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Irene Kowalski: My mom? I don’t remember the date of birth. I have her birth 
certificate, but I don’t remember the date, but she died during the 
war. She died in between either ’41 or ’40, some time in that time. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, do you recall – of course, the war started in 1939 when 

Germany invaded Poland. But do you recall conversations in the 
home as to what was taking place in Germany and Austria? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, see when we were occupied not by Germany. We were 

occupied by Russia in ’39. See, that part of Poland was taken by 
Russia. And it’s after the German was in war with Russia, this is 
when we were occupied by Russia. And this is when we lost all our 
possession and home and everything, and we were taken to 
Germany. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK. Now, how many brothers and sisters did you have? 
 
Irene Kowalski: I have one sister and two brothers, and they are younger than me. 

I’m the oldest. 
 
Robert Buckley: And could we have their names, please? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah. My sister’s name is Kashmira. My brothers are named 

Sigmund and Richard. 
 
Robert Buckley: OK, very good. And you were the oldest? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah, I’m the oldest. 
 
Robert Buckley: OK, very good. Now, do you remember what happened when the 

Germans attacked Poland, before it was divided up? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, when the Germans were pushing Russian army, it was like 

taken overnight. But then the war began when Germany was 
already in. It was just like revolution. My uncle was killed. The 
family – and burning began. And there was such a chaos that 
people was running away from farm country or people who lived 
individually, not in a village. And they were organizing, you know, 
to warn villagers to protect themselves. And Germany finally came 
in and just like rescue us from war was taking and took us to 
Germany. 

 
Robert Buckley: Ah, OK, very good. Now at that particular time, what was the 

religious background of your family? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, our family was Catholic. I was Catholic. 
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Robert Buckley: You were Catholic. OK, very good. Now, did your family go to 

church often and so on? 
 
[0:05:00] 
 
Irene Kowalski: Oh yes, yes. We went to church. We had communion. We had 

pictures with the Catholic priest, and we were very close to the 
priest because my uncle, my mom’s brother, he was very close 
with, friends with, the priest. And they went to education to college 
or university with the family, his family, so they were very close. 
We were very close Catholic family, and we always attended the 
church. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK. It’s quite interesting. There have been quite a few books 

written about Poland and the feeling of antisemitism there. Did you 
ever see any of that in the town and area in which you lived where 
they were against Jewish people? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, we see and we sympathize when Germany was destroying 

Jewish people in Poland, when Germany occupied Poland. They 
were graving digging. There was people – the Jewish people were 
executed. And my dad was known – knew about it, and he even 
knew the places where it took place. And all the Polish people 
were very much in mourning for the Jewish people because we had 
a lot of Jewish people that were friends. They were our friends. 

 
Robert Buckley: Did you have any young friends your age that were Jewish young 

people? 
 
Irene Kowalski: We went to school with Jewish people, with Ukrainian people. We 

went to school with them. Of course, the school was very short 
school because when war came in and Germany came in, the 
school was kind of dispersed, and we were not going to school. But 
before the war, we would go to school with Ukrainian people and 
Jewish people. 

 
Robert Buckley: Do you remember any of the conversations between your mom and 

dad in connection with what was going on about those events? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Not really, not really. I don’t remember then because I remember 

when my dad was drafted, my mom was crying, and she told us 
that Dad might have to go war. And so when Russia took us over 
so quickly, then my dad never went to war. 
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Robert Buckley: I’m sure it was a big surprise to think that they would divide up 
Poland like that. Now, what were the events that led up to you then 
being taken to Germany, you and your family? 

 
Irene Kowalski: We were taken to Germany by just the coal trains, you know, 

opened up. The railroad was bombed some places. We were just 
standing on the railroad track with no place to go, most of the time 
hungry. It’s a good thing that it happened in harvest time because 
wherever they pumping water to the locomotives we were just 
running to drink water to fill our stomach because it was really 
very, very hard time. 

 
 And then when we arrived to Germany, we were brought to 

Auschwitz, I think, or some kind of a camp, and we were staying 
there for quite a while. And then they start shifting us to different 
areas of Germany. So we happened to be close to Bad Kissingen in 
Bavaria and working in one village. The village was a large 
village. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK. Just let me back up for a moment now. Was your mom still –  
 
Irene Kowalski: No. My mom was already dead. 
 
Robert Buckley: She had passed away. 
 
