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[0:00:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: … '93. We’re in King’s Mountain, North Carolina. We’re doing an 

interview with one of Jehovah's Witnesses. Would you please tell 
us your full name? 

 
Karen Johanson: Karen Ingeboch Johanson. 
 
Robert Buckley: And, Karen, would you tell us where you were born? 
 
Karen Johanson: I was born in Berlin, Germany, in 1933. 
 
Robert Buckley: And what part of Berlin? 
 
Karen Johanson: Zehlendorf. That was a very nice suburb in the west part of 

Germany – Berlin. 
 
Robert Buckley: Would you please tell us the name of your father and mother? 
 
Karen Johanson: My father’s name was Walter. My mother’s name was Hanzi or 

Hannah. 
 
Robert Buckley: What type of work did your father do? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, before Hitler started persecuting him for being married to my 

mother, he had a civil service pension job for the – I don't know 
exactly – something to do with the government, not the 
government but whatever civil service job was with business, to do 
with business and accounting and such as that. 

 
Robert Buckley: And what was your father’s background when it came to 

nationality? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, he was German all the way down the line. His father was an 

architect that built several things in our town. And his mother came 
from a little village, and so there was no problem with that. My 
mother’s people, too, they were German for generations. But Hitler 
dug back five generations on everybody to see if there was any 
Jewish blood. 

 
Robert Buckley: And your mother was Jewish? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah. Well, her mother kept a few of the holidays. But for all 

intents and purposes for generations they had been Germans. 
 
Robert Buckley: And what religion did your father practice? 
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Karen Johanson: Lutheran, German Lutheran. 
 
Robert Buckley: Did your mother subscribe to that? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, they even had her baptized thinking that might – would make 

a difference but it didn’t. And she didn’t really practice anything 
per se. 

 
Robert Buckley: How many brothers and sisters did you have? 
 
Karen Johanson: Didn’t have any thanks to Hitler because under their laws and 

regulations, the second child would have automatically been 
declared Jewish without the same rights and privileges as the first 
child. So if anybody could imagine what kind of a life that would 
be in one household, so that’s why I never had any. 

 
Robert Buckley: I see so you were an only child? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yes and my parents very much in love.  I was a loved child.  Hitler 

broke all that up. 
 
Robert Buckley: So when were you born? 
 
Karen Johanson: August 3, 1933. 
 
Robert Buckley: ’33, all right.  What do you remember from your parents because 

your mother evidently is still alive today. 
 
Karen Johanson: Yes.  She’s 89, living in Long Island, Queens.  And my aunt – one 

of them is still alive. 
 
Robert Buckley: What – how did your parents describe to you the changes that 

began to take place when you were an infant? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, it was – I was a little older than that.  I knew that we didn’t 

have a normal life anymore because under the laws and 
regulations, the marriage partners could not stay under the same 
roof, and relatives from either family could not visit.  And so they 
had a governess that raised me, and she was already there before 
my mother had to leave.  And it got so bad—aside from, of course, 
the Jews having to be segregated and all that—that they couldn’t 
dare go to a movie or theater, club, anywhere else in public 
together because the Gestapo would make random raids in all these 
places to see if there were any Jews there and haul them off right 
then and there. 
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 And it was just too nerve-wracking that they couldn’t have enjoyed 
it anywhere although they did take a chance the last night before 
she had to leave.  But she said she was so nervous that it didn’t 
really help.  But the thing was that she had to leave because they 
would’ve put her in a concentration camp.  My father already lost 
his job, and they tried to build a business up in the basement.  And, 
of course, you can’t establish a business without a telephone.  And 
the Gestapo said they would’ve took the phone away if my mother 
didn’t leave. 

 
 So she stayed with my grandparents, my father’s parents.  And the 

governess stayed under the roof with my father and raised me 
while she was still there.  So then when it came time to leave, that 
was the most traumatic thing for me.  I never got over it because 
we were very close.  My mother wanted me so badly, and I 
suddenly found out that she was packing and leaving, and I 
couldn’t understand why. 

 
[0:05:00] I was only – I wasn’t even five years old, and I thought I must have 

done something terrible.  I carried that guilt all these years thinking 
it was my fault. 

 
Robert Buckley: So was that 1938? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah, just about before the war started.  That’s when my mother 

went to England instead of the United States with her sister.  She 
didn’t know the war would come.  She was trying to see if she 
could save her mother and me, but she couldn’t. 

 
Robert Buckley: So then, approximately 1938, your mom had to move out of the 

house. 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah and left for England. 
 
Robert Buckley: And you stayed with your father? 
 
Karen Johanson: For a while. 
 
Robert Buckley: And how did your dad provide for you and your mother during 

those years from 1933 to ’38? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, I guess at first he still had his regular job.  And then, like I 

said, they started off their business.  And then I believe my mother 
might have still had some funds available because her parents were 
very wealthy before the Nazis stole and confiscated everything. 
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Robert Buckley: What type of work did your grandparents do on your mother’s 
side? 

 
Karen Johanson: Well, my grandfather died in the Spanish influenza after the First 

World War.  But the estate and his business were still functioning, 
I imagine.  He had several of the largest marzipan and nougat 
factories in Berlin, as well as a great big pharmaceutical drugstore.  
And they had a villa in Dalem, and that was stolen from them.  
And no compensation was ever paid because it was fraudulent.  So 
they put my grandmother, my beloved grandmother, in an 
apartment in the city.  And they put a lovely professor that she had 
known before in there with her. 

 
 And, well, one night they came banging on the door and broke in 

and took him and hauled him off and killed him in the camps.  So 
my grandmother knew the next time that she’d hear banging in the 
night it’d be her turn.  She was diabetic.  So when they came for 
her, she quick took overdose of insulin.  They tried to revive her 
and save her to put her in the camp.  But praise Jehovah, he let her 
go to sleep in peace, and I’m looking forward to see her 
resurrected. 

 
Robert Buckley: Tell me what was your mother’s maiden name? 
 
Karen Johanson: Steinitz.  And her mother’s maiden name was Blach. 
 
Robert Buckley: And what type of activity did your mother engage in?  I noticed 

one of the pictures.  Was she a ballerina? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, being from such a fine background, it wasn’t proper in those 

days.  So her father was in every performance, and her governess 
was backstage.  But she was the prima ballerina of the Berlin 
Opera.  We had lot of prominent people, even under Hitler.  One of 
them had a state funeral, and he was a Jew, a famous doctor 
worldwide.  They knew him worldwide. I can’t think of the name 
right now. 

