
[0:00:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: … in Rockaway, New Jersey, and we’re interviewing a person 

whose parents went through the Nazi era, and he also went through 
it as a young man. Would you please introduce yourself? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, my name is Hans Lehrbach if you – or Johannes Lehrbach, 

if you prefer. It’s the official name. And I was born in Frankfurt, in 
Germany, in 1925. So, when the Nazis finally took power, I was 
just about six years old. 

 
Robert Buckley: Hans, if I may, how do you spell your last name? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The spelling is L-E-H-R-B-A-C-H. It’s easy to remember because 

there is the King Lehr and the composer Bach, and you put them 
together you have Lehrbach.  

 
Robert Buckley: Okay and could we have your address, please, and your telephone 

number? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The address here in USA is Rockaway, New Jersey, and the 

telephone number is – the area code is (973) 627-8266. 
 
Robert Buckley: Thank you. Now, where in Germany were you born? And what did 

your mother and father do at that period of time? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: I was born in Germany in Frankfurt in 1925. My father was 

employed in postal service, and my mother, she was just a 
housewife.  

 
Robert Buckley: And how many brothers and sisters did you have? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: I don’t have any brothers and sisters. 
 
Robert Buckley: Okay. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So, I was alone. 
 
Robert Buckley: What was the religious background of your parents? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: My – they were both Evangelish. That’s the German name for 

being Protestant, one of the mainstream churches. They also 
collect tax for – from the government. The government collects tax 
from them. So, when my mother finally found out that – the 
Witnesses came, and one brother encouraged them to leave 
Babylon the Great, Großes Babylon , then my father and my 
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mother both, they went to the civil court and went out of the 
church. It was before 19 . . . – before I was born.  

 
Robert Buckley: Okay. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So, I was not even brought up in a religious organization, a 

religious church. So, I had my instruction mainly by my mother 
reading the Bible to me about the paradise that was our hope at that 
time. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, you had mentioned before that your father, even though he 

left the Evangelical Church, he was not a religious person? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No, he was not. He didn’t believe much in that. Even as my mother 

and when we grow up later on, she was in concentration camp, he 
did not accept. Maybe he believed it, but he never took a stand for 
it. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, what was it that made your mother change her thinking from 

the Evangelical Church to become one of the Bibelforscher, as 
they were known then, as Bible Students? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, my mother, she was searching from childhood on. She saw 

different things, which were not correct. There was a question 
about where did Cain take his wife when they only had two 
brothers, Adam and Eve? And she got slapped by the pastor. “You 
don’t have to think about it. You have to believe it.” These and 
other things. As child she was – there was big celebrations of 
Christmas. The angel came, the Christmas child, Christ child 
bringing presents. And later on, she found out it was her cousin. 
Also, the saying that the storch – the stork brings the babies. She 
found out that was a lie. And so she began to doubt that even the 
God, the Lieb Gott, is also a lie, big lie. And so she was searching 
whether there is a God, whether there isn’t a God. And it was then 
through a colleague of my father that he came and says, “Frau 
Lehrbach, was in der Bibel geschrieben steht, ist wahr .” 
Mrs. Lehrbach, what is written in the Bible is the truth, yes.” And 
so there was a big public talk in Frankfurt in a zoo. 

 
[0:05:00] And here, from then on, my mother started to – she left a note, her 

address, on the seat. And she was then visited by a sister, Pastivala 
sister, Sister Prada. And from then on, she went to the meetings 
and became one of the Witnesses. 

 
Robert Buckley: Uh-huh. Now, when 1933 came about with Hitler taking power, 

what did your mother tell you? Because at that time you were only 
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eight years old. What do you remember, and what was it your mom 
told you afterwards, your father, as to the things that changed in 
your town? Now, did you continue to live in Frankfurt? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: What did they see? What type of changes took place? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: In my family, my mother, she was – even my father didn’t like the 

Nazis. He told once, “They must be crazy!” And my mother, she 
expected trouble for the Witnesses as such because there was big 
pressure to vote for Hitler, to go to – and vote. And there was also 
the new salute, “Heil Hitler.” We didn’t say “Heil Hitler.” And 
when there were holidays like the Fuhrer’s birthday, Hitler’s 
birthday, and other holidays, you had to put the flag out of the 
window, we didn’t do that either. We were, you know, in all –  

 
Robert Buckley: Was that the swastika flag? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. First it was the black, white, and red. But they did away later 

on. It was then only the swastika flag. And my mother and my 
father, my mother, they didn’t do that so –  

 
Robert Buckley: Now, what does the word “heil” mean, “heil Hitler” mean that 

your mother didn’t want to do that? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, according to Acts, it says that only salvation – “heil” it’s 

translated in English as “salvation.” And there is that scripture in 
the Bible in Acts 4:12, I think, that only in Jesus is the heil, I mean, 
in the German wording it’s the heil. It’s only in one is heil. That is 
the name, Jesus. So we wouldn’t attribute salvation to Hitler. That 
is against the Bible. I mean, Catholics and Protestants, they should 
have accepted that too, but they were all for it and –  

 
Robert Buckley: They went along with Hitler? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: They went along. Oh, yeah. I mean, in fact, according to the 

Daniel book [Pay Attention to Daniel’s Prophecy! Published by 
the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1999], Hitler made a 
concordat with the Catholic Church on July the 20th, 1933, so he 
got the Catholics. And two years later, he organized a Ministry of 
the Churches in 1935 to get all the Evangelical and other sects 
under control. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now –  
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Johannes Lehrbach: That’s what the Daniel book brought out. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, when you go back to your family life, your father was not a 

religious person, and he did not become one of the Bibelforscher, 
but your mother did. What was your exposure then to religion 
since your father was probably the dominant one in the family, 
right? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, it was my mother. She took the stand because it was Bible-

backed. She took the – my father was just coming along, you 
know, and my mother, she was fighting. I remember in 1934 there 
was a big election day. And in the morning, people went to vote. 
And in the afternoon, the SS and S.R., they came with a car to pick 
up all those who couldn’t walk, you know, so they came four 
times. Four different people came to pick up my mother. And the 
fourth time, the fourth time the man says, “Well, at least tell them 
what you told us now here.” So, my mother went with the 
stipulation, “I don’t vote.” So, I know it was a big – that impressed 
me much. 

 
Robert Buckley: You mean they took her down, but she wasn’t going to vote. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: She wouldn’t vote, yeah. They told her right away. So, after three, 

after three commandos, so to speak, came empty-handed back to 
the voting wherever the place was.  

 
[0:10:00] So, the fourth came and they asked my mother, “At least tell them 

that what you told us here,” you know, so that’s when my mother 
went along. But she says, “Under one stipulation: I wouldn’t go to 
wählen,” you know, to cast my vote. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, she went along with them in the car. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: But she wouldn’t vote when she got there. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Because she has to tell them—who sent this commando—what she 

told the commando before.  
 
Robert Buckley: Right. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: And so it was a big – I was impressed that my mother made a stand 

like this. And she was very forceful. I mean, in other things too. 
Later on, when the Gestapo came and searched our apartment, she 
was outright, I mean, she was unafraid of them. 
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Robert Buckley: What time of the day would the Gestapo come because, evidently, 

this happened to other Bibelforscher—Jehovah’s Witnesses—also.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, I remember once they came by day—twice actually. The 

third, the last time they took my mother I didn’t even see it. I was 
out. But before, they came during the day, and one time they came 
even during the night. That was in, I think, in October 1936, yeah, 
but I was sleeping upstairs. I didn’t know about this incident, but I 
was told later what happened. And that was another incident where 
my mother was unafraid to tell them [laughs]. “By us it’s night, 
you know. We are sleeping like all the decent people do!” 