Irene Kowalski: She passed away in Poland during the German regime. 
 
Robert Buckley: Ah, during the German regime, so in what year was that? 
 
Irene Kowalski: That was in the year maybe ’40 or ’41. 
 
Robert Buckley: ’40, ’41, OK. 
 
Irene Kowalski: I know I was not even 12 years old when my mom died. 
 
Robert Buckley: OK so now a lot of responsibility probably was –  
 
Irene Kowalski: Yes. My whole responsibility was taking care of my family and my 

siblings and my dad because he was ill. 
 
Robert Buckley: Because your father was sick so then you were taken now from 

there. Now, what type of transportation was it, on train? 
 
Irene Kowalski: On train, yeah. It was just coal bin or, you know, they were dry 

with no roof or nothing. We were just packed like sardines. 
 

Commented [4]: Located in Bavaria, Germany L 
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Robert Buckley: There was nothing over the top? 
 
Irene Kowalski: No, nothing over the top. 
 
Robert Buckley: And how long did it take to go from Poland, that part of Poland, to 

where you were? 
 
Irene Kowalski: I really don’t remember that accurately, but it was quite a while 

because they were bombing the trains, railroad tracks. And so 
sometimes it was for a couple of days we were just like standing 
and then we were moving. So I don't know how long it took us 
really. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, did they give you water? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, they give us water. They give us one quarter of loaf of bread 

for a day. 
 
Robert Buckley: A quarter of a loaf? 
 
Irene Kowalski: A quarter loaf of bread. 
 
Robert Buckley: To each person one? 
 
Irene Kowalski: One bread was sliced up long ways and this way and a quarter 

bread for day, for ration. And we can have all the water when the 
locomotive stopped when they pumping the water to locomotive so 
you can drink all you want. It was like free. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK. And were the people there – who were the people on the train 

with you? 
 
[0:10:00] 
 
Irene Kowalski: Most was Polish people. Most was Polish people. 
 
Robert Buckley: Were they Jewish, Catholic, mixed? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, there was no Jewish people from that area where we were. 

All Jewish was executed. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, they were dead. 
 
Irene Kowalski: They were already dead. They were all executed because when 

Germany took it over, the first thing they were destroying Jews. 
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Robert Buckley: So they had eliminated them. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Eliminated Jews. Most people they were taking to Germany in that 

train that we were going to Germany was all Polish people. 
 
Robert Buckley: So you were being taken there to work. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah, taken to work. 
 
Robert Buckley: Did they tell you that you were going there to work? 
 
Irene Kowalski: No, no. They didn’t tell us anything. They were just taking us to 

Germany because everything was burned. That village where my 
grandma lived and everything was destroyed. Everything was 
burned. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, when you were – that time of year, what was it in the 

summer or spring? 
 
Irene Kowalski: It was in harvest time. It was in the summertime. 
 
Robert Buckley: So still pretty warm. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah, it was pretty warm. 
 
Robert Buckley: Which was fortunate, OK, because some of the stories that are told 

they were taken in the cold months and terrible enough as it was 
even in the fall. 

 
Irene Kowalski: We just had the clothes on our back. That’s all we had. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, when you got to Germany, how did they treat you when you 

first started getting off the trains? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, we were taken off the train. We were taken to the camp. 

There were camps, just like nothing else, like open with no 
windows, no doors. And then we was given food, just rationing 
food like soups and things to eat very poorly. We were fed very 
poorly. But we didn’t stay there very long because when we were 
dispersed and taken to the farm, and it was still fall. It was early 
fall because the fruit was ripe. And then on the farm it was still not 
aplenty to eat, but at least it was better than being in a camp. 

 
 And we worked very, very hard. I was up at harvest time at five 

o’clock in the morning to milk the cow with the farmer’s wife. 
And then we work in the field, and sometimes the clock on the 

https://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.



church strike one o’clock after midnight, and we were still coming 
from the field – not only me but the farmer’s children, too – the 
farmer’s children, too, during the harvest time. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, the harvest time is very important. You’ve got to bring in the 

crops. That’s for sure. Now, what was the attitude of these German 
people that you worked with toward the Polish people, towards 
yourself and the family? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, they were not bad. They were not bad. He was SS but he was 

a good man as a person. And every time my dad come to visit, he 
always want to ask political questions. “What do you think, 
Joseph? What do you think is going to be with the war?” But my 
father didn’t speak much German, as we all didn’t speak much 
German during that time. And my father would never answer him 
because you never know why those questions were asked. 