 
Robert Buckley: So with your mother’s background, that didn’t help her at all? 
 
Karen Johanson: No.  They were all very educated people and, no, nothing helped.  

In fact, it might’ve made it worse because they resented that, you 
see.  The mentality at that time was that instead of appreciating the 
contributions some of these educated, higher-class people that had 
been Germans all these years, just because they were Jewish, had 
contributed to the country, instead of benefiting from that, they 
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resented it.  They were jealous, and they wanted to take everything 
away for themselves. 

 
Robert Buckley: How did your father feel about the German people acting that way 

toward his wife and toward him? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, there’s not too much he could do.  I know it broke his heart.  

In fact, my parents were going to reunite and get married again 
after the war.  But he died and so that wasn’t to be.  My mother 
went to England as a domestic after having had servants all her life 
herself.  And her father was so beloved by these people that one 
old faithful retainer stayed with my Jewish grandmother right up 
until her death and even afterwards kept in touch to let us know 
that she was with her.  So not all people were like that, but the 
masses were so riled up.  And it doesn’t take much for them to get 
into a frenzy without thinking for themselves, just following 
blindly.  And that’s what, I guess, happened. 

 
Robert Buckley: How many aunts and uncles did you have on your mother’s side? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, she had two sisters.  And they had two husbands, and one 

had a daughter.  And both those husbands were—my uncles—were 
put in concentration camps.  And my aunts had managed to get 
visas and affidavits to get them off to the United States.  Just the 
last minute they managed to get them out.  But my uncles were so 
traumatized they would never discuss what they did to them or 
what happened.  And we lost at least 50 close relatives in the 
Holocaust.  And one young cousin that my mother dearly loved 
was on the death train with her baby and her family.  And another 
train passed in the opposite direction.  They didn’t know who or 
what. 

 
[0:10:00] She quickly passed her baby out that train window to the passing 

train.  And a very beautiful young cousin had twin boys, and she 
managed to get them to England.  But those boys were on their 
own like orphans.  So we don’t really know what happened to 
them either.   

 
Robert Buckley: What was your cousin’s name?  Do you remember? 
 
Karen Johanson: No.  I would have to ask my mother all of that, and I don't know if 

she can remember or wants to after what they’ve been through. 
 
Robert Buckley: I see.  So why were the twins – why was your cousin concerned 

about the twins? 
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Karen Johanson: Well, they would’ve been in the gas chamber or worse even 
because Mother knew several young men even in New York that 
had been mutilated and ruined for life in those medical 
experiments in Auschwitz and some of the other camps, and she 
said it just broke her heart.  They were such nice young men, and 
they just ruined them; could never have a normal life.  And I met 
one of them one time, and it was really heartbreaking. 

 
Robert Buckley: So then in 1938 when your mother left, you were about five years 

of age. 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: What are your earliest memories of what was happening around 

you back in 1938-1939? 
 
Karen Johanson: It was already before when she was still there.  I seemed very 

advanced and precocious as a child, so they put me in private, like, 
kindergarten.  And I was at least two years younger than the rest of 
them and teacher’s pet and loved it so much.  And because of the 
Gestapo finding out that I had a Jewish mother, they threw me out 
of there and wouldn’t let me go.  Well, as a child, I didn’t 
understand any of that, and again I had a guilt complex.  I must 
have done something terrible for them to do that to me because 
people wouldn’t explain to me that it wasn’t my fault.  So it wasn’t 
only the physical but that emotional and mental trauma that was 
put on the child.   

 
 And then after that even when I was in school, they would throw 

things at my bicycle or call names.  And we had some Gestapo 
biwig with children down around the corner down the road from 
us.  And I was always excellent in athletics, and I was supposed to 
lead the class in the games they always had in the summer before 
vacation. And the last minute he put me out and put his kid in 
instead.  And so it was things like this went on, which is hard for 
children to understand because they think that it’s something that 
they must have been responsible for bringing about.  So it takes 
years to really understand that we were victims, not guilty of 
something, and I’m sure I’m not alone in this. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, why did they take it out on you when your father was 

German? 
 
Karen Johanson: It made no difference.  I think it was, well, they went back five 

generations.  So you could see there might be one, one person in 
five generations that was a Jew.  And then rest were all pure 
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Aryan, as they put it, and that’s how he – his mind was working, 
you see.  They were just looking for any excuse to steal and rob 
from the people.  See, that’s how they got billions from all what 
they stole from all those poor victims.  My word, they even took 
their teeth out, took their jewelry, took everything.  That as a big 
treasure trove for Hitler. 

 
Robert Buckley: How did the other children treat you? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, I had some friends and all.  I can’t say I had a whole bad 

childhood in some regards although I didn’t have – I had a 
dysfunctional life because I didn’t have a normal family life.  I had 
a wicked stepmother, threw me out of the house and stole 
everything.  I stayed with my grandparents.  My grandfather was a 
wonderful man, but he was rather tyrannical, you know, the old 
Prussian type? 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, is that on your mother’s side or your father’s? 
 
Karen Johanson: Father’s side.  And my governess, she was very strict.  She raised 

me.  She’d been with royalty in England and Norway.  That’s who 
started teaching me English before I left.  And so but they did try 
but I always kind of felt that things weren’t right; couldn’t 
understand why.  I’d go sit and cry for my mother, and she would 
worry about the bombings, if I was under the rubble. And only the 
Red Cross once in awhile got a letter through every couple, three 
years. 

 
Robert Buckley: When did you go to your grandfather on your dad’s side? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, not very long after Mother left.  The houses were adjoining 

yards, so we were back and forth all the time anyway, so it was 
kind of a close situation there, see, because Mother stayed with 
them when she wasn’t allowed to stay under Father’s roof, and it 
was right next door. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, how did your grandfather feel when your dad married a 

Jewish woman? 
 
[0:15:00] 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, love!  The family was so close.  They loved each other.  If the 

war hadn’t broke out, my father’s brother would have married my 
mother’s sister.  And they thought the world of each other’s 
mother[s]-in-law, and they got along just wonderful.  It was a love 
match.  It was harmonious.  I would’ve had such a different life 
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and education and everything hadn’t Hitler been doing that.  And, 
of course, they would’ve had another child, too. 

 
Robert Buckley: When it came to politics, what type of political life did they 

embrace, your grandparents? 
 
