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 PREFACE 
  
 The following oral history testimony is the result of a taped interview with Denise Epstein, 
conducted by Vera Frankl on August 17, 2005 on behalf of the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. The interview is part of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum's collection of 
oral testimonies. Rights to the interview are held by the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. 
 The reader should bear in mind that this is a verbatim transcript of spoken, rather than 
written prose. This transcript has been neither checked for spelling nor verified for accuracy, and 
therefore, it is possible that there are errors. As a result, nothing should be quoted or used from this 
transcript without first checking it against the taped interview. 
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DENISE EPSTEIN 
 August 17, 2005 

 
Tape 1, Side A 

 
Q: So, to begin at the beginning, please tell me a little about your mother's childhood and her 

family up to the time they were exiled. 
 
A: Well, it's only recently that I have any details about my mother's childhood because in fact 

she didn't speak about Russia. In any case, she didn't speak to me about it. I think she did to 
my nanny, at least according to what my nanny told me, but to me the only references when 
she thought about Russia was when it snowed. Then she'd get really overexcited, we had to 
go outside right away. And we would go to the mountains every year, of course, and but 
she would say simply that – she would say she was a foreigner and that she was Russian 
and that in her country there was a lot of snow. But it didn't go beyond that. I really had no 
details on what her childhood was like except some…sometimes from her English teacher 
whose name was Miss Matthews, who was with her in Russia, who never left her, and who 
later became my own Miss, but in fact didn't tell me a great deal about Mother's youth and 
– a very, very short time ago after the book of Suite Française – where I found out that part 
of my family was still alive, and very much alive for that matter, and told me about 
Mother's youth which was not at all what I expected. Apparently, according to what they 
tell me, she got an excellent education, she – she hated, she had a piano teacher and, like 
many children, I think, in any case in that generation, when you couldn't play piano without 
learning music theory, so, which apparently weighed very heavily on her and, moreover, 
she never, she never imposed piano lessons on me, which – which I held against her very 
much later on. She loved music, she loved music and so she studied there. She had a 
private tutor and she, so she spoke French and English fluently ever since she was a child. 
They didn't speak Russian, which – which was strange, but I think it was the social circle 
she belonged to. It was snobbery, we would say now, really pure snobbery. She – she took 
acting lessons. And that, I found that out, it amused me a great deal. She met Sarah 
Bernhardt. Sarah Bernhardt had come to Kiev to perform and my grandmother had her 
daughter audition for her! She could see her clearly as a future diva at the time and Sarah 
Bernhardt supposedly told her that the child was very talented and it stopped there. So, 
these are things I've only known for – I found out very, very recently – and there you are. 
And her childhood was, very quickly, very unsettled by her – her parents' life. She adored 
her father and hated her mother because she'd seen her mother be unfaithful to – very, very 
quickly, her husband. She had, since throughout her life she had lovers, and Mother, that 
was the – the immediate break-up between them and it continued all her life. And in her 
books for that matter, there's practically always a mother character that you wouldn't wish 
on anyone. 

 
Q: When did they leave Russia and how did they leave Russia? 
A: First they took refuge in St. Petersburg where – I just discovered for that matter that they 