 
 But when Americans came, there was a _____ _____ going in and 

it was fighting and there were case farmer was burning and he was 
helping rescuing, and some other people in the village were shot by 
Americans. American soldiers entered into the village and they just 
stood still and listening to everything. And towards the morning 
when my father – we were all in the bunker in the school. And then 
towards the morning, the American came in. 

 
 And my father had a uniform because he was taken from the 

village to France to occupy German’s army, dig the trenches. So he 
was there for about eight months or so. And so when the 
Americans took over France, there was a train going on, and he 
just came back to his farmer. And he had some kind of like army 
uniform, some kind of thing on the collar. And Americans came in 
with the light, with the flashlights. And he see the P on his chest, 
and he see the thing, so he was kind of confused. And then he see 
the P and he say, “Poland, Poland.” And they start speaking a little 
bit of Polish. They were from Chicago and from Michigan and 
everything. [Speaking Polish] 

 
Robert Buckley: So these are the American soldiers probably Polish. 
 
Irene Kowalski: American soldiers already was occupying Germany. And so we all 

came out, out of the bunker because they were moving. Americans 
were moving. The front was moving. The whole week there was 
shooting going on. 
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Robert Buckley: Now, let me back up a little bit. When your family first got to that 
farm, how was it you were all able to stay together because in 
many cases they would try to separate families? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, see, we didn’t stay together. We live with three different 

farmers. But on Sunday we go to church together, and on Sunday 
we spend the day together. And my father can come to the farmer’s 
where I lived or we can gather. Most of the time we gather at the 
farm where my sister lived and my middle brother because they  

 
[0:15:00] have a grandma and she sometimes bring us apples in the apron, 

and she was treating us a little bit better. And so there was more 
room there, so we usually meet at that farmer. And so this is the 
only time we would be together. 

 
Robert Buckley: So you got together at that time. Now, when you went to the 

church, of course, the southern part of Germany is very heavy 
Catholic. 

 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: What were the sermons like? Did they encourage nationalism? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, see, we didn’t know that much German then. You know, we 

just learn to speak ordinary language, so we didn’t know that much 
German.  

 
Robert Buckley: Did you ever hear among the German people that you worked for 

anything about the Gypsies or Jehovah's Witnesses or what was 
happening to other groups that were being targeted for 
persecution? 

 
Irene Kowalski: No. We didn’t hear that, but we were persecuted because we have 

to wear the P in our back and in our front. 
 
Robert Buckley: You had to wear it? 
 
Irene Kowalski: We have to wear it all the time. We cannot leave or work in the 

field or whatever without having it on. And we have the only 
clothes we have we have on, so the P was always on our clothes. 
So we have to wear the P because if we don’t wear it then if – what 
do they call the German police with the –  

 
Robert Buckley: The Gestapo? 
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Irene Kowalski: Gestapo. When the Gestapo would catch us, then we would have to 
pay fine. And we didn’t own any money. How can we pay a fine? 
Nobody pay us for our work. 

 
Robert Buckley: Plus the fact you didn’t speak German so they could easily detect. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah. We didn’t speak more German. Oh, the P identifies you 

right away. 
 
Robert Buckley: What was the color on the P. 
 
Irene Kowalski: A purple color and a yellow P on it. 
 
Robert Buckley: A yellow P so they knew who you were when you were working. 
 
Irene Kowalski: It’s like a diamond color and a P, a yellow P. 
 
Robert Buckley: Did you come across any other prisoners, other groups? 
 
Irene Kowalski: At that time, we didn’t. 
 
Robert Buckley: You didn’t. Very interesting. Did you hear the farmer – of course, 

you didn’t understand German that much. But I was wondering if 
you heard the German family beginning to talk when the war was 
beginning to be lost by Germany. 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, when they start bombing London, Germany, when they have 

those rockets that start bombing London, the boy was – Alfred, the 
son of the farmer that I worked for, he was 16. He was older than 
me. He just grab me and start like dancing with me. And he says: 
“We bombing London! We bombing London! Hitler is winning the 
war.” He was very excited. This is the only thing I remember. 
They were very excited. But they always praise Hitler because they 
all were going to school. All the children were going to school and 
it was Hitler, Hitler. Hitler was doing everything. 