Karen Johanson: They abstained from all of that as much as possible.  I don't know 

how they managed.  My father had no association with any of it 
whatsoever.  And, of course, he couldn’t go in the war on account 
of health injury, so that was no problem.  Otherwise, might 
would’ve been and so, no, we stayed away from it.  In fact, it was 
so dangerous that they sent me out of the room.  The phones were 
tapped.  They had bugs all over.  People would question you.  
Teachers would pump children.  If a child didn’t like their parents 
or something they didn’t do was right, they’d go to the Gestapo, 
report them.  They’d haul them off—innocent people, pure 
Germans.  Didn’t make no difference.  All you had to if you didn’t 
like somebody’s nose, you reported them and said something.  
Bingo, they were gone.  It was unreal. 

 
Robert Buckley: You mean teachers would actually try to get information out of the 

young children? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, everybody would.  They were spying and tapping on 

everybody.  They had taps all over the place.  It was terrible.  It 
was – police state is not the word. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, how long were you permitted to go to school then because 

they knew you were Jewish? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, I went to school right up until I – oh, that was no problem 

whatsoever.  I went to school right up until I left Germany even 
with all that mess with when they took Berlin over and the 
Russians and all that.  But I’ve been to 13 schools in three different 
countries. 

 
Robert Buckley: Is that right? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Well, would you tell us a little bit of what happened from the time 

you moved into your grandfather’s house?  Can you recall some of 
the events?  How long did you stay with your grandfather? 

 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This transcript was produced in partnership with The World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It is not a primary source.



 Johanson K RG-50.028.0078.01.01 Page 9 of 27 
Robert Buckley, Karen Johanson 

 

WHQ – Office of Public Information      Red = Unverified or Unclear    _____ = Inaudible Page 9 of 27 
 

Karen Johanson: Well, I left there a month before I turned 13.  I left Germany just 
before the Berlin airlift in ’46.  In June 30th of ’46 is when I left, 
left to go to Britain to Mother. 

 
Robert Buckley: Oh, that was ’46.  Well, then –  
 
Karen Johanson: But in the interim time, I stayed there most of those years. 
 
Robert Buckley: Right in Berlin? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh yeah, through the whole thing.  Yeah, we had the bombing, the 

street fighting, the Russians, the raping, the looting, the whole bit. 
 
Robert Buckley: You actually saw those things? 
 
Karen Johanson: I seen our neighbor’s only teenage daughter executed before our 

eyes, shot down by the Russians because they were trying to rape 
her.  And instead of keeping her hid like the rest of us, she jumped 
over the hedge.  They lined us up and shot her.  The woman nearly 
went crazy and buried her in her own yard.  They tried to poison 
my grandmother, but they thought it was wine.  They tried to rape 
my stepmother.  And my cousins, myself and my aunt, we had to 
dress like little children, sit on low stools and play with dolls so 
they wouldn’t bother us.  It was terrible.  We thanked the 
Americans when they rescued us in that sector of Berlin.  Still got 
pictures riding on a Jeep and getting some chocolate bars [laughs]. 

 
Robert Buckley: So the Russian soldiers –  
 
Karen Johanson: Like animals.  I imagine that things were done with some of the 

German soldiers, but at least they were clean and disciplined.  
These were like unbelievable.  They raped an old grandmother by 
the side of the road.  They took a five-year-old child and cut her 
with razor blades and raped her.  And the bombing and when 
Berlin fell, we had to contend with some of the last Gestapo trying 
to take our bunker away to make a last stand because we were 
getting it from all sides.  All the allies plus the Germans were still 
trying to rescue Berlin, and we had been in there so long. 

 
 It was Easter time.  It had rained.  It was in the middle of the night, 

and they sent me back out when it started to open the bunker up.  
And we had a cul-de-sac road with a deep ditch, and it was pitch 
black.  All of the sudden a big explosion right next to me, and you 
could’ve read the newspaper it got that bright.  And I slipped and 
fell in my excitement, and where my footprint was in that little 
ditch in the cul-de-sac a piece of shrapnel about four feet long was 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This transcript was produced in partnership with The World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It is not a primary source.



 Johanson K RG-50.028.0078.01.01 Page 10 of 27 
Robert Buckley, Karen Johanson 

 

WHQ – Office of Public Information      Red = Unverified or Unclear    _____ = Inaudible Page 10 of 27 
 

sticking in my footprint.  So I believe Jehovah from day one.  I’ve 
seen that so many times when I shouldn’t be here today and I’m 
still here. 

 
Robert Buckley: What do you recall of the bombings of Berlin?   Was it just mainly 

during the daytime or nighttime? 
 
Karen Johanson: Around the clock, especially toward the end.  Don’t forget there 

was four allies.  They all took turns.  We usually knew when we 
were the target.  They’d set like four little Christmas trees in a 
square and you would be in that.   

 
[0:20:00] And to show how the mind of a child works, I used to oftentimes 

let somebody else go first when we went back from the bunker 
because of unexploded bombs, thinking I didn’t want to step on it.  
Wouldn’t have made any difference who stepped on it.  We 
would’ve all gone.  But a child just to think, the fear and the 
different things that you had to contend with. 

 
 But I also had some beautiful things because my grandfather was a 

nature-lover.  And being that I’m one of Jehovah's Witnesses and 
hope to live in that paradise, he installed [sic] great respect for 
God’s creation, for all living things.  One time I picked something 
off a bush, and he started pulling my ear.  I said, “What did you do 
that for?” 

 
 He says, “Well, how would you like that?” 
 
 I says, “I don’t.” 
 
 “Well, neither does the plant.  You shouldn’t be doing that,” and 

animals and things and that has stuck with me all of my life. So 
there were some good things, too.   

 
 And I had an experience in Czechoslovakia, before my mother had 

to leave, when I was still real little.  There was a landlady reported 
her to the Gestapo at the border.  They stopped her, and they 
questioned her. tShe said that she had said that because Gehring’s 
wife’s name was Karen, the woman had asked was that why she 
named me Karen.  Mother said no, that would’ve been a reason not 
to name me that.  Well, they were going to get her for that.  But 
she says, “Oh no, she was very blonde and very pretty.”  She says, 
“Oh no, they misunderstood completely.  It’s my only child, and I 
wanted an unusual name.  Because she’s so popular, all the 
mothers name their children Karen, and I wouldn’t have wanted 
that.”  And so she got away with it, but if they hadn’t liked her 
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nose or she hadn’t been quick to think, she probably could’ve got 
hauled off to concentration camp.  I mean, it was that tricky that 
you never knew who was watching or going to say something or 
when they were going to go after you.  It was nerve-wracking to 
live like that.  People can’t imagine unless they’ve been through it. 

