In addition, they were subjected to forced labor, the result of which 

was often death. 

Extermination Camps (Killing Centers and Death Camps) 

The Nazis established six extermination camps on Polish soil. These were Chelmno (December 1941-January 

1945), Belzec (March-December 1942), Sobibor (May-July 1942 and October 1942-October 

1943), Treblinka(July 1942-August 1943), Majdanek (September 1941-July 1944) and Auschwitz-

Birkenau (March 1942-January 1945). 

The first of these camps, Chelmno, was established to exterminate the Jews of the Lodz ghetto and the 

surrounding area, and 5,000 Roma. The facility contained three gas vans in which victims were murdered. Only 

two Jews survived the camp. 

Some Jewish prisoners were put into units called Sonderkommandos, whose role was to work in the gas 

chambers and crematorium. They were kept apart from the rest of the camp prisoners, but were also sent to 

their deaths in the gas chambers after a few weeks or months of work. 

The majority of those selected for any kind of work would die within weeks or months of their arrival from lack 

of food, disease or overwork. 
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The Nazis established killing centers for efficient mass murder. Unlike concentration camps, which served 

primarily as detention and labor centers, killing centers (also referred to as "extermination camps" or "death 

camps") were almost exclusively "death factories." German SS and police murdered nearly 2,700,000 Jews in 

the killing centers either by asphyxiation with poison gas or by shooting. 

 

CHELMNO, BELZEC, SOBIBOR, AND TREBLINKA 

  

The first killing center was Chelmno, which opened in the Warthegau (part of Poland annexed to Germany) in 

December 1941. Mostly Jews, but also Roma (Gypsies), were gassed in mobile gas vans there. In 1942, in the 

General government (a territory in the interior of occupied Poland), the Nazis opened the Belzec, Sobibor, 

and Treblinka killing centers (known collectively as the Operation Reinhard camps) to systematically murder 

the Jews of Poland. In the Operation Reinhard killing centers, the SS and their auxiliaries killed approximately 

1,526,500 Jews between March 1942 and November 1943. 

 

AUSCHWITZ-BIRKENAU 

  

Almost all of the deportees who arrived at the camps were sent immediately to death in the gas chambers 

(with the exception of very small numbers chosen for special work teams known as Sonderkommandos). The 

largest killing center was Auschwitz-Birkenau, which by spring 1943 had four gas chambers (using Zyklon B 

poison gas) in operation. At the height of the deportations, up to 6,000 Jews were gassed each day at 

Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland. Over a million Jews and tens of thousands of Roma, Poles, and Soviet prisoners 

of war were killed there by November 1944. 

 

MAJDANEK 

  

Though many scholars have traditionally counted the Majdanek camp as a sixth killing center, recent research 

had shed more light on the functions and operations at Lublin/Majdanek. Within the framework of Operation 

Reinhard, Majdanek primarily served to concentrate Jews whom the Germans spared temporarily for forced 

labor. It occasionally functioned as a killing site to murder victims who could not be killed at the Operation 

Reinhard killing centers: Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka II. It also contained a storage depot for property and 

valuables taken from the Jewish victims at the killing centers. 

 

The SS considered the killing centers top secret. To obliterate all traces of gassing operations, special prisoner 

units (the Sonderkommandos) were forced to remove corpses from the gas chambers and cremate them. The 

grounds of some killing centers were landscaped or camouflaged to disguise the murder of millions. 

 

Major Camps 
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The prisoners selected for work were housed in wooden or brick built barracks. 

The brick barracks were constructed in the autumn of 1941. The Germans originally intended the barracks to 

house 40 prisoners, but very often more than 700 would be placed in each of them. The total number of 

prisoners to each barrack depended on the number of transports arriving. The prisoners slept in 60 spaces, 

with three bunks in each space. Prisoners slept on straw spread over the wooden bunks. The barracks had 

earth floors and few sanitary facilities. 

The wooden barracks had once been stables. The walls were thin and had gaps at the bottom and top, which 

let in the bitterly cold wind. Near the entrance door were two rooms to house the ‘functionaries’ 

or kapos (heads of the block). The barracks had no windows, but instead had a row of skylights at the top of 

the roof. Each block had wooden three-tiered bunks. Prisoners slept under thin blankets or rags on 

mattresses. 

Each barrack had two stoves with a brick heating flue running between them. However, fuel was not provided. 

As a result, many prisoners died during the extreme cold of the Polish winters. 
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Under the most adverse conditions, Jewish prisoners succeeded in initiating resistance and uprisings in some 

Nazi camps. The surviving Jewish workers launched uprisings even in the extermination camps of Treblinka, 

Sobibor, and Auschwitz-Birkenau. About 1,000 Jewish prisoners participated in the revolt in Treblinka. On 

August 2, 1943, Jews seized what weapons they could find—picks, axes, and some firearms stolen from the 

camp armory—and set fire to the camp. About 200 managed to escape. The Germans recaptured and killed 

about half of them. 

On October 14, 1943, prisoners in Sobibor killed 11 SS guards and police auxiliaries and set the camp on fire. 

About 300 prisoners escaped, breaking through the barbed wire and risking their lives in the minefield 

surrounding the camp. Over 100 were recaptured and later shot. 

On October 7, 1944, prisoners assigned to Crematorium IV at Auschwitz-Birkenau rebelled after learning that 

they were going to be killed. The Germans crushed the revolt and murdered almost all of the several hundred 

prisoners involved in the rebellion. 

Other camp uprisings took place in the Kruszyna (1942), Minsk-Mazowiecki (1943), and Janowska (1943) 

camps. In several dozen camps prisoners organized escapes to join partisan units. Successful escapes were 

made, for example, from the Lipowa Street labor camp in Lublin. 

Conditions 

Resistance 