had a house – and they took refuge there, those are Mother's memories she herself told 
about it in interviews. They hid in an officer's house – because it was the system of….what 
you often find in Russia, one house that opens a passage onto another house that opens, 
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well a little like Russian nesting dolls! Just like the famous Matrioshkas really and so they 
were hidden there because there was a price on my grandfather's head. By the, well here I 
can't remember, I'd have to reread the interviews, if it was the Mensheviks or the 
Bolsheviks. That, I must say I don't recall. Anyway! But I have the texts of Mother's 
interview. But now I don't have it in my mind at all. But anyway they were hidden and they 
stayed hidden and they escaped to Finland which was the traditional path of flight for 
White Russians. So she stayed in Finland several months, I don't have the exact dates, I 
simply know that – Finland, Sweden, and from there they left for France where they arrived 
in 1919. And there, my grandfather had taken his precautions. They arrived with a fortune 
that allowed them to see the future in a country they knew very well, that they loved. They 
would come to France every year. And Mother almost, practically spent a year there with 
her governess, alone with her governess. And they came every year: for my grandfather the 
casinos, my grandmother the palaces and Mother the so-called cures in spas because she 
was asthmatic. She was very asthmatic and so she came regularly for cures, cures that were 
cures that weren't really good for the health, I think. I think that after swallowing her glass 
of water and her fumigations afterwards she got worse and worse. They were really, yes, 
slightly peculiar cures, which I have some traces of, since I got a letter from an elderly 
person, now of course, and who knew her at the time! And who remembers her with 
admiration, her enthusiasm, her drive. She loved getting all the children in the hotel to play, 
she flirted outrageously! And she danced, she loved to dance. And this image, all this 
period of her studies at the Sorbonne and all, it's a period when I thought, but really, that 
isn't the mother I knew, she was so frivolous, both frivolous but at the same time, she 
already had that very deep way of looking at human beings. And then, in the midst of this 
life of party-going, she met, there were a lot of benefit balls for the Russians – the famous 
princes who were taxi drivers and so on and so forth --- so, balls were given in Russian 
circles to help such and such a prince, and so on and so forth! And I have the letter where 
she tells about an evening affair, like that to her French friend and she tells her I met a 
young gigolo, that was the term at the time, who I really like, he's a dark-haired fellow that 
I find very handsome, I like him a lot. His name is Michel Epstein and I think I've really 
fallen for him and there you are! And so that was my father. And they got married in 1926. 
And from the wedding day on, Mother's life changed completely, she became a – no more 
balls, no more evenings out, it was family and writing or writing and family. In what order, 
I don't really know. Writing took up a very great share because she was relieved, after all, 
of all the, let's say, material care of a house. I had my nanny and Eli had her maids so well, 
she, she between, she took care of me and afterwards of my sister, but let's say it was for 
the pleasant parts! It was taking me to the square, it was taking me out for a snack at 
Rumpelmayer's, which is now Angelina's in Paris, and that was it. And meeting my father 
every evening when he got out of work. And really the simplest possible life, and going off 
a lot for weekends in the country. Because she adored nature, she felt good there, she 
needed trees and so we went away all the same fairly often, you know! 

 
Q: And where in Paris did you live? 
 
A: We lived in the seventh arrondissement of, boulevard, I was born on Avenue de Constant 

Coquelin, sorry, Avenue Daniel Lesueur, which gives out onto Boulevard des Invalides and 
we moved several years later to the same, to the street that's parallel and that's called 
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Avenue Constant Coquelin. Because they'd found an apartment on the seventh floor where 
there were large balconies, one open balcony and one closed one, a big apartment and most 
important, one of the balconies gave out onto a garden. I think it was, I'm not sure any 
more if it was a clinic or nuns, it was, for that matter, I think it still exists. And from the 
balcony, well, you could see the trees. So there was a balcony that was her den, the closed 
balcony and the other one was covered with flowers and that was it. 

 
Q: So your family life was very well-to-do, very pleasant, very happy in Paris? 
 
A: Yes! Yes! Absolutely, except for I remember, I don't have such magnificent memories on a 

day-to-day basis. Because I was an only child, seeing as my little sister, I was seven and a 
half and it was, and there were also a lot of, excuse me, a lot of journalists who came and 
Mother hated the photos. So who did they bring for the photos, the baby! So I have photos 
of myself making an awful face, furious, well and so on! Plus the daily curtsey at tea time. 
And so I didn't have many friends even so, but I was very spoiled and above all a lot of 
affection, a lot of cuddling. I was allowed to stay with her when she wrote, as long as I had 
my doll, that I'm still looking for, my Bleuette, and my books. 

 
Q: Was there a lively social life in the home? Did many people come to your home? 
 
A: Yes, of course, but not she wasn't at all a socialite, so there were dinners, she, she was 

obliged. But she hated social gatherings. I have a lot more memories of Mother wearing a 
skirt, a sweater. At the time pants weren't worn. But if it had been done, I think she would 
have worn them, in any case, dressed very simply. The only jewelry I ever saw her wear is 
a necklace, a little gold necklace that's on this, on a photo I have and that I saved from the 
slaughter and that my daughter wears now, and her engagement ring. I very seldom saw her 
in evening dress. She, she gave all her invitations to my nanny, who attended the dress 
rehearsals Mother was invited to. She did a minimal amount because she wrote and didn't 
have time for the social whirl. And I think she always, I think that her look says it, a feeling 
or urgency, I think she always, she was a visionary. I'm convinced of it. Visionary and 
mystical at the same time, I don't know what one could say, but I think that very early on 
she – maybe because she lived through the Russian Revolution and that you escape once 
but you might not escape twice – and I think she always had. First there was the passion for 
writing but there was also this feeling of urgency. She did a tremendously, well, the 
quantity of things she managed to write in such a short time, the quantity of books, short 
stories, it's pretty incredible, between 1929 and 1942, just before she was arrested. 

