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Around six million Jewish people were murdered during the Holocaust. Their murder was 

sponsored and sanctioned by Adolf Hitler and the German Nazi Regime from 1933 to 1945. 

Many people know these two facts and have memorized the statistics. What many people don’t 

think about are the human beings behind those statistics. This is in part because one of the main 

goals of the Nazis was to dehumanize their concentration camp victims. This was done in a 

variety of ways from transporting people in cattle cars, forcing inmates to live in horrible 

conditions, stripping all personal items, shaving heads, and turning people into numbers. 

However, many victims were able to fight this and keep their human identities. These artifacts 

show how women were able to use perseverance and resilience to keep their “human face.” 1 By 

looking at these artifacts and reading the words of survivors, we can create people from numbers 

and continue to fight the dehumanization that was carried out by the Nazis. 

 

Women Were Mothers: 

Even surrounded by danger and death, many women still acted as mothers. Either they had their 

children to look after, or they adopted some. Many survivors remember being looked after by the 

community while interned. Rena Quint, a survivor from Bergen-Belsen said in an interview that 

“Somebody always took care of me. As a small child, without having someone there for support, 

I could not possibly have survived.” 2 

 
1 Judith Buber Agassi, The Jewish Women Prisoners of Ravensbrück: Who Were They? (Oxford: Oneworld, 2007). 
2 Lyn Smith, Remembering: Voices of the Holocaust: A New History in the Words of the Men and Women Who 
Survived (New York: Carroll & Graf , 2006), 237. 



Proof of the bond between mothers and children in 

concentration camps lies with this small pin. This pin was 

made by another inmate from cloth and traded for a slice 

of bread by two children in Bergen-Belsen. They gave the 

pin to their mother for her birthday. 3 They traded their 

day’s bread which meant a day of hunger so that their 

mother would feel special. This selflessness is proof of the 

strong emotional bond that was maintained while imprisoned.  

Being pregnant in a concentration camp was extremely dangerous. 

Many pregnant women were forced to abort the baby or the baby was 

murdered shortly after birth. 4 Despite this, some babies were born and 

did survive in the camps. This cap was made for a baby who was born 

in a concentration camp. Miraculously, she survived and later emigrated 

to the United States with her mother.5 It is unclear who embroidered the 

cap but if the creator was the mother, the bright colors and floral 

patterns emit a feeling of love and hope for the baby. To take the time to 

find the materials and create something beautiful for a baby is another 

example of the bond between mother and child in the camps.  

 

 
3 “United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Washington D.C., 
2021), https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn521607. 
4 Jack G. Morrison, Ravensbrück: Everyday Life in a Women's Concentration Camp, 1939-45 (Princeton, NJ: Wiener, 
2000), 270-271. 
5“United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Washington D.C.), 
accessed December 15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn11436. 

Figure 1 Pin made by a concentration camp inmate 
bought by 2 child inmates for their mother 

Figure 2 Embroidered cap made for 
an infant born in a concentration 
camp 



For many women, their children were their reason to survive. Helen Pelc, a survivor, detailed in 

an interview how her mother survived for her. She said,  

“My mother and I wanted to survive, we would talk about how we would survive and I remember her saying 

to me in Yiddish, ‘For you, my child, I am still with you. I’ll see you through.” 6 

 

While the emotional bond between mother and child could lead to survival, for some women it 

led to death. Ruth Bondy, a survivor of Birkenau, witnessed this tragedy during the liquidation of 

a family camp. She said that mothers of children were allowed to present themselves for 

selection before the liquidation but after six months in Birkenau, the mothers knew that they 

would be leaving their children to face the gas chambers alone. Bondy said that during this time 

she worked in the children’s block and that some of the mothers before the selection asked for 

her advice. She was hesitant to give them it thinking “How could I know? I don’t have a child of 

my own.” But eventually, she told them that if she did have a small child, she would stay with 

them. In response, the mothers “nodded: their decision was the same; they just wanted [her] 

approval. 7  

Bondy lived with the burden of responsibility for the mothers’ decision to die with their children, 

but she said, “after my daughter was born, I was reassured: I would not have left her alone when 

she most needed my embrace.”8 In the end, all but two of the six hundred women who were 

given this impossible choice, decided to stay with their children until the end. 9  

Women Were Friends: 

 
6 Lyn Smith, Remembering: Voices of the Holocaust: A New History in the Words of the Men and Women Who 
Survived (New York: Carroll & Graf , 2006), 249. 
7 Dalia Ofer and Lenore J Weitzman, eds., Women in the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2010), 324. 
8 Ibid., 325 
9 Ibid., 12 