 
Robert Buckley: So people that you knew for many years and knew you in the 

neighborhood would even turn on you? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, not me per se but they would on each other.  I don't know 

how many children turned their parents and grandparents in.  And 
these were Germans, mind you, not anybody Jewish or Witnesses 
or Gypsies or anything like that. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, when you were going through this period of time in Berlin, 

do you recall any of Jehovah's Witnesses being picked up or 
Gypsies being picked up, other than just Jewish people? 

 
Karen Johanson: No.  I can’t say that I can because a lot of it I wasn’t quite as aware 

of until I got a little older. 
 
Robert Buckley: Do you recall them coming around in the neighborhood picking up 

Jewish people? 
 
Karen Johanson: No because there wasn’t any right there by us.  And most of the 

ones that would’ve had property, they would’ve done like my 
grandmother—confiscated it and stuck her in a city apartment with 
some other Jews and just put them in there until they go ready to 
haul them off.  See, most of them weren’t living normal lives 
anymore at that point.   

 
 It was just that, I guess, they couldn’t get the methods to kill them 

quick enough, fast enough, until they developed later on where 
they could do it real fast.  So they wouldn’t have known where to 
put everybody all at once, so I guess they figured maybe some of 
the older ones they could just leave there until they were ready to 
get them.  I mean, that kind of fiendish thinking is unbelievable, 
but that’s the way it was. 

 
Robert Buckley: What type of talk was there, conversations between your 

grandfather and your father about what was happening?  Did they 
ever talk much about it or were they just –  

 
Karen Johanson: Oh, they did.  But I wasn’t to hear it because, see, it was so 

dangerous.  They sent me out of the room or when I was sleeping 
or something, I could always tell when there was something.  And 
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I didn’t even try to hear it because I know that the less you knew 
the better because, see, even an adult could slip. But a child could 
be very easy for some sneaky person to work – weasel around and 
maybe let something slip out that doesn’t even have the 
connotation or meaning to, you know, but they would twist it.  
That’s all they’d have to have because it was all lies anyway, so it 
was bad. 

 
Robert Buckley: So then your mom’s parents and her sisters and brothers and so on, 

they were all gone then by the time the war ended? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh yeah, well, except for the two sisters, the husbands and the one 

child that had gone to America and my mother, who’d gone to 
England but everybody else, at least 50, close members in the 
family. 

 
Robert Buckley: They got taken to different camps. 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Do you remember which camps they were taken to? 
 
Karen Johanson: I don't know.  Most all the main ones and some of the ones near 

Berlin.  And I doubt that any of them went to Poland or those 
places because they put them where it was closer—Sachsenhausen, 
Auschwitz.  I don't know.  A lot of them they never knew because 
don’t forget most of the relatives the whole families were taken.  
So there wasn’t really anybody left to know what happened to the 
rest of them.  

 
[0:25:00] My mother and aunt I don’t think ever found out.  They had a few 

relatives that had come to this country previously. 
 
Robert Buckley: Did your father or your grandfather ever discuss the things that 

were going on in the concentration camps?  Did they have any 
idea? 

 
Karen Johanson: I don’t think they even realized.  You see, a lot of the good kind of 

German people, the average persons that weren’t involved in any 
of that stuff, really and truly didn’t know it until the war ended.  
And then it really all came to light, and the shock was so 
unbelievable.  I mean, we knew that they had the camps, and that 
they were killing them, and that they disappeared, and all that.  But 
as far as all these intimate details about these experiments, and 
making lampshades out of them, and doing all kinds of terrible 
medical things on them where they just mutilated their systems—
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that sort of thing and all—I don’t think really came out public that 
people would know it until after the liberation.   

 
 And the survivors were in great deal, the ones that would give 

firsthand accounts of what happened.  Oh, I know all the ones that 
were in Hitler’s organization knew about it.  But anybody that 
didn’t have any association with what they were doing, they were 
kind of in the dark.  And they would’ve been afraid to try and find 
out because you had to be so careful about everything. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, during the war years, were you still able to go to school in 

Berlin? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh yeah, right up until I left. 
 
Robert Buckley: Right until you left so right during all the bombings?  Well, 

probably when the bombings –  
 
Karen Johanson: Well, I remember being on to top of the museum roof helping to 

fix it after it had been damaged.  Today I couldn’t do it because 
I’m afraid of heights, but I remember that.  And so no, we went to 
school—long walks through the woods. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, what about the schoolteacher?  What did she teach?  Did she 

try to teach you to be a good Nazi? 
 
Karen Johanson: I never paid attention.  It never bothered me.  Most of the time I 

don’t think I ever even bothered saluting or heil Hitler or any of 
that stuff.  I don’t ever remember being indoctrinated with that 
mess somehow because it wasn’t at home.  And I hated it so much 
that we’d try to get by as best we could and keep a low profile.  
But I didn’t have trouble in school with the teachers that I 
remember other than being ousted and being shoved aside because 
of the Nazis making waves for their children.  But no, I don’t 
remember that too much. 

 
Robert Buckley: Did everybody as far as you knew in your community, did they all 

belong to the Nazi party? 
 
Karen Johanson: No.  Most of the neighbors were just ordinary people trying to 

make a living and raise their children—no, no.  We weren’t 
exposed to that much at all really.  And like I said, I lived out in 
the suburbs.  I wasn’t, you know, and it made us sick every time 
that he’d go up there like a hawk calling whoa, whoa, whoa.  You 
know, that Hitler?  So people used to ask me, “Did you ever see 
him?”   
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 Of course, that was before I was a Witness and knew better.  I’d 
say, “No.  I’d have killed him if I had,” because now we don’t 
think that way.  It’s up to Jehovah to do that.  But I didn’t really 
want to listen to all that.  I mean, it was brainwashing is what it 
really was when you get right down to it. And how people – I can’t 
imagine how anybody could just go along with that.  But they 
didn’t use their own mind to reason with, regardless of what their 
beliefs were religiously, that this man is crazed.   

 
 But we knew the churches were behind it, see.  That was one of the 

things that—especially the Catholic Church supporting Hitler. And 
we knew that he chummed around a lot with them, that there was 
handwashing and this and that because don’t forget Bavaria was 
predominantly Catholic, and that’s where he was from.  And that’s 
where he had his Eagle’s Nest, so there was definitely connection 
with that.  And I never had any use for the Catholic Church from 
day one. 

