
LOVE, THE CONQUEROR

Helen Leperere

Helen Leperere with husband, 
Lon, Versailles, France, 1948

Upstander Activity 
A Teaching & Learning Resource to follow the Courage to Care (Vic.) Upstander Program



 2Love, the conqueror — Helen Leperere

Courage to Care Victoria

Germany

Poland

Czechoslovakia

Austria Hungary

Sosnowiec

Sudentenland

*Pre-March 1938



 3Love, the conqueror — Helen Leperere

Courage to Care Victoria

I have never been back to Poland since I was forcibly taken from my 
home in 1941, never to see my family again. Yet my memory guides me 
through the streets of Sosnowiec, the town of my past, the place where 
my siblings and I were born into a happy, loving household. Although 
I have travelled abroad several times, I have never had the emotional 
strength to go back and face it again. I do not have a single soul there, 
not even a grave, to visit.

It all started in our family apartment, where I felt so secure and 
protected. On this particular winter’s night, in January 1941, a horrible 
commotion woke us up: the banging of rifles on the door, the kicking of 
boots and the yelling of voices. My mother moved fast.

She immediately ordered my older sister, Bronia, and my father to 
hide, since it was the males and young adults of Jewish families that 
were being rounded up to work as slave labourers for the Nazis. Every 
household had a hiding place. Ours was an invisible opening concealed 
behind a normal wall in the bathroom. The banging on the door became 
quite frantic now; the shouting even louder.

Mother opened the door and two SS men with rifles leapt in like wild 
dogs, shouting for Bronia to come out. My mother tried to talk to them, 
but one of them slapped her so hard that she fell to the floor. My father, 
unable to bear it, came out of his hiding place but not Bronia. I told my 
mother that I would go in her place. My devastated father agreed, saying 
that children would surely be sent back home at once. I was, after all, 
only fourteen. I dressed myself warmly, and Natek, my brother, offered 
me his new snow boots, his only barmitzvah present from our parents. 
This boy, who I believed to be so spoilt, was offering me his most prized 
possession. As I left, I saw the enormous despair in my parents’ eyes and 
the tears running down my ten-year-old sister Maniusia’s pale face. This 
is how I remember them, and this image haunts me still. I never saw any 
of them again. Never, ever!

Escorted by the two tall SS soldiers with rifles on their shoulders, I found 
myself out on the street. It was a beautiful frosty night, with clear sky 
and lots of crisp snow. Snow can seem very beautiful and peaceful, 
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but it can also be very frightening when it combines with the sound of 
heavy boots marching on it … crunch and crackle, crunch and crackle. 
Whenever I see snow in paintings or films, I hear the sound of those 
awful boots worn by the two tall SS soldiers, and see them with their 
rifles, escorting one fourteen-year-old girl.

We were soon joined by other groups of bewildered young women and 
girls, and we were ordered to form groups of five abreast, and to march 
‘Schnell, schnell!’ (fast, fast) with occasional pushes from their rifles. We 
arrived at a three-storey building in Skladowa Street. It was a school, now 
transformed into a segregation point. Later, the Germans simply caught 
people off the street and sent them away, mainly to Auschwitz.

We were kept at this school for three days and nights. We were given 
water, but no food except for some watery soup. We were packed in so 
tightly that we had to stand all the time. Some were lucky enough to get 
a small spot on the floor, and could sit for a while, until they were kicked 
or pushed by others, desperate for a little more space.

At dawn of the fourth day, again we were ordered to form groups of five 
abreast and march, ‘faster, faster!’ Some women had to be held from 
both sides, as they were half-dead from the ordeal of the previous days. 
We arrived at a train station that I had never seen before because it was 
used for commercial transports only. Large cattle trains were lined up, 
their doors open wide. Again, the familiar yelling, this time combined 
with pushing, until we were all in. Finally, the doors were slammed 
behind us.

Darkness again. Somehow my wagon was not so terribly overcrowded, so 
we managed to take turns in sitting on the floor. I do not remember how 
long the journey lasted. Some women said it was five days, but it seemed 
like five years to me. We were, of course, unaware of the destination, but 
we all longed for the journey to be over, regardless of where it ended. 
Anything would be better than this dark, stinking wagon. Later I found 
that much worse is possible.