 
Q: So she started writing in 1929? 
 
A: She, when, when she – she was 16 or 17, she wrote short stories for a magazine called 

Fantasio. She had submitted them casually and one short story was accepted. And she 
herself relates that it was very funny, because one day, she wasn't expecting it at all, and 
one day then this magazine contacted her in order to pay her. She didn't have, she didn't 
know very much about money. It's not in these families, money isn't seen, let's say! You 
don't see it. And so she was obliged, she had done it in secret of course! So she tried to find 
a way first to get away from her English governess who followed her like her shadow and 
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then tried to make herself look older. So she tells that she put her hair up, since she had two 
braids, she put her hair up, she put a hat on to try to look older and she earned, I think, 50 
francs, she says, which she was very proud of. And afterwards she, well, in '29 it was 
David Golder and Le Bal, both at the same time. That is, when David Golder was too 
serious or it was too difficult, she, she'd write Le Bal, which is a little book, a little marvel, 
a little gem, not thick, but a little gem and she tells how the idea came to her. She was 
walking in Paris, she loved to walk and stroll and on the Alexander III bridge, she'd seen a 
teenage girl looking at the Seine with a very melancholy air, and what she supposed was 
her governess, at the other end of the bridge but turning her head towards the other side, so 
Mother's imagination started working and it produced Le Bal which she wrote right away 
when she got back and both books came out practically at the same time. 

 
Q: And what was the reaction to the two books? 
 
A: I found all the reviews which were full of praise, in addition David Golder, the story of the 

manuscript was after all very unusual too since she had sent it without telling anyone, and 
since she was unsure of herself, she had given general delivery as an address. And so the 
publishers Grasset discovered the manuscript, they immediately got very excited, and they 
contacted, they tried to contact her, Mother didn't answer. They put an ad in the papers to 
find her. And in the end the reason was that she was in the process of giving birth to me 
and that at the time, for one thing, I think I was born at home. I think it didn't go that 
smoothly and that, at the time, there was what they called the relevailles. That is, that after 
you gave birth, you stayed in bed for several days. So it was unthinkable to get up and go 
out to the post office, you see. Afterwards, when she was able to go out, she went to the 
post office and then Grasset called her in of course, saying I'll sign, I'll sign and she had, I 
think, a contract for three, no, well I don't know, for a number of years and they couldn't 
believe their eyes because they thought it was a book written by a man! And they saw a 
petite frail young woman come in, very young, and they couldn't, they absolutely couldn't 
believe it, they had the hardest time, you have to, remember at the time women would 
never have written a book that begins by "no," so powerfully. So they were convinced that 
it was a man. 

 
Q: Can you remind me of the theme of David Golder? 
 
A: The theme of David Golder is the story of a Jewish banker and explains how he made his 

fortune. It was oil, it was already oil. And a man who married a very beautiful woman but 
who was from a very modest background and, but very beautiful and above all rapacious. 
For whom it wasn't the husband who counted, what counted was what profit her husband 
brought in. And there was a daughter in the story, Joyce, who was adored by her father. But 
a daughter, a little the image of, well, even exactly the image of the mother, frivolous, 
constantly demanding money and so on! But the father unable to resist his daughter. And 
then he makes some bad deals and then he's ruined. And so the wife of course tries to get 
her hands on the least little bit of money that's left. And the daughter, one day the father 
succumbs to a heart attack. So he's obliged, it's out of the question for him to throw himself 
into any financial adventures again or anything. Until the day when Joyce, whom he 
adores, comes to him crying, saying that her life is over. That the man she loves is leaving 
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her precisely because there's no more money. Well, it's a completely corrupt milieu and for 
the love of his daughter he'll, despite his health, he'll go back to Eastern Europe to do 
business again, to traffic again. You could say, always with the oil fields, well, and so on 
and so forth. He makes a fortune again and he's about to die on the boat trip back suddenly 
rediscovering a Jewish prayer and then at the last minute. And having learned, in the 
meantime, when his wife was in a raging temper because he didn't want to make money 
again, one could say, informed him, in fact, that the daughter he loves so much isn't his 
own. 

 
Q: So this book was, opened all the doors for your, for your mother, I mean onto the literary 

world of Paris. 
 