 
Robert Buckley: Did they ever have you or try to force you to heil Hitler when you 

worked? 
 
Irene Kowalski: They didn’t force you, but when you see Gestapo, you have to heil 

Hitler for Gestapo. 
 
Robert Buckley: Yeah, isn’t that something? 
 
Irene Kowalski: But, see, my farmer was also Gestapo, but I didn’t have to do it for 

him. 
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Robert Buckley: That was interesting. They must have respected your family. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, he was kind of nice, as a person, he was a nice person. We 

worked in the field, and he would work in the field with me. And 
then he would take out a piece of bread from the pocket and he 
said, “Erika,” and he would give it to me. So he was better than his 
wife. He was better than his wife. I mean, he treat me better than 
his wife did. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, what happened to your sister Kay and your two brothers? 

Did they have to go into the field also with you to work? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Oh, yeah. They didn’t work in the field with me because they 

worked for different farmers, but they did the same kind of work. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, all the children were split up. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah, split up. We worked for different farmers. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, I thought maybe the children were with one farmer, and your 

father was with another? 
 
Irene Kowalski: No. My father was with my baby brother. And my sister was with 

my middle brother, and I was by myself. 
 
Robert Buckley: You had mentioned before we started the interview that when you 

first got off the train, you put on a babushka? 
 
Irene Kowalski: This was in a camp. I was in a camp first. When we were in that 

camp, they separated us. See, this is why when we got into the 
camp, the young people, all young people were sticking to factory 
work. And, see, we knew because some transport moved before we 
went. See, they moving the people. They moving young people. 
And we find out that they're all moving to the factory. And mostly 
factory, they were working for war’s factory. 

 
 And so when my father find out, because we had some friends 

from Poland within the same camp. And my father say just remove 
somehow that stamp from your hand. Remove that stamp from 
your hand somehow. And he told me that if I would rub with the 
sand, I would rub off the stamp, and I did. And I rubbed off the 
skin, and I rubbed off the stamp. And then after that, I pretended 
that I was like my father’s wife. 
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[0:20:00] I get the scarf, and I just show my face very little. And I had the 
big – my grandma’s coat. And I would stand to my dad, and I was 
kind of bend a little bit. And my sister and my brothers on the next 
side, and they kind of OK, OK, family, family, family. Because we 
were taken out of the barracks. We had to come out of the 
barracks. And the Gestapo came in and they separated, separated, 
this, this, this, the stamp, then. And then two or three days later, 
those young people were gone. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, when they put the mark on your arm, how did they put that 

on? 
 
Irene Kowalski: It’s like a blue ink, like a stamp with a blue ink. I don't know what 

that stamp meant. I don’t even remember what kind of letters were 
on it. I don’t remember them. But they stamp you like you go to 
Disney and they stamp you so you can get out and come in. 

 
Robert Buckley: Right. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Something like that. But at Disney it’s more just like just 

permanent ink. This was more things that was not – I mean, Disney 
is not permanent. Disney is like you can remove. This was like a 
more permanent ink. 

 
Robert Buckley: Disneyland is like food coloring. It comes off in a day, but this is 

permanent. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah, like permanent. 
 
Robert Buckley: When you took that stone to rub that, didn’t it cause your skin to 

bleed? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, you can rub a little bit each, you know, you rub a little bit 

and you leave it alone. Then you rub again, and you rub again, and 
you keep doing that for a day or so. And it kind of rubs out the skin 
a little too, but the skin gets red and the letters kind of start 
disappearing. 

 
Robert Buckley: That is very, very good. 
 
Irene Kowalski: My dad taught me that. 
 
Robert Buckley: Smart man. So now the war is beginning to come to an end. What 

was the attitude of the German family when they heard that the 
Americans were advancing toward the southern part of Germany? 
That was General Patton and all of his army. 
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Irene Kowalski: I don't know what their attitude was. But the day that American 

really took over and we all came out there of the bunker, and my 
dad came out with us, and the Americans were standing around us 
and some of them speaking Polish, and were sharing things they 
have—cigarette, gum, whatever—and the farmer that I worked for 
came in and he saw us. 

