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Archaeological Heritage Management and
Science on War and Terror Sites in
Brandenburg, Germany

Thomas Kersting

The Brandenburg State Archaeology Museum has been conserving and analysing
relics of war and terror for 25 years, and as a result of this work, archaeology is now
an integral part of Nazi camp research (Kersting et al. 2016a; Theune 2018). Many
camp sites have been investigated, including concentration camps and their
subcamps, forced labour camps, and prisoner-of-war camps (Kersting 2020; 2022).
While most objects of an industrial culture of the 20th century can be quickly
assigned a function, functions do change. Such a shift is a characteristic of Nazi
camp finds and reflects their context of bondage and deprivation. The identification
of the functions of material remains enables their association with different spheres
of life in the camp so that both perpetrator and victim groups are documented
archaeologically. Moreover, these finds serve as tangible evidence to refute any
relativisation of the crimes.

1. Introduction

Beneath the visible landscape lie numerous layers, invisible at first sight: this is
familiar territory for archaeologists. That more or less the entire landscape is
‘contaminated’ with the history of terror, with its abuse for purposes of the exclusion,
exploitation, and acceptance of the complete annihilation of people is a thought that
imposes itself when trying to trace the sites of terror in the landscape

(Bernbeck 2017, 7, after Pollack 2014, 53, who also takes a decidedly
archaeological perspective). The variety of archaeological monuments from 20th-
century wars preserved in the soil of the federal state of Brandenburg is wide, and
includes examples from the military-weapon industry, traces of the war itself
(crashed aeroplanes, trenches), relics of terror (mainly camps and industrial
grounds), and of suppression by National Socialist-dictatorship in East Germany.
Many of them have already been investigated by researchers with the State
Archaeology Museum in Brandenburg over the last 25 years (Haubold-Stolle et
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al. 2020, 187-221; Kersting 2022; for examples from Berlin, which is a separate
federal state with its own heritage management, see Haubold-Stolle et al. 2020, 170-
86).
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Figure 1 (left): Bomb buried cellar in Dresden (Photo C. Rupp Landesamt flir Denkmalpflege
Sachsen)

Figure 2 (right): Anti-tank barrier on the Westwall in Simmerath, Eifel (Photo M. Thuns/LVR-
Amt fir Bodendenkmalpflege im Rheinland)

Most modern monument protection laws in Germany no longer have any age
restriction for archaeological monuments. In many regions there is a considerable
density of sites and material witnesses of war and terror from two world wars.
Archaeology of contemporary history is not an academic gimmick for archaeological
heritage management, but a concrete and urgent duty: the monuments are there and
their number is decreasing. Since the mid-1990s, the monument offices have been
dealing with a broadening range of 20th-century monuments in the ground. The
‘omnipresence of concentration camps' is a fact and a task for archaeology. And yet
they are only part of the variety of monuments from the war-torn 20th century that
are preserved in the ground. Cellars in bombed inner cities such as Dresden and
Berlin have also been excavated (Figure 1), landscape-defining relics of fortifications
and battlefields such as the Westwall (Figure 2), Hirtgenwald and Seelower H6hen
are protected and researched as archaeological monuments - as are groups of bomb
craters preserved in the forest (Figure 3). Sometimes even graves of fallen soldiers
can become the subject of archaeological documentation during planned reburials,
although they are normally protected as war sites (Figure 4).

The reaction of the public is often quite different from their reaction to 'normal’
archaeology: aspects of crime and suffering, victims and commemoration have to be
taken into account. Here, archaeology takes on a new role: it gains current social
relevance as a body of evidence against tendencies of relativisation and denial of
Nazi crimes.
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Figure 3 (left): Bomb crater as a ground monument in Reusa Forest, Sachsen (Photo M.
Strobel Landesamt fiir Denkmalpflege Sachsen)

Figure 4 (right): Equipment of a fallen Wehrmacht soldier in Klessin (Photo W. Schulz,
VBGO e.V)

As early as 1990/91, the first regular excavation took place in a forced labour camp
in Germany at Witten-Annen an der Ruhr - it remained without a successor for a long
time. Today, quite a few camp sites from the Nazi era have been at least partially
archaeologically investigated, especially at sites of concentration camp memorials
and large forced labour camps. In addition, the topic has a European connection
owing to the expansionist drive of the National Socialists: today, camp sites are
being investigated in many formerly occupied countries.

