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From: Red Cross Visit Report 18 Dec 1918 

(Translation by Google Translate, amended where appropriate) 

Cottbus 1 (Sielow) 

Number of POWs:  

 

(‘Arbeitskommandos’ were ‘workcamps’, where soldiers (other ranks) were used as 

labour for commercial enterprises. These were mainly Russians, with none of the 

1500 British POWs used for this. However, many of these soldiers were returned into 

the main camp when the war ended, causing overcrowding.) 

 

RSM A O James was the British ‘Spokesman’ talking to the Red Cross, others 

included Dr Woblikoff for the Russians. 

Staff( headcount?): Higher than the normal number following the return to the depot 

of the POW Arbeitskommandos, from which they are dismissed. 

Moral state: Bad, due to bad maintenance. 

Situation of the Russian relief committee with regard to the POWs: It has 

authority and its instructions are followed. 
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Situation of Committee of German command vis-à-vis the POWs: According to 

the Russians, it still makes its authority severely felt. According to the French it 

would be shaken (dreadful?). 

Return to the Arbeitskommandos: Several Russian POWs want to return, but 

were not given permission. They would like to return to work because of the poor 

conditions of the depot. (IG-Which suggests they were better treated and fed when 

working) 

Departures for Russia: About 200 POWs have left, singly or in groups, with a small 

reserve of food. 

Evacuation to Russia: There has not yet been one and nothing is being 

considered, as far as the POWs know. 

Buildings: The barracks, from what the delegates could see, are much better than 

in Merzdorf (Cottbus 2). There is more order in general in the camp. According to the 

POWs, here too the roofs are not waterproof, the windows are badly fitting, the walls 

are damp, there is mould even on the clothes. Wooden floor, in a few huts it is sand. 

400 to 500 POW per barracks, with no palliasses (paillasse, straw mattress). Each 

man has three thin blankets. Peat heating, insufficient, 25 kg per day per barrack. 

There does not appear to be any supply for the winter.  

Infirmary: No German doctor, one Russian doctor, one Italian doctor. 20 seriously 

wounded English and wounded from work from Arbeitkommandos. The influenza 

epidemic is over and was not very serious. The pharmacy lacks everything. Paper 

dressings when there are any. No iodine. The serious cases must be evacuated to 

the lazaretto (sick bay/quarantine hospital?) at Merzdorf on the order of the German 

doctor, but one never comes any more. The sterilizer has been in need of repair for 2 

months.  

Food: Theoretical quantities: Officers: per week, 200 gr of meat, 70 gr of margarine, 

175 gr of sugar, 100 gr of flour, 3500 gr of potatoes, 200 gr of dried vegetables. 

Soldiers. No control, and POWs do not know the amounts to which they are entitled. 

For one meal it used for the whole (on December 10, 1918): 1310 kg of sauerkraut, 

875 kg of potatoes; 384 kg of turnips; 22 kg of margarine. The cooking is done for 
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the whole POW camp; a French adjutant takes care of it. In the morning, coffee and 

250gr of bread for the day; the weight is not always there; at noon, potato and carrot 

soup; in the evening, flour and margarine soup. Meat twice a week. The regulated 

quantities are not displayed in the kitchen, those issued are insufficient; there is no 

way of control. Insufficient food.  

Clothing: very poor, worn out; POWs not receiving clothing and even more difficult 

to get is underwear. The Russians seen by the delegates have, for the most part, 

clothes in very bad condition, often tattered, and sordid underclothes. Many 

Russians do not have a topcoat at the start of winter. The POWs who come back 

from the Arbeitkommandos do not have a palliasse. It happens that the Russians are 

given uniforms sent for the French.  

Cleanliness: 1 kg of soap powder for 6 men every 6 weeks; it is carbonate of 

potash. Nothing for the Arbeitkommandos nor for the lazarets, and the doctors use 

the soap sent by the Entente. Baths: hot shower every week, stopped for a month. 

Lack of water to wash.  

Correspondence and parcels: The French have not received anything for a month; 

the English as well; the Italians for 2 months; the Russians for 10 months. Over a 

year ago 50 packages arrived for 10 Russian civilians.  

The French, the English and the Italians agree that the Russians’ situation has been 

very miserable for a long time, especially in the arbeitkommandos, except among the 

peasants. This situation is, they say, dreadful, unimaginable; they are dying of 

exhaustion.  

