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Summary of Interview 
 
Max Liebster was born on February 15, 1915, in Reichenbach, Odenwald, Hessen, Germany. Father: 
Bernhard Liebster born in Poland near borders of Germany and Austria; worked as a cobbler. Mother: 
Bertha Liebster (née Oppenheimer); housewife. Siblings: Ida Nussbaum and Hanna Strass. 
 
After Hitler and the Nazi party came to power, Jews were forbidden from attending dance halls and 
cinemas. Jews became increasingly fearful as they heard of the arrests and murder of Jews around the 
country. In 1939, Max had been working at his relative’s shop in Viernheim, Germany, when local 
businesses were ransacked and synagogues destroyed during Kristallnacht. Max’s sisters and some of 
the families he knew were able to emigrate abroad, but Max could only flee to Pforzheim to stay with 
friends. It wasn’t long before police arrived with an arrest warrant, and Max was sent to prison for 
four months and put in solitary confinement. During his imprisonment, Max wondered why God was 
allowing Jews to be persecuted. 
 
In January 1940, Max was put on a transport to Sachsenhausen (Oranienburg) concentration camp. 
For 14 days Max shared a cell on the train with a German man who was a Bibelforscher (later known 
as Jehovah’s Witnesses), a group that Max had never heard of before. Although this man said his wife 
was already in a concentration camp and that his children had been taken away, he seemed to have 
inner peace. The Bibelforscher explained things from the Bible to Max, such as why God permits 
suffering and that there will be a beautiful new world under God’s Kingdom. This gave Max a hope 
for the future. When the transport arrived at Sachsenhausen (Oranienburg), Max’s cellmate was put 
with other Bibelforscher in a block separated from other prisoners. Camp officials separated them in 
order to prevent them from talking to others about their faith. Prisoners could be punished for 
approaching or speaking to the Bibelforscher. 
 
In the bitter winter cold, prisoners lost their ears and noses to frostbite. Max did not realize that his 
father was in the same camp until just before his father died. When Max saw his father, his limbs were 
swollen from the cold and his feet were frozen. When he died, Max carried his father’s body over his 
shoulder to the crematorium. Every day Max saw piles of the bodies of dead prisoners who had been 
killed because they could no longer work or who had died as a result of the terrible treatment. 
 
Two years later, Max was sent to Neuengamme concentration camp where 100 of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses were imprisoned. A group of 30 Jews, including Max, were put into the same barrack with 
the Witnesses. On their three-tier bunks, Max and Ernst Wauer, one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, spent 
many hours discussing prophecies in the Hebrew Scriptures and the God of Abraham. The Witnesses 
had been able to smuggle portions of the Bible into the camp and had managed to keep them hidden. 
 
From Neuengamme, Max and other Jews were sent to Auschwitz where prisoners were tattooed on 
their forearm with a number. Prisoners had work assignments Each day, the prisoners were counted in 
the morning and evening, and if any prisoner was missing, the other prisoners would be punished. If 
any prisoner was caught trying to escape, he would be hanged in front of everyone. It was in this 
camp where Max saw prisoners being sent to showers that were actually gas chambers. 
 
Max was sent to work on the construction of Buna, a subcamp of Auschwitz. Most of the work there 
was done by hand, without heavy machinery, and this resulted in Max becoming very weak. When he 
became so ill that he could barely stand, an SS guard from Viernheim, the town where Max had 
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worked before the war, helped him to get extra food by assigning him to work in the SS cafeteria, 
thereby saving his life. This SS guard confided to Max that he felt that he would likely be killed if he 
continued to participate in the deaths of people in the camp, but that he would be killed if he refused 
to do so. While Max was working in the cafeteria, he noticed that the two electricians sent there to 
carry out repair work wore purple triangles, identifying them as Jehovah’s Witnesses. Max decided to 
help them by discreetly putting food scraps into their tool bags. 
 
In January 1945, prisoners in Auschwitz were ordered to walk from Buna to Gleiwitz train station. 
Many who were too weak to walk collapsed and died or were shot after collapsing. From Gleiwitz, the 
prisoners were loaded into open coal cars where more people died during the freezing one-week 
journey to Buchenwald than survived. Buchenwald was overcrowded, and there was an outbreak of 
typhus. Max felt that he would probably die there. He volunteered to carry food from the kitchen to 
the small camp, and there he met Jehovah’s Witnesses working in the kitchen. At this camp, the 
Witnesses were scattered among the different blocks. Otto Becker, one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, was 
in the same block as Max. A young Jewish man named Fritz Heikorn was also in the same block and, 
like Max, discussed the Bible with the Witnesses. 
 
As the war was ending, Jewish and other prisoners were ordered to leave the camp and board trains 
heading for the forest where the SS planned to execute and bury them. Max and Fritz found a pile of 
wood to hide behind and did not board the train. As they returned to the camp, they heard an 
announcement that Jehovah’s Witnesses should report to Barrack No. 1, so Max and Fritz went there 
and found over 180 of Jehovah’s Witnesses gathered together. Despite the sounds of war around 
them, Willy Töllner gave a Bible-based talk as the battlefront approached. The camp was eventually 
liberated. Before they left Buchenwald, both Max and Fritz were baptized as Jehovah’s Witnesses in a 
bathtub in the home of León Blum, the former premier of France. 
 
In April 1945, after the war, when Max reached Viernheim, the mayor gave him a motorcycle to use. 
When Max showed his prison number tattoo to the Americans, they would give him gasoline free of 
charge. He was able to help with the reorganization of Jehovah’s Witnesses and he worked in the 
branch office in Wiesbaden. In 1946, Max attended a convention in Nuremburg at the very stadium 
where Hitler had spoken. In 1947, Max emigrated to U.S.A. on a visa procured by his sister. He 
eventually began to work as a volunteer at Brooklyn Bethel, the headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in Brooklyn, New York. Max also attended the 27th class of Gilead School where he received five 
months of Bible education and training to be a missionary. Max was assigned to serve as a missionary 
in France. In 1956, he married Simone Arnold. She had graduated from the 19th class of Gilead 
School. 
 
In 1978, at a convention of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Munich, Max was able to meet up with others who 
had been sent to concentration camps as Jews but who later became Jehovah’s Witnesses. Max 
showed the interviewer a portion of the Bible book of Psalms that he hid in his clothes while he was 
in the concentration camps. He reflected how on the one hand, mankind shows kindness and empathy, 
but on the other hand, inflicts demonic and inhumane punishment on other people. Max still preaches 
to others about his hope for better conditions in a paradise earth. It is his hope that people will search 
for the knowledge of the Bible and study it with Jehovah’s Witnesses. He looks forward to the time 
when there will be peace under God’s Kingdom. 
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