2. General conditions: access of the
state archaeology

Archaeology can make a decisive contribution to the construction history of the
camps - the inmates, who were segregated according to political and racist criteria,
spent a large part of their daily lives in these places. The structural condition,
equipment and organisation directly influenced their chances of survival, which is
why the construction findings of the camps, their spatial distribution and functional
differentiation are indispensable sources. The problem often surfaces because of
subsequent use in eastern Germany by the Soviet military which demolished or built
over the camps. In some places, the continued use of the camps as Soviet 'special
camps' creates new perpetrator-victim constellations, which with their ‘double history
and the implied 'victim competition’, also raise their own commemoration problems.
However, their very character as 'places of suffering' also facilitates their protection:
today, the designation of camp sites as archaeological monuments is often
welcomed. Nevertheless, research on camps via local initiatives often does not
reach the state offices because, with the well-meaning intention of creating places of
remembrance, there is a lack of awareness that these sites are also archaeological
monuments.

Redesigns, road construction and pipe laying led to the first investigations in
concentration camp memorials. The remains of entire subcamps fell victim to the
construction of new industrial estates. Excavations during youth camps at
concentration camp memorials also add to the picture. In the future, the associated
factory areas themselves, which were no less places of suffering and exploitation,
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will also become the subject of archaeological research. Only recently, a complete
concentration camp subcamp was found in the cellar under the remains of the so-
called 'Deutschlandhalle’ of Daimler-Benz (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Concentration camp in the cellars of Daimler-Benz-plant Ludwigsfelde (Photo M.
Antkowiak, ArchdoFakt)
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Figure 6: Charged Archaeology (Graphic by author)

A comprehensive inventory is the task of monument preservation, which also
includes the systematic evaluation of historical standard works and sources,
historical aerial photographs and digital terrain models. For state archaeology,
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besides the suffering of the victims and the guilt of the perpetrators, the exact
position of the crime sites is of paramount interest because only in this way can they
be protected.

2.1 Finds and findings: excavate or
preserve?

(How) can original structures be preserved? Again, primary conservation means
preservation in situ, e.g. visible (which raises questions of conservation and
presentation) or invisible, with permanent preservation of the structures hidden just
below the surface. Secondary conservation, on the other hand, means 'preservation’
in the form of documentation and finds on the shelf and in digital storage, with
abandonment of the original substance. As always, a decision is arrived at in the
process of weighing up public concerns, although commemorative and
remembrance aspects also play a role here.

Perpetrator sites are more problematic as monuments and it is more difficult to
communicate reasons for their preservation. Public acceptance is low in contrast
with victim sites. However, the perpetrator sites are often better preserved because
of their higher quality construction, and because they can still be in use, while the
victim sites of simpler design are decaying and often cannot be saved. The
archaeological monuments are linked to people and their fates and charged with
history(s), which has an effect on the character of finds and features. In fact, finds
can be evidence and features can be crime scenes (Figure 6).

This means that the public's interest often moves (too) early in the direction of the
'memorial site', as the supposed authenticity provides the credibility. The finds
themselves are atmospheric and emotionalising to an otherwise unknown extent in
archaeology, and are often personalised, assigned to individuals and their fate, and
‘compensation relevance' may also be a factor. For example, found factory identity
cards or data carriers (e.g. Adrema plates) of the administrations serves as evidence
of the labour employment in Germany. Unfortunately this avenue of proof will be lost
in the future with the passing of the victim generation.

Figure 7 (left): Find material from different camp site excavations in Brandenburg (Montage
author, Photos BLDAM)

Figure 8 (right): Excavated barracks in forced labour camp Falkensee near Berlin (Photo
author)


https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue66/14/images/figure7.jpg
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue66/14/images/figure7.jpg
https://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue66/14/images/figure8.jpg

S

The analysis of 20th-century find material is often difficult, but only an exact dating
leads to the interpretation of a find as a Nazi camp (Figure 7). Materials of a new
type accumulate, with a dating framework that is unusually narrow for archaeological
objects. The problem of preserving and storing ‘modern’ find masses is growing,
given the limited capacities of the state offices, but must not be solved by rigorous
selection during the excavation.

