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Publisher’s Note


This interview, conducted by Catherine Bernstein, took place on May 5, 2006, as part of Memories of the Shoah, a collection initiated by the Foundation for the Memory of the Shoah and the National Audiovisual Institute. In fall 2024, Roman Polanski agreed to turn this oral testimony into a written text, which he reviewed and corrected in its entirety.
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Introduction


I have already spoken on several occasions about those times. At the end of the 1970s, for the autobiography I was about to write, I gathered my thoughts and put my memories in order for the first time. I treated the events described in that book subjectively, striving above all to depict faithfully the experience of a little boy who has been hurled into a nightmare beyond his understanding and that he was seeking to resist in his own childish way in order to survive.

I was six years and thirteen days old when the War broke out, and twelve when it ended. The greatest suffering I experienced at that time wasn’t due to material conditions—misery or hunger—or even to fear. It was caused by my parents’ absence and my heartrending longing to see them again, my isolated existence in a world turned strange and cold.

I had to confront those memories again at the request of Steven Spielberg and his Shoah Foundation, founded in 1994 as an archive of testimonies from Holocaust survivors, which 2today number in the tens of thousands. In this new context, I had to re-examine everything that had happened to me from a broader perspective, as part of a phenomenon that seemed inconceivable and was, undoubtedly, unique in human history: a handful of psychopaths’ systematic attempt at the complete extermination of the Jewish people.

In 2005, L’Institut national de l’audiovisuel1 (INA), in collaboration with the French Foundation for the Memory of the Shoah, launched a similar ambitious project, aiming to preserve the memories of the last survivors in audiovisual form. My interview is among the hundred or so conducted as part of this project.

The book we are presenting to readers today is based on this several-hours-long recording.

I must admit that when I agreed to the publication of this interview in this new form, I hadn’t imagined how much work transcribing such a conversation would require. By nature, it’s full of digressions, unfinished sentences, and interrupted threads. However, from the very start, I insisted we not smooth out or round off this original narrative too much. I hope we’ve managed to find the necessary balance, which is largely thanks to our editor, Sandrine Treiner.

As it has turned out, the text we’re placing in readers’ hands seems more like a sketch, filtered and restored to its essentials. Let this be my final word on the matter. Memory will bring me nothing new; on the contrary, it risks taking something away.

The two documents in this book that constitute my father’s memories were written earlier and have their own history.
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The first, “My Path to Mauthausen,” is a letter he sent me in 1973 after a ridiculous argument we had over the telephone. The War had torn us apart. The years of separation had tortured us in very different, but equally cruel, ways, and we’d both found ourselves profoundly changed. But this was particularly striking in the barely adolescent boy I was at the time.

We never spoke about these experiences. Years later, it would be discovered that such silence was common. It has now been documented and studied with the subtlest tools of modern psychology. But from our perspective, it was infinitely simpler (I believe I can also speak for my father). To put it bluntly, the subject pissed us off! We had no desire to discuss it. There were so many more interesting and important things, such as life and the future.

And so, thirty years after his return from Hell, and with me in mind for the first time, my father described the most horrible period of his life.

I then asked him to broaden the subject by recounting everything that had preceded the Mauthausen camp, as well as what he’d experienced immediately after the War.

I received his manuscript in autumn 1975. Busy filming The Tenant, I put it in a drawer and—shame on me—forgot about it.

It was only the work on the Flammarion publishing project,2 4fifty years later, that reminded me of it. I found it brilliantly written, in a very original tone, and, after some necessary checks and cuts, entirely worthy of publication.

Especially today, when, once again, you feel like shouting with Ferdinand in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, “Hell is empty; all the devils are here!”