Just like there were bonds between mothers and children in concentration camps, there were 

strong connections between friends. In a study done by Joy Miller, on how women survived 

Auschwitz, “of those who responded, 31 percent indicated that affiliation and emotional bonding 

were the most influential elements for their survival in Auschwitz.” 10 

Like with mothers, emotional bonds between friends could 

motivate survival. Each would survive for the other. Evidence of 

these strong bonds of friendship can be seen in this Star of David 

Pin. It wasn’t rare for women to give gifts to each other. This pin 

was made by a friend and given as a gift to Ruth Wiener in 

Bergen-Belsen for her birthday. 11 

Gift-giving was a form of resistance as well as a way to raise 

spirits. 12 Most inmates were not allowed to keep possessions from their lives outside the camp. 

The possessions they did have consisted of things issued by the camp like a uniform or a bowl.  

To make these gifts, women had to find or “organize”13 the materials. Any kind of stealing could 

lead to severe consequences which just shows how strong a bond some women had with each 

other. To risk one’s life to show love is a powerful thing and the gifts like this one that was left 

behind, show the deep connection friends had with each other. 

Women Were Women: 

 
10 Joy Erlichman Miller, Love Carried Me Home: Women Surviving Auschwitz (Deerfield Beach, Fla: Simcha Press, 
2000), 158. 
11 “United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Washington D.C.), 
accessed December 15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn514941. 
12 Rochelle G. Saidel, The Jewish Women of ravensbrück Concentration Camp (Madison, WI: Univ. of Wisconsin 
Press, 2004), 53. 
13 This was a euphemism for stealing. 

Figure 3 Pin embroidered with a Star 
of David given to an inmate at Berger 
Belsen for her birthday 



It was very difficult for women in concentration camps to feel human let alone like women. 

Their heads might be shaved, their bodies would become emaciated, and because of lack of 

nutrition, their periods often stopped.  

Helen Stone had missed her period and was not feeling anything much less like a woman. One 

day she witnessed some men whistling at a passing woman. They did not whistle as she passed 

and to Stone’s surprise, she felt annoyed and even a bit jealous. When she got back to her 

barrack, she saw herself and she said,  

“I looked horrible. I had about an inch of hair then, it was standing up like 

a hedgehog. I put my scarf on and took a little bit of hair in front out. And 

I pulled out a string from the sacking that was on top of the straw and I 

made a belt on the black dress that was about five sizes too big and it 

looked much better. When I came down some of the girls said, ‘Hey, you 

look nice!’” 14  

That day her period finally came back along with emotions like 

jealousy and “the will to look prettier, like a woman.15 

Women like Stone tended to be very resourceful when it came to 

maintaining their appearances and hygiene. A great example is this 

comb which was made from airplane parts 16 and this brassiere 

which was fashioned from part of a camp night-shirt. 17  

Fighting to keep clean and maintain a level of hygiene helped 

women feel more human which some survivors even suggest helped them survive.  

 
14 Lyn Smith, Remembering: Voices of the Holocaust: A New History in the Words of the Men and Women Who 
Survived (New York: Carroll & Graf , 2006), 177-178. 
15 Ibid 
16 Yona Wygocka, “United States Holocaust Memorial Museum ,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
(Washington D.C.), accessed December 15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn2959. 
17 “United States Holocaust Memorial Museum ,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Washington D.C.), 
accessed December 15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn594949. 

Figure 4 Comb made from airplane parts by a Polish 
Jewish female slave laborer 

Figure 5 Brassiere made for a German Jewish 
woman in a forced labor camp 



Felicja Karay, a Holocaust survivor from Poland talked about some of the differences between 

men’s and women’s methods of survival. She pointed out the maintenance of hygiene as one of 

them. She said that,  

“men who ceased to wash and shave soon forfeited their human semblance and hastened to their death…The 

women paid more attention to personal hygiene than the men; they kept their bodies and hair clean and 

mended their clothes…Women knew how to weave string into a belt and adorn their shabby attire with a 

collar sewn from a rag. All of this helped them maintain a human, even feminine, appearance.” 18 

 

Even a bar of soap could be just as valuable as food to a prisoner. Edith Horowitz detailed in her 

testimony that her mother stressed the importance of hygiene while imprisoned. Her mother even 

traded food for soap. She said, 

“My mother exchanged most of the crackers for soap. To her, a bar of soap was so precious. She was hoping 

that someplace there would be a shower or water where we could wash ourselves. I wonder which is worse- 

to be eaten up by lice or to be hungry? At least when you wash yourself, you feel like a human being, not 

like an animal.”19 

 

Women Were Jewish: 

It was challenging for many women to come together based on their Jewish religious identity. 