2.2 New challenge: learning phases of the
state offices

Dealing with sites of terror as archaeological monuments first had to develop. At the
beginning of the 1990s, excavations were carried out as 'maintenance measures' by
local initiatives with the best of intentions (Figure 8). At the same time, an 'ideological
change of remembrance' began in the large concentration camp memorials in East
Germany, and which led to redesigns and remodelling (Figure 9). In this phase, there
was strong support for the state archaeologists to take responsibility - no memorial
wanted or wants to be an archaeological monument. People feared delays and
costs.

As smaller camp sites were excavated, those involved gained further competence.
The public perception of such excavations away from the large memorial sites, in
their own local environment, caused a rethink in the early 2000s, especially when the
excavations were accompanied by an exhibition. Well-intentioned activities by
interested amateurs began to be professionally accompanied, such as at a forced
labour camp near Treuenbrietzen, where schoolchildren found tin Adrema matrices
from the factory administration with names, addresses, birth and other data on them
about forced labourers (Figure 10). The personal data have been taken over by

the Arolsen Archives and they are no longer just about the archaeology (see the

whole story in this film).

Figure 9 (left): Remodelling and excavation in memorial Sachsenhausen (Photo J.
Weishaupt, WhP-Archaologie)

Figure 10 (right): Adrema matrices found in the forced labour camp Treuenbrietzen (Photo
author)
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Suitable anniversaries sometimes also helped to convey the contribution of
archaeology to the public. A research excavation by the FU Berlin began in 2015 just
in time for the 100th anniversary of the start of construction of the first mosque in
Germany at the WWI 'Half Moon Camp' for Muslims in Winsdorf (Figure 11). This
was where the 'Jihad in the name of the Kaiser' was supposed to have started and
where detainees of the Islamic faith were incited to wage jihad against their ‘colonial
masters'. At the time, Berlin ethnologists were also using the prisoners for linguistic,
musical and racial research. Because a reception camp for modern day asylum
seekers was being built on the same site, the public interest was very high,
especially in the Muslim community.

Figure 11 (left): Excavation of the remains of a mosque in the WWI 'Half Moon Camp' under
Wehrmacht halls in Winsdorf (Photo author)

Figure 12 (right): Excavation of a semljanka (buried pit house) of the Red Army near Berlin
(Photo author)

Another example can be seen in the Red Army forest camps in Brandenburg which
were presented in a travelling exhibition in time for the 70th anniversary of the end of
the war (Figure 12). Forced labourers from western Germany were also interned
there as displaced persons or 'repatriates’, identified by the characteristic materials
that were found. For the 50th anniversary of the construction of the Berlin Wall in
2011, excavations were carried out in the former border fortifications and uncovered
an escape tunnel. Here, too, the public's attention was great, as might be expected
(Figure 13).

Figure 13: Uncovered escape tunnel in Grol3 Glienicke (Photo T. Dressler, ABD-
Archaologie)
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3. What are camps?

The 20th century is considered the 'century of camps' (Kotek and Rigoulot 2001).
This article is intended to make available the archaeological knowledge about camp
sites of the WWII era in the state of Brandenburg, knowledge that has been stored in
the archives and magazines of the State Archeology Museum. It does not replace a
scientific reappraisal of the relevant features and finds, nor is it a comprehensive
comparison with historical sources. My goal is to make accessible the information
about this ubiquitous type of monument that has been generated by numerous
archaeological investigations since the 1990s in Brandenburg State (and greater
Berlin, too) to all those who might be interested. The findings | discuss are also the
subject of the exhibition Exclusion - Archaeology of NS-Forced Camps, produced by
the Brandenburg State Archaeology Museum and the Nazi-Forced-Labour
Documentation Center in Berlin Schoneweide, which opened in May 2020.