	1  Translator’s Note: National Institute for the Audiovisual.

	2  Translator’s Note: The author is referring to this book you are reading, which was published in French by Flammarion under the title “Ne courez pas ! Marchez ! suivi de Lettres à mon fils de Ryszard Polanski. Lettres traduites du polonais et annotée par Piotr Kaminski.” The book consists of Polanski’s interview about his wartime experiences for the INA and the Foundation for the Memory of the Shoah, as well as letters from his father, translated from the Polish.
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Don’t Run! Walk!


As you’ve requested, I’ve brought you a few photographs. There aren’t many, of course, because most documents like that didn’t survive the War. But there were some with members of my family or other people.

[image: A man in a suit jacket holds up a black-and-white photo showing a young child standing and facing a teddy bear. The background of the image is dark and unadorned.]
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I’ll start with my oldest photograph, in which I’m barely three years old.

It was taken in Paris, where I was born. My parents lived there.

I don’t know why they chose Paris to live. They undoubtedly had the aspirations of people coming to France at that time—meaning that they didn’t arrive like today’s immigrants, who are often hostile to the local culture. On the contrary, they admired France’s institutions, history, ethics.

When I was born, they’d already been there for a few years.

7
[image: A black and white photo shows a young child with curly hair in a sweater and shorts, standing beside a teddy bear placed on a box. The child wears socks and lace-up shoes.]
8
[image: Black-and-white photo of three adults in coats and hats, a woman in a fur-collared coat, and a child in a stroller posing by a statue in a city square, with people and historic buildings behind them.]
This photo, taken after our return to Kraków in 1936, shows my father, his two brothers, and my mother. I’m about three years old. Why did they leave France? I’ve been aware that such a question would be asked. I think they had financial difficulties and were homesick.

9
[image: A young boy in an oversized shirt, baggy pants, and a cap stands on a tiled floor, holding a stick over his shoulder and saluting with his right hand. A metal fence is seen behind him.]
Here, I’m around five or six years old.

10
My parents weren’t very observant. Not at all, in fact.

My father had worked in several professions. For a long time, he was a sales representative. He worked for a record company, or rather, at a store that belonged to a record company: His Master’s Voice. Everybody is familiar with the logo of that company: a dog listening to a gramophone.

After leaving France, we returned to Poland—Kraków, specifically. My earliest childhood memories begin there.

I remember very well the apartment we lived in when I was three and a half or four. It had balcony overlooking a large, empty space—that part of Kraków hadn’t been very built up yet. There was, on the other hand, a market right in front of our building.

Opposite our building and across the street was another. Today, that part of the city is completely urbanized, but back then it was more like a suburb. And I do remember our neighbors, even the names of the two boys who lived on the same floor as us. I lived there with my parents and my sister. Our place was small, but it smelled new. It was a new building.

Our building had four or five floors, with two apartments per floor. We lived on the third. Our neighbors were the Kostrzewas. One of the two boys was called Titek—I don’t know what his real first name was. Our home was peaceful.

We had no servants, except for a young cleaning woman who came occasionally, at least for a while, but not for the entire time we lived there.

Socially, my parents were middle class.

When I arrived in Poland, I could already speak Polish, which, along with French, was my native language. However, I rolled my ‘r’s in the French way, which made everyone laugh. 11For quite a long time, probably until I was six or seven, I couldn’t pronounce the ‘r’ the Polish way.

My parents knew Yiddish but didn’t speak it at all in their daily lives. It was only later, when I found myself in the ghetto, that I had a little more of a chance to hear Yiddish spoken. There were, of course, all kinds of Jews in Poland. Most of the Jews you encountered on a day-to-day basis had descended from different waves of immigration but were fully integrated. Most had been there for six to eight centuries.

My parents had non-Jewish friends, as did I. The friends who lived on our floor, for example, were Gentile.

The entire family participated in two or three of the important religious holidays, such as the Seder at Passover. In general, these were occasions for the whole family to gather around the same table; but apart from that, my parents didn’t practice religion. I had an uncle who took me to synagogue two or three times so I could see what it was like and learn about certain rites. But since I was a child, I of course wasn’t at all interested. I was rather bored, in fact. I wasn’t a believer.