 
 And he kind of grabbed my dad by his shoulder and he says, “The 

war for us has ended.” And he had like tears in his eyes and he was 
all like not shaved. And he looked like real dark skin and 
everything because there was a fire going on, and he was there 
rescuing. So he was kind of worn out-looking, and he said that the 
war for us had ended, so that’s all he says. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, what did they do to the farmers who had you folks to work 

for them? Did they ever – how did the Americans treat them? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, the American right now they were in a war so they were not 

interested with them. But later on, when American advanced and 
the war ended, so we were taken to the camp. We were organized 
by Americans, I suppose. I don't know. I don’t remember, but we 
were taken to the displaced person camp. And then we were – 
UNRRAprovided food. UNRRA provided everything. They start 
organizing, you know. The supply were coming in. Clothes were 
coming in, donated things, and they would start sharing things, 
whatever was available. And they organized teaching and 
organized garbage collection. Everything was organized in the 
camp. And then we were staying in that camp until the 
immigration opened up. Then we start signing up for immigration. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, that was for the people who were displaced. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yes, right. 
 
Robert Buckley: The displaced persons. 
 
Irene Kowalski: And, see, we didn’t know much about political things in the world 

because we were young. We were not involved in that. We have 
nothing to read because there was war going on. We could not 
listen to the radio. We didn’t know. But my dad said since we had 
land in Poland and my dad said that he would never go back to 
Poland because Poland was occupied by Russia again, see. Russia 
was pushing Germany back. And he says he would never go 
because my mom’s whole family was taken to Siberia, and my 
mom’s brother was executed in Katen because he was first taken to 
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– in the army, was first taken by Stalin and was executed. And my 
mom’s whole family—her sister, her brother, and her parents died 
in Russia. So on my dad’s side that we just have to immigrate to 
United States. 

 
Robert Buckley: What all did you think during the war when you would go to 

church and you're praying to God. And there the German people 
are there too praying to God. Did anything ever cross your mind? 

 
[0:25:00] 
 
Irene Kowalski: You know what? You were such a sincere Catholic that things like 

that never crossed your mind. There was that study with Jehovah's 
Witnesses, and then we realize that two different Catholics cannot 
pray for two different things. See, then we started being educated 
about the Bible because we never read the Bible. We never had a 
Bible. We didn’t know what Bible contains. Even when we came 
to United States. We were like, where will we live? We start a life 
in the beginning. We still were very faithful to Catholic church and 
going to church. And children were christening by the church, and 
they went to first communion by the church. 

 
 Then when we began to study, we realized that this is a false 

religion. And my sister’s husband died all of the sudden. He was 
very young. And then you start questioning what is happening to 
the soul? And she is the one that start questioning, and then we 
kind of got involved with Jehovah's Witnesses and studies. 

 
Robert Buckley: And then in your discussions with Jehovah's Witnesses, did you 

find out at that time that they had been put in the concentration 
camps and so on? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Not from the beginning because my sister start studying first and 

she –  
 
Robert Buckley: Which one? 
 
Irene Kowalski: My sister, Kashmira, and she started. She came. She obtained a 

Catholic Bible, and she start reading it. And she start studying with 
Jehovah's Witnesses and start sharing things with me and start 
sharing things with my dad and then with the family. And that it 
was kind of at first it was not taking root at all. It took time, but she 
was persistent, always coming with the Bible, always telling me 
the things that she was learning from the Bible. Then our son got 
involved. He started studying the Bible. And after that, I start 
studying, and my husband start studying, and our daughter start 
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studying. They were already teenagers. She was 16 when she 
started studying. And this is how, this is how we got the truth. 

 
Robert Buckley: So then you became – and so what year was it that your family, 

what period of years was it? 
 
Irene Kowalski: I was baptized in ’68, and our son was baptized in ’69. And our 

daughter was baptized in ’70, and my dad was baptized – and our 
dad was baptized ’71. So George was saying, “Daddy, Daddy, you 
cannot break the record. You have to be baptized, too.” But my 
husband was never baptized, but he supported the children when 
they were pioneering, and he supported me all his life. 

 
Robert Buckley: Right. To go back to the German farm family that you were 

assigned to, were there other Polish people on that farm aside from 
yourselves? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Yes. In that village was some Ukrainian and some Polish people 

was in that village assigned, too. And sometimes we met with them 
on Sundays, too. Matter of fact, the second house from where I 
lived in Germany there was a Polish girl assigned, worked for the 
family. And they were elderly couple, and they really treated her 
like their own daughter. She really had a better treatment than I did 
in Germany. 