 
Robert Buckley: She told them that? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: She told them that, yes, when they were standing two o’clock in 

the foyer and didn’t know what to do, you know, and my mother 
was in bed. My father was in bed. And then my mother barked, 
you know, “Ya, by uns ist Nacht! Wir schlafen” like all the decent 
people do!” 

 
Robert Buckley: What would they do when they came to your house when you were 

awake, the two times that they came to your house when you were 
awake? What would the Gestapo do? Just – did they have a piece 
of paper with a warrant to go through the house or they just have 
the authority –  

 
Johannes Lehrbach: No, they just walked through the house and looked through 

everything if they could find. Because my mother, she still got the 
Watchtower from Switzerland. And the second time when they 
came at night, she had them in her bed, but they didn’t ask her to 
get up out of bed. So, my mother was afraid that they would find 
that Watchtower from Switzerland. The postal service checked the 
mail, what comes in, so that was the reason why they came. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, they knew if it came from Switzerland … 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah. It was checked, so that was only 1936. 
 
Robert Buckley: So they –  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Even so, my mother didn’t – wasn’t active anymore. But later on, I 

found out she got arrested. Why? She visited what we call today a 
book study. She was one of eleven. I have this paper here yet. I can 
show it to you with all the names. 
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Robert Buckley: Now, what is a book study? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: What we have today a book study. It was a Bible study. It was a 

Bible study. I don’t know what publication was studied. I was too 
young but it was … 

 
Robert Buckley: What is it—20, 30 people, 12 people? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No, no, no, only eleven. Ten or eleven I think it was. 
 
Robert Buckley: So, it was a small group. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: A small group, yeah, but on account that she visited this, she was 

arrested. 
 
Robert Buckley: So, they were under surveillance then. They were being watched 

by the Gestapo or … 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Evidently. I mean, my mother said later on she was not betrayed by 

neighbors. It was – it must have been that Bible study group that 
she attended. 

 
Robert Buckley: It was under surveillance. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah and when it was and how it came about I never found out. 
 
Robert Buckley: What did the neighbors think of your mother’s religion? Because 

she probably talked to them about her beliefs? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yes, they thought maybe she was an outsider or why she didn’t 

conform? I mean, everybody else did. So, this was all the general . 
. . from what I … in retrospect, now, when I think back. 

 
[0:15:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, your father – when your mother was picked up, where was 

she taken to? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: To the prison, to jail, the city jail. 
 
Robert Buckley: Right in Frankfurt? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. Then she came later on after a few days _____ [unclear—

name of German city]. It was a suburb from Germany, from 
Frankfurt. And here she was in Untersuchungshaft. Now that is 
Untersuchungshaft that is while – before you get sentenced, you 
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are in jail waiting for your sentence to be set. So, she was there and 
the trial was then in May 1937. So, she was about five, three 
months from January 26 to May, beginning of May, was about 
three months in that, in jail and –  

 
Robert Buckley: Were you permitted to go to see her, to visit? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No, no, no. I never saw her then. 
 
Robert Buckley: How about your father? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Maybe he went. I don’t know. It was a complicated process to get 

there, to get permission to see her. Maybe they were afraid that 
some information would be exchanged or what. I cannot remember 
anything because, well, I was a kid. I was just 11 years, and I just 
took it as a matter of course. 

 
Robert Buckley: Okay. So your mother was there now for three months. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: She was waiting to be –  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: For trial. 
 
Robert Buckley: For trial. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So the trial was done, and she was actually sentenced to three 

months prison on account of visiting this. And this was added—I 
mean, not added—but included to the three months she was 
already in prison. So, she should have become free. And the 
guards, they said, “Frau Lehrbach, today you come home.” So she 
was already in the guardhouse, and she saw a sign from the Bible: 
Lassen meine gnade genügen. That means let … how does it say in 
English? It’s what Paul once asked Jehovah to get away with his 
thing on the side, you know. 

 
Robert Buckley: The malady that he had. 
 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The malady, yeah, so then Jehovah answered him and says: “Be 

satisfied. My purpose will be done by weakness.” So, my mother 
took this as a sign that she wouldn’t come home because it was 
Jehovah’s way that things so – and that’s when it happened. So, 
they took her against—because the law was not even done—
against all common sense, they held her, the Gestapo held her, 
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until the law was pushed through, and she could go to the 
concentration camp and that was – 

 
Robert Buckley: So, she actually was released. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: She was released. 
 
Robert Buckley: But the Gestapo held here there. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Held her for a few days, maybe another week or so, until the law to 

bring the Witnesses into the concentration camp. That was not 
even done yet. So, it was just a week or was it two weeks and then 
they came. The first one was in Moringen now in ‘37. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, okay, now before we go to the concentration camp, 

afterwards I know you said you talked to your mother. What did 
she say happened to her in the jail while she was waiting, that 
three-month period? How did they treat her? Do you recall that at 
all? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, she was very lonesome. I mean, she said, well, you get – you 

are not always tired. You get – you want to do something. So, they 
throw her in a bundle of socks so she could mend the socks, 
bunting the socks or so. And they were treated good because they 
were Bibelforscher. They were Witnesses and they – the prison 
officials knew that they were decent people. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, she was in with other of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, I think she was in solitary confinement. 
 
Robert Buckley: Also? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: I think she was in solitary confinement. But it was three months, 

and she was in prison. So, it was a hard time because she was taken 
away from the family.  

 
Robert Buckley: Right. 
 
[0:20:00] 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So, and then after that law was made by the Nazis, she came then 

to Moringen, was it? No. What did I say before? Yeah, it was 
Moringen.  

 
Robert Buckley: And how do you spell that? 
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Johannes Lehrbach: I don’t know how is it spelled in German, but she was in three 

camps. She was Moringen, Lichtenberg, and the last one was 
Ravensbrück from 1939 on.  

 
Robert Buckley: Okay and what was – how was she transported? Did she tell you 

that? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No. 
 
Robert Buckley: Okay, she didn’t tell you that. What was the treatment like in the 

first prison she was in? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, it was pretty much civilized yet. It was a big warehouse, 

would you say. You know, it was not even like a concentration 
camp. It was in the beginning. It was 1937, you know. Things 
developed in time. It got more. And then after awhile—I don’t 
know how long—she came to Lichtenburg. That was in Saxon. 
That was really a castle, so to speak, and here she was. And here 
she was maybe a year, could be a year. And in the spring then, in 
spring of 1939, then she came to Ravensbrück. And this was in, 
actually, in the process of being built. They used the Bibelforschers 
in order to build this thing.  

 
Robert Buckley: They used Jehovah’s Witnesses to actually build the barracks and 

everything?  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Right, and the electric fences around, and all this in the spring of 

1939, yeah. And this was even acknowledged by Holocaust 
historians—that it was not the political ones but the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses they used to build it up in the spring of 1939, yeah.  

 
Robert Buckley: Okay, now, what were the conditions there? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: In Ravensbrück? 
 
Robert Buckley: In Ravensbrück. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: At the beginning, it was empty. I mean, there were not many. 

There were not many. And they were told, “Here we have room 
enough for you,” you know, and … 

 
Robert Buckley: So, these were all Jehovah’s Witnesses taken there then. 
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Johannes Lehrbach: At the beginning, yes, but then also political people came, 
criminals, Jews, and all kinds, Gypsies, these … whatever, 
whatever didn’t get along with the Nazis.  