Though 'NS forced labour camps' encompass quite different categories within
Brandenburg, the material remnants will be viewed as a whole from an
archaeological perspective, always bearing in mind the historical and theoretical
attention that has been devoted to this topic (Kotek and Rigoulot 2001; Greiner and
Kramer 2013). It is always about areas with temporary limits, which define an inside
and an outside, where groups of people were included and excluded at the same
time. The Nazi camps can be described as a 'no-go-landscape’, to which only
perpetrators and victims had access - and the latter usually had no possibility of
escape. Thus is a 'terror landscape' defined (Kersting 2015, 57).
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Figure 14: Map of Brandenburg State showing monuments of 20th-century archaeology and
map of Germany showing Brandenburg State (Image courtesy BLDAM)

The focus here is on the domestic development of confinement infrastructure during
the Nazi period in the form of early concentration camps, the later, large
concentration camps and their satellite camps, WWII POW camps, forced labour
camps, so-called labour education camps, and other Nazi-period categories. As
archaeologists, on the one hand we should avoid the obfuscating terminology of the
time, but on the other hand because each camp typically had multiple functions, held
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different groups of people, and was characterised by varying conditions, either
sequentially or simultaneously, we cannot help but make use of it at times.

4. What are the sources for camp
archaeology?

'‘Camp Archaeology' serves both the legal and social mandate of monument
protection and scientific interest. The present study considers the aim of camp
archaeology to be the recording of the camp sites in Brandenburg in a systematic
fashion. To that end, a wide range of sources are available, consisting of very
different institutions and social groups with interests that vary considerably. For the
Brandenburg State Archaeological Museum, the exact locations of the sites are of
supreme importance because these data provide the basis for the listing and
protection of the material resources as archaeological monuments. In order to
unearth information that is often hidden, all sources have to be evaluated carefully
and compared with each other, as the exact locations of the crime scenes (for that is
what they are) is often only of secondary importance in written sources and historical
investigations. In these, of course, the suffering of the victims and the crimes of the
perpetrators are more important.

In the standard works on the concentration camps in the state of Brandenburg (Benz
and Distel 2005-2009, mainly volumes 3 and 4 on the Sachsenhausen, Ravensbriick
and Buchenwald camp systems) location information is mentioned only rarely, and in
those few cases without much precision (as is the case with documents in the large
databases of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). Sometimes historians
write things such as 'nothing remains of the history' or 'nothing is left there’, but they
do not bear in mind the fact that the archaeologist's work typically begins under
those circumstances (Schute 2018, 595). The compilations of the Federal Agency for
Civic Education on the memorials of Nazi crimes (Endlich et al. 1999) and the
Brandenburg State Agency for Civic Education (Scheer 2003) sometimes provide
references to locations. The historical reappraisals and directories of historical
sources (files, etc.) of the Berlin and Brandenburg state archives (Brautigam 2003;
Kubatzki 2001; Meyer and Neitmann 2001) and of the memorial sites (Morsch and
Ohm 2014) sometimes give postal addresses of places where forced labourers were
held, but these often concern accommodation in existing buildings which is not a
topic for archaeology. A search of historical aerial photographs and the creation of
digital terrain models are necessary to guide fieldwork. Allied images from the 1940s
and the Soviet aerial survey of 1953 are available from the Landesvermessung und
Geobasisinformation Brandenburg (LGB) in Potsdam, but they are of course not
comprehensive and are not thematically indexed in any way.

For places in the immediate vicinity of Berlin, the timeline function on Google

Earth can also be used as a source. The 1953 images of Berlin are integrated there,
which usually show a belt of some hundred metres outside the city limits where the
remains of many camps were located. The 1:10,000 topographic maps from the era
of the German Democratic Republic, which are also available in digital form, often
offer valuable information about remaining and converted camp buildings and paths,
fire water ponds, etc., most of which no longer exist above ground.
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Information from local initiatives supplements the visual evidence because often the
knowledge of the existence of such places has been passed down through the
generations (Pollack 2014, 71). Local histories, self-published in very limited runs
and low coverage, are often very informative because the authors typically go into
great detail. The published research is supplemented by websites of amateur
researchers. These sometimes provide quite valuable location information (this is
also where the grey or perhaps better 'brown’ zone of ‘dark tourism' begins, where
places of the Nazi era are brought to the attention of an interested public