 
Robert Buckley: So they were treated quite well. 
 
Irene Kowalski: They were treating – yeah. Her name was Mary, and she was older. 

I was very young, but she was older. She was maybe in her late 
20s. And she was always telling me that they were very nice, and 
they were treating her very nice. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, that’s nice to hear because there are sometimes people think 

that all the German people were all bad. They treated people badly. 
But we have heard some instances where some of the German 
people did treat the slave labor, which it was, they treated them 
quite respectfully. 

 
Irene Kowalski: She was given money, and they were buying her clothes, and they 

were treating her real nice. She was very pleased. She say that it’s 
a good thing that she was with them because she was illiterate. 
And she had a problem with her eyes, but she was treated nice. 

 
Robert Buckley: Now, what was the closest town in Germany that you were near, 

the biggest town? 
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Irene Kowalski: The biggest town that I can remember was Bad Kissingen,  
Aschaffenburg probably, but I don't know how far it was. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK, I’m not real familiar with that particular town. How far from 

Munich? 
 
Irene Kowalski: I have no idea. 
 
Robert Buckley: Have you ever been back to Germany since then? 
 
Irene Kowalski: No, no. 
 
Robert Buckley: Never wanted to go back to visit or … 
 
Irene Kowalski: Well, we came to United States. We bought the home. We start a 

life from the very beginning. We just came with the clothes on. 
And somehow, I never had a desire to go back to Germany. 

 
Robert Buckley: Sometimes those type of memories are better left. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah. And after the war is ended from ’45 to ’49, we came to 

United States. So we travel to different cities then. They were 
bombed, of course, and they started rebuilding. So we see some 
Germany after the war but not from United States going to 
Germany. 

[0:30:04] 
 
Robert Buckley: Right so now what year was it you left Germany to come to the 

US? 
 
Irene Kowalski: In ’49 in April. 
 
Robert Buckley: 1949. 
 
Irene Kowalski: 1949. 
 
Robert Buckley: And what was the first city you visited, New York? 
 
Irene Kowalski: No. We came to Boston. We came to Boston. Then from Boston 

we went to North Carolina. North Carolina because the sponsor, 
our sponsor, was in Michigan that sponsored me and my husband. 
I was married. And by the time we came a year later, he didn’t 
need anybody anymore. So they sent us to a Catholic organization 
to North Carolina. And priest came in and took us to a little hut in 
a farm where they were drying tobacco, and they told us that this is 
our house. And it so happened there was a Polish family there from 
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the same camp, was already there six months before us. And I told 
her that I’m going to go and walk to Germany. I’m not going to 
stay in that. It was holes in the floor. There was no windows, no 
doors. And he said we can temporarily live in there, and I say: 
“No, no, no.” And the farmer was asking me in United States do I 
know how to milk the cows? And I knew how to milk the cows. I 
was milking cows in Germany so I knew. 

 
 And she says to the priest: “No. You cannot leave her with that 

farmer and in that house. You cannot leave them. You have to look 
for better place.” So they found us – he found us a place in North 
Carolina, in Charlotte. And the people that took us in, he was 
German and she was American, and he had a jewelry store. And 
they were remodeling their house, refinishing their house. They 
have one daughter, Maria. They need company for Maria. And 
they need somebody to help to polish everything in the house, door 
knobs and things, so they need the people temporarily. 

 
 But they took us in and promised that they’d find a place for us to 

work permanently. And she spoke a little bit of German because 
her husband was German, and he still speak German a little bit. 
And we already knew a little German. So we were with them for 
about three or four months. Then they found a place for us to work 
in a restaurant, so they were very nice people. 

 
 And when my family came a year later, she helped us to rent a 

place so we could get united together—my dad, my two brothers, 
and my sister. We rented a place, and she found everybody a 
home. And she would call me on Friday night and say: “Irene, if 
you have to go to the store and buy a big thing or heavy things, I 
come and pick you up. I take you to the store, and you can buy all 
the things you need heavy so you don’t have to bring it on the 
bus.” So she was very, very nice Mrs. Arnold. She died since then, 
but the husband died before then. She died afterward. She was 
very, very helpful for us when we were in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. 

 
Robert Buckley: OK. Now how long then did you stay in Charlotte? 
 