A: Immediately, immediately, she was the darling of the literary world really. And that, she 

didn't understand why. She, I have a letter of hers where her friend, who she always 
corresponded with, reproaches her for not sending her David Golder. And Mother tells her, 
forgive me but I, I, I didn't think that this modest book, that very soon won't be talked about 
any more, she says, will be soon forgotten. I don't understand why, and there you are. She, 
I think she was overwhelmed by the events. And above all, considering it with a very lucid 
look, I think, and on the literary world and telling herself that in fact the only thing she 
wanted to do was continue writing. It was really her passion, she wrote all the time. 

 
Q: And you said she was a very free and modern woman and your father accepted all that, he 

was in favor? 
 
A: My father was terribly in love with his wife and he was very proud of her. And it is certain 

that, had he not been just that, the man who understood his wife, who admired her need for 
freedom, her, the value of her soul, of course not only did he accept everything but he was 
at her side. He was at her side, he always was. 

 
Q: And he? What did he do? 
 
A: He worked in a bank. He was a bank executive. He was trained as an engineer in Moscow, 

with a degree in physics, but when he got to France in fact at first he, well, did nothing at 
all. He didn't have a lot of needs and well, he envisaged the working world, even so, when 
he started a family but without wild enthusiasm, you see. But he worked in a bank where, 
since he spoke many languages like my mother, he was excellent for foreign contacts of 
course. So he had a position as senior banking executive until the anti-Jewish statutes of 
course. 

 
Q: What are your most vivid memories of that period, of that time in Paris? 
 
A: Of that period in Paris, in fact it's the ordinary life of a little girl who absolutely didn't 

realize, for me, that her mother was famous. I mean, for me it was my natural environment, 
the journalists, even if it interrupted my playing, didn't impress me at all, for me it was my 
natural environment. So I had desires, I had desires which were to be able to get dirty like I 
saw the other children in the square do and not be dressed in clothes from Hodigland (ph) 
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with nicely pulled-up socks. And I may add when my children see the photos, the photos of 
that time, they are horrified and say, but really, how did your mother dress you – it's 
unbelievable! So of course I had friends, but it was in those circles it's always the children 
of friends and so on. So there were parties, fancy-dress balls and that I remember very 
well! Being all decked out because Mother loved the Comtesse de Ségur. She's a woman 
who wrote Le Bon Petit Diable. And Mother adored children's books, she adored them! So 
I was dressed up as a model little girl of course, with crinoline petticoats and the, and so on, 
but speaking of books actually, I had some, I had a subscription to the magazines of the 
time and the comics before I was born. Mother, because she loved to read them and Mother 
was ashamed to get a subscription in her own name and she had put them in the name of 
my nanny and so they both had a wonderful time with La Semaine de Suzette and Bleuette. 
I was just given a gift for that matter – I spoke about them with a writer who just gave me a 
very old book of La Semaine de Suzette – and now when I look at it I say that it was 
absolutely fascinating. Mother loved children's books and she often read me Maeterlinck's 
L'oiseau Bleu. She loved Tyltyl and Mytyl and she used to say that children's literature, 
children's books were definitely the hardest thing to write. 

 
Q: And tell me, did you spend a lot of time with your mother in Paris, do you remember that? 
 
A: Oh, yes, yes, absolutely! Aside from my hours of so-called studies, I was with her all the 

time because I was allowed to be with her in her study as long as I didn't make any noise 
and so I made a kind of hut with the curtains from the living room, well from her study, 
that were wrapped around, she liked to write on the floor often and I had the couch so I 
pulled the velvet curtains down onto the couch I was in my hut with my doll, my books and 
I was with her and that was it. 

 
Q: How was she? Lying on the floor? 
 
A: She, she wrote in every position, she wrote in the country, sitting on the ground with the 

big, that's also why it's made of very thick leather, it's very stable and it's very heavy. I can 
tell you because I carried it for a long time and she wrote, yes, in every position, sitting at 
her desk but most often in Paris, either on the floor or in her armchair. She had an armchair 
that she always regretted not having down there in the village later, yes, yes, yes. 

 
Q: So tell me, in 1939 your life changed completely, for you and your family, can you tell me 

what happened? 
 
A: Yes, when war was declared we were still in Hendaye and -- 
 
Q: That's your summer home in the country. 
 
A: It wasn't ours but we rented it every year, from one year to the next, a simple Basque-style 

house. And when war was declared, Parisian children were evacuated for fear of Paris 
being bombed. So my parents sent for my nanny who was no longer my nanny at the time. 
At that time I had a, my English governess but she went back right away to her country. 
And they sent for my nanny, who was from Issy L’Évêque, in the Saône-et-Loire and 
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where she still had her mother who had a house, a little house and my parents had her come 
to bring Elisabeth and me to safety in this house which we never left afterwards in fact. 
And my parents went back to Paris and Mother went back and forth between Paris and Issy 
L’Évêque to come and see us. 