Moreover, when we talk about what happened, we should leave aside the question of whether the victims were believers or not. Whether they were religious or not changed absolutely nothing. Nor did it change what happened to us, either.

Poland had few opportunities for entertainment when I was very young. There was one, however, that I never missed. I’m referring to a celebration that still exists in Kraków and is called Wianki. This ancient pagan tradition is still being practiced on the Vistula, the Polish river that flows past Wawel, the enormous royal castle in Kraków. It’s the kind of festival presented each summer on a single evening. I can’t remember whether 12that is in July or August.3 I think that what’s being celebrated is about a Polish princess who refused to marry a German, preferring to throw herself into the river. There are barges that float on the Vistula and performances that take place on the water. Featured are wreaths of flowers with lights and candles in memory, or to the glory, of this princess.

Wianki is the plural of Wianek, which means wreath in Polish and from which the event derives its name. In Poland, girls used to wear wreaths of flowers. The celebration always ends with a big fireworks display. The entire population of Kraków gathers on the hillside and on top of the walls of the great castle to watch the show.4 And there were lots of people back then. It was a big celebration for children that we found unforgettable. We looked forward to that day eagerly.


The Threat and the War

I, of course, have a wealth of memories linked to the beginning of the War, and even from before it broke out, because there was a very distinctive pre-war atmosphere. I was only six years old when it started. Before it, there were rumors circulating. People began to be afraid long before the German invasion. It wasn’t a surprise since we were expecting something. Hitler had been right at the border for three years. We could see what was happening, how it was shaping up. At first, you couldn’t take him too seriously, in the same way, for example, that we 13aren’t taking what is happening in Iran seriously enough at the current time. The threats from their supreme leader aren’t worrying us as much as they should. Hitler’s threats also seemed absurd. When he harangued the German crowds with shouts, he could even seem quite comic, but he also hypnotized his audience. And then things started to become increasingly serious until people talked of nothing else.

There is one moment I remember particularly: I was walking with my father in Planty Park, the one in Kraków that had replaced the old ramparts and surrounded the city. There was a guy with a little table selling drawings. Quite a few people had gathered around him and were watching. He talked a lot and showed what he was doing with the drawings, which depicted four German leaders: Goering, Goebbels, Hitler (I think) and . . . Himmler, probably. Folding the paper in a certain way turned the drawing into a pig. My father explained to me why the guy had designed this pig and who those people were. That was my first notion of the threat.

Just before the War broke out, we moved. We went to live at my grandmother’s because the whole family wanted to be together. We lived in a large apartment that my grandmother had with my two uncles, although they were only there sporadically as far as I can remember. I think the place was at number 3 on a street called Zielona,5 which means green, and was later changed to Sarego.6 And it was there, on 14that street Zielona, that my father decided we had to go to Warsaw, that we would be better protected if we took refuge there.

First, he sent my mother, my sister, and me to Warsaw. I remember that rushed departure very well. We took the train. I remember it well because it was a very beautiful summer day. And just before—a day or two before—I was by the Vistula where I’d caught a very beautiful butterfly. One of my uncles showed me how to place it under a glass jar to put it to sleep and then how to pin it on a cork. I didn’t want to be separated from this trophy. It was something I carried around with me. I remember that my mother had a few suitcases, as well as a hat-box, and we left Kraków at night. My father and my uncles had decided not to follow us . . . As was happening in France, there was a kind of exodus—toward the east. I don’t know which direction people took in France—probably the opposite—but in Poland it was of course toward the east because the Germans were coming from the west.



The Bombings

And so, there I was in Warsaw, which turned out to be the worst place in Poland you could imagine, because that was where the Germans went all out. There were daily bombings, starting with the National Theatre. I don’t know why. I learned about it much later—much, much later, actually, when I was 15doing research for my film The Pianist. But what I remember as a child is mainly where we took shelter: it was in the cellar.