Irene Kowalski: We stayed for about two years in Charlotte. I was there with my 

husband for about a year. And my dad came in with the whole 
family and stayed for about another year, but there was no work 
there. My father and my younger brothers were doing yardwork, 
and it was not a steady job because they don’t have no equipment. 
They don’t have no car. 
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 So we communicated with the friends in Cleveland, Ohio. And 
then they tell us that there is plenty of work, and it’s a Polish 
community, and all programs are Polish. Everything is in Polish. 
So we bought a car. We bought a car. It’s our first car. After a 
year, we saw them that morning to put down payment on a car. 
And I took the four hours driving lessons, and we went on a trip 
from North Carolina to Cleveland, Ohio, and we made it. We made 
it OK. 

 
 And so we start looking. It was very difficult to obtain the 

arrange[ments] because all immigrants were coming. So we finally 
moved to Cleveland, Ohio, and after a year later, we bought the 
home and we all together, stayed together. 

 
Robert Buckley: So you stayed together. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Stayed together until my sister got married. My two brothers were 

drafted to the army. My brother went to Korea, my older – middle 
brother, and he was in Korea. And finally by the time they ship 
him to Korea, they signed the war agreement, so he was not in the 
war. And my other brother was in Chicago, different city, and so 
they got married. They went on their own family, and we had 
children. And my dad lived with me, with us, with me and my 
husband until he died. I took care of him until the end. 

 
Robert Buckley: So what do you think about as you look back at your life. You 

were brought up in Poland, and then you were transported to 
Germany. 

 
[0:35:00] And you had to pick up and start all over again across the ocean in 

America. Have you ever thought – and then you became 
acquainted, of course, with Jehovah's Witnesses and became one of 
Jehovah's Witnesses. What are some of the thoughts that go 
through your mind about all of this? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, I’m very grateful to Jehovah that we found the truth, and the 

children are in the truth and grandchildren in the truth, all baptized. 
So I’m very grateful to Jehovah, and I like the peaceful sense since 
we moved her to the United States. So I’m grateful for all that. We 
worked very hard. 

 
Robert Buckley: Yes. Yes, the stories of those people who came from Europe after 

the war, they started over from nothing, and they worked very, 
very hard in this country. They're real contributors. Well, your 
story, we want you to know for the Holocaust Museum is very 
important because it’s helping to record history as to what happens 
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when some people think that they're more important than others 
and the prejudice that is shown throughout the world. We only 
hope that the stories at the Holocaust Museum will help people to 
learn from the past. Of course, we have an understanding that 
there’s only one answer and this is for sure. So we’d like to thank 
you very much for your interview. And this information will be 
recorded in the Holocaust Museum, and we will send you a copy 
of this particular interview so you’ll have it for you and your 
family. 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, thank you. Thank you very much. I didn’t think I’m going to 

have a copy. 
 
Robert Buckley: Oh, yes. That would be no problem at all. So once again, we want 

to thank you on behalf of the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. Thank you very much. 

 
[Prologue] 
 Just some information that we just were discussing after the 

interview. Mrs. Kowalski, if you again could tell us what was the 
family life like on your farm? Evidently, it was agricultural 
society, as you said. But your father and mother were quite well 
off. So what was it like on the farm before the war? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, before the war was wonderful because my dad is a forest 

ranger. He had people that he supplied work for them. And we’ve 
always agricultural society around, and people have to buy salt. 
They have to buy kerosene. They have to buy things, sugar for 
home. So when they have a job, they very faithful and loyal to you. 
So the forest was planted. They have to be plant. And sometimes 
40 workers, mostly young women, worked for my dad. So when 
they have to be weeded out garden like cucumbers and everything, 
they came in and they volunteered to do it. 

 
 But, see, when they volunteered to do it, my mom since we had 

servants at home, my mom always prepare a meal for them, and 
sometimes she asked other people. They come and they help her 
out. And she had 40 children that she was a godmother to, 
godmother to. And she always give them the gift on holidays. So 
those mothers of those children would volunteer to come anytime 
my mom would ask them to. You know, I have some work of 
working in a field for me. They working in the field digging 
potatoes or whatever. Can you come in and help me out? 

 
 Sometimes they cook the whole lamb or whatever meat and 

everything provided for. And my father used to buy even the drink. 
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He’d buy a bottle of whiskey, and he’d share a little bit with them 
and they have their lot. And sometimes friends came in and played 
music, and people were enjoying it. When we had a harvest time, 
the people would harvest everything for us. We didn’t have to do a 
thing. You know, they’d do all the work. And my dad was very 
well-known, and he was very, very liked. 