(Bernbeck 2017, 415), as do people involved in the geocaching scene who
sometimes discover sites that scholars have not yet. Another resource consists of
the youth projects of the Landesjugendring Brandenburg (Brandenburg State Youth
Council). These projects, funded by the council through various mechanisms, enable
schoolchildren to explore the local past, visit local camp sites, and interview
contemporary witnesses, gathering photographs and recording oral history. The
Brandenburg State Archaeology Museum has recognised the potential here and
invites the youth groups to the museum, where researchers explain how
contemporary archaeology works and give the young people the opportunity to
‘grasp' history with the help of actual artefacts. In return, the young people share
their local knowledge. Finally, volunteers and metal detectorists who are interested in
the topic send find reports of camp sites to researchers at the museum that can be
verified professionally and eventually protected legally.

All of the scholarly activity has the aim of registering camp sites as archaeological
monuments in the Brandenburg State Monument List in order to ensure their
permanent preservation. However, an equally important goal must be
communicating information, whether at the original site, in the museum, or in
appropriate formats at the memorial sites. It is along these lines that scholars
investigating the remnants of German internment camps on the British Channel
Islands, for example, recommend taking a 'non-invasive approach' (Sturdy-Colls and
Colls 2013, 128; Carr and Jasinski 2014; Carr et al. 2018).

5. What is the approach?

By definition, archaeology deals with the material record, and we archaeologists thus
do not need to make a 'material turn’ to research history (Bernbeck 2017, 222) - it is
'normality’ (Schute 2018). For those of us who are archaeologists of war and terror,
learning about the fates of our research subjects can be emotionally burdensome but
it is also a great opportunity in terms of public perception (Kersting 2020; Meller and
Bunnefeld 2020, 103). From a purely legal point of view, archaeological heritage
management is conducted in the public interest, but the interest of the public in the
archaeology that is closest to our own time is quite different from their interest in that
of prehistory.

The material remains are always directly linked to certain people and their fates. This
is true not only for the Nazi-era, but here the historical context is more or less known
(on the many interrelated questions connected with this issue, see Bernbeck 2017,
92). The structures of archaeological monuments are ‘charged’ with fate and history
(Hirte 1999, 77). This has an effect on both the characterisation of the material finds
and the structures of the features of archaeological monument under study; it can be
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the case that finds are evidence and features are crime scenes (Wagner 2016, 170)
(Figure 15).

Figure 15: Excavation at the Berlin-Tempelhof forced labour camp with buried barbed wire
(Photo R. Bernbeck, FU Berlin)
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Figure 16: Camp types and archaeology in the network of influences. (Graphic by author)
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In contrast to conventional monuments, and as_noted above, this means that the
public's interest often moves early (too early) in the direction of ‘creating a memorial
site' as the supposed authenticity provides the credibility, as Ivar Schute also (2018)
describes for the Netherlands.

Archaeological heritage management is concerned with material legacies that are
present in the terrain ‘covered by soil or water’, according to the Brandenburg
Monument Protection Act (DSchG 2004 82), and that have a historical and scientific
value, thus being worthy of protection. For the Brandenburg State Archaeology
Museum, the objects associated with the war and Nazi period are easy to handle
because they can be protected, researched, and excavated without public
opposition, and because there is a genuine public interest in them. The original sites
and their material legacies are indispensable today for the political education of
future generations, precisely because of the violent crimes and suffering associated
with them. The desire for vivid visualisation has led to the rediscovery of a multitude
of previously unnoticed sites. Local citizen initiatives, some of which were
mentioned above, have made a significant contribution to the search for traces. The
material and social functions and effects of archaeology consist precisely of making
visible again what has been hidden. Camp sites and their history thus become
anchored in the public consciousness. The visual and demonstrative value i.e. the
‘comprehensibility’ of the remains of the original camps is especially evident when
young people are being introduced to the topic. So it is a matter of real social
concern to which archaeology can (finally!) contribute something positive: the
enhancement of political education.

