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129soviet prisoner of war camp, focşani

Levente Benkő–Annamária Papp

SOVIET PRISONER OF WAR CAMP, FOCŞANI

 An Outline History of Camp No 176 from the First Half of 1945

4 e Romanian town of Focşani (in Hungarian: Foksány, in German: 
Fokschan) was one of the most notorious, but still less well-known, 
locations of the camps for Hungarian and German prisoners of war 
(soldiers and civilians); this temporary Soviet camp was established in 
autumn 1944. It was one of the last Romanian stations for Hungarians 
and Germans deported to the Soviet Union to forced labour camps. It 
was a town with a population of nearly 25,000, located on the border of 
Moldavia and Havasalföld, which was the distributing station for war 
prisoners returning from the Soviet Union in 1947−48. 4 e general public 
acquired information about it mostly from survivors’ memories.

Survivors who were deported to the Soviet Union and detained for a 
relatively short time in Focşani reported that there were more than 30,000 
detainees; there were epidemics, hunger, numerous deaths, and successful 
and unsuccessful attempts to escape – in other words, reports were made 
of the internal workings of the camp. Now we are investigating some of 
the Romanian archival sources, including some details in documents of 
the Vrancea County Service of the Romanian State Archives. 4 e docu-
ments searched and reviewed during the autumn and early summer of 
2016 were those of the Putna County Committee of the Armed Forces 
Commission formed in Bucharest by the Soviet–Romanian Armistice 
Agreement on 12 September 1944, and in part by the Putna County 
Prefecture and the Gendarmerie Legion of Putna County.

It is important to note that the source material of the Putna County 
Armed Forces Committee does not include the 1944 document, since 
these bodies operating in the provincial prefectures were created only 
under Act No. 61 of 1 February 1945, so they could not produce docu-
ments in 1944. 4 e Allied Control Committee operated a 19-member 
body separated from the county armistice commission in Focşani led 
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130 levente benkő–annamária papp

by Major Zadorozsnij and deputy Lieutenant Colonel Ivan Jakovlev. 
It should also be noted that the supreme body coordinating the county 
armistice commissions, the Bucharest-based Armed Forces Commission, 
was established on 22 December 1944, based on Legislative Decree 654. 
4 e seven-member body was responsible for defi ning and interpreting 
the Soviet–Romanian armistice agreement on the basis of the guiding 
principles laid down by the Council of Ministers, providing guidelines, 
adjustments to the implementation of the ceasefi re, and oversight of the 
implementation of the convention.

From the sources studied, we can get acquainted, for example, with the 
formation, composition and authority of the Putna County Council, and of 
the Armed Forces Commission; the constant number of the Soviet troops 
stationed in Focşani; the number of wounded and detained prisoners 
there; the accommodation and catering conditions; the number of railway 
carriages transporting the wounded and prisoners of war – a far from 
complete record; and we learn about the application of the above-men-
tioned Soviet−Romanian armistice agreement, to the search, mostly, for 
Romanian prisoners of war, for fewer Hungarians and Germans, and to 
the fi ring on fugitives.

From this collection, we can give here only very concise and sketchy 
details of the camp with special emphasis on the period between January 
and June 1945. We think that all these items related to the location of the 
camp, the buildings for guarding the prisoners, the number of wagons and 
prisoners arriving there and taken onward to the Soviet Union, may be 
novel and interesting, especially from the point of view of the Hungarian 
and German prisoners of war and deportees.

We consider it necessary to state that, given the resources left behind 
by the Romanian party, the document under review gives information 
about the Focşani Soviet camp only from a Romanian point of view. It 
is also important to emphasize that, based on the archival sources we 
have investigated, we are far from forming a full and complete picture of 
the former Soviet detention camp in Focşani, as we cannot undertake to 
examine every aspect of the existence and operation of the former captive 
camp. It is very likely that the Soviet military authorities departing from 
Romania in 1958 removed the documents about the everyday life of the 
Soviet-controlled camp. 4 e Romanian archival sources investigated so 
far give insight only to the extent to which the Romanian military as well 
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131soviet prisoner of war camp, focşani

as the civil authorities had the right and power to inspect the internal 
workings of the camp and to the extent that the occupying Soviet military 
authorities had allowed.
4 e camp, held to be the largest one in Romania, included the entire 

southern part of the town and spread towards Braila and Bucharest 
as far as a military barracks existing even today (Illustration 1–2). 4 e 
southern part of the town – it is now a fully-built estate, but is still called 
a barracks – had been formerly used by Germans to transport, stockpile 
and unload their transports in brick buildings next to the former military 
airport where war prisoners were housed in wooden barracks. Until 
23 August 1944, when Romania switched sides, the brick buildings of the 
military base and the rails going into its centre were used by the Germans 
(neither of them existing any more). 4 ey are easily visible on one of the 
German Air Force’s maps of July 1944 – oron a part of it – so the location 
and extent of the future Soviet prison camp can be clearly identifi ed 
(Illustration 3).