 
 When the war broke out in ’39 and all the jails were released and 

his life was threatened. So those people were with my dad. We 
were living like in the woods completely surrounded with woods. 
It’s only one house there. So they were spending the whole night 
with my dad and my mom and us like watching our family until we 
moved everything to the village where my grandma lived, my 
dad’s mother. And she lived in a huge house, which they divide 
into duplex, and we moved in. So they were watching my parents 
until we completely moved from the place that my dad had to the 
other. 

 
Robert Buckley: In order to protect him. 
 
Irene Kowalski: In order to protect him. 
 
Robert Buckley: Now, you were also stating that you became very familiar with the 

people of the Jewish community. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Oh, yes, yes. 
 
Robert Buckley: Could you tell us a little about that? 
 
Irene Kowalski: Yes because everything was made – Jewish people were the ones 

that were in business. So tailor would come in and he would make 
all the outfits, 

 
[0:40:00] all our coats, all my mom’s coats, my dad’s coats and usually with 

the laying collars, you know, so beautiful—the slim [elegant] 
collars. And they would stay in our home. They would stay in our 
home. My mom know how to cook kosher meals until they 
finished sewing, making shoes. Everything was made to order. 
And Jewish people – and we shop. We bought everything in 
Jewish stores, the suppliers, everything.  And sometimes we didn’t 
even have to go to the store. My dad would send the servant and 
tell what he wants, so they bring it to us. They bring it to us, 
whatever we want. Did we want like flowers or whatever? 

 
Robert Buckley: So you had a good working relationship. 
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Robert Buckley: I interviewed other survivors, and they said even to go to the toilet 
facilities they had a little pail? 

 
Irene Kowalski: Yeah, yeah. 
 
Robert Buckley: Right in the open? 
 
Irene Kowalski: In the open, yeah. So that was so embarrassing, so embarrassing to 

go there and so embarrassing. You were so ashamed, you know, 
and sometimes you wait until the even coming or night so nobody 
can see you. And we were children, you know. We were not 
accustomed to that kind of living. 

 
Robert Buckley: No. These stories, the way, the treatment they caused. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Because if you see the home and you see the area, if you see the 

surrounding where we live, I mean, this was like five acres, five 
acres, and a forest in the middle of beautiful, beautiful trees of all 
kind of fruit trees, and a house with a white fence, and all the 
buildings like stables and grain house, and all kind of things that 
were just so beautiful, and a white house, you know, almost like a 
painted white and such a green all the way around. Oh, it was just 
gorgeous, gorgeous and the home, the furniture,everything was 
made to order. 

 
Robert Buckley: When you were with the children and your father being 

transported, what was your sister and your other brothers crying 
and –  

 
Irene Kowalski: Well, we cry a lot. We cry a lot, our daddy kind of holding to us as 

much as he can. And he lost his wife too, you know, just like two 
years later. Not even two years later we were taken to Germany, 
and my younger brother was not even five years old, so it was very 
hard on him, on my father. We had a very, very good father. We 
had a wonderful father. 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, once again, Mrs. Kowalski, I want to thank you very much 

again at the end of this portion. I think this was very important to 
record as well. 

 
Irene Kowalski: And, see, as a family life like my mom’s family, my dad’s family, 

I mean, they were always visiting each other. We’re always seeing 
each other. They were such a tight-knit family and really mean 
such tight-knit family through the whole war, through the whole 
ordeal that we faced. And my dad lived with me, and like one lady 
in Cleveland, friends, we had so many friends. He says: “Oh, your 
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father probably would’ve married a long time ago if he didn’t have 
a good place to stay with you.” Because he used to say: “I don’t 
think he would find better place when he marries than staying with 
you.” This is what the lady said. She said: “You would be 
marrying a long time ago.” 

 
Robert Buckley: Well, he had children who appreciated him. That’s for sure. 
 
Irene Kowalski: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. We appreciate our dad. 
 
Robert Buckley: Well, once again, the Holocaust Museum would like to thank you 

very much for taking your time, and we’ll see to it that you get a 
copy of this particular information. Thank you. 

 
Irene Kowalski: Thank you. 
 
[End of Audio] 
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