 
Robert Buckley: Did your mother ever describe to you some of the things she went 

through? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Oh yeah, yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Would you like to share a little bit of that with us? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: One interesting episode was when my father wanted to actually 

hold in for a divorce. I mean, my mother told me that divorces just 
rained. It just rained of divorces. So my father, he knew my mother 
better, but he went in and threatened her at least.  

 
Robert Buckley: You mean he went to Ravensbrück? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No, no, he wrote a letter. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, wrote a letter. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: And it all got censored, you know, so my mother got called before 

the head officer. 
 
Robert Buckley: Commandant. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Commandant. Maybe it wasn’t the commandant. I don’t know. 

But, anyway, the story she told me so many times I know it by 
heart. So, the guard took her, and they were confronted now. And 
the officer told – asked the guard, “Did she get her papers handed 
over?” And the guard says – I don’t know what the guard replied. 
But then the officer told her, “Your husband will divorce you.” 
And so he looked over his glasses about the reaction my mother 
made. And then my mother didn’t say anything, so then he 
continued and says, “Well, you will be divorced guilty.” And he 
looked over his glasses again, what my mother would react. 
Nothing. And then he continued, “But your child will not be – you 
will not get custody of your child either.” 

 
[0:25:00] And he looked over his glasses again what my mother said, so he 

was so helpless. My mother says, well, she had to bite her lips to – 
not to laugh. And so then finally he looked in my mother’s dossier 
and he found a poem “Bald Kommen Wir Heim,” “Soon We Will 
Come Home.” So, he called at her, “You will never come home!” 
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 So my mother thought, well, she used an expletive, elated. She 
thought that: “You don’t determine this. You will not determine 
this.”  

 
So, he didn’t know what to say, and then he ask her, “Will you 
sign this paper?” I mean, the declaration to get out, swear off 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. So my mother –  

 
Robert Buckley: Now, this was that famous declaration that Jehovah’s Witnesses 

could sign and walk out? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Right, right. So, my mother, she asked for one just to see whether 

they changed some wordings. And so she looked at it, and says, 
“Well, Commandant, something is wrong here.” 

 
 “What? What is wrong?” 
 
 “Here is written: ‘_____ _____ _____ Bibelforscher _____’ 

[speaking German].’” (I was instructed that the teachings of the 
Bible Students is in error.) So she says, “So far, nobody ever 
instructed me that the teachings of the Bible Students is in error.” 

 
 “So, so then I will instruct you!” 
 
 And then my mother thought, ‘Oh my, now I opened up with his 

national socialistic doctrine.” You know, she … and so he talked 
and talked. And my mother, she just was disinterested, looked 
through the window and, you know, this. 

 
Robert Buckley: You mean he was talking about the Nazi party and the philosophy? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Nazi stuff that it is so important and that she should – whatever he 

says my mother didn’t say because she didn’t even listen to it. She 
looked through the window and then he – and then finally he got 
out of breath and he says, “You want to sign this now?” 

 
 So, my mother says, “Never!” 
 
 “_____ _____ _____ _____ _____ [speaking emphatic German] 

You …” 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Nailed shut. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: “You nailed-shut, stiff-necked fanatical female! Out!” And so the 

guards took her out. So, on the way to the block, the guard asked 
my mother, “Na, Lehrbach,  Did this nothing mean to you?” 
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 So, my mother says, “Well, I don’t have my husband now, so what 

difference does it make, you know, whether I go out or not?” 
 So, then the guard says, “Why don’t you support the law of the 

State? Why don’t you support the law of the State?” 
 
 So, my mother fired back: “Why don’t the State support the law of 

the Bible, of Jehovah? They are traitor!” And that was the end of 
it. But my mother, she was satisfied because she wanted to make 
this impression that this does not concern her, period. And that 
what the guard told her confirmed it. So that was … [laughs] And 
from that time on, they left my mother alone. 

 
Robert Buckley: They didn’t bring her in before the officers and so on. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, otherwise, periodically they were called to whether they 

would change their mind or so. 
 
Robert Buckley: Sign the paper. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, they left my mother then alone after that.  
 
Robert Buckley: [Crosstalk] Thinking they could break them down. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, I don’t know in which year that was. But I think that was – I 

cannot say which year that was. 
 
Robert Buckley: What type of food did they receive? What time did their day 

begin? What type of work did she do? Especially in the beginning; 
I know toward the end of the war it changed but in the beginning? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, she always spoke about the __ appell [first word 

unclear]where they had from in the morning for at least an hour or 
so they were standing there until they got counted. Roll call is the 
English word for it and then they –  

 
Robert Buckley: Outside. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Outside, yeah, and then they had to go to work. My mother was 

assigned for the kitchen to prepare food I think it was.  
 
[0:30:00] And then later on, she was assigned to the farm, gardening, and 

also for three years where they were with the tomatoes and things. 
So this was – and then the last one was when the Nazis found out 
that Witnesses were good workers and reliable, they put them in 
SS homes, you know. And so my mother, she applied for also 
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something like that, out of the concentration camp. And she was 
assigned to the Lebensborn home where the SS had their 
illegitimate children. There was a home. I have a picture of a home 
that was in Ansbach in, by Nuremberg where she was for awhile. 
She was also in Munich, and she was in Luxembourg where the SS 
have their home, as a housekeeper. 

 
Robert Buckley: Oh, so she was transferred outside the camp altogether.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yes, she got civilian clothes. She was like a regular housekeeper, 

and she was treated really good then. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, they were taking care of the children, the illegitimate 

children you were saying. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, where did those children come from? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, the SS, they were, you know, I mean, the Nazis wanted their 

super race. 
 
Robert Buckley: Right. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So the SS, the SS soldiers and whoever was with the SS and 

others, they had, sort of, if they got a girl pregnant—and they were 
sometimes girls from very well-known people—they were 
ashamed. So, they were asked to – it was said they were _____ 
_____ [speaking German] to something. That means ordered to do 
some special work. They were taken away until they got the child. 
And the child itself was taken to those homes there so to bring it 
up, to bring them up. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, let’s just go back to the concentration camp again in 

Ravensbrück. What did she see happening there to other prisoners? 
Did she ever describe that to you, some of the things that 
happened? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, it was, for instance, there were quite a bit Jews. 
 
Robert Buckley: What happened to the Jewish people that she described? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, they all got gassed. They all got gassed. Even there were 

some younger Jewish girls, very nice. My mother said they had 
good clothes. They became Witnesses. In the same block they 
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were, you know, with my mother. And the Nazis, they picked them 
out for gassing for the transport. 

 
Robert Buckley: So even though they changed their religious belief … 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: … they still were Jewish. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah and they – and my mother told me there were sisters at 

office, you know, who saw already who got called in the night. 
And so they knew that they would be called, and they distributed 
all their belongings among the Witnesses, you know, so that was 
very sad. But the Nazis were after the Jews. And they said outright 
if there would be food shortages, the Jews and the Witnesses, they 
don’t get anything to eat because the Jews get gassed anyway. And 
the Witnesses, they could sign the declaration and get out.   