The apartment my father had rented for us was in a modern building and not completely finished. It was very new and smelled of paint. But then, so had our first apartment in Kraków even though that one was completely finished. It’s definite that we were the first tenants for the one in Warsaw. Nor was it very big. I think we had a small entranceway and one or two rooms and a kitchen. Every time an air raid siren sounded, all tenants would go down to the shelter, which was, in reality, a refitted cellar with wooden benches. The hardest thing for me was my mother not letting me take off my shoes, because she was afraid that in case of an attack, we wouldn’t be able to leave quickly enough, couldn’t flee, or run. And that bothered me a lot, because I slept half on her lap and half on one of those benches.

People were terribly afraid of gas attacks, so most were equipped with masks. Some had none, and that was the case for us. We were told we had to carry gauze, on which we were to pour a foul-smelling liquid that we were to apply to our faces in case of a gas attack. Fortunately, there weren’t any while we were there, although our building was hit by a shell that struck a window on a neighboring floor. And strangely enough, for some reason, the tenant of that apartment had refused to leave her home and was killed. She was, I believe, the only person who didn’t want to come down to the shelter, and the shell made a big hole right below her window. That was my first experience of the bombings, which would last for two weeks or more.
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 Hunger and Loneliness

During the period when the Germans entered Warsaw, we suffered a great deal. There was nothing to eat. My mother was often absent because she was trying to find food. Since there were a great deal of bombed-out shops or factories, she sometimes managed to bring back something. One day, for example, she found a big jar of pickles. Giant gherkins. We threw ourselves on them; but after a while, of course, we felt an absolutely horrendous thirst. Nor was there water. You had to go a great distance to fetch it from pumps that were often broken but which leaked water that could be collected. Lines of people holding a great variety of containers would form in front of them.

One day, my mother came back with sugar that she’d collected from a destroyed factory. It was mixed with sand, so she diluted it in a little water. Then she dissolved it and strained it through a cloth sieve. We ended up with sugar, like in the old days: large chunks rather than crystals. And with that, some flour, and another ingredient I don’t remember, she made cakes to sell in the street. I was struck by a person like her suddenly showing a new side I hadn’t known she had. This rather elegant woman was taking care of the family. And now we’d discovered she had a lot of resourcefulness that could be useful at such moments.

My father wasn’t with us in Warsaw. He’d left with that exodus of men heading toward the Russian border.7 When Poland 17capitulated, there was nothing else to do.8 All these people, all these men, who were heading east to flee and, eventually, resist, were dispersed.

And it was hard; we missed him a lot. Particularly when my mother was away. Those moments were very painful. I remember my sister telling me, “Sleep, it will pass more quickly.” And indeed, I’d fall asleep and my mother would wake me up. And those were fantastic moments when she came back. But one time, we opened the door and there was a man, a woman, and one or two children. They settled in our entrance hall because it was where they’d decided to sleep. It was a very small room. My sister and I were all alone when they appeared, but they stayed anyway.

One day while I was playing alone in the vacant lot in front of the building with the tail fins of a bomb or a shell—that thing with fins at the end, which I don’t think was dangerous and was one of the few trophies I’d found—I saw a crouching man with open arms, a few hundred feet away. It was my father. 18I ran toward him. Standing, he took me in his arms and kissed me. I immediately began telling him about our life and imitating the air raid siren—two notes, an unbroken one and a modulated one.

It was a new era for us. First, my father managed to evict our squatters. And then daily life began to resume. We were surrounded by enormous ruins. One day, I saw a Polish army vehicle in them. It wasn’t a tank but an armed car with a few haggard soldiers. Then, on either that same day or the next, while walking with my father, we saw marching Germans. My father clenched his teeth and said something like, “Those fuckers, those fuckers,” in Polish, of course. We soon moved to another neighborhood, probably because it was more working-class or even cheaper—I’m not sure about the reason.



