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This is the story of my maternal great aunt, Hedy Balcone (née Epstein) 
as recorded by her at the age of eighty-two, and told to me on many 
occasions until her death at the age of one hundred and two. I have 

made some corrections as a result of subsequent research.

*

My mother, Mathilde, was ill for more than a year and different doctors 
tried various cures without any favourable results. As a last resort, they 
advised her to try another pregnancy. As Emil, my father, and Mathilde 
already had two children, Lily, sixteen, and Carl, fourteen, they were 
understandably not very thrilled at this idea.

Nevertheless, against all the odds, I, Edvige (Hedy) Epstein, was born on 
13 June 1905. My childhood was quite normal. A weekly highlight was 
when my mother took me out each Sunday afternoon to one of my many 
aunts who was the owner of a big coffee house on the Ringstrasse, in 
Vienna. There, I could enjoy as many ice creams as I could eat. The same 
aunt had a guesthouse outside of Vienna, on the Semmering, a lovely 
place in the mountains where there was always lots of snow. Sledding 
was an experience that never lost its exhilaration for me.

My parents worked full-time in the shoe factory they had built up from 
nothing. Then came World War I, and my brother Carl enlisted and 
looked very handsome in his lieutenant’s uniform. After the war, my 
sister Lily married and my brother took over the shoe factory, insisting 
that his parents retire, as they had worked hard for long enough.

He too married. My sister-in-law was a very pretty girl. She was happy 
to have a little sister at last, as she was an only child. They had a lovely, 
big apartment and there were plenty of parties. They went out a lot and 
often took me with them, so I went to the opera, theatres, the pictures, 
skiing, ice-skating and dancing. It was a lovely time for me. I was in high 
school at the time, which I quite enjoyed, as I had no difficulty studying. 
I also took singing and piano lessons. My ambition was to go to the 
university and become a doctor of medicine.
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Every summer, my mother and I went for a two-month holiday, 
sometimes to the mountains but mostly near a lake, because I loved to 
swim. One summer, we were in an enchanting resort in Karinzia when 
we received a telegram: ‘Please come home immediately!’ We were 
alarmed and we left, anxious to discover the reason for the brief missive. 
Out of the blue, my brother was bankrupt! Our flat was empty, and that 
included our drawers and cupboards. Everything had been taken to help 
satisfy our creditors.

My brother lost more than we did. When she realised that the ‘good 
life’ was over, his wife filed for divorce. He decided that the only thing 
he could do was to leave Vienna. Carl went to Paris to start anew. My 
parents were devastated – all their years of hard work had gone for 
nothing. We were all desperate and close to a breakdown.

I knew that I had to do something, and do it quickly. I left school, took 
millinery classes and immediately began to make hats. It was an inspired 
idea because, at that time, every smart woman absolutely had to have a 
hat to match each of her outfits. Business boomed. My sister also helped. 
And so life went on.

An opportunity arose for me to get a position in Vienna, provided I could 
speak and correspond in Italian. I sought a private tutor but soon after, 
and by chance, I was introduced to Roger Genazzani, an Italian doctor 
of chemistry. He offered me the position of ‘au pair’ for his family in 
Milan and I accepted. Over the next few months there, I got to know 
many Italian families and learnt to speak Italian fluently, albeit in the 
Milanese dialect.

During my first week in Milan, I noticed a fair-haired young man at a 
coffee shop, and he noticed me as well. We were introduced through a 
mutual friend.

He was Angelo Balcone. ‘What a funny name!’ I thought to myself. He 
was polite and pleasant, a man with a serene, gentle face and a smile full 
of humour. His father owned a large, well-established hardware store, 
and Angelo worked in the family business. He was good company, and he 
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soon introduced me to his family and friends. He quickly became more 
than a friend to me.

My three-month stay in Milan was coming to an end and we were 
both sad about the imminent separation. Before my departure, Angelo 
proposed to me. I had expected him to do so and was very happy. 
Nevertheless, I had my doubts. Would it work? I was only six months 
his junior, and we were of different nationalities and religions – he was 
Catholic and I was Jewish – but that did not worry me a great deal.

I had no objection to converting to Catholicism, as I had always been 
convinced that there is only one God, no matter what different religions 
call him. We were married in Milan on 30 January 1936 and, after visiting 
my family in Vienna, we came back to make our apartment in Milan into 
a home. It was a very enjoyable task as we made many of the things, like 
lampshades and pictures, ourselves.