The delegates went for a tour with French and English POW contingents. The 

contrast of these well-dressed POWs, well fed thanks to the parcels from their 

country, of good morale, cheerful in the hope of the forthcoming return home, with 

the Russian POWs in rags, gaunt, looking downcast or desperate, the contrast was 

poignant. 
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Cottbus II (Merzdorf) 18 December 

 

 

The delegates noted that the barracks visited by them were crowded with 

inhabitants, which is in contradiction with the above statements, all the more so as 

according to the same sergeant. All the barracks are occupied. Formerly under the 

orders of General von Kretschmann, this depot is currently under the orders of the 

Soldatenrat. (Soldatenrat were breakaway troops of soldiers discarding their high 

command after Nov 1918) It was not without difficulty that the delegates found a 

lower rank officer representing this command, who authorized them to speak without 

witnesses with the POWs and to visit the camp. The camp doubles as a large 

lazaretto with 350 beds, a figure which can be increased to 450.  

Conversation with the POWs (Russian and Romanian Committees , spokesperson 

Name Birmann, Russian):  

Moral state: Very depressed and sad. However, the announcement made at a 

meeting held the day before that the ICRC was dealing with the fate of the Russian 

POWs, gave them hope, and was greeted with cheers. 
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Situation of the relief committee vis-à-vis POWs: Have the full confidence of the 

POWs who follow its instructions. 

Situation of the German framework vis-à-vis POWs: Its authority is not as strong 

as before. The Soldatenrat has promised a lot and is keeping it up. The sergeants of 

the previous regime remain; there are always brutalities, beatings. The POWs 

returning from the Arbeitskommandos are searched on their entry to the camp, and 

they are stripped of the food they may have received from their employers. Their 

complaints are not successful. The POWs Birmann (Russian) and Wiltenberg 

(Romanian) cite cases of punches, butts. There is no longer a postal service. The 

day before, on December 17, at 11 pm, machine guns fired through the camp; the 

causes and the outcome remained unknown to the POWs. 

Departure of the POWs from the Arbeitskommados: In general, it is because they 

are fired by the employers, who replace them by Germans and therefore no longer 

want to take them back. There are fewer who left the Arbeitskommandos on their 

own; it is then because of too hard work, lack of food or because they are beaten. 

Very few have left the arbeitkommandos because they have heard of repatriation; 

they know in fact that life is hard at the depot. 

It would be hoped that the situation would improve greatly in the mines, quarries, 

factories and large estates; it is with the peasant farmers that it is the best.  

Departures of POWs for Russia: Since the German revolution (ie armistice), about 

200 POWs have left, either isolated or in groups of 2 or 3 or more; they prefer death 

on the way rather than staying at the depot; they have sometimes returned there in a 

miserable state. Of the others, we never had any news. 

Evacuation of POWs to Russia: Since the Brest-Litowsk Treaty, 500 POWs have 

left the Cottbus (Merzdorf and Sielow) two depots; they were directed to 

Schniedemuhl and Molo Detzegno, near Pinsk and Wilna. There is currently no 

prospect of repatriation, due to the scarcity of means of transport.  

Here are documented the complaints of POWs: a brief overview will be given later 

of the visit made by the delegates.   

Condition of barracks: the roofs are in bad condition, the windows do not close 

properly, there are cracks in the walls, and draughts. The ground is not always 

covered with flooring, so it is simply sand. The paths between the barracks are dirty 

and wet. There is no insulation and many POWs sleep on the floor, without a 

mattress, or on wood straw changed once a year. Each has two thin blankets. The 

electric lighting is too weak to read, the heating, stoves as cold as stone or we 

spread a lot of smoke.  

Sanitary condition, infirmary, lazaretto: There was an influenza epidemic, drugs 

are lacking. Russian medical soldiers are on duty. There are 4 Russian doctors and 

one Italian. 
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It is very rare that a patient is transported to hospital; it is only very serious cases; 

otherwise we leave them in the lazaretto. There are no more Russians seriously 

injured at the (war) front, but only victims of occupational accidents. They are sent 

too late to the lazaretto. Two German doctors come from Cottbus for a daily visit that 

is much too short. 

Quantity and quality of food: Absolutely insufficient and bad. The POWs say that 

the soup presented to the delegates was made especially for them coming, known at 

8:00 am at the depot; they add that usually, there are no potatoes. The German cook 

declares that they are put whole in the soup and that the POWs take them out; 

yesterday’s soup, a plate of which is also brought, is much worse quality than that of 

today. 

The German kitchen attendant gave the delegates the food records for the depot and 

the lazaretto, dated December 17 and 18. The POWs declare that they do not 

receive these quantities, that there are losses between their delivery to the camp and 

their delivery in the form of food to the POWs, those withdrawn being resold in town.  