 
Robert Buckley: I had some people tell me that in the churches they had the 

swastika flying and stuff. 
 
Karen Johanson: They might’ve had.  Well, look, they’ve got the flag in the 

churches here so that’s, I guess, all over. 
 
Robert Buckley: Did you ever see any of the clergymen giving the “Heil Hitler” 

salute? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, yes.  Oh, everybody did.  We saw the Hitler Youth and all 

these punk kids that he gave a swelled head to.  Well, you're a 
bigshot.  I give you a badge and a uniform.  And, boy, there’s 
nothing easier to influence than a young kid that maybe comes 
from nothing and a real poor background.  And suddenly they got 
big self-esteem and a swollen head.  Here I am!  Look at me!  And 
this is what happened, and that’s how he got the power—by taking 
these criminals.   

 
[0:30:00] Most of henchmen were originally in prison.  They were all 

criminals, most of them.  That’s the ones he took to make his elite 
guard and to make his – the ones he surrounded himself with 
because any normal educated person wouldn’t have gone along 
with that stuff.  But you take someone who has a low self-esteem 
and hasn’t got much opinion of himself and pin a badge on him 
and give him power and authority.  And, boy, [snaps fingers] 
you’ve got another Hitler and another Gestapo and that’s all it 
takes. 
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Robert Buckley: What do you recall being on the radio when you used to turn on the 
radio?  What were some of the things you heard? 

 
Karen Johanson: Oh, he’d go with his woo, woo, woo and the Heil Hitler and the 

people shouting, and we didn’t listen to that mess because 
sometimes you couldn’t help but hear it even out in the open.  But 
we never went to Berlin, and we never listened to that stuff—no, 
no. 

 
Robert Buckley: How about I understand that the only type of music you could 

listen to was German composers? 
 
Karen Johanson: I don’t remember that really.  I know with the radio on and, of 

course, classical music is beautiful anyway.  But I don’t remember 
that too much.  I know we had some musicians in the family, and I 
don't know how that went.  But no, I don’t remember that.  We had 
regular songs, you know, like I’ve still got the old German 
folksongs and the big garden rhythms and things that my mother 
knew.  They did play that sort of thing. 

 
Robert Buckley: So all those years from 1938 onward you didn’t see your mother?  

You didn’t know if she was alive? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, the Red Cross did get mail through a few times during those 

years that she was alive and that I was alive back and forth, but 
that was about it.  Then she tried to get me out after before the 
Berlin Airlift. 

 
Robert Buckley: During the war years when you were in Berlin with your father, 

were you able to listen to the BBC outside the country? 
 
Karen Johanson: No.  I don’t think so.  That was dangerous, too, because I think 

they had ways of tracing who had shortwave or whatever it is, you 
know, radios.  So you didn’t take more chances than you 
absolutely had to, especially in our situation.  You know what I 
mean?  Because the lower the profile and the quieter the better 
because, as it was, we were constantly having to go to this umpf 
and that umpf with papers.  It was unreal.  Everything had to be 
with papers, and you had to go to these Nazi places for every kind 
of permit and to register and for this and for that.  And I remember 
going with my grandfather or my father, so we didn’t want to rock 
the boat. 

 
Robert Buckley: Tried to keep in the shadows. 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah.  Well, that’s all you could do. 
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Robert Buckley: So you would describe it as being under constant fear and 
trepidation? 

 
Karen Johanson: Oh, a police state of the worst caliber.  You never knew what was 

going to happen next. 
 
Robert Buckley: So when the war ended, how did you and your dad and your 

grandfather feel? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, I was already at death’s door, real sick, so was my father.  I 

made it and he didn’t.  But I know we were very thrilled when the 
Americans rescued us because the Russians had to retreat to the 
east sector then and we happened to be – and, of course, I could 
speak English.  And I told them I had two aunts in America, two 
uncles and cousin, and my mother was in England, and so that 
went off pretty good.  But I know we were so hungry and all that 
after they had settled their canteen, I would go scrounging around 
the garbage.  And I one time found a whole lot of coffee grounds 
that had hardly been used, and they were in a bag.  And I took 
them home, and my grandmother made us coffee, not for me, but 
made coffee and it was a big treat.  And then my father, he got a 
few things from them, and so people just don’t realize. 

 
 I used to go in the cellar and eat raw potatoes because I was 

hungry.  That’s why I’m sick today because of malnutrition all 
those years, couldn’t get things.  It wasn’t even if you had the 
money but – because we were living in the suburbs, we had 
gardens, and the neighbors had gardens.  What we didn’t grow we 
got from them, so we did do all right.  We canned and we had a 
root cellar, so that helped out a lot.   

 
 But still,  you need protein and other things as well, which if I got 

an egg, that was the biggest thing.  And, of course, we did 
celebrate the holidays at that time but not the way they do today 
with all this commercial stuff.  It was more of a family thing, and 
then we did have a good meal.  But I just remember even making 
old soup of brown flour and I’d walk all that long way in the cold 
from school home, and there would be that awful gray flour soup 
again to eat.  [Laughs] 

 
[0:35:05] 
 
Robert Buckley: Is that right? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah.  It’s funny.  You remember certain things so clearly. 
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Robert Buckley: All those years what is the worst thing that you can recall if you 
wouldn’t mind sharing that with us? 

 
Karen Johanson: The day I went to my grandfather’s hallway and saw all the 

suitcases, saw my mother there, and it hit me that she was leaving.  
And I got totally hysterical and clung to her leg and begged and 
pleaded with her, “Please, Mommy, don’t leave me!  I’ll never be 
bad again.  Please don’t leave me!” [Crying] 

 
Robert Buckley: So you thought it was your fault. 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, they kind of made me think that because they berated some 

of the Jewish things.  And I think they did it as a protection to me 
so that I would kind of get that view so I wouldn’t express 
anything lest it should harm me.  I think now that I’m older, I 
could see the psychology of it at the time.  But it didn’t help a 
young child who was so close to her mother and was swept away 
from her for no reason she could understand.  And my 
grandmother died, the Jewish one.  That really hurt real bad, too.  
And, well, it was just all the way down the line psychological 
warfare. 

 
Robert Buckley: When did she die, your grandmother? 
 
Karen Johanson: I can’t remember exactly, but I know it was the first – it wasn’t too 

long after Mother left because, see, she left to try and rescue her 
and it was too late.  The war broke out.  And it wasn’t too long 
thereafter because we used to go visit her with produce from the 
garden.  She was a diabetic and, of course, everything was rationed 
anyway.  So this lovely retainer, this German retainer Ichen, she 
stayed with my grandma and took care of her right up to the end.  
And she would fix these fresh things we’d bring for her to eat, so I 
remember that.  I remember visiting her.  My governess usually 
took me. 

