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This interview with Irene Kowalski was done at the end of 2001. Irene Kowalski was interviewed 
because she is a Jehova’s Witness and because she was originally from Poland. However, she 
was raised a Catholic and did not become a Jehova’s Witness until after she immigrated to the 
United States. 

Kowalski was born in 1928 in eastern Poland. Her father was a forest ranger for a duke who 
owned the land she and her family lived on. Her mother was a homemaker and died during the 
war of natural causes. She had one sister and two brothers. She reported that before the war 
her close-knit family lived a wonderful life in their house surrounded by woods. They were 
observant Catholics. Many of the people who worked with her father, mostly Ukrainians, were 
close with her family and frequently helped her mother. Kowalski also said that her family had 
very good relations with local Jews. Some came regularly to her household for meals. Her 
mother even learned to cook kosher meals for them. Her family grieved when Jews were 
rounded up and deported. (It wasn’t clear whether this was by the Soviets or the Nazis.)  
Kowalski’s mother became ill in 1940 or 1941 and because the Jewish doctors had been taken 
away, she was not able to be treated in time, and she died. 

In 1939 the Russians occupied Poland, but it wasn’t until the Nazis invaded in 1941 that life 
dramatically changed for the Kowalskis. She, her father, sister and two brothers were all 
deported to Germany in a cattle car to work as laborers on German farms in southwest 
Germany. She was placed on one farm, her youngest brother and father on another nearby and 
her sister and other brother on another farm, also nearby. They would get together on Sundays 
to go to church and spend time together. The farmer she stayed with was friendly and fed her 
well. She also reported that this was true for some friends, but it all depended on the individual 
farmers and their families. 

In 1945 the family was liberated by American troops and Kowalski remembers that a few Polish 
Americans from Chicago approached and spoke to her in Polish. They knew that she was Polish 
because all Polish deportees were made to wear a patch with a P on it. The Kowalskis and other 
Polish deportees were sent to a DP camp where they stayed until 1949. Irene Kowalski’s father 
did not want to return to Poland because of the Russian occupation and because Irene’s 
mother’s family had been taken to Siberia and died or were killed there. Therefore, in 1949 
they were all able to emigrate to the United States. 

The family eventually ended up in Cleveland, Ohio where there was a substantial Polish 
community. At first, the family remained devout Catholics. Irene’s sister, however, began to 
study the Bible and eventually converted to become a Jehova’s Witness. Irene, her brothers, 
father and two teenage children also eventually became baptized as Jehova’s Witnesses. 
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