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Summary of Interview 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: born in 1925 in Frankfurt, Germany. Father: worked in the Post Office. Mother: 
Housewife. 
 
Johannes’s parents had been Protestants (German: Evangelish), but they had both left the church 
before Johannes was born. His mother became a Bibelforscher (later known as Jehovah’s Witnesses), 
and although his father did not become a Witness, he did not support the Nazis. When Hitler came 
into power in 1933, Johannes’s parents did not vote, do the Heil Hitler salute, or display a flag in their 
window on Hitler’s birthday. 
 
In 1934, when his mother refused to vote it made big impression on Johannes even though the SS 
called at their home four times to take her by car to vote. Because Johannes’s mother received the 
Watchtower magazine from Switzerland by post, the Gestapo frequently conducted searches at their 
home. She attended meetings at the homes of Jehovah’s Witnesses and was arrested during one of 
those meetings along with ten other Witnesses. They were all taken to a prison on the outskirts of 
Frankfurt and held in pretrial detention. Johannes’s mother was held in solitary confinement from 
January to May 1936 until she was sent to Moringen concentration camp. She was later sent to 
Lichtenberg concentration camp in Saxony. In Spring 1939, Johannes’s mother was sent to 
Ravensbrück concentration camp which was still under construction by Bibelforscher prisoners. 
 
When Johannes’s father wrote a letter to his wife at Ravensbrück asking her for a divorce, an SS 
officer took the opportunity to summon Johannes’s mother to get her to sign a document renouncing 
her Jehovah’s Witness faith so that she could return home to her family. She did not sign the 
document, and this infuriated the officer. He called her a “stiff-necked, fanatical female!” The SS 
would periodically check to see if she would sign the renunciation document, but she never did. 
Nevertheless, because the SS found Jehovah’s Witnesses to be reliable and good workers, Johannes’s 
mother was assigned to work in the kitchen, the garden, and later, in a Lebensborn home where the 
illegitimate children of SS lived. 
 
At Ravensbrück, Johannes’s mother witnessed the lynching of a Gypsy woman by other prisoners 
after she was caught and returned to the camp after escaping. The prisoners killed her because they 
had been punished when she escaped. There were daily executions at Ravensbrück, and no one knew 
if they would be selected for execution next. A number of Jewish women who had become Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the camp were sent to gas chambers because of their Jewish heritage. 
 
Although his mother was a faithful Jehovah’s Witness, Johannes initially did not choose to become 
one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Thus, after being conscripted by the Germany Army in 1943, he became 
a paratrooper. In 1944, when Johannes was in Aalen hospital after being wounded, his mother applied 
for and surprisingly received permission to leave Ravensbrück for eight days and visit him. After the 
war ended, Johannes returned home and shortly afterwards became one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. In 
1951, he married Jenni Ostenheim from Neulußheim in Baden-Württenberg. 
 
Jenni’s mother and grandmother—who had been patriotic supporters of the war effort during WWI, 
(her grandmother had even been awarded an honor for donating her hair for use as fuses in hand 
grenades)—had been active Protestants but became disillusioned when their minister began endorsing 
Hitler at church in 1931. They liked what the Bibelforscher taught from the Bible and began to host 

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

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



Bible study groups at Jenni’s grandmother’s home. When Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned in 1933, 
the two Witnesses conducting a meeting at her grandmother’s home were arrested. Subsequently, the 
police would often come to search the house looking for Witness literature.  
 
In 1938, Jenni’s mother escaped being arrested when the police saw that she was expecting her third 
child, as childbearing was looked upon with favor by the government. Once, when a group of Hitler 
Youths got soaked in the rain when they were out camping, Jenni’s cousin and her mother each 
welcomed one of the young boys into their home so that they could dry off. Later, the boys were 
questioned by the Nazis as to why they had been in the home of “enemies of the state.” They told the 
officials that Jenni’s family were very kind and good people. The family faced many tests of their 
faith when they would not hang a flag on their home for Hitler’s birthday or contribute money for the 
war effort even though all of their neighbors did so. Because Jenni’s mother would not say “Heil 
Hitler,” she was not always able to get rationed items she was entitled to. In 1941, two Jehovah’s 
Witness men that Jenni’s family knew were executed in Wiesbaden for refusing to join the army. 
 
Jenni’s mother was well-liked by the family where she was employed in their laundry business during 
the war, so when the son of the family, who was a Nazi, heard that certain other Nazis were planning 
to burn down Jenni’s house with her family inside, he convinced them not to carry out their 
murderous plan. This family also employed at the laundry the widows of Witnesses executed for their 
faith, because they realized the widows would otherwise have no financial support. After the war, a 
neighbor of Jenni’s grandmother confessed to her that he had been a spy for the Nazis, but she chose 
not to testify against him. 
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