What is involved? The vast majority of reports on camps, standard works as well as
literature, eyewitness accounts, and memoirs, almost never deal with the material
inventory of buildings, facilities, structural design, furnishings, everyday objects, and
so forth. Usually the specific location of the 'site of the camp' is not even mentioned.
Of course, the focus is always on people and their fates, but archaeology has
another approach: the investigation of material remains, which will become more
important in the future as eyewitnesses pass away. In terms of the archaeological
traces of camp sites that could be recognised as monuments, those of the so-called
‘hall camps' do not meet the criteria. The types of buildings that were used for hall
camps ranged from schools, gymnasiums, inns, and cinemas to stables on farms
(Brautigam 2003, 35). Hall camps, common in the early Nazi era (and continued to
be used to some extent), so are not considered potential monuments because the
buildings are still standing. Only after parts of a camp site are no longer above
ground or are submerged in water can they become objects of archaeological
monument preservation according to the definition in the monuments law. So, while
a sunken Spree or Havel barge on a river in which forced labourers were held, as
was the case in Spreenhagen (Weigelt 2006, 272), could be declared an
archaeological monument, on the other hand, the site of the destruction of the Lost
Transport of Trobitz, which killed prisoners on a concentration camp train (Arlt 2011),
is not since the material traces of what happened are missing (though they may yet
be found). For this reason, we are talking about camp infrastructure usually erected
on open spaces or in the forest that were later partly or completely removed,
dismantled, destroyed, or built over - often because the materials could be used
elsewhere.
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As is the case with archaeological monuments from other periods, the remnants of
former forced labour camps can be located in places where nothing at all has been
found so far, other than convincing indications of the existence of the original site
(e.g. historic town centres that are centuries old). A site having been built over, on
the other hand, is by no means proof of the absence of original remains below
ground, as many years of experience have shown. Digital surface models provide a
deeper level of evidence, i.e. traces in the relief of the terrain from features such as
barracks and fire water ponds. Whether these were observed in the terrain itself or
only in the model is irrelevant in terms of their monument character. Even if remains
are recognisable in the field, it is frequently the case that they have not been
archaeologically documented in any way. Building floors, pathways, foundations,
cellars, and portions of the sanitary facilities are often still partially visible above
ground. Other barracks sites are recognisable through terracing, terrain cuts, or even
a treeless place in wooded areas. The range extends from standing buildings to
structures of which there are no traces either on the ground surface or below ground.

When is excavation needed? In Brandenburg State, many excavations are the result
of so-called linear measures (e.g. road construction, power/gas/waterlines). These
too were the reason for the first excavations at Stalag Luckenwalde and Camp
Uckermark. Large-scale pipeline relocations necessitated the investigations in
Hohensaaten, Brieskow-Finkenheerd, and Grol3 Schénebeck, and the construction
of small pipelines and roads impacted the sites of the camps of Bergolz-Rehbriicke
and Jamlitz. Similar situations occur again and again at memorial sites. The
destruction of sites as a result of development is not uncommon: the remnants of the
Rathenow satellite camp and other areas of Stalag Luckenwalde fell victim to the
construction of large-scale industrial facilities. The area of Stalag Furstenberg/Oder
near Eisenhuttenstadt was cleared for commercial development that has not yet
taken place. The Siemens camp Dreilinden in Kleinmachnow was destroyed prior to
the construction of a residential development and a similar project affected the
sparse remnants of a Heinkelwerke camp in Sachsenhausen.

Many of the archaeological monitoring projects at camp sites have been concerned
with the renovation or redesign of elements of memorial sites, such as paths, open
spaces, and barracks areas. Only a few projects had investigation of specific
features as their primary aim. It may be surprising, but there have been no research
excavations at NS-camp sites in Brandenburg to date other than those at the
Tempelhof Airfield in Berlin by R. Bernbeck (Haubold-Stolle et al. 2020, 117-80).
However, experts have led excavations as part of youth camps, such as in Stalag
Muhlberg, Ravensbrick, and Treuenbrietzen. And non-invasive research, i.e. without
excavation, as at Mahlow forced labourer hospital, can also bring a forgotten camp
site back into consciousness.

By 2021, 85 archaeological exc