The Anti-Jewish Measures

At some point, my parents decided to return to Kraków. We moved back in with my grandmother. And that’s where I started school. I was at the age when children needed to be sent there, but it didn’t last long. Soon after, they moved all the Jews into a neighborhood that became the ghetto, and there was no school there. The laws against the Jews came gradually. That’s an important point, because quite a few people who learn what happened wonder why the Jews didn’t react. They don’t understand how such things occur. It wasn’t as if one fine morning came around and the Jews were threatened, leaving them time to react.

The worst didn’t come immediately. Jews weren’t able to organize. It started with banking and money problems. A Jew could no longer have a bank account. Given my age, I don’t 19really remember such things very well, but I heard about them from my parents’ conversations. Bits and pieces of what was happening penetrated my child’s mind.

At any rate, the first measure I clearly understood was the wearing of the armband with the Star of David. It was a white armband that had to have precise dimensions, and it was very “Teutonic” in style. I don’t remember the width very well, but I think it had to be a little more than three inches wide, and the star was blue. It was made of two overlapping triangles in a way that was quite difficult to draw. Since I’d been very small, I’d always drawn, and I’d always heard that I did it very well. Encouraged, I drew as much as possible. But I had a lot of trouble drawing that star. The reason was because it was made with a stencil. As a result, it was difficult to replicate. Even today, when I try, I make a mistake. So that’s the first thing I took on, the armbands.

One day, my father came home with blood flowing from his ear. He’d been struck by a German officer because he hadn’t saluted him. Jews were obliged to salute Germans when they passed them.



The Transfer to the Ghetto

We were forced to move. This happened after about a year or less—somewhere between six months and a year. I don’t remember the exact dates, but they’re easy to verify. Contrary to what many people think, the neighborhood where they put the Jews was on the other side of the Vistula in a part of Kraków that was not, in fact, the old Jewish quarter.

All Jews were forced to go into the perimeter that was assigned. The Poles
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	3  Translator’s Note: Traditionally, the festival takes place during the summer solstice, around the 21st and 22nd of June.

	4  Kraków was the capital of Poland from 1038 to 1596, before King Zygmunt III Vasa moved the royal residence to Warsaw in 1596.

	5  According to Polanski’s father, it was number 25.

	6  The street has been named after Józef Sare (1850–1929), Polish architect, vice president of the city of Kraków, and congressman of the National Assembly, since 1932. Before that and as far back as 1882, it was called Zielona, and that was the address that appeared on the ID card of Polanski’s father when he was at the concentration camp Mauthausen.

	7  I don’t remember exactly when he returned. I’ve asked my father to write me about all of that, which he has done. See page 62.

	8  Nazi Germany invaded Poland on September 1, 1939. On September 17, in accordance with the secret protocol of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, the USSR attacked from the east. On September 22, the Allies organized a joint parade in Brest-Litovsk with the participation of General Heinz Guderian and Lieutenant General Semyon Krivoshein. Warsaw capitulated on September 28, after which the two allies established a common border and signed the German-Soviet Frontier and Friendship Treaty in Moscow, which included secret protocols. In present-day Russia, mentioning these facts is subject to criminal penalties. The final battle occurred on October 6 (Battle of Kock). Poland never formally surrendered.

	9  After the liquidation of the Kraków ghetto, on March 13 and 14, 1943.

	10 Bernard (Benek) (1905-1945?), Dawid (Dudek) (1908-1946), and Szymon (Stefan) (1912-?).

	11 A 2021 documentary film by Mateusz Kudla and Anna Kokoszka-Romer, called Polanski. Horowitz. Hometown (French title: Promenade à Cracovie), follows Roman Polanski and Richard Horowitz through the city of their childhood.