We were let out at some intervals to relieve ourselves, humiliatingly in 
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the presence of SS guards, and to collect our meagre rations of bread 
and water. Icicles were our saviours. Finally, the train stopped. After a 
very long time, the doors were unbolted. At once we were greeted by 
the now familiar shouting and pushing and the barking of human voices, 
this time mixed with those of real dogs. Again, five abreast and, ‘March 
faster, faster!’

We emerged to find ourselves in a beautiful, picturesque valley 
surrounded by mountains. This place was called Gabersdorf. It was 
situated in Sudetenland, which was once Czechoslovakia but had now 
been annexed by the Germans. The trees and shrubs were thickly 
covered with snow, and deep snow was all around us. Suddenly, we were 
ordered to stop. We had arrived in front of huge barracks surrounded by 
barbed wire.

A few German women in uniforms were standing awaiting us, legs apart, 
hands clasped behind their backs, their heads proudly held up, their 
faces harsh. How could pretty young women like this display such hatred 
on their faces, such mean looks in their eyes? It was January 1941. We 
were to be totally at their mercy until those of us who survived were 
liberated by the Russians, but that was not until May 1945.

We had no thought at all of rescue as we were ordered to stand and 
hear a long and threatening ‘welcome speech’. We all had the urgent 
need to lie down and sleep. At last, we were ordered into the barracks 
and allocated our dormitories. We got our double-decker beds with thin 
straw mattresses, and one thin blanket each. It was mid-winter, when 
frost painted the windows in the unheated barracks, but by then we 
were beyond feeling anything.

We just collapsed on the beds, me wearing Natek’s snow boots. I do not 
remember what happened to them afterwards. Later on, as the camp 
started to fill with more incoming transports of women, we each were 
forced to share our narrow bed with another woman.

I do not recall if it was night or day when I was awoken, for it was still 
dark outside. I remember the horrible loud shriek of the alteste (the 
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oldest) screaming, ‘Aufstehen!’ (get up). She was a Jewish woman, called 
‘The Oldest’ not because of her age, but her position. Shivering, we had 
to stand at the assembly. The Oldest was the one who counted us, and 
reported to the camp leader. This woman was extremely rough, and she 
particularly disliked me from the first moment. Perhaps she had a sense 
of my utter distaste for her that I naively did not quite mask. Perhaps she 
had always been a bully, or perhaps power tends to turn ordinary people 
into villains.

Some women were needed to scrub floors in the long corridors of the 
barracks. Why she picked me, I do not know – me and another young 
girl, Guta, a pretty seventeen-year-old. She ordered us to fetch a bucket 
of water, gave us each a small nailbrush and a rag, and yelled, ‘Scrub, but 
fast.’ Needless to say, we were quite hopeless. Every few minutes, she 
would come and kick the bucket of water with her boots, screaming: ‘Is 
this what you call cleaning? Scrub, scrub, faster, faster!’

We noticed that the camp leader was standing at the end of the corridor 
with a nasty smirk on her face. I no longer recall how the ordeal finished. 
This incident completely broke my spirits. For a while, I started to walk 
like a zombie, dragging my legs. I even gave up rations of bread to other 
women in exchange for them washing my underwear – we still possessed 
some at that time. I just cried and cried.

Then a girl I did not know, one from a different town, stepped in. She was 
some years older than me. ‘Listen here,’ she said in a stern voice, ‘This 
place is not for crying. We are here to work. You are not going to give 
up food for someone to wash your underwear, you are going to wash it 
yourself.’ And thus my lifelong friendship with Pola began. She watched 
over me like a guardian angel all through the years in the camp.

So much for the horror, the cruelty and extreme hardship. This is, 
surprisingly, also a love story. Not mine, but nevertheless one that 
sustained me and kept me from despair.

Throughout the ages, love has been the most universal theme for songs, 
poetry and stories. Most novels have a love interest, and there is hardly 
a film made without an element of romance in it. What follows is yet one 
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more story of love, but an extraordinary one that flowered in the least 
likely of times and places.

The time is the Second World War; the place, our dreadful German slave 
labour camp. A few hundred women are locked behind barbed wire, 
working in a huge spinning factory that manufactures raw cotton. They 
work from dawn until dark. They are starving, cold and frightened. Of 
course, they do not look glamorous; not pretty, not even the slightest bit 
feminine. In fact, they hardly look human. I am one of those women, but 
in this story, I am not one of the lovers. I have the role of onlooker.