 
Q: Was that by train, by car? 
 
A: She came by train and with passes, I still have the, I gave it to the IMEC and then, and then 

the situation got worse and so the anti-Jewish legislation was promulgated so Mother could 
no longer be published, she did it even so because there were agreements with the Albin 
Michel publishing house, who always supported my parents and so made false contracts, 
contracts under fake names, you see. And so… 

 
Q: What names did she use? 
 
A: She often took the name of my nanny. Later she took the name of a person she sent for 

when she saw that the situation was getting worse and that we were in danger of being 
separated, since they expected they would be arrested. But without knowing, well, they 
thought they would be in residence in work camps and so they sent for a person who had 
been a lady's companion at my grandparents' house and who was French, Catholic, well 
you get the idea, pure Aryan, and so when events got worse my father and mother joined us 
there definitively… 

 
Q: What month was this? 
 
A: …in Issy L’Évêque. The month, I don't remember I'd have to find it again, but in '41, so 

that's how it was. From that moment on, we settled in at the hotel at the same time that the 
German occupying army arrived and so we were in the same hotel, the German army and 
us! 

 
Q: Describe that for me, you were upstairs. 
 
A: It's grotesque, it's completely grotesque. They ate all their meals there. We arranged it so as 

to eat our meals before, but my father served as their interpreter in fact! Because he was the 
only one in the village who spoke German. 

 
Q: But at the same time he wore… 
 
A: No, we weren't wearing the yellow star yet. So the relations were very strange. My father 

played billiards with the German officers who, by the way, left a letter when they left. They 
didn't warn us of what was really going to happen, but they left a sort of certificate of good 
behavior that the Epstein family had helped them, were, well, decent people and so on and 
so forth. It was a completely grotesque situation. And Mother stayed in her room to work. 
And we, the children, well, we were there, in the middle of this German army, terrorized by 
the boots and the rifles. Then in the end getting used to it and the situation couldn't last like 
that. And so the German occupying army, it's the Wehrmacht, it wasn't the SS, it was the 
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Wehrmacht, finally received orders to leave for the eastern front and Mother describes it in 
an orgy-like scene and it was frightening. They, they cried, they were young men, they 
knew what was awaiting them in Russia and so they were all writing their wills, it was 
incredible and from then on, and well at the same time my parents looked for a house to 
rent when they saw that the situation was going to last and that the hotel couldn't go on. 
And so they rented an immense 14-room house of which we occupied just a little piece 
obviously. We had no furniture, we rented furniture and that's the situation, the atmosphere 
was very, was very difficult. We children, at the beginning we were delighted because we 
could get dirty, we could play with the little friends in the village, we could, we knew, we 
rode on the hay wagons, something we would never have imagined and we had Father and 
Mother there all day long! And as time went on I realized that if, no one explained anything 
to me but I could see by the way they acted. I saw the sadness and there are things that 
marked me for life, for life! Mail is still at my age something that disturbs me. I don't 
understand why. When my mail box is empty, I was sick, but almost physically sick and I 
tell myself this is ridiculous so it led me to write to mail-order catalogues for example, if 
only to receive things that I obviously threw out immediately and I didn't understand why I 
was like that, everyone teased me until the day when I had what's called a flash. I saw 
Mother again going every morning towards the mailman and coming back pallid and 
empty-handed. And I understood why I was like that. I've made some progress since then 
but it will pursue me until, until the end only that at least I know why! And that therefore 
I'm not crazy. I, I have reasons, there! All the same, it's important to know why we have 
stupid behavior, there you are! 

 
Q: And you were alone in the house, the four of you. The family was alone or was your nanny 

there too? 
 
A: No, there was, at first we were alone with a, some personnel that my parents had hired. 

There was a person to do the cooking and a gardener because there was an immense 
garden. Until the day when Father said to himself that he could do the gardening too and 
that his enthusiasm before the leaves of radishes that he had grown himself filled him with 
joy. My father was terribly bored because he had nothing to do, Mother wrote and what he 
did simply is, she read to him every day, every evening she read to him what she had 
written and he typed it on the machine but… 

 
Q: Oh, he typed it! 
 