The bread (250 g per day, 150 g more on Sundays) is dark, heavy and badly baked. 

Many, having eaten it, suffer from stomach upset and receive treatment from the 

lazaretto. The POWs urge to be allowed to control the receipt of quantities of food 

and their actual allocation to the POWs. Major Wurz of the Abteilung UK 

Kriegsministerium told delegates on December 19 that this was the rule, and that he 

would telegraph to Merzdorf to enforce the order. The food of the French and 

Belgians is regulated by the Berne Convention. 

Clothing: if you can't pay, you hardly get anything. Underwear is very rare. The 

POWs claim that the sergeants are selling it together with shoes and clogs. 

Care and cleanliness: Once a month, a rough soap, enough to wash a 

handkerchief. 

Correspondence and parcels: Nothing has happened for a month. The last 

shipment had 100 packages (5-6 weeks ago) destined for the lazaretto. Previously 

private shipments were very rare. 

The delegates then corroborate the statements of the Russian prisoners with regard 

to this. They draw the attention of the delegates to the quarantine to which all the 

POWs, including the sick, are subjected to when returning to the camp, and which 

takes place in very bad conditions. The French report among their 6 seriously injured 

from the (war) front who do not have crutches; they have 45 patients, including 3 

seriously ill.  
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Visit to the camp: 

The barracks are three-quarters buried in the sand; the spaces between them is 

sandy and vast; unfortunately we saw here and there the garbage pits which are not 

frequently replaced.  

The quarantine barracks: dark, filled with smoke, contained a group of unfortunate 

people; no blanket or anything to lie on the ground. 

Latrines: A barrel overflowing with excrement in a hut was observed by the 

delegates. 

Russian shelters: 3 floors of low sides, no or almost no straw mattresses; filthy dirt 

everywhere due in large part to the POWs themselves. A hut of French POWs, very 

crowded too, is however of a much less sordid aspect.  

Barrack of convalescents:  

Heating: 1 to 2 cases of peat per day, insufficient. 

Clothes: The delegates gathered around fifty Russians at random to talk to them. A 

few still have relatively warm underwear. All are dirty. A large number wear real rags 

top and bottom. 

Visit to the lazaretto: 

In the company of the Italian doctor and a Russian doctor. The installation is not bad, 

but what is deplorable are:  

1 The beds. Some are furnished with a straw mattress, a sheet of dubious quality 

and a double blanket. The greater number have no sheets.  

2 The heating, which is insufficient.  

3 Insufficiency of drugs, as well as dressings, bands, etc., which are in paper; the 

same cotton wool is used up to three times, disinfecting it as best as possible. In 

short, lack of means of treatment.  

4 The food, which is bad despite complaints. Impossible to have manpower and 

rations. Milk is totally lacking.  

These are the testimonies of the doctors who accompanied the delegates.  

Treated in the lazaretto: internal diseases, chronic gastritis, diseases of the digestive 

and respiratory tracts.  

Surgery rooms: No sheet in the small surgery room. Many French wounded, and 

Russian work injuries. Messy latrine, no paper. Floor of rooms: floor or asphalt, 

mouldy walls in places. Wet roof.  
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The health personnel ask for the intervention of the C I in order to ensure respect for 

the Geneva Convention.  

--------------------------- 

29 Dec 1918 visit 

11 days later, there was another visit to both camps. 

(The numbers do not include any British, so were they shipped out within that time, 

or is this just Cottbus II?) 

a) Sylow camp: 28 French flu patients, including 3 currently untransportable. 

The infirmary's cubicles are in a state of filth impossible to clean. 

Two competent French doctors. Numerous drugs. It lacks: quinine, aspirin, 

morphine, suction cups (syringes?). 

b) Merzdorf camp: 4 Russian doctors 

Among the patients are 40 French, including 3 untransportable. 1 French doctor 

would be welcome. 

c) Lazaretto reserve 1: 2 untransportable sick French. Good care. No complaints. 

At the Merzdorf camp we must not fail to report on the several underground 

barracks, where the prisoners working in the forest are housed. These barracks, 
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although lighted by small windows, are quite unhealthy and damp. The bunks are 

built in 2 floors, the lower floor being sunk and the upper floor being at ground level. 

The French have occupied these barracks for 4 years, despite repeated complaints 

through the Embassy of Spain. 

c/o ICRC report https://grandeguerre.icrc.org/en/Camps/Sielow-th-december-/434/fr/ 

 