Suddenly, men appear within our premises, tall, good-looking men in 
clean army uniforms. They are English prisoners of war assigned to 
work in the same factory. We are, of course, forbidden to talk to them, 
as they are to us. At the beginning, their presence has no effect on 
us. We are beyond human feelings, but as time goes by, somehow the 
presence of the opposite sex begins to stir long-suppressed emotions. A 
silent companionship develops. A wink, a smile from the men reminds 
us that there are decent, normal human beings in the world. Words are 
whispered to us in English, incomprehensible but recognised as words of 
greeting and comfort. I hear, ‘Keep your chin up!’ from one of them, an 
Aussie who seems particularly kind. He is always smiling encouragingly. It 
takes me a while to understand the meaning of this sentence, although, 
of all the women, I have a little schoolgirl English to utilise.

I often try to imagine how they saw us. We were miserable, emaciated 
creatures, ragged kerchiefs covering our short hair. We would drag 
ourselves from the barracks to the factory and back, with rough wooden 
clogs on our feet. We were under the guard of brutal Germans, male 
and female, who treated us harshly, and had the power of life and death 
over us. It showed in our demeanour. Poor, ugly remnants of human 
beings! Could we present any attraction to the opposite sex? Surely 
not! They wore clean army uniforms, walked briskly and defiantly, and 
were not afraid of the guards. They were not hungry and cold. They, 
unlike us, were protected by rules, and worked normal hours. But they 
were prisoners too, and watching them ‘keep their chins up’, we felt 
strengthened in our will to survive.
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And slowly … a spark was kindled. Every morning, boxes of empty 
spools were delivered by the Englishmen and placed next to the huge 
machines we operated, dangerous work that required every bit of our 
attention. The raw cotton was spun onto those spools by the machines. 
We would then place them back in the boxes, which were then collected 
and loaded on to trolleys by the Englishmen, to be delivered to different 
departments of the factory for further manufacturing. It all had to work 
with utmost precision, like clockwork, and it did, under the supervision of 
experienced German mechanics and guards.

Some of the girls began to find notes in their workboxes. Notes like, 
‘What is your name?’ and, ‘How old are you?’ were beginning to appear 
in the boxes among the spools, delivered with a wink or a smile. How 
they lifted our morale, even though we were quite aware that the 
punishment for communicating with them would be severe for us.

Nothing would happen to them, but our women, when caught for 
‘insubordination’ of any sort, would have their hair shaved off, or were 
publicly beaten. Some were even sent to Auschwitz for a small piece of 
food found on them by the Germans. Yet risks continued to be taken. 
When you are hungry all the time, you think of little else but food. When 
you have been treated like vermin for so long, a piece of correspondence 
directed to you reminds you that you are human.

This ‘correspondence’ particularly developed between two of my 
best friends and two of the prisoners. Noel, the Australian soldier 
from Newcastle who taught us to keep our chins up, was one. He 
corresponded with Pola. Alex, from Scotland, had his eye on Guta, whose 
beauty still showed in spite of all her privations. The men began to bribe 
their German guards who quickly learned to look the other way. The 
English prisoners were very generously supplied with food parcels from 
the Red Cross, as well as cigarettes that were a special temptation for the 
Germans.

Pola and Guta were more than fair. They always shared their small food 
gifts with us. Every bar of chocolate was equally divided between our 
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group of seven that had formed the closest family one can imagine. 
Though we are now scattered in different parts of the world, our ties of 
friendship have lasted for over sixty years. I remember particularly a tin 
of sardines that miraculously reached us via the boxes. One of us, Bella, 
would not allow us to throw the empty tin away, saying she could not 
part with the beautiful aroma of the sardines. It had long ago evaporated 
from the tin, but she couldn’t bear to throw it away. She would hold it 
under her nose and inhale and inhale, while consuming her small ration 
of bread. Her imagination provided the aroma for quite some time.

By now, real love developed between the two couples. Long letters began 
to appear in the boxes, and on an assigned moment, when the guards 
conveniently disappeared, the girls grabbed the notes. At first, I was the 
main translator – utilising the little that I understood at that time. The 
men wrote about themselves, their families and their countries. All they 
wrote about seemed so very strange to us. And of course, they expressed 
their feelings towards the girls. They were imagining how beautiful the 
girls would be when the war was over and they could take them away to 
their homes, care for them, dress them in lovely clothes, etc.