	12 Apteka w getcie krakowskim by Tadeusz Pankiewicz, published in 1947.

	13 Translator’s Note: The book does exist in English: The Kraków Ghetto by Tadeusz Pankiewicz, translated by Garry Malloy. It also exists in French translation: La pharmacie du ghetto de Cracovie by Tadeusz Pankiewicz, Actes Sud, 1998.

	14 Annette Katz-Przedborska, Roman Polanski’s half-sister, was a daughter from her mother Bula Katz’s first marriage.

	15 Jüdischer Ordnungsdienst (OD). The service of the Jewish Order. When the ghetto was set up, the OD had an office established at 37 Józefińska, in Podgórze, a district of Kraków.

	16 Translator’s Note: During World War II, the Jewish Order was the police force created by the Nazis to ensure German orders within the Jewish ghettos. These police operated under the authority of the Jewish Councils (Judenräte) and were drafted from the ghetto.

	17 Baudienst (German for “construction service”): a forced labor organization created by the Nazis on the territory of the General Government, in occupied Poland. Membership in the Baudienst was mandatory, particularly for young men. In addition to construction activities serving the German army, Baudienst workers were forced to participate in the construction or expansion of concentration and extermination camps, in the dismantling of ghettos after they were liquidated, and in the erasure of traces of crimes. Although in principle unarmed, they were nevertheless required to fulfill the functions of “order” services under German supervision during the liquidation of the ghettos.

	18 See page 140.

	19 Translator’s Note: An epidiascope is a device that projects images of transparent or opaque objects onto a screen. It was used in education to project photos, documents, and slides.

	20 Mateusz Kudla and Anna Kokoszka-Romer, Polish filmmakers who made the documentary A Walk in Cracow (Polanski, Horowitz. Hometown) succeeded in finding Ludwik Buchała’s son, Stanisław. On October 15, 2020, in Gliwice, he received the Medal of the Righteous Among the Nations in honor of Stefania and Jan Buchała, on the initiative of Roman Polanski.

	21 Stanisław Sławomir Nicieja (1948-), art historian, rector of the University of Opole (1996-2002), and senator (2001–2005).

	22 The two Polish filmmakers of A Walk in Kracow (Polanski, Horowitz. Hometown) managed to identify the plane and the exact circumstances of the incident, as reported in their film. It was a Liberator B-24 “Hell’s Angel,” shot down on September 13, 1944. Six airmen perished, and five survived. On Christmas 2024, Roman received as a gift from them a piece of the plane’s fuselage and some parachute cords, found with a collector.

	23 The first Jews settled in Poland in the 10th century. The first wave of Jewish immigration in Western Europe dates to the First Crusade. In 1098, fleeing the exactions of Crusaders who were on their way to the Holy Land, they found refuge in Poland. In the 13th and 14th centuries, they obtained exceptional privileges (the Statute of Kalisz, the Statute of Wiślica), which contributed to the growth of the kingdom. Despite obscurantist persecutions, for two centuries Poland remained a refuge for Jews fleeing Western Europe. By approximately 1550, 80 percent of European Jews were found in Poland, which then became the cultural and spiritual center of Judaism. The situation deteriorated gradually with the decline of the Republic of the Two Nations (Poland and Lithuania), leading to its disappearance in 1795. The fate of the Jews was particularly cruel under the Russian Occupation, where the assassination of Tsar Alexander II led to pogroms (massacres, exterminations) and the birth of modern anti-Semitism, symbolized by The Protocols of the Elders of Zion (1903), fabricated by the Russian “Okhrana,” secret police. At the rebirth of the Polish state in 1918, and despite a wave of pogroms in Polish and Ukrainian territories that followed the Bolshevik Revolution and the wars it engendered, the Jewish population of Poland stayed at three million (the 1931 census counted 3,130,581), 12 percent of whom only spoke Polish. The wave of anti-Semitism provoked a vast emigration to the United States, and those who remained would be exterminated by the Nazis (among the six million victims of the Shoah were 2,700,000 Polish Jews).
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