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Summary of Interview 
 
Irena Otrębska was born on January 9, 1922. Father: Jan, a baker. Mother: Maria, worked for local 
families. Sibling: One sister who died at six years of age. 
 
Irena’s family lived in Sosnowiec, Poland, but because they were very poor, Irena lived for a time 
with her grandmother and at an orphanage. Before she entered secondary school, Irena began to work 
for a Polish family. During 1939-40, while Irena was working for a family in Myszków, Mr. 
Nakielski, a painter, shared his Jehovah’s Witness beliefs with her. Irena’s mother was very angry 
when she heard about Irena’s growing interest in the faith of Jehovah’s Witnesses. She said that both 
Irena’s grandfather and great-grandfather had had those beliefs and she did not want her daughter to 
have them also. Despite her mother’s opposition, Irena met regularly with Jehovah’s Witnesses 
whenever she had free time and studied the Bible with them. At 17, Irena said that she was old enough 
to leave her former religion and pursue Bible teachings, and she was baptized as one of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in 1943. 
 
It was when Irena was working for a family in Sosnowiec that all residents were ordered to help dig 
trenches for mines as part of the war effort. Because Irena’s conscience would not allow her to 
participate, she was told that she had to report to the Gestapo. After she explained that she would not 
dig trenches for mines because of what the Bible says about killing people, she was taken to Ostra 
Górka prison in Sosnowiec. After two weeks, two other Jehovah’s Witnesses who had also refused to 
dig trenches were put in the same cell. After a couple of months, they were transported to 
Ravensbrück concentration camp. 
 
Irena and the other Witnesses were initially given red badges to wear on their uniforms, but when she 
got to know what the different color badges stood for, she asked the sztubowa, the barrack supervisor, 
to give them purple badges since that would identify them as Jehovah’s Witnesses. In the camp, 
despite the threat of beatings, the Witnesses refused to work in the ammunitions factory. Irena told the 
SS that they were already in the concentration camp for refusing to be involved with killing people. 
They were then assigned to work sewing military uniforms, but when they refused any work 
associated with the military, the Witnesses were threatened with execution. Irena and the other 
Witnesses were then assigned to dig up tree stumps and chop them up into firewood, which they 
agreed to do. There were about 25 Witnesses from Poland, Hungary, and Bulgaria working together, 
sharing food, and supporting one another. For example, when Irena’s mother sent her bread and 
onions, she shared it with the other Witnesses in the barrack. Later, they were sent to work in the 
laundry room. In the laundry room, 16 Russian women prisoners were baptized as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Although there were many German Witnesses in the camp, Irena could not communicate 
with them because she did not speak German. 
 
Near the end of the war, Irena became sick with German measles. Other prisoners—both those who 
were Witnesses and others—would physically support her so that she could stand for the rollcall. 
They knew that otherwise she would have been shot and killed as towards the end of the war, there 
was no mercy for those who were sick; they were quickly sent to the gas chambers, shot, or hanged. 
After the camp was liberated, Irena was treated at the Red Cross hospital before she could return 
home to Poland. 
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When Irena returned home, her mother continued to vehemently oppose her. She destroyed Irena’s 
Witness literature and chopped her Bible up with an axe; she even threatened to chop Irena with her 
axe. When Irena left the house, her mother would deliberately rip the clothes she was wearing. A 
neighbour offered to give Irena’s mother poison so she could poison her daughter. Irena felt that the 
persecution she got from her mother was so bad that it was worse than her treatment in the 
concentration camp. 
 
In 1946, Irena married Janek and moved to his home in Ząbkowice, Poland. They were able to hold 
Witness  meetings in their home, but when Irena’s mother visited, the brothers would hold their 
meetings in the attic. 
 
Irena and Janek had four children and several grandchildren who were all active Jehovah’s Witnesses.  
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