My mother came to spend the spring of 1937 with us, while my father 
went to visit my brother in Paris. The following year, again after spending 
time with us in Milan, she joined my father in Paris. They had intended 
to return to Vienna together, but fate in the form of Adolf Hitler and 
the Nazis had other plans. Austria was invaded and my parents did 
not return.

The news that I was pregnant made them both very happy. However, 
one day I received a sympathy card from a friend regarding the death 
of my mother. The sender was unaware that I knew nothing about it. 
It transpired that my father and Angelo had decided to keep this tragic 
news from me so as not to endanger my pregnancy. Only someone who 
loved their mother as dearly as I can imagine my feelings of immense 
loss. Shortly after, my father also passed away.

In spite of my terrible bereavement, I had a normal pregnancy, and on 
10 July 1939, our son Gabriel was born. Angelo and I were very happy to 
have this lovely, healthy baby. My only regret was that my mother had 
not lived to see him.
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As welcome as our child was, it was a terrible time in history. The whole 
world was in an uproar and the persecution of the Jews was in full swing. 
All of our Jewish relatives and friends, if lucky enough to escape Hitler’s 
clutches, scattered. My brother was not so lucky, and was murdered in 
Auschwitz. War reached Italy soon enough. There were many air raids, 
and each time it was obligatory to go to the cellar. It is almost impossible 
to describe the anxiety and terror of the twenty-one families – old 
people, mothers, fathers, children, babies – all huddling together in 
our cellar.

There was incredible confusion. Some prayed out loud, some accused 
everybody and everything, others wept, and all the children and babies 
cried. At last, we would be allowed to go back to our apartments, and 
when the gas and electricity were finally turned on again, we would 
begin to make a cup of coffee, often only to hear the sirens start up 
again, signalling the next air raid.

Angelo and I decided that we had to get out of Milan. After searching for 
a long time, we found accommodation in a bedroom-kitchen basement 
in Oronco, near Varese, about an hour’s train travel from Milan. While 
in hiding there, Gabriel became ill, and needed to be seen by a doctor. 
A Dr Tenconi visited, gave his advice and left, apparently remaining in 
ignorance of the fact that I was Jewish.

More and more Jews from all over Europe were coming to Italy in the 
hope of escaping to Switzerland, and Angelo discovered a way to help 
them. Some of the peasants who lived near the border were willing to 
guide small parties of refugees across the frontier at night. Although 
these trips were highly dangerous for all involved, Angelo organised 
many of them, twenty-three in all. We did consider whether Gabriel 
and I should join such a group, but we were convinced that this was 
not necessary because, even in Germany, Mischehen (Jews in mixed 
marriages) were free.

And then one day, our janitor in Milan let us know that the police had 
come to arrest me. Angelo immediately arranged with one of the guides 
that we join a group. On that very day an old friend, Luisa Schlesinger, 
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who had introduced Angelo to me, visited us. She was sick and alone, 
and asked to join us. When Angelo told us that he had linked us with the 
group leaving on Tuesday 8 December 1943, I begged him to arrange the 
same thing for Luisa. He was informed that the Tuesday group could not 
take any more, so he postponed our departure until Wednesday so that 
Luisa could join us. What a twist of fate! Every member of the Tuesday 
group arrived safely in Switzerland, where they were looked after very 
well until the end of the war.

It was agreed that we meet the guide in Luino, where Angelo would 
hand us over. Gabriel was sedated so that he would not cry as the guide 
carried him on his shoulders. After a heart-wrenching farewell, we set 
off: the guide, Luisa, Gabriel, another man and myself. We were put in a 
car, and after about one hour of driving over winding mountain roads, we 
were led into a barn.

There, the guide tried to extort all the money that we had with us, even 
though he had already been generously paid. He left us in that barn, 
warning us not to go outside, lest our footsteps in the deep snow betray 
us to the patrolling Germans. He said that he would return after talking 
to Angelo, but he never returned.

Four days later Angelo arrived. What relief! What joy! How did he know 
where we were? He told me that it was because we had agreed that 
as soon as I got to Switzerland, I would send him a telegram. When he 
did not receive it, he guessed that something had gone wrong, and had 
traced us to where we were. We decided to return to Luino. We arrived 
at night and tried to find food and lodging, but no one wanted to risk 
lodging Jews. Finally, at around 7 pm on the same day, 9 December, when 
it was already dark, Angelo was made welcome by the owner of the 
Hotel Impero at Germignaga, close to Luino.