One barrier was the many languages and countries of origin that differed between women. The 

other was that women often played less of a role compared to men in religious ceremonies, 

services, and studies.20 Despite these challenges, there is evidence of religion playing a part in 

women’s identities while imprisoned. Many testimonies talk about observing religious practices 

and holidays.  

 
18 Dalia Ofer and Lenore J Weitzman, eds., Women in the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2010), 305. 
19 Brana Gurewitsch, ed., Mothers, Sisters, Resisters: Oral Histories of Women Who Survived the Holocaust 
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1998), 71. 
20 Judith Buber Agassi, The Jewish Women Prisoners of Ravensbrück: Who Were They? (Oxford: Oneworld, 2007), 
231-232. 



Although there is no physical artifact remaining (figure 6 is just a visual representation), this 

testimony by Gerda Klein shows the resilience of women and the importance of their faith. 

“During the time when we did the play, we also fashioned a menorah 

out of our evening  meal of potatoes… of course we had no candles, 

but then we thought even if we had candles, that it would be more 

symbolic to sort of light the flame of hope within us… and we sang a 

song, about Hannukah, but we reworked it to a modern version of this 

new hopeful menorah and of the defiance … we applied it to us, and 

we felt very, very strongly about that.” 21 

 

Again, here is an example of how starving people gave up their 

food for something greater than themselves, for a bond or an 

identity. The children gave up their bread for their mother and these women gave up their meal 

for their religion.  

 

The horrible things women faced in concentration camps not only inspired practicing a religious 

Jewish identity but sometimes they even sparked a national Jewish identity. One woman said in 

her testimony that “the suffering of my nation had given me strength and pride. At this moment I 

realized what a powerful bond common suffering is. My nation! My Jewish nation, no longer 

just my Polish nation, as I had felt until now.” 22 

 

Women Were Numbers? 

Through these artifacts, one can see how women resisted the dehumanization of the Nazis. They 

created bonds through family, friends, sisterhood, religion, and suffering. They created art and 

showed love and resilience when they were only expected to starve and die. One of the most 

 
21 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed December 
15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/oh_findingaids/RG-50.042.0001_trs_en.pdf. 
22 Judith Buber Agassi, The Jewish Women Prisoners of Ravensbrück: Who Were They? (Oxford: Oneworld, 2007), 
232. 

Figure 6 This is what the potato menorah 
might have looked like if we still had the 
artifact today. 



iconic dehumanization techniques of the Nazis was taking away people’s names and replacing 

them with numbers. One survivor even said that “the symbolism of our new identity as a mere 

number, a nonentity, a non-person, is the uttermost memento of Auschwitz and of all the other 

death and concentration camps.” 23 

 

But what if there was evidence that some concentration camp victims even 

turned this technique against the Nazis? These two artifacts were gifts that 

were given by women while imprisoned. The necklace was given to a young 

girl by her aunt. The number on the necklace matches the number on a 

prisoner id badge. 24 The pin was given as a gift for a girl’s 16th birthday at 

the Rechlin slave labor camp in 1945. It was embroidered with her prisoner 

number. 25  

 

Why would these women give ID numbers as presents? Could they be 

reclaiming the dehumanizing number as a humanizing identity? Was it 

an act of defiance? Or was it simply a way people tried to remember 

each other? Unfortunately, there hasn’t been much if any research on 

this topic. Perhaps there are more testimonies or artifacts in existence 

that could answer the question. For now, these two artifacts stand alone 

as potential proof of another identity or as something else entirely.  

 
23 Dalia Ofer and Lenore J Weitzman, eds., Women in the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2010), 277. 
24 “United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Washington D.C.), 
accessed December 15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn7179. 
25 “United States Holocaust Memorial Museum ,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Washington D.C.), 
accessed December 15, 2021, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn39862. 

Figure 7 Necklace made 
for a young girl by her 
aunt while imprisoned in 
a concentration camp 

Figure 8 Handmade pin embroidered with 
her prisoner number made for a 
concentration camp inmate on her 16th 
birthday 



 

Either way, by taking the time to look at these artifacts and read the words of survivors, we are 

turning numerical statistics into people again. People who had stories, lives, connections, and 

identities; identities that could help them survive or bring them closer to death. But no matter 

what happened in the end, these identities kept women feeling human, which in a way was the 

ultimate form of resistance.  
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