 
Robert Buckley: So, if they got real low on food, the Witnesses and the Jewish 

people didn’t –  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: They didn’t get any. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, how about the Gypsies? Did your mother run in to or come 

across Gypsies? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, there was one and she was … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: They lynched her. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, she was – I don’t know her name. It didn’t take long. After 

the concentration camp was built. She went over the electric  
fence … 

 
Jenni Lehrbach: Over the wire. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: … over the wire and disappeared. And then they caught her again 

after awhile. “Yeah, I’m sorry that I did this” and so on and so on. 
And then she disappeared then a second time, and she was gone for 
three years my mother said. And after three years they caught her 
again. And they brought her back and she got just ripped apart. I 
mean, the concentration camps’ inmates, they were so vicious. 
They trampled her to death or whatever. She –  

 
Robert Buckley: You mean that the inmates did it to her? 
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Jenni Lehrbach: Yes, yes. 
 
Robert Buckley: The inmates!? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yes. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Because they were also punished because she left. 
 
[0:35:00] You know, they put them on the [Crosstalk] _____ _____ _____.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So that was the only time when my mother told me about the 

Gypsies. That was the only case.  
 
Robert Buckley: So they would punish others when one would escape. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Oh yes, oh yes. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: So when they caught her, she came back, they killed her—lynched 

her. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, did your mother see any of the hangings and that? Did they 

have any of those? In some of the concentration camps I have read 
where they actually hung people in the full view of the other 
inmates. 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: This she didn’t talk about it, but she said that when the SS 

liquidated this town in Czechoslovakia, this Lidice is it called, 
where they expected that the people came from who killed 
Heydrich, the SS guy, the right hand of Himmler.  

 
Robert Buckley: Heinrich [sic] Heydrich.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Heydrich, yeah. They surrounded this town, killed the men early in 

the morning. And the women and children they shipped to 
Ravensbrück, the concentration camp. And there I think they got 
killed little by little or, she talked about other things. But she says 
when you went to work in the morning, you didn’t know whether 
you would experience the evening because there were always 
executions you hear.  

 
Jenni Lehrbach: Tötungen  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: There were always executions. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: You hear the shots. 
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Johannes Lehrbach: You hear the shots, yeah. And when you go to bed at night, you 
didn’t know whether you would experience the next morning. So 
were the conditions. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now the Witnesses, I understand, in Ravensbrück were all put 

together. Was that true, pretty much? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: It depended. It depended. From what I understand, the SS 

experimented because if they are scattered, they would make 
others the Witnesses. And if they are together, then … I don’t 
know. 

 
Robert Buckley: What do you mean that they would – if they were spread out they 

would do what?  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: To other blocks, you know, among others. They would convert 

people. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Convert other people. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, they would try to convert other prisoners. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Right. And if they were together … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: They’re too strong.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, then they are too strong. I mean, there was an article in the 

Awake! – not Awake! – Watchtower from 1981 where Sister – not 
Sister – Margarete Buber-Neumann. She was a kapo on one of the 
blocks. She was political. She was a Communist. And she wrote 
her experience in Two Dictators, My Life Under Two Dictators. 
And the Watchtower excerpt some things about her … 

 
Robert Buckley: From the book?  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: … as far as it pertains to Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
 
Robert Buckley: The Bibelforscher. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, I mean, these are very interesting. 
 
Robert Buckley: Did your mother ever talk to or come in contact with Madame de 

Gaulle, who was there in Ravensbrück? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No, no. Maybe they were kept separate. You know, they had a 

different one for the prominents [sic]. 
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Robert Buckley: The prominent people. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The prominent people and the others. But generally, the Witnesses 

were also – they had a good reputation as being honest and good 
workers. So, that’s why they were eventually farmed out to other – 
to SS families with a lot of children or this Lebensborn Heim. 
That’s, yeah, with others. That’s about – and then she came home. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, did your father go through with the divorce? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No. He knew better. He knew Mom would have – he knew my 

mother wouldn’t sign it, no way.  
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, okay. How did you feel when you saw your mother the first 

time after the war? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, well, that was another story. While she was in Sachausen in 

this Lebensborn Heim, she applied – 1944 she applied. And I was 
wounded soldier, and I was just at a little – I was in Aalen in the 
hospital. And it was just a few kilometers, maybe 50 kilometers 
north of Nuremberg. And Ansbach where my mother was, was just 
about five, six or seven kilometers to the west of Nuremberg, so 
there was – we were close together.  

 
[0:40:00] 
 
Robert Buckley: I was in the hospital. My mother was here as a housekeeper in 

Sachausen. So she applied –  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: The prisoner. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The prisoner applied for a leave to see me for a week in the 

hospital. 
 
Robert Buckley: 1944. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: 1944, yeah. I think it was going through the mill all – I mean, the 

Nazi was already going downhill, you know. They were right here 
[crosstalk].  

 
Robert Buckley: [Crosstalk] The war was –  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: And nobody got leave, not the SS. Nobody else got leave because 

they needed every man to defend the Fatherland. So, my mother 
got leave for eight days, and everybody was surprised. Here, the 
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prisoner got leave to see me, you know, in Aalen. So that – and so 
I remember the first time I saw her. She came up the stairs, and I 
looked down, you know, to meet her. And during those eight years, 
I grew up. My mother grew down. You know, she was very small 
so that was quite, I mean, eight years [laughs]. That was quite a 
time gap, but you change. 

 
Robert Buckley: I’m sure she –  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So, we were together for eight days, and then she went back again. 

Yeah, she had to register every day by the police, and then she 
went back again. But that was the first time I saw my mother in I 
think it was November. It was November 1944. 

 
 
Robert Buckley: So, when was the last time you saw her when you were a young 

man? And then how old were you when she was taken away? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The last time I saw her it was January 26, 1937. I came home from 

school. The Gestapo was there, and I already on the way home I 
told already to my friends because sleigh riding because at that 
time it was – there was snow on the ground. So, I just left my 
school stuff there. My mother mouthed “Gestapo,” yeah, and I 
took my sled and went out. And when I came back, then the 
neighbor gave me the keys for the apartment and that was it. That’s 
when I saw my mother the last time. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, that was 1937 to 1944 you haven’t seen your mother. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, when were you conscripted and how old were you at the 

time? When were you taken into the military?  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: That was, well, I was first to the Labor Service three month[s] on 

April 12, 1943. We were conscripted to and went to the 
Czechoslovakia. Actually, it was Mähren. 

 
Jenni Lehrbach: _____ [unclear] 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: It was Mähren. It was Böhmen and Mähren. It was Mähren, 

actually, where that camp was and then after –  
 
Robert Buckley: What type of work did you do there for three months? 
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Johannes Lehrbach: Actually, agricultural work. We built a hold, you know, with what 
was soft and we built up with stones. And so, I mean, it was not 
military but it was – the whole atmosphere was military. 

 
Robert Buckley: So that was 19, what, 43? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: It was ‘43 for three month[s], yeah, it was. And then during those 

three months, there were always some from the army coming, you 
know, recruiting. I had no, no special. I just was going along with 
the flow. I had no special assignment for specialized service. So, 
then the rumor swept through, The SS is coming, the SS!” So, I 
thought, oh boy, you know, since I was blonde and was tall, I 
would have been a candidate if they would come. So I thought, 
‘What you going to do?’ Well, as it turned out, because I didn’t 
want to join them, that was the last one. So, as it turned out, the 
paratrooper came with a big parachute, and so I thought, well, I 
join them. You know, even though I join them, if the SS is coming, 
then I could say I have already – I’m already taken, so that’s when 
I joined the paratroopers. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, your father had no religious influence on you at all. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: No. 
 
Robert Buckley: And your mother was gone. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: So, you just, like you said, you went along with the flow.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Right. 
 