ILLUSTRATION 1: Sports ground in the southern part of Focşani, at the site of the former 
camp (Photo: Levente Benkő, 2016)
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132 levente benkő–annamária papp

ILLUSTRATION 2: Detail of a residential district at the former camp site (Photo: Levente 
Benkő, 2016)

4 e Romanian sources revealed so far show that the Soviet military 
authorities had full control over the Focşani detention camp. At the same 
time, it is apparent from the fi ndings that the Soviets used all available 
useful public buildings (schools, military buildings, etc.) to accommodate 
their troops, military hospitals, and prisoners of war. 4 ese prisoners 
often organized work for themselves, and also the Soviets used them for 
a variety of other jobs. 4 e memories of those who survived the camp, as 
recorded during the interviews, are in line with these sources and at the 
same time with what we know of the inhumane detention conditions 
(terrible nutrition, terrible toilet facilities, illnesses, epidemics). In light 
of these appalling, food and health conditions, the question arises as to 
how many prisoners might have died in Focşani. We did not fi nd any data 
or references in the fi le of the Putna County Armed Forces Committee, 
but the survivors’ memories indicate that many people died in the camp: 
“People fell like fl ies.”
4 ere are no accurate data on the total number of prisoners of war 

deported to Focşani and then to the Soviet Union; the Romanian sources 
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investigated so far are only partial and are likely to be incomplete. 4 er-
efore, based on fragmentary data, we can only speak about approximate 
numbers. According to Romanian sources found in the archives, the local 
Romanian military and civilian authorities were not informed about the 
prisoners of war detained in the camp. Both the archival sources and the 
survivors confi rmed that the detainees did not register and listthe names 
of the people who were dragged there. According to the unanimous state-
ment of the majority of the returners, the camp had a constant population 
of 30,000, a fi gure supported by the data found in the records.

ILLUSTRATION 3: German aerial shot in July, 1944 of the Focşani camp 
site (http://www.wwii-photos-maps.com/romania/slides/Focsani Sud 
003.html /Time of download: 3 September 2017/)

In the strictly confi dential register sent to the Central Army Commission 
on 3 June 1945 about the events of the region in May, Lieutenant 
Colonel Botez notes that, when he arrived in Focşani in the spring of 
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134 levente benkő–annamária papp

1945, “nearly 35,000–40,000 Hungarian and German prisoners and 
nearly 35,000–40,000 wounded and Soviet soldiers” were in the town, 
and the Soviet General in command indicated in March that they were 
planning to accommodate another 20,000 arrested prisoners of war. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Botez believed that accommodation of the new 20,000 
− Hungarian and German – prisoners would be an impossible task, since 
the total number of prisoners of war, together with the wounded and 
Soviet soldiers who had been there already, reached 80,000–90,000. 
Furthermore, the Soviets “had already occupied the schools, military 
barracks and all major buildings”. 

We can provide a rough picture of the total number of prisoners arriving 
in the camp at the local railway station in 1944−45 and from the register 
of the prison-of-war wagons leaving for the Soviet Union. Based on the 
data, it can be cautiously estimated that the number of people transported 
exclusively by rail to Focşani just in the fi rst half of 1945, as well as the 
number of 40–50 detainees, is 150,000–190,000. 4 is fi gure, of course, 
has to be added to the German soldiers detained in military operations in 
the regionafter Romania switched sides.

According to the registers of the Focşani railway station, between 1 
January and 31 March 1945, none of the 5,638 railway wagons carried 
prisoners of war to the Soviet Union. Based on our calculation there 
were prisoners of war in 67 wagons out of 1,055 between 1 and 26 April, 
and in 466 out of 1,707 between 26 April and 12 June. In the fi rst half 
of 1945 a total of 533 wagons carried prisoners of war from Focşani to 
the Soviet Union, which, with 40–50 prisoners of war per wagon, means 
21,000–27,000 people.

It is striking that the number of prisoners of war arriving in Focşani 
between January and June 1945 is between 150,000 and 190,000, and the 
number deported to the Soviet Union is between 21,000 and 27,000. We 
emphasize: the diff erence between the number of war prisoners,estimated 
on the basis of fragmentary sources, is 129,000–153,000. In principle, 
around this number of prisoners had to be in Focşani at this time. If 
we subtract the permanent number in the camp (known to be 35,000–
40,000), we are left with 94,000–123,000; this is the number of those to 
whom we do not know what happened.

It is doubtful that, in the circumstances outlined above, there were 
so many prisoners in Focşani – even in Putna County – who could be 

Gulag_evkonyv_angol.indd   134Gulag_evkonyv_angol.indd   134 2018.01.24.   9:532018.01.24.   9:53



135soviet prisoner of war camp, focşani

accommodated, and there is little likelihood that there was such a dire 
lack of food and variety of illnesses. 4 e most obvious explanation might 
be that a part of the 94,000–123,000 prisoners in question died, or the 
majority of them were deported to the Soviet Union. In addition to the 
other issues concerning the former Soviet detention camp in Focşani, for 
confi rmation of this answer there will need to be further research.
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