 
Robert Buckley: So you and your dad had to move into your grandfather’s –  
 
Karen Johanson: No, not my dad.  He stayed there.  He thought he was going to do a 

good thing to take the pressure off in trying to establish a business 
and married a German woman and a Catholic at that from the 
Rhineland.  And when I first heard about it, I was hysterical.  I 
begged and pleaded.  I didn’t like her looks.  I knew there was 
trouble ahead—not marry her—but he did anyway and it led to 
disaster.  She threw me out of my house, stole everything my 
mother had left for me, put my father in his grave as it were.  And 
but justice be done.  I heard when she remarried, the day she was 
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to remarry she dropped dead, so there is a God. [Chuckles] Yeah, 
she – I had a terrible, terrible ordeal with that woman.  So I had to 
stay under my grandfather’s roof all of my childhood.   

 
 And I had five people telling me what to do all the time.  You 

couldn’t please them all, so it wasn’t exactly functional, although 
they did raise me like a princess.  There was a time I could’ve 
dined at Buckingham Palace with the princesses, and they 
wouldn’t have known the difference the way I was raised.  Hard to 
believe now but in those days, you know, so … but Hitler sure 
changed a lot of lives.  Not only all the ones he killed but how 
many people he ruined totally like those young men and so many 
others. 

 
Robert Buckley: Was your stepmother, was she full Nazi? 
 
Karen Johanson: I don't know.  She might’ve been.  All I know is she was the devil 

incarnate.  Talk about the wicked stepmother in the stories.  I had 
the real thing. 

 
Robert Buckley: So then it seemed to go from one trauma to the next. 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, yeah.  There’s lots more but you can’t – I had a bad stepfather 

in Scotland, too. 
 
Robert Buckley: OK, then after the war, the war ended in ’45. 
 
Karen Johanson: And I left June 30th of ’46, before the Berlin Airlift on a British 

military plane.  I was supposed to have gone that whole year.  
They kept putting priority for some official.  And meanwhile, I 
was dying, and so if I hadn’t gotten on that plane, I would’ve never 
got out of Germany because they didn’t want to start treatment 
with me there.  They had to let me go. 

 
Robert Buckley: What type of a health problem did you develop? 
 
Karen Johanson: It started from tonsillitis, and it went into my kidneys.  I had every 

stage of nephritis, nephritis disease, and high blood pressure.  I’ve 
had high blood pressure for 48 years because of that.  And I was in 
critical—very bad shape—and I was malnourished.  And they 
didn’t think that I was going to make it three months.  I had pure 
blood when I urinated.  And they said that – they put me in a 
children’s hospital, and I was already over the age.  Didn’t give me 
anything to eat. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now is that in Scotland? 
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Karen Johanson: In Scotland.  And so finally my mother said enough of that.  Put 
me in a homeopathic hospital.  The first thing they did, they got to 
build me up.  Give her something to eat.  Her body can’t fight 
anything she’s so malnourished.  They saved my life.  I spent, I 
think, a total of four— 

 
[0:40:00] at least four months or so in the hospital, and the doctor just stood 

there [opens mouth in surprise].  After being bedridden all that 
time in that condition, I skipped down three flights of stairs when 
they let me go. [Laughs]   

 
 The only thing I could’ve had in that other hospital would’ve been 

fresh lemons to suck on.  In all of Great Britain for all the gold you 
couldn’t have got a lemon.  And they still had rations and queues 
in Scotland even after the war, too.  Oh, people in the United States 
have no idea what it was like.   

 
 And I remember we had no shoes.  I used to walk on coal slack and 

corn stubble in the country barefooted.  I got such foot trouble now 
I can’t walk.  And finally, after Berlin fell, there was a lot of 
looting and all kinds of stuff going on.  So somebody brought us a 
bunch of shoes.  I finally got some shoes to wear.  People don’t 
understand what it’s like to do without these things unless you’ve 
been through it. 

 
Robert Buckley: When you saw your mother, where was it and how did you feel? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, she’d made several trips from Glasgow to London.  And she 

had an old lady there that picked me up because every time they’d 
notified her I was coming, somebody came down to get me, and I 
wasn’t on the flight.  So this one time nobody could get down 
there, so the lady took me and took me in her house, and she 
realized immediately how sick I was.  I was swollen up.  My 
ankles were like this, gray-green in color.  When I had robust 
health, red cheeks, beautiful child when she left me, my mother 
saw me.  She was horrified.  She couldn’t believe that was her 
child.  Immediately they put me in the hospital.  But I fooled them 
all.  I was supposed to be blind, never have children and all this 
stuff.  And I’m still here and I’m 60 years old.  [Laughs]  

 
Robert Buckley: How did you react when you saw your mother the first time after 

that many years? 
 
Karen Johanson: We were like strangers.  The bridge could never be crossed.  It was 

never the same because too many years went by and too much 
happened to both of us.  She had adopted a war orphan, a Scottish 
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child, a little girl because she felt that she missed me so much she 
wanted to do something.  And still and all, she was persecuted 
there for being German like she was in Germany for being Jewish.   

 
 And the same thing happened to me.  After being persecuted in 

Germany, I went to Scotland.  And I still had some persecute me 
because I was German because of the war memories and 
everything.  So we certainly need the new order when everybody 
loves one another and nobody hates anybody for anything, 
especially things that children can’t be responsible for as to where 
they're born and who they're born to or what they look like. 

 
Robert Buckley: So how did you feel then about God during this period of time? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, I never, ever doubted God.  I went to Bible class.  My 

grandmother was such a – my German grandmother was such a 
Bible reader and such – she would’ve been a wonderful Witness.  I 
tried to witness to her before she died.  She – we went to the 
Lutheran church, and we had Bible lessons, and I was in the choir.  
And so that gave me stability because I did believe in it and Jesus 
Christ as well.  And although when I got older, I kept questioning.  
I couldn’t understand why all this misery.  Why did this happen?  
What is the purpose of life?  There has to be more. 