Robert Buckley: Didn’t know any better. You went along with _____ [crosstalk].  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: If you – that was the only way to survive. 
 
Robert Buckley: Let me ask you this now, the SS, what type of a reputation did they 

have that you didn’t want to join them? 
 
[0:45:00] 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, I knew from my mother, you know, that they had a bad 

reputation as it is. And, I mean, I cannot pinpoint right now a 
particular thing, but I knew from my mother. And my mother, she 
was once told by an SS, “Why is your son – “ by the SS, you 
know, when she said she is by the air force or so. So my mother 
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answered, “Well, his mother is already by the SS He doesn’t have 
to come to the SS too.” [Laughs] So these are little things.  

 
Robert Buckley: Right so how did you get shot? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: I was in Italy. I was – we never went to sprungschule to – we never 

jumped with – it was too late already in the war. So, we were 
shipped to Italy after our boot training. We were shipped to Italy as 
reinforcements. And we were assigned to the mortar, four-inch 
mortars. And so, at that time, the Allied forces already prepared for 
the invasion. And so the action in Italy was just a half-hearted 
moving up the boot, you know, from. . . . The British were on the 
Adriatic side, and the Americans were on the Mediterranean side 
on their own side. So they moved slowly, you know, here and 
there. There was no really battle, so to speak so we went – one day 
we went into a new position. And in the morning our people, our 
unit, was firing to the other side. So during – that was early in the 
morning.  

 
So then later in the morning at about 10:00 or 11:00, they had a 
spotter plane flying above us to find out where we were, and they 
directed spot shots. And it so happened that I was told, “Well, 
there is some soup left in a house and you can eat it.” And so I 
went there and I was sitting in the house eating my soup, and there 
was one of those single spots every five minutes or so. You know, 
they find out where they hit right in front of the door, and the 
whole thing came toward me and hit me in the shoulder, so that 
was the end of the war. 

 
Robert Buckley: For you. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, that was on January 10, 1944. 
 
Robert Buckley: What was the general attitude among the other soldiers with you 

about the war and where it was going?  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, at that time, they had a job to do, you know. I mean, they 

were told what to do. And if you didn’t, you got court-martialed or 
whatever. That was …  

 
Robert Buckley: Did they feel that they were going to lose in 1944 by the time you 

went in probably? Or was the propaganda enough to make you 
think that it was –  

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, at that time, there was already Stalingrad. There was already 

Africa that was already gone, and Sicily was gone. That was just 
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before Sicily and they were … and then Monte Cassino was, you 
know, the Americans wanted to pass Monte Cassino. And they 
couldn’t, so they went around and landed in Anzio. And it was our 
unit. I mean, if I would’ve been still available, our unit was, our 
fallschirmjäger, I mean, paratrooper unit was then put into 
defending the Monte Cassino. And it took the Allies about three 
month[s] finally to get around, and this was really crucial. So, but I 
was gone. I was on the 10th of January I was wounded. I was out 
of the action. And on January 16th, that’s when the start was with 
Monte Cassino when they really – the Allies bombed and shot. 

 
Robert Buckley: Were you in the hospital pretty much until the end of the war? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, when the war ended and you went home, was your mother 

already home or did you have to wait awhile? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, she even visited me. She came from Frankfurt and visited 

me in the hospital in Aalen. 
 
Robert Buckley: You were still in the hospital.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah so and then … 
 
Robert Buckley: So, when did you become one of Jehovah’s Witnesses then? 
 
[0:50:00] 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, I knew it from my mother as a child. I didn’t go to religious 

instruction in school. I had an hour off when they were instructed. 
And I knew the paradise, and I knew that the Bible is the truth or at 
least there is something to it. I saw it in my mother. And then I 
knew that according to the Bible, I mean, everyone expected that 
war going into Armageddon, you know. And I thought, well, when 
I saw this happen, that the whole thing went down, I knew that the 
Bibelforscher must have been right in their resistance to the Nazi 
stuff. So, that’s when I came home and my mother was there. Then 
I jumped with both feet into the truth. I couldn’t get enough. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, then you became one of Jehovah’s Witnesses at that time. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, and I wanted to find out two things. Why mother did not 

sign. I knew that others did and came home, so I wondered why 
my mother didn’t do it. That was one question. And then other was 
why the other churches—the Catholics and Evangelic[al] 
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churches—did not follow what the Witnesses did. I mean, they 
also had a Bible, and they went to war. 

 
Robert Buckley: Right. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: So, there were two questions I had and I wanted to have an answer. 

And then I later found out about that telegram, what was sent on 
October 7, 1934, where the brothers said, “Refrain from 
persecuting the Witnesses or else God will destroy you and your 
national party.” I saw it happen. I mean, who else could have said 
that? 

 
Robert Buckley: Yes, they were very courageous. That was October? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Pardon me? 
 
Robert Buckley: That was October 1934? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: October 7, 1934, yeah, when all these telegrams were sent to the 

Nazis, yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Hans, now you – did your father – before we go into your pictures, 

did your father ever change his mind about the belief in Jehovah’s 
Witnesses? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, he tolerated us, and he knew all the brothers. I mean, when 

we came home from the meeting and talked about what was going 
on, he just listened and he knew all of us.  

 
Robert Buckley: He was very tolerant, but it never influenced him that much. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: He never took a stand. 
 
Robert Buckley: Yeah, okay. Hans, you have some pictures. I’m going to turn off 

the camera for a second. Maybe you could put the pictures on the 
table, and you can point them out and explain who they are, okay? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Okay. 
 
[Brief break in the filming] 
 
Robert Buckley: Include what this picture is of. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: This is my mother and my father and myself. It was before my 

mother was arrested. It must have been in 1936 in the summer. 
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Robert Buckley: Okay, now the other picture? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The other picture here? That was before the Nazi[s] came to 

power. That’s when the Witnesses went out to religious with the 
truck converted into sort of a bus. It was me on the very right as a 
young kid, barely six years old. And there was one brother, 
Ludwig Einhorn, he was next to me here, and he was in the 
concentration camp. And then there is another brother, Brother 
Bylehar, also from Frankfurt. He was able to escape just in the nick 
of time to Argentina. So, the other sisters I don’t know. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, those are all Jehovah’s Witnesses there.  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, except that one in the back here. This was the driver. He was 

Mr. Pumer. 
 
Robert Buckley: Okay so he was not. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: He was not a Witness. 
 
Robert Buckley: All right. Now, you have one other picture of where your mother 

had to work when she was assigned to Ravensbrück and then she 
was assigned to this home to take care of the SS children? 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Yeah, this was the Lebensborn Heim in Sachausen where the SS 

had their children, and she was there as a housekeeper. And from 
this home, she visited me in Aalen as a soldier. And in February 
1945, I got some leave from the hospital to visit Sachausen here, 
and it was for one month with a friendly person who 
accommodated me, but I couldn’t see my mother. 

 
Robert Buckley: Okay, very good. 
 
[Brief break in the filming] 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: This is – now I’d like to introduce you to my wife. That’s my wife 

Jenni. She – we got married in 1951, and she might be able to tell 
you her story now.  

 
Robert Buckley: Thank you very much. 
 
[0:55:00] Could you please tell us your full name and your maiden name, 

please, and where you were born. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, I’m – my name is Jenni Ostenheim used to be, Jenni 

Ostenheim, born March 11, 1930, in a small town in Baden-
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Württemberg, Neulußheim. It’s like two miles from the Rhine, the 
coastal city of Speyer.  