A: Yes, yes, on a little old Remington or Underwood or something like that and otherwise he 

was terribly bored. And for that matter when I went back there, at the time there was in the 
village, like in many villages, there was a clog-maker. People wore wooden clogs and they 
gave me a clog that my father had watched them make, that I have here, somewhere, a 
wooden clog. But he was terribly bored. And neither of them had any news and only bad 
news. And as time went on or from the time of the census-taking, because they went of 
course to be counted in the census. That's when I wore the star, not Elisabeth because she 
wasn't old enough. But my parents and me and that's when this companion, who was 
French, arrived, the one my parents sent for and it's with her that we fled afterwards, but 
after my father was arrested. So it was yes, a very oppressive atmosphere of which the 
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children tried to be, not only did my mother protect her husband – the proof is that he didn't 
understand much of anything – and she knew, she knew that death was at the end of, was 
near but she loved him so much she protected him from it and she protected us from fear…. 

 
Q: Did you … 
 
A: …she protected us from fear. 
 
Q: Did you listen to the radio, how did the family know… 
 
A: We didn't have… 
 
Q: …this news? 
 
A: We weren't allowed to have radios. So there was what people said in the village and then 

we weren't, we weren't allowed to have a telephone. But we could phone from the post 
office. And so we had news of the relatives who were arrested. Mother was the first one 
in the family to be arrested. And afterwards between Mother and my father, there were all 
my uncles and aunts who were in Paris and were arrested between the "vent printanier" 
operation and so on! And my father was arrested last together with his sister and they 
died in the same transport, yes, they died together, gassed, yes. 

 
Q: Take a glass of water. 
 
A: Yes, yes! 
 
Q: Were you the only Jews in the village? 
 
A: Yes, yes! Yes, yes! Or else the others were really well hidden but no, I don't think so. 

There were probably some in the region but I don't know. 
 
Q: And were you the only ones that wore the yellow…. 
 
A: Oh, yes! 
 
Q: ….star? 
 
A: Yes, yes, yes, absolutely yes! Yes, yes, yes! 
 
Q: And how did the villagers react, how did they treat you? 
 
A: Personally I didn't have, I don't remember reactions, however you know it's a village like 

any other village so you never know what people really think. I think my parents were 
very well liked because they thought that, they knew that Mother was a writer and they 
liked her simplicity, they -- well, according to what people say now. The memory she left 
them with was the memory of someone who spoke very easily with people, who wasn't at 
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all haughty, she was very simple and my father loved to talk with the village people and 
so, in theory, they were perfectly well accepted, now what happened next showed me that 
you shouldn't trust nice words, that's how it is. And that closed shutters say an awful lot. I 
also think that they may have been afraid also, it was dangerous, such, people so 
dangerous could attract lightning, so! There are lots, there are lots of things that people 
might have thought. 

 
Q: But do you remember contacts with the people in the village or not at all, aside from the 

children, were there people in the village who came to the house or who invited you or 
was that impossible at the time? 

 
A: Well, I, I remember more yes about, first of all my nanny's family had some, there were 

many farmers who had farms in the surrounding areas where we would go, so, however 
it's very hard for me to remember if that was when we were alone there or if it was also a 
time when my parents were there too. I have trouble remembering that. I remember the 
hay, I remember and so on, but I don't remember if my parents were with us. Yet I know 
that Mother used to go and get milk, since at the time you went to get milk in cans and so 
I think she definitely must have gone to the farms since she also described some very well 
in Suite Française. 

 
Q: So your mother wrote every day in Issy, I think, can you describe what the days were like 

in Issy when she wrote, what you saw or… 
 
A: Like, like in Paris she wrote a lot, she often went to the country to write. She would go 

off several kilometers away and then, it's even amusing because I got a letter from the 
village priest who often spoke with Mother, he must have been the only person after all 
who had a certain culture let's say and he retraced for me her whole itinerary. She used to 
say and he reminded me of that, he said do you remember when your mother went off to 
write with her big notebook under her arm, folder under her arm followed by a whole 
group of children, she brought us, she brought all the village kids. She related very well 
to children so she'd bring us and we, well we played and she was, she concentrated, she 
had a tremendous power of concentration and our squeals didn't bother her at all so we 
saw her write Suite Française only we didn't know it was Suite Française. 

 
Q: Did she write only during the day or also in the house at night, in the evening? 
 
A: She, I don't have confirmation of this but I'm sure she also wrote at night because she 

suffered from insomnia. And I remember very well but these are my memories in any 
case from Paris that every evening the chamber maid took a tray up to her room with a 
snack and a bottle of valerian and so that meant that Mother slept poorly and very little 
and that therefore she very certainly wrote at night but I didn't see her because I was in 
bed. 