Though life in the camp became harder and more unbearable as the war 
progressed, their feelings for each other prevailed. The ‘correspondence’ 
continued. I was also given the task to answer the letters, which I did 
at first, but the girls soon got upset with my teasing. They were even 
more concerned by my growing reluctance to stay up late into the night 
after twelve or fourteen hours of work, to write in a narrow bed shared 
with another girl. They soon started to write for themselves, mostly in 
German, with a few words in English.

Noel was particularly cheerful, or pretended to be. He was helpful not 
only to Pola, but also to many of us, hiding, very skilfully, items of food 
or medicine, which we needed so badly. Those of us who survived 
the four years in that camp always remember Noel with gratitude and 
affection. He was the most adventurous and courageous among the 
sixteen or eighteen prisoners in that Stalag (prisoner-of-war camp). He 
soon invented ways of meeting face to face for a few short minutes, 
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when the German guard was occupying himself with something else. We 
would watch with our hearts in our throats. Those romantic rendezvous 
took place in different corners of the factory that Noel had explored 
previously, and checked for safety. A few minutes only, but what precious 
time for the sweethearts. 

The war finally came to an end and we were liberated by the Russian 
Army. Noel and Alex came immediately to the camp to take care of their 
girls. Their marriage proposals had already been made through the 
correspondence via the spool boxes. Transports soon started to arrive for 
the former prisoners-of-war, to take them back to their countries. They 
were strictly – very strictly – for the men only, but Noel would not be 
repatriated without Pola. After some heated words with his superiors, he 
was finally allowed to take her with him. Alex left for Scotland, promising 
a tearful Guta to send for her immediately.

He was true to his word. Guta was the only one of our group to 
immediately make the long journey to Paris through a still smouldering 
landscape, a trip that took many weeks to complete. After only a short 
time, papers arrived for her with permission to immigrate to Dundee, 
Scotland, the home of her future husband. Noel was forced to leave Pola 
in London. War with Japan was still raging, and no civilian ships were 
allowed to travel through the Pacific Ocean.

Nevertheless, Pola was one of the first war brides to arrive in this 
country. She reached Australia immediately after the war with Japan 
was over. Noel came from a very large family in Newcastle. He was 
one of nine siblings. They all welcomed Pola with open arms, and she 
immediately felt like one of the family. I am always deeply touched by the 
stories she tells me about her arrival here, and the warm reception his 
family gave her. A stranger appeared, a girl from a small town in Poland. 
She was traumatised, still bewildered by the horrors of the war and the 
loss of her entire family. She had a very poor knowledge of English, and 
could hardly communicate with them. Yet at once, those warm-hearted 
people made her so very welcome.

Noel’s mother was a particularly wonderful person, who took Pola into 
her heart as if she were her own daughter. She even told Pola to try to 
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influence Noel to convert to Judaism: ‘You have given up all your people 
for him; he can do something for you now, and take up your religion.’ 
Pola never attempted to do this, nor did she change her religion. They 
have lived most of their lives in Sydney, and made many friends. Today, 
sixty years later, with two daughters and a grandchild, they still live a 
harmonious and happy life together, and have retired to Queensland.

Pola took to this country like a fish to water. The first letter we received 
from her in Paris, where we were still living in refugee centres, told us 
what a wonderful country Australia was. ‘Imagine,’ she wrote, ‘Bread 
and milk is left outside – and nobody steals it!’ Coming from Poland, it 
really seemed like a fairytale to all of us. One could not leave a crumb 
anywhere in Poland which would not be stolen at once. We assumed that 
in Australia, nobody ever went hungry. An amazing possibility!

I am very proud that Pola and Noel are my adopted family and acted 
as such for my husband, my children and me. Whenever I went to visit 
them, Noel would introduce me as his sister-in-law to all his friends 
and family. My daughter asked her ‘Uncle’ Noel to give her away at her 
wedding – my husband had died by then. Very proudly, Noel put on 
my husband’s kipa (skullcap) and led her up to the chuppah (wedding 
canopy). I am very grateful to my daughter for making this choice. We 
have no other family. They and their children are very special to us.
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