 
Robert Buckley: Now, how many brothers and sisters did you have? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: I had two younger brothers. I was the oldest.  
 
Robert Buckley: Now, were both your parents Jehovah’s Witnesses? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: My mother and my grandmother and two of my mother’s sisters. 
 
Robert Buckley: Okay and when did they become Jehovah’s Witnesses, in what 

year? In particular, your mother? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: That was in 1930. Yeah, they – as Jehovah’s Witnesses do, they go 

out in the preaching work and they talk to people. So, Witnesses, 
or Bibelforscher at the time, came from Speyer—that’s like seven 
miles away from us—and went door to door in my hometown 
Neulußheim. And my grandmother, who was a very good 
Protestant churchgoer but also a believer in the Bible, she was 
doing her Bible reading. And so, when the Bibelforscher went door 
to door and they talked about the Bible, she was interested to learn 
more about the Bible, especially since at that time then in 1931 in 
the church already the minister was preaching politics and telling 
that Hitler is the man people should vote for, and that he’s the man 
sent from God, and so forth. And the Bible Students that came to 
her, they were learning that there is no man that can bring peace on 
the earth or a 1,000-year peace on the earth, that this was through 
the Messianic Kingdom would bring this. So, she could see as a 
Bible reader, she could discern when the minister was talking 
politics and would veer away from the Bible and when it was the 
Bible. This is the good thing that you have with the standard, the 
Bible, that you can tell if somebody speaks according to the Bible 
or when he gets off the Bible.  

 
Robert Buckley: All right. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: So, she learned that soon. 
 
Robert Buckley: So, what did your mother tell you took place? Of course, you were 

a young person at that time, 1933, when Hitler took over. What 
were some of the things that began to happen to the Bibelforscher? 

 
Jenni Lehrbach: Well, my grandmother – those Bibelforscher, they used to come to 

her house and had like a Bible study group like people in the olden 
days did—invite people and had Bible study and Bible reading and 
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so came these Bible Students from Speyer. And so, my mother 
tells me then in 1933 when Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned. In 
1933, the first thing that Hitler banned, I think, was Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. And my mother tells me this. She was here for visit in 
1974. She tells me that the two Witnesses—the one who was 
giving the Bible discourse at my grandmother’s house and another 
one what was with him—they were arrested in my grandmother’s 
house. They came and they grabbed them by the neck and kicked 
them in the back and led them off. And I asked my mother: “I 
don’t remember anything. I mean, where was I?” I mean, I was 
only three years old at the time, but sometimes you can remember. 
But she says, “Well, you were in bed. There were no children 
around at the time at the meetings.” But as I grew up then under 
the Hitler regime, I remember the first day in school. Faintly I 
remember. My mother brought it back to my memory that we – her 
and me, we stood aside in the schoolyard because it was a big, 
nationalistic ceremony there first day of school. And so that was 
the first thing, that we were separate. 

 
[1:00:00] I got this – not impression but the experience. And then I 

remember then that the Gestapo and the local police used to come 
to our house every so often. I don’t know how often, but they used 
to come and search the house because the Witnesses were banned. 
Bible Students were banned, and I guess they looked for – since 
literature came in from other countries, from Switzerland and so 
forth. And the Witnesses from Speyer, who were where the 
congregation was, those brothers, they had already, they were 
already gone in concentration camps or wherever they put them at 
first. 

 
Robert Buckley: Prison. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, so then they looked for the other people that used to go to 

the meetings, especially our family because my grandmother 
would have this first small Bible meetings in her kitchen, mind 
you, in her kitchen. And she would put benches in the kitchen and 
from the kitchen, the door that would go to the bedroom that was 
not a regular meeting as we have it now. That was like once in 
awhile. She would take the two beds out of her bedroom, out in 
another room, and put benches in there too for the people then to 
see the speaker.  

 
Robert Buckley: So, they had quite a few people that were interested. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Right, right, right. So then, when this was banned, of course, the 

Nazis kept an eye on us, so they came many times. And I 
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remember one time, especially, when my grandmother had another 
bigger kitchen added on in back of the house because Grandfather 
used to be a tailor, and that was his tailor shop. But then it was 
converted into a kitchen because my grandmother always had 
married children live in the house, which was us. And the police 
came and somebody else came, and I was in the back kitchen with 
my grandmother, and it got late and late. I got out of the kitchen 
and wanted to go to the big house and get my schoolbag, and there 
was the local policeman out there. He says, “Where are you 
going?” 

 
 I says: “I want to get my schoolbag. I have to do my homework.” 
 
 He says, “In you go!” So, you know, all that he thinking maybe I 

had to smuggle something back and forth. I don’t know. That’s 
what I think today, you know.  

 
But I remember they came many times. And my mother, I says, I 
mean, I knew the local policeman. And I remember my mother 
was – my youngest brother was born in 1938. And my mother was 
pregnant, and there was again a search in the house. And the local 
– one of the local policemen went to school with my mother. They 
were on first-name basis. And then, of course, there was from the 
state police the gendarme. He was more than the local policemen. 
And then there were the Gestapo. They were in civilian clothes. I 
says, “How did you know who they were?” And she says they had 
– under their lapel, they had their ID, who they were. 
 
And so the local policeman tells my mother—she was pregnant 
and she must have shown. He says: “Louise, today is your lucky 
day. We were – they were coming to get you this time.” But she 
was pregnant with her third child, and they wouldn’t arrest her. So, 
although my father was not a Nazi but, you know, anybody that 
had three children at the time was a good German. You know, 
Hitler wanted more children, but I don’t think that was their –  

 
Robert Buckley: I understand that in Germany that they would even give you like a 

degree or a plaque or something if you had a lot of children? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Like a medal, yeah, like a medal. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: If you have a silver medal, a gold medal if you had more children 

and you –  
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Jenni Lehrbach: They had like in town, the happenings, you know, for the mothers 
who had a lot of children. They were really honored, you know. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, the more children you had, build up the Fatherland. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Das Mutterkreuz. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, the mother, the cross of that, yeah [Makes sign of cross]. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Mutterkreuz. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Mutterkreuz. The cross to honor the mothers.  
 
Robert Buckley: So, your father never became one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: No, but he wasn’t a Nazi either, you know, being under the 

influence there and all this from my mother and then hearing all 
this. He was not a Nazi either. In fact, when there was anything 
was … what you call this? Even the fire department, no matter 
what it was, Nazi-fied, so to speak, you know. 

 
[1:05:00] And he wouldn’t want to go to any of these things. So I always – 

he always sent me with a written excuse as to why he couldn’t go 
for any reason, you know. Somebody was sick, and he had to go to 
work or whatever. 

 
Robert Buckley: Oh, so you were almost impelled to go to these events in town. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: No, not events but go to the bürgermeister or to somebody, you 

know. 
 
Robert Buckley: Town mayor. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Town mayor, yeah. And I remember other relatives. There were 

like, you know, what you call Hitler Youth and they were sort of 
they’re – they go on bicycle trips like … I hate to liken them to 
somebody—Boy Scouts or whatever—you know, you cannot do 
this to Americans. [Laughs] But, anyway, they were camping 
outside of town. And it was raining and raining and raining, and 
they were soaked through. And my mother’s cousin brought these 
two boys home to their house. But she says, “Louise, couldn’t you 
take one to [y]our house. They need – really they’re wet and need 
to dry out and all.” So, of course, they did this and then –  
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Robert Buckley: So your mother took them in. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah so – my mother’s sister, actually. She also lived in the house. 

