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In 1939, Germany invaded Poland, beginning the occupation. Very quickly, Nazi racial policies were enforced. Jewish people were segregated from the rest of society and forced into ghettos — confined areas of cities surrounded by walls or guards.
Life inside ghettos was extremely difficult. Food rations were minimal, disease spread rapidly, and overcrowding created constant hardship. Deportations began soon after. Families lived with uncertainty about what would happen next.
This is the environment in which the decisions in Two Roses take place. Understanding these conditions helps us understand why survival strategies became so complicated.




LABOUR 
RECRUITMENT 

DURING THE WAR

• Germany needed workers 
for farms and factories

• Polish civilians were 
deported for forced labour

• Young, able-bodied women 
were often selected

• Labour sometimes meant 
food rations and 
temporary safety
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As the war expanded, Germany faced labour shortages. To support the war effort, they began deporting civilians from occupied territories — including Poland — to work in agriculture, textile production, and factories.
Young, physically able women were often selected because they were seen as capable workers for manual or industrial labour. For Jewish women, labour assignments could sometimes mean temporary survival. Work could bring access to food, movement outside the ghetto, or delay deportation.
However, this was not a safe system. It was forced labour under strict surveillance and harsh conditions. Still, compared to deportation to extermination camps, labour could seem like a chance to live longer.
This is why some women “volunteered.” But we need to think carefully about what volunteering really meant in this context.




PASSING AS POLISH 
– CONCEALING 

IDENTITY

• Some Jewish women hid 
their identities

• Passing required forged 
papers and language fluency

• Knowledge of Catholic 
customs was necessary

• Discovery could mean 
immediate death
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Another survival strategy was passing — hiding one’s Jewish identity and pretending to be a non-Jewish Polish woman.
This required immense courage and constant vigilance. Women needed forged documents, the ability to speak Polish fluently without hesitation, and knowledge of Catholic prayers and customs. Even small mistakes could raise suspicion.
Gender sometimes made passing possible. Women could sometimes move through labour systems differently than men. However, this also made them vulnerable to additional risks, including harassment and closer scrutiny.
If discovered, the consequences were severe — often immediate execution or deportation. Passing required living in constant fear and emotional control.
When we read Two Roses, pay attention to how this tension is shown visually.




RETHINKING “CHOICE”

Volunteering did not mean safety

Passing required constant performance

Every option carried danger

Survival often meant choosing the least dangerous path
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When we talk about volunteering for labour camps, we must be careful not to misunderstand the meaning word voluntary.
These women were not choosing freely between safe options. They were navigating a system designed to remove freedom. Volunteering could mean slightly better odds of survival. Passing as Polish could mean temporary protection. But both options carried extreme risk.
In Two Roses, we will see moments where decisions are made quickly, under pressure, and with incomplete information.
As we move into the memoir, ask yourself:
Is this really a choice?
What is she calculating?
What emotional cost comes with survival?
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