 
End of Tape 1, Side A 
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Tape 1, Side B 
 

This is a continuation of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum interview with Denise 
Epstein. 
 
Q: So at the time you had no idea what she was writing, did you know whether it was a 

novel or was notes, if…. 
 
A: I had no idea what she was writing. And for that matter I only found out when I started to 

decipher the manuscript. I'd seen that there were notes, I'd seen my map of France – my 
only contribution to this book was to make, she had asked me to make her a map of 
France – you know at the time, I don't know about now, they had cardboard-backed maps 
of France for the schools that we traced the outlines of. And so she asked me to do that, 
she left it on the manuscript to show herself the location of the Loire and the places that 
were bombed, that she marked later. But I didn't know at all that she would use it later. I 
rediscovered all that in Suite Française. I didn't know at all. And I was totally surprised 
when I started to decipher it. Totally surprised. So much so that I hadn't even seen that the 
second part of the book, Dolce. Because at the end of the first volume there were some 
blank pages. So I stopped there and then due to a kind of, not fetishism, but I wanted to 
leaf through every page and suddenly there was the second part, there it was, the story of 
the manuscript. And I typed it, re-typed, re-typed several times, depending on the means I 
had. First on an old typewriter with carbon paper and, afterwards, I got equipped. I had an 
electric typewriter. So I typed it again. And then, afterwards, it didn't work. It wasn't good 
enough. I bought my first computer, but, since I didn't know how to use it, I kept losing 
half the things. So afterwards I bought new equipment. And I learned after all. And I 
finally had it in a definitive form. But I still hadn't, what's called, read it. For me, it's, I'd 
say, "oh, so-and-so is so-and-so," and I, in fact, I distanced myself only once I received 
the proofs. Then I, I became a reader. I wasn't the daughter any more. I was a reader. And 
that's when I found that it was a gem. 

 
Q: Tell me, if we go back a bit to Issy, do you remember the day they came to get your 

mother? 
 
A: Yes! How can you forget a date like that! Yes, yes. They came in the morning. I saw 

French gendarmes of course. And just then, a neighbor, a, my teacher got frightened for 
me. She came to get me and hid me in her house, brought me and hid me in her house in 
the ruelle of the bed. The ruelle is the space between the bed and wall, saying, "Don't 
budge, stay there." I didn't understand a thing of what was going on. But now I 
understand why I climb when I make my bed. Because I don't slip in, I avoid slipping into 
the ruelle, there! It can be cured some day! But now I think it's too late. So I do 
gymnastics, that's all. And she saw that it was, that they weren't arresting me, that they 
weren't arresting the family. And so I went back to my house and the gendarmes were 
still there. And I saw my parents very dignified, very completely distraught. And Mother 
with a little suitcase that showed me that she was going off on a journey and I was to 
watch over Father and Elisabeth. And they shut themselves into their bedroom the two of 
them for a few minutes. And then, after that, we gathered together again and there was, a 
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little like Russian departures, you know. A silence, when someone goes away and that the 
rest of the family stays. And then that's it. After that, I heard a car, I saw the car leave and 
then it was over. And hell began in the house, see, really hell. 

 
Q: As a child, what did you think when she disappeared like that? Did you suspect that she, 

that maybe she wouldn't come back? 
 
A: No. No, that was something unthinkable for me. I started to realize it only, I think, when 

my father was arrested. Without telling myself, really, without telling myself really 
because I, there's part of oneself that doesn't want, that refuses and so the hope, you have 
it, I kept it like all of us, you know, for years after the war, thinking that they were 
amnesic somewhere. I think we all fantasized. I ran after a figure of a woman in the 
street, I was already a grown woman with children. So you both know and yet at the same 
time you can't admit it. And then you don't grieve, it doesn't mean a thing. You haven't 
kept vigil over a body, you haven't closed their eyes, you haven't said good-bye, you 
haven't said you're sorry, you haven't said, there are a lot of things you haven't said. 

 
Q: And your father, how was he after your mother's departure? 
 