But so then, Saturday evening or it was summertime, you know. 
So, they take them through town and show them our town – those 
boys. Sunday morning, Sunday morning those two boys were 
called to the town hall. The bürgermeister sits there with his Nazi 
uniform and questions those two young boys. Only one was in our 
house. The other one was with the cousins. They were not 
Witnesses. But they were concerned about the one that was in our 
house, but they questioned them. What – how come they are in our 
house? So they tell the story, that these are kind people. They 
invite them in. They dry them out. They give them food and 
whatnot and whatnot. 

 
 So, they said, “Do you know who those people are?” 
 
 And he just praises the whole family and everything. And they tell 

him that we are state enemies or whatever they told him. And he 
disagreed with this bürgermeister and he says – the boy says, “And 
my father is the gauleiter.” I don’t know what – where it was. 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: The head of the state. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: The whole –  
 
Johannes Lehrbach: The head of the state or land in Germany. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: He says, “And I will tell my father about you!” [Laughs] So, these 

are little things that can happen, you know, due to just kindness, 
you know. Those boys would’ve been in trouble, but they didn’t 
know anything about Jehovah’s Witnesses or Bibelforscher, 
nothing, you know. 

 
Robert Buckley: As young people, they wouldn’t. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah, so these are little things.  
 
Robert Buckley: So, what happened to your mother during the course of the war 

then? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Well … 
 
Robert Buckley: Was she fortunate enough not to end up going to prison or … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah, yeah because … 
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Robert Buckley: What a blessing. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Also, I guess, due to this one policeman there, you know, who put 

in a good word for her. And my grandmother also was a very 
patriotic Christian like in World War I. You know, they had the 
picture of the kaiser, like she was a real good German. They had a 
real good German background. During the war, World War I, they 
needed human hair for the war effort. You know, what this … 
[mimics strands of hair in hands] 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Use this, use this to the hand grenades, you know, because that was 

not subject to this like contraction, not subject to humidity. You 
know, it was constant, and they used this for fuses. I don’t know 
how that works, but the human hair had this –  

 
Robert Buckley: So, she cut her hair for the war efforts. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: She had this long, you know, like all this, this big thing over her 

head, hair long. She cut her hair for the war effort. And what do 
you call them when they did that? Oh, the herzog, the herzogen for 
Baden-Württenberg. How do you say herzog, herzog. That it’s like 
the nobility like graf or the herzog. The herzog, the woman, she 
came to town, made a big event—that’s World War I—and 
presented her with this bonnet there, embroidered and everything 
that she should wear this in honor for what she did for the 
Fatherland. 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: ‘Til her hair grows back. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: ‘Til her hair grows back, you know. [Laughs]  
 
[1:10:00] And my aunt says, “And we kids, we were so embarrassed that she 

did this, you know, like cutting her hair off, this beautiful long 
hair!” But this was in the archives too in town. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, she had a good reputation, so even though she became a 

Witness … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, decent people, you know. Her first husband was the tailor in 

town, and she was this redhead. And the four kids they had, they 
were all redheads [laughs]. So they had even the name “Rot 
Schneider.” Schneider is the tailor, you know, so everybody knew 
Red Schneiders because the woman and the kids were all redheads. 
So and then she was a good churchgoing Christian too. Then 
becoming a Jehovah’s Witness or Bible Student, people says, 
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“Well, Kettle, Kathy, your place in church is still empty there for 
you,” like she had her place there. 

 
Robert Buckley: They still respected her.  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Right, right, so. But I remember – all I remember about this time 

was when they used to come and search the house. One time I was 
home alone. A town official too that was in charge of the fields 
and, you know, the feldshers, the guard. So, he comes and we had 
a beautiful vine and that year would have grown real good grapes, 
you know, red grapes. And he came and he came in with [an] ax 
and cut this vine off. 

 
Robert Buckley: Cruel! 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: And then my mother came home and from – when you come in the 

gate by the house, you could see in the back there this thing like 
hanging there. But I think that was the time in all the German … 
wie heißt es weinbau nannte … the ones who grow vine. There 
was a certain kind of grape. I think it was an American … 

 
Robert Buckley: Grape? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Grape. Maybe it was the concord or whatever. The whole 

vineyards they had with this grape had to be cut out. Imagine this! 
That’s how far nationalism goes—that the grapes had to be 
uprooted and cut out. [Laughs] That it’s only Deutsch wine, you 
know, German wine, not from grapes that were coming from 
America, yeah. 

 
Robert Buckley: Amazing! I’ve never heard that before. I understand what they did. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: German music. You hear any other type of music? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Well, so they boycotted even the Jewish music. Die Loralei, for 

instance, that was from Heinrich Heine. You never heard that 
again, you know, as long as the German – the Nazis were in power. 

 
Jenni Lehrbach: Well, we had the radio and we liked – my mother was a Strauss 

fan, you know. We liked the Strauss music, you know, and there 
wasn’t much going on during the war really as far as entertainment 
goes. 

 
Robert Buckley: Right so –  
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Johannes Lehrbach: Can you tell this _____ ______? You don’t have to go in … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Oh, yeah. Well, every Sunday and every national holiday, you 

know, you take a street, the whole street, let’s say, in any town, 
one house next to the other, just a gate in between each house, and 
our house was like here, a T. You know, one street came down 
here, and then there was a street here. [Descriptive gesture of 
streets forming T]. And every Sunday, every holiday, you just see 
the flags, like a sea of flags, every house. Hitler’s birthday—
people had big pictures of him on the window. [Spreads arms in 
descriptive gesture of streets covered with flags and portraits] You 
know, it was like a holy day. And every house was, you know, 
with pictures and — like Christmas, but it was Hitler’s birthday. 
And our house was nothing, the only house, you know, and sort of 
– it was sort of – it does something to you as a kid, you know, not 
that I – but you had to stand up even in that sense for what your 
parents believe, you know. And it was all right with me. And then 
Sundays, every Sunday, the SA with the uniform comes with the 
can that has a handle [miming can with handle] and everybody has 
to –  

 
Robert Buckley: Now, what color uniform did they wear, the SA? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: The brown shirts. 
 
Robert Buckley: The brown shirts, yeah. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah and you have to contribute to the war effort or for our poor 

soldiers in Russia. You know, they freeze to death and they need 
this and this and this. So, they come every Sunday, and every 
Sunday, like my parents or my mother—my grandmother mostly—
to stand up to these and say “No!” you know. 

 
Robert Buckley: Every week they had to do that.  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: That’s a test of faith all the time. 
 
Robert Buckley: Every week. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, in the summertime my mother, Saturday or Sunday, she sits 

in the courtyard.  
 
[1:15:00] And we had like the green post, you know, the green post like 

newspapers and all. And here comes Herr Höffner, you know, like 
the local police. I remember I laughed. He stand[s] there and he 
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scratches his behind there and then he asks my grandmother, 
“What is this what you are reading here?” [Mimicking man’s 
voice] 

 
And she says, “Herr Höffner, don’t you see what I’m reading? The green post,” you 

know, like he had to be also a good Nazi, you know, and check out 
everything what she was reading [laughs]. You know, things like 
that. And then, yeah, so one Sunday, Anton, it’s the son from just 
further down the street, he comes. And me and my girlfriend – it 
was Sunday and we’re sitting outside all right a little bit. And his 
mother from the end of the street shouts, “Anton! You don’t have 
to go to their house. They never give anything!” You know, 
shouting for the whole street [laughs]. 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: “They don’t give anything.” 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah. “They don’t give anything.” Things like that, yeah 

[laughs]. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: It goes through the whole street [laughs].  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, well, everybody knew us anyway, you know.  
 