 
 And in New York even I kept questioning, and I couldn’t 

understand.  I said there has to be more.  This doesn’t make any 
sense, and I kept praying to find the answer.  And I’m just sorry I 
didn’t find it in New York when I was there.  I could’ve saved 
myself a lot of grief, but I guess Jehovah wasn’t ready.  It was 
when I was in Chicago one time.  A pioneer sister—that’s someone 
who’s in fulltime service in the preaching work door to door—
came to my door.  Well, she brought the bucket, and I was the 
sponge, and that’s all it took.  And I think this next week I was at 
the meetings, and a couple weeks after that I was in service.  That 
took place the spring of 1956.  And December of 1956 I was 
baptized as one of Jehovah's Witnesses and got –  

 
Robert Buckley: So ten years after the war you became one of Jehovah's Witnesses. 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, yeah.  I was searching everywhere.  I’d been to every religion, 

even the Quakers in Scotland, and all the Protestant 
denominations.   I even went to synagogue a few times, not that I 
ever denied Jesus.  That I knew was always there.  But I just 
wanted to see what the Hallel is because it was in the Bible, and it 
was part of the heritage of God’s people.  So I checked out 
everything.  Nothing made sense.  I could see there was something 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This transcript was produced in partnership with The World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It is not a primary source.



 Johanson K RG-50.028.0078.01.01 Page 21 of 27 
Robert Buckley, Karen Johanson 

 

WHQ – Office of Public Information      Red = Unverified or Unclear    _____ = Inaudible Page 21 of 27 
 

not right, and it didn’t give me the answers.  But that visit when 
she came, I don’t think she left for at least two, three hours when 
she came to my door.  We started right away in the Let God Be 
True book. 

 
Robert Buckley: What was it that helped you to appreciate that God has a purpose? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, I knew the Bible account, but I didn’t put the two things 

together about what the purpose was in the Garden of Eden with 
Adam and Eve.   

 
[0:45:00] And then realizing that Jesus made the way possible for it to be 

fulfilled, that God cannot lie, what he purposes he’s going to do 
and knowing that this was certain to happen, then everything fell in 
place.  I could see why he’d been patient and let these things go 
because of the challenge Satan made and that people had to prove 
themselves that they would be loyal to him in order to get that 
prize. 

 
Robert Buckley: So you were saying before that you feel that this earth is going to 

become … 
 
Karen Johanson: A global paradise just like the original purpose.  See, that’s the 

only thing that’s kept me going all these years.  I wouldn’t be here 
today.  I’d have killed myself many times over when I was – let’s 
see, I came over – when I was 16 years old, I sat on a 13-floor/ 
story windowsill in New York and was thinking of jumping 
because I had such a terrible time.  I just couldn’t face it.  Then 
something made me not do it so … 

 
[0:46:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: So the scars from those war years really left a telltale effect. 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, even coming to this country, I sat in the street homeless so 

many times, and nobody cared for me.  And since then as well and 
I just sometimes couldn’t hardly cope.  My health was bad and I 
couldn’t – nobody gave me a chance or helped me out or showed 
me the way, so that was the answer when I found Jehovah. 

 
Robert Buckley: So do you feel that one day the earth again will be at peace? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, it is in Jehovah’s organization right now.  We’ve got a 

spiritual paradise, so we’re just waiting for the literal one.  And we 
are all brothers and sisters, and even when I went to the ’58 
convention in New York City, I saw people on the street I didn’t 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This transcript was produced in partnership with The World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It is not a primary source.



 Johanson K RG-50.028.0078.01.01 Page 22 of 27 
Robert Buckley, Karen Johanson 

 

WHQ – Office of Public Information      Red = Unverified or Unclear    _____ = Inaudible Page 22 of 27 
 

know from Adam.  But we hugged each other because I knew they 
were Witnesses from all over the world.  So I don’t think you can 
go anywhere that you don’t feel you got family, no matter what 
because there’s always Witnesses there, and that’s your family.  
That’s been my family. 

 
[0:47:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: When you went to church in Germany with your grandmother to 

the Lutheran church, did they ever – do you recall them saying 
anything about the war going on to support Hitler and support –  

 
Karen Johanson: Oh, I’m sure they did because, see, in order to stay open, they had 

to because they had spies and people everywhere that would see 
that there thoughts were carried out.  And, of course, there were a 
lot of fanatics that would take it upon themselves to further the 
cause by spotting all these phony-baloney things.  So that never 
polluted me for some reason.  It’s a miracle, but I guess I must 
have been stronger than I ever realized.  I’ve been told that 
anyway.  And I didn’t – just like some of the false doctrines.  They 
were never ingrained to me to where they were any problem.  I saw 
right away that that wasn’t right.  And when I found out it wasn’t 
from the Bible, well, I had already accepted it as it were. 

 
[0:48:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: Now.  You have some beautiful pictures here.  I’m just wondering 

maybe what if we would take them off the wall and we could just – 
let me stop the camera for a minute. 

 
 OK and who is that?  
 
Karen Johanson: [Showing photographs]  That was my mother, and that’s what she 

looked like at the time of the experience in Czechoslovakia, so 
when they let her go from that experience.  This was my parents’ 
wedding picture.  This was at the wedding picture here.  That’s the 
only picture I’ve got of my Jewish grandmother there.  And except 
for my father and his parents, every one of these people was killed 
by the Nazis in concentration camps.  That was my mother’s 
Aunt Anna.  That was my father as a young man.  That was Mother 
when she was doing the dancing. 

 
[0:49:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: Would you point that out once more? 
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Karen Johanson: This one in the opera, and she had a dancing school.  And this 
uncle and that uncle were the two uncles that were in concentration 
camps, and that’s my two aunts that came to America.  And that 
was my father’s house.  That was my governess and my German 
grandmother and me.  This was the mansion that they stole.  And 
this picture here was my German grandparents, and my aunt and 
uncle, and myself. 

 
Robert Buckley: Would you want to point that out again? 
 
Karen Johanson: My uncle and my aunt, my grandparents, and myself.  That was 

my mother when she was – in this kind of a little older.  And that 
was my mother, younger sister, and her older sister. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK.  Now you have to go back again to the picture of her in the 

white. 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah, she was already in New York.  I don't know how old exactly 

she was. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now who’s that? 
 
[0:50:00] 
 
Karen Johanson: My mother. 
 
Robert Buckley: And the picture on the bottom there? 
 
Karen Johanson: Well, that was my grandmother, and my aunt and uncle, and my 

two cousins. 
 
Robert Buckley: All right.  Now how about the other picture next to it of the man 

and woman? 
 
Karen Johanson: That was my parents’ wedding picture. 
 
Robert Buckley: And that would be 1932 or so? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah, yeah, there abouts.  But this one there, that’s the only picture 

in existence of my Jewish grandmother.  I don’t have one of my 
grandfather.  He was a very handsome man—tall, blonde, blue-
eyed. 