Trusting in the management, our group spent the night at this little hotel. 
At dawn the next day, we decided to abandon our escape attempt for 
the moment and return to Varese. On the way there, we were arrested 
by two carabinieri. No wonder the hotel owner had been happy to 
give us shelter – there was a 5000 lire reward for each Jewish person 
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apprehended. It was at that moment that the full horror and knowledge 
came to me of the inhumanity that this particular war could unleash on 
our young family.

The men and women were split up, though initially we were kept in 
separate quarters in the same Italian prisons. We were moved from Luino 
to a monastery in Como, and were then removed to a prison in Varese. 
Angelo was taken to the male section of this prison, while Gabriel and I 
were put in a cell that already contained twenty-one Jewish women and 
their children.

During this first sleepless night, my mind was in a vortex with this 
question at the centre – should I split up from Gabriel, and if so, how? 
Somehow, deep in my heart I knew, even then, that I would end up 
in Auschwitz. If I could leave him in Italy, Gabriel would be spared. I 
mentioned my intentions to the women around me. They were appalled 
by the idea. I was accused of being a heartless mother. How could I even 
consider abandoning my four-year-old child? The answer is that it was 
the hardest decision I had ever had to make in my entire life, and the 
right one.

I told the prison guard that Gabriel was very ill and needed to be seen 
by a doctor. The guard made arrangements and in due course, a doctor 
arrived. By sheer chance, it was the very same Dr Tenconi who had 
met us in Oronco. He asked what we were doing there in prison, and I 
explained the reason. He immediately extended his hand and said he 
would help us.

He announced to the guard that Gabriel had appendicitis, and needed 
to go to the hospital immediately for surgery. Papers were signed, 
and Gabriel and I were scuttled into a truck and taken off to the local 
hospital. Gabriel was put into a hospital bed and a German guard, with 
rifle and bayonet, was left standing next to the bed of this little boy. I was 
trucked back to the prison, and almost immediately, all of us were taken 
on to San Vittore, the main prison in Milan.
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On 23 December 1943, the unnecessary appendectomy went ahead, 
and Gabriel was returned to the ward for recovery. This was the first 
stage leading to his liberation. Father Andrea Ghetti, Francesco Moneta, 
a student, Uccellini, an engineer, and a fourth man, Napoleone Rovera, 
entered the Varese Hospital ward armed with weapons, and removed 
Gabriel. He was hidden for several days in the nearby home of Father 
Natale Motta. So many years later, Gabriel still clearly remembers 
being driven in the dark from the hospital, being placed in the centre 
of a large double bed, and being given what he recalls as a ‘bucket’ of 
hot chocolate.

He was subsequently transferred fifteen times between the homes of 
peasants, usually by bike, while hidden in a rucksack on their backs. He 
was finally delivered to Angelo’s parents, Giuseppe and Maria Balcone, in 
Brunate, where he was kept hidden for the remainder of the war.

At San Vittore prison, Angelo went to the male section and I was put in 
the Jewish wing with about 100 others; men, women and children of all 
ages. Although there were three floors of cells, we huddled together on 
the ground floor, all weeping and trying to comfort each other. The SS 
guards performed atrocities daily. Apart from the beatings and kicking, 
there was one cell with an open hole in the centre which was the 
communal toilet. On some days, men would be picked at random and 
made to clean the edges of this hole in the cement ... with their tongues!

To make matters worse, there was no way for me to contact the outside 
world, or even to learn something about Angelo. I cannot even begin to 
describe my state of mind. No news of my husband or my baby! Had I 
done the right thing by splitting us up? My mind was in turmoil.

San Vittore prison had a German commander at that time. His name was 
Scharführer Koch. He asked the prisoners whether any of us could speak 
Italian and German. Cautiously, I volunteered that I could do so, and I 
was subsequently appointed as a sort of secretary to Koch. It was my 
responsibility to record the details of all new arrivals to the prison.
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In due course, an Italian peasant woman was admitted to the prison in 
a greatly distressed state. While recording her details, I asked why she 
had been arrested. She explained that she really did not understand 
what was happening. She had simply been asked by her local priest to 
knit a jumper for a little boy who had been admitted to a local hospital, 
and had nothing to wear but the clothes he was in. From this snippet of 
information, I took heart and presumed that Gabriel was still alive. Then, 
by overhearing a conversation, I leant that Angelo had been released. I 
was sure he would find our son and look after him. At least, they would 
be safe!