Robert Buckley: They were advertising it.  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, you have some pictures here you’d like to show us, if you’d 

hold them up a little bit? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah, here. This is what my – oh, in 19 – when was it, ‘41? 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Or ‘42, yeah. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: There were – I didn’t know any other … a few friends that used to 

come to visit with my grandma. But here are two young men. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: I want to get that yearbook, ‘74. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Two married couples and one … 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, these are all Jehovah’s Witnesses at the time? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yes, yes and this here is my aunt. She’s still alive, but she’s not 

mentally competent anymore. She’s in a nursing home. But these 
were her friends, and they were all from the Speyer congregation. 
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Robert Buckley: And what happened to them? Do you remember? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: And this one and this one in 1941, they were called. They got their 

– they were called to be drafted to the army. And they refused, and 
they were court-martialed and, within six weeks, executed by the 
firing squad in Wiesbaden in Germany. 

 
Robert Buckley: In Wiesbaden. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: In Wiesbaden, yes. And people were psh, psh, psh, you know, 

whispering in town. Nobody made a big furor about that. But those 
two, this one and this one, they were widows. And I got to know 
them real well then after the war in 1945 when my grandmother 
had the first meeting in her house again in her kitchen [laughs]. I 
was there.  

 
Robert Buckley: When the war ended. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: I wanted to know because they made an impression on me because 

my mother says, “You see! If everybody would not go to war, 
those all good Christians would say we do not kill another 
Christian, there couldn’t be a war.” And she could say this because 
the minister in town, he was of age to be drafted, and he was 
drafted, and he went.  

 
And then another older minister who would normally be retired, he 
was taking over the church. And he was going through town 
saying, “Heil Hitler, heil Hitler, heil Hitler.” And my mother 
wouldn’t get – when she went to the town hall for – you had to 
apply for everything. When you got last a pair of socks or they’re 
looking in the file cabinet when you got what. You know, you had 
to apply and then you get – that you can get –  

 
Robert Buckley: Everything was rationed. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Right so she would go in and would say, “Good morning,” because 

in the town hall at every door there was this big sign there that says 
“The German greets with the German greeting—Heil Hitler.” And 
also some people had this in the house, people who were like Nazi 
officials.  

 
Johannes Lehrbach: I remember that too. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, and so my mother goes to the town hall and goes in and she 

says, “Good morning.” And there was a young girl, you know, like 
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real … she says, “Would you please go out and come back in 
again?” 

 
Robert Buckley: To you. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: To my mother. 
 
Robert Buckley: Ah. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: Because she didn’t say “Heil Hitler.” 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Because she says, “Good morning,” you know. She goes in and 

says, “Good morning again.”  
 
[1:20:00] And then, okay, she went through the motions there to get her 

name and look what she got, but she never got what she wanted 
because – what she applied for – because she said, “Good 
morning” and not “Heil Hitler.” 

 
Robert Buckley: Guten tag? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, guten tag, yeah.  
 
Robert Buckley: So, because she wouldn’t say “Heil Hitler,” she wouldn’t get … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Yeah, so that’s what they were. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: And then another thing I learned afterwards, we had good 

neighbors because then I just says if those Bible Students were 
arrested in my grandmother’s house, somebody must have 
squealed, you know, that, “Oh, strangers or somebody comes to 
their house. They’re there.” Come to find out that it was a very 
good neighbor who lived like diagonally from our house, Johann 
Filhauer. And he was always laying on the widow. You know, he 
was a small farmer, and his wife was from Waldorf like my 
grandmother too. They were good friends, but he was with the 
Nazi party, you know, and his son was with the SS too, so but, 
otherwise, just regular people. So, after the war then, everybody 
who was in the Nazi party had to go through court, had to go 
through this de-Nazification program. So, if anybody had 
something against them or could accuse them of atrocity, could 
speak up there, you know. 
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 So when his trial came up, he came over to my grandmother. And 
he starts talking, says, “You know, Kettle, I’m so sorry.” And so 
he is confessing to her that he was the spy. 

 
Robert Buckley: Because he thought maybe that your grandmother would testify. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Right. He thought she knows, and she didn’t know! 
 
Robert Buckley: His conscience. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, yeah, so to tell her that, you know, she could’ve told this, 

that he was a spy, and she didn’t even know. “Johann, do – you 
were this, you know.” [Laughs] And so, well, they, you know, 
they didn’t put up a fuss. He was with the Nazi party and so – and 
he lived there. He could see our house. He could see all the goings 
on, you know. 

 
Robert Buckley: So, did your – what ever happened to him at his trial? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Nothing, nothing because he was – they were just normal people, 

you know. 
 
Robert Buckley: So, your mother and grandmother never testified. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: No, no, no, no. 
 
Robert Buckley: He probably was very thankful. 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah and then another thing I found out from my mother, like this 

one here [holds up picture again and points to a woman in the 
picture], this was my mother’s youngest sister. She worked in 
town with – there was a laundry. The men – people do their own 
wash, you know, but like businesspeople who had no time to do 
this. So, he had this little pickup truck, those three-wheelers—two 
in the back and one in the front. And he goes all over the 
neighboring towns to pick up laundry, and then he has the 
machinery and all. And his wife was sickly, and she couldn’t even 
have children. They had a son they adopted. And she was in their 
house helping the wife, and they liked her. They even had visions 
of ‘that would be a nice girl for our son.’ [Laughs] So but, Merkel 
was his name. His business was called Schneeweiß, his laundry 
logo Schneeweiß. 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Snow White. 
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Jenni Lehrbach: Snow White [laughs]. So, he was a Nazi. In one of the Nazi 
meetings—it must have been at the height of the war hysteria, Nazi 
hysteria—they decided to burn down our house with all of us in it. 
And because of Sonny that he liked for his son, he didn’t agree to 
this. 

 
Robert Buckley: Oh, so he had enough influence … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Right, to avoid that. See how things sometimes work out, you 

know. And then he employed in his laundry those two women, 
whose husbands were executed. He employed them because they 
wouldn’t have gotten anything, you know, no support or, you 
know, financial _____ _____ [crosstalk]  

 
Robert Buckley: [Crosstalk] From the state. 
 
Johannes Lehrbach: They were enemies of the state.  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah so these things my mother tells me when she comes for a 

visit. Now I ask her questions, or used to ask her questions. 
 
Robert Buckley: Is she still alive? 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: No, no, she died, yeah.  
 
Robert Buckley: Well … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: But I treasure this picture here because to me they are good 

examples of the faith. And no matter what happened, they do – 
they are not – they don’t turn their coats the way the wind blows. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, I’d like to thank the both of you. Maybe you can get back 

together a little bit so we have it on the film.  
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah, okay [laughs]. 
 
Robert Buckley: I would like to thank the both of you on behalf of the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum for telling and sharing your stories 
with us of what happened to yourselves and your family. 

 
Johannes Lehrbach: Our pleasure. 
 
Robert Buckley: And if it’s possible, maybe those pictures, if you could put 

information with them … 
 
Jenni Lehrbach: Yeah. 
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Robert Buckley: And you can send them to the Holocaust Museum, the photo 

archives department. They will make copies of them, and they will 
return them to you.  

 
Jenni Lehrbach: Okay. 
 
Robert Buckley: So, once again, thank you both. 
 
[End of Recording] 
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