 
Robert Buckley: And you were saying that almost all those people … 
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Karen Johanson: Yeah, all but my father, his parents, and my two aunts.  All those 
other people who were very prominent were all killed.  My 
grandmother and her aunt, Aunt Anna, and all those other people.   

 
[0:51:05] I got the names written some of them on the back of the picture, 

but I can’t get at it.  My mother would remember all that.  She just 
gave me these pictures so I’d have them before she passes on.  
This, I think, might have even been when she was expecting me. 

 
Robert Buckley: Right there, that picture you're holding in your hand? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Very beautiful lady.  All right.  Now we can take a look at the 

other pictures you have. 
 
Karen Johanson: It’s my beloved German grandmother that raised me.  Her name 

was Selena and my last name was Mavis and her maiden name was 
Schlicker.  Those are just different relatives, my husband’s 
relatives, my granddaughter.  That’s my Aunt Hilda.  That’s my 
Aunt Hilda, my mother’s younger sister living in Long Island. 

 
Robert Buckley: Who are the two boys alongside? 
 
Karen Johanson: That’s two of my grandsons, and that’s one of my granddaughters.   
 
[0:52:00] And that’s my daughter and one granddaughter.  That was me in 

Scotland when I was 15, about 15. 
 
Robert Buckley: And how about the picture right above it? 
 
Karen Johanson: That’s at a convention.  That’s brothers and sisters I dearly love. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, people who are Jehovah's Witnesses? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, yes.  That’s my husband and his grandson. 
 
Robert Buckley: All right. 
 
Karen Johanson: And that’s my son, not a very good picture.  I don’t have all the 

other –  
 
Robert Buckley: Which one is your son? 
 
Karen Johanson: Him.  I don’t have my daughter-in-law in here. 
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Robert Buckley: And who are the other two young men? 
 
Karen Johanson: Two grandsons.  They're grown now.  That was some years ago. 
 
Robert Buckley: And what are their names? 
 
Karen Johanson: Danny and David.  And he’s – that’s Norman.  And that’s Tonya.  

She’s a nurse in the Air Force.  
 
[0:53:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: And who are the people alongside standing on the balcony? 
 
Karen Johanson: That’s George and his daughter and son-in-law. 
 
Robert Buckley: All right.  Now do we have some more pictures? 
 
Karen Johanson: That was me the month before my mother left me.  This was just 

before she left me.  I was going to a wedding, so they did my hair 
up.  And an American film company approached them for me to 
play Heidi in a movie.  And Shirley Temple got the part because 
mother was afraid my life would not be normal if they made – 
went to the United States and made a movie.  And she could’ve 
saved all of us for one movie, and so that would’ve been me in 
Heidi.  That’s a sister.  That’s a sister.  That was me when I used to 
model in New York.  That’s my grandfather and my grandmother 
and my father, and I’m on his knee.  That’s one of the last pictures 
I got of my German grandmother with my governess that had 
raised me.  That’s my grandmother. 

 
[0:54:05] 
 
Robert Buckley: What was the name of your grandmother again and your 

governess? 
 
Karen Johanson: The governess was Fraulein Umer.  And Gram’s name was Selena 

Schlicker, Selena Mavis.  My last name was Mavis.  But in 
German it’s spelled M-E-W-E-S, and they say “Mews” in English, 
so I changed the spelling.  But it’s Mavis because M-E-W-E-S in 
German.  But my name was Karen Ingeborg.  What happened to 
the other one I had?  That’s me after I got out –  

 
Robert Buckley: Do it again. 
 
Karen Johanson: This is me in Glasgow after I got out of the hospital at the 

Bearsden Academy in school.  And this is when we had a get-
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together at the school.  They had two in Scotland.  And that was 
my father’s favorite picture in the pansy bed in Grandpa’s front 
yard. 

 
[0:55:02]  
 
Robert Buckley: And that’s you, of course? 
 
Karen Johanson: Yeah, that’s me.  And this is in school.  I was one of the tallest 

girls there in the schoolyard playing in Germany. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now we have this other collage of pictures? 
 
Karen Johanson: Oh, he’s got it there.  OK, this one probably. 
 
Robert Buckley: Let’s see now where we’re going to start. 
 
Karen Johanson: Let me take some of this off of here because this isn’t – I got this.  

I don’t care about David and all this nonsense. 
 
 A brother who’s been like family for 19 years.  Those were 

Czechoslovakian neighbors in Chicago.  That’s my oldest 
daughter’s wedding picture, with my mother.  These are two 
anointed sisters that I worked with in the jail, in prison work in the 
ministry.  That was the first marriage of my younger daughter.  
And this was a sister.  That’s my Aunt Hilda again. 

 
[0:56:00] This is my son with his wife and her child and myself.  These are 

brothers and sisters up in New York State near Catskill—Cairo, 
New York.  And that’s my husband and his daughter.  This is my 
oldest daughter and her family.  This is a young sister and her 
husband.  This is a beloved sister in Chicago.  That’s my husband 
and myself.  That’s another sister and her grandchild.  That’s some 
of my pets I used to have, and that’s my youngest granddaughter.  
I’ve got one here taken two years ago of my mother and my two 
daughters.  

 
Robert Buckley: And your mother lives now where? 
 
Karen Johanson: In Flushing, New York.  My aunt lives in Queens, in Forest Hills.  

And I’ve got a cousin in St. Louis.  This is my aunt and cousin in 
St. Louis.  That was the little girl that came over with the uncle that 
was in the concentration camp. 

 
[0:57:05] That’s my oldest daughter and her oldest son. 
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Robert Buckley: All right.  Very good.   See what happens for dropping the camera.  
But, George, would you like to introduce yourself, please? 

 
George Johanson: I’m George Johanson. 
 
Robert Buckley: And, George, where are you from? 
 
Karen Johanson: New York. 
 
George Johanson: New York State. 
 
Robert Buckley: And how long have you and your wife been married? 
 
Karen Johanson: Eight years this month. 
 
George Johanson: Yeah, that’s right.  Eight years. 
 
Robert Buckley: Well, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum would like 

to thank the both of you for your hospitality, of course, and also for 
sharing your story with us in connection with what you went 
through as a young person.  But we appreciate it very, very much 
the time you’ve taken to share this with us. 

 
Karen Johanson: Well, you're welcome.  I think people ought to know that it really 

did happen. 
 
[End of Audio] 
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