I was transferred to yet another Italian prison in Fossoli. In transit, I 
managed to pass a scrap of paper to an Italian guard with the name 
Fossoli written on it, together with Angelo’s address in Milan. As a result, 
Angelo was finally able to find and visit me. I then learnt the details of 
Gabriel’s rescue.

I remained in Fossoli for about six months and then, with so many others, 
I was herded on to a train to Auschwitz. At some point after leaving 
Fossoli, I begged the German guard, Hans Hagen, to let my husband 
know what had happened to me. He subsequently sent a handwritten 
note to Angelo in an envelope postmarked, Bolzano 10.8.44 and 
addressed to Angelo Balcone Via Cusani No. 14 Milano.

The note reads: ‘Männer u Frauen glücklich undgesund in Auschwitz 
angekommen.’ Translated, this means: The men and women have arrived 
happily and healthily in Auschwitz.

*

Although this must have been of small comfort to Angelo, the actions of 
this Hans Hagen, whose name Hedy remembered until her death, would 
have been completely against regulations. Nevertheless, it shows that he 
had a degree of humanity that was not typical of most of the Nazis she 

had encountered.

Hedy was reunited with Angelo and Gabriel in late 1945. How she 
survived those ghastly eighteen months is a story in itself, and too long to 
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include in this tribute to those who did not hate, and thus put their own 
lives in danger. I will simply add something of her post-war history.

*

The war was over, and all the horrors and atrocities of the Nazi regime 
had ended. The joy of being free and able to act according to one’s own 
will was elating and overwhelming. All the more so considering that out 
of the 700 women in the original convoy, only three had survived, and I 
was one of them.

Now, my whole focus was to try to get back home to Italy. First, I found 
my way to Prague and then to Vienna, where I found out that the only 
way to get to Italy was to enter a Russian camp in Kaisersteinbrück. 
However, I was told that everyone was grouped there according to 
nationality, so that their own governments could bring them home. 
According to Russian law, it was your place of birth that determined 
your nationality and, as I had been born in Austria, I was already there! 
I wandered around, my brain feverishly trying to find a solution to 
this problem.

Then I had an inspiration. On being admitted to the camp, when asked 
where my place of birth was, I would answer ‘Siena’ in a very low voice. 
Should I be accused of lying, I would insist that my reply had been 
‘Vienna’, and that I had been misunderstood. I did as I planned and was 
not found out. So there I was, in another camp, on bread rations again – 
but now, very big bread rations.

After two months in this camp, and with no government in Italy yet 
formed, we were told that we would have to be sent to the Ukraine to 
work, in order to continue receiving rations. This was too much, and 
although it was not easy to escape from this camp, I simply had to try. 
I joined six soldiers, and together we got away. We met up with some 
English soldiers who gave us directions, and so, on foot, with occasional 
lifts from bicycle riders, farmers with hay carts and, finally, by train, we 
arrived in Verona. From there, I could access a train to Milan.
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Finally in Milan, I saw a Red Cross office at the end of the station, where 
I asked for the best way to search for my husband and child. It goes 
without saying that I didn’t have a single penny. They gave me a note 
that entitled me to use trains, buses and trams free of charge.

As I pushed one half of the double doors to go out, a man was pushing 
the other half to come in. It was Angelo! He had been coming to the 
station for weeks to meet incoming trains with the hope of finding me, 
or at least some news of me. He was just dropping into the Red Cross to 
ask when the next train was due. It was literally like finding a needle in 
a haystack.

My sister, who had luckily escaped with her family before the war, 
was in Australia. Determined that we should join them, she sent us all 
the necessary papers and visas. The situation in Italy at that time was 
very unsettled, and Angelo was keen to emigrate. He did not want to 
experience a third war. I did not want to move at all. I was totally fed up 
with all the moving around I had done, and was very happily settled in 
our home. We had many quarrels, but Angelo prevailed.

Like most immigrants, we both worked long and hard, and at many jobs, 
to establish ourselves. I retired when I was seventy-one years of age. If it 
were up to me to pick my epitaph, it would read: ‘I did it the hard way.’

These days, I sit in our backyard in Bondi, enjoying the magnificent view 
of the immense ocean spread out in front of me. Gabriel and his wife live 
close by, but the past is always with me.
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