A: He became completely enraged. First of all, he immediately contacted all the people who 

were likely to get her released, really he did everything, everything! He tried through 
Albin Michel in fact through networks, tried to get news. He even wrote, he wanted to 
write. And Albin Michel told him, don't do that, whatever you do. He wanted, he wrote to 
the Kommandantur to say, My wife's health is poor, I'll take her place! And Albin Michel 
knew then that it would be totally useless. And so and told him that no, that he shouldn't 
draw attention. And my father waited there, we didn't move and he became, he started to 
drink and we were no longer allowed to laugh. We were exiled upstairs because he 
couldn't bear to see us, even. In fact! And the first meal, I'll always remember, the first 
meal after Mother left, it was lunch, since she had left in the morning. The cook hadn't set 
a place for Mother, and my father went berserk and broke everything. He demanded that 
at every meal, every meal Mother's place be set. 

 
Q. How, how… 
 
A. I don't hold it against him, I don't hold it against him. 
 
Q. How is it possible that they didn't take them at the same time and why? 
 
A. That is something we spoke about with Klarsfeld. That we don't understand very well! So 

I found out that there had been denunciations. I know it now, I found out not long ago, 
even though I suspected it. Was there jealousy? It could have been simply a matter of a 
quota. Seeing as these gentlemen were very well organized and that, if there were 
supposed to be a thousand people in the train and there were only 999, they had to find a 
thousandth, and that's it! You can't explain, there was, between the denunciation, about 
which I'm sure now. But in that case they could have arrested the whole family, I think 
we'll never know really. 
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Q. And they came to get your father not long after! 
 
A. Yes. In October, they came to get me at school. And my father was, as a result, he was 

once again the father I'd known. He was happy, because I think he was convinced that he 
was going to rejoin her or in any case share the same fate. And so he was perfectly and, 
then, he fought to protect us. Suddenly he became a father again. He tried to explain that 
we were Catholics, that we were children, and so on, and so forth! We were brought to 
the Kommandatur and that's where what you could call, what some call, a miracle 
happened, I often regretted it. But the officer there, it was a German officer this time. The 
French gendarmes, it was the French gendarmes who brought us there, then here it was a 
German. At that age I was very blonde and he took a photo out of his wallet. He had a 
daughter my age who I looked like, as two little girls can look alike. And he must have 
know that he didn't have orders to arrest children. It's the French who had given the 
orders, supposedly for humanitarian reasons, so as not to separate families. In fact 
everyone knows that it was because they had calculated the number of orphanages and 
that it would have cost France too much. And that they had to therefore, at the same time, 
save money and so kill the children too. And then, what saved, is that the Nazis were very 
meticulous about their superiors' circulars, decrees, and authorizations, and they didn't 
have orders to arrest children. So he, that famous French woman was there with us, and 
so he told us to leave. So we went back home and we stayed there for as long as Father 
was still in the Creusot prison. And until a network could be found to flee and as soon as 
Father left and we did too. 

 
Q.  I forgot to ask you this question because you speak about being Catholic; we haven't 

spoken about your baptism? 
 
A. Well, I, I discovered the date while I was doing research because I remembered that I did 

my first communion in this village in Issy- L’Évêque. So I remember the baptism because 
it was a day when we had to get up very early! I really remember the kind of stealthy 
baptism in the small hours and then I remembered the star, you know! But the date of the 
actual baptism, I remembered that it was in Paris, that I was already a big girl. But that's 
all, broadly speaking. And so I wrote to the archbishop of Paris and that is when they 
confirmed the date, which was February 1939. And, as for the rest, well I don't know. I 
waver depending to my days. Given the date, I really thought that it was as a protective 
measure, as a good number of us did. It also could have been a real conversion, but I'm 
much less sure of that and but my God! But I haven't found any thoughts by Mother 
referring to this conversion. So I'll never have the answer and I think that a conversion is 
something so private, after all, that we don't necessarily have the right to violate that 
privacy. So everyone is free to think what he wants. I don't have an answer that could be a 
real answer. 

 
Q. But after she disappeared, your mother managed to write to you or send you a few letters, 

didn't she? 
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A. No, all we had was three little notes from the gendarmerie and from the camp in 
Pithiviers. And letters written in pencil, not even postmarked, that probably the railroad 
men, who are the SNCF employees and who were, many of them, were the first members 
of the resistance, delivered and afterwards that's all. 

 
Q.  And what was in them? 
 
A. Words of farewell, words of love full of courage and asking us to be courageous. And 

words of love for her husband and for her children and that's all! It's not literature, it's 
really a few lines of love, that's all. 

 
Q.  When and how did you learn what happened with your parents, the fact that they died 

and how they died? 
 
A. Oh, that, I think, like everyone else. I mean that at first I went to wait for them at the Gare 

de l'Est train station of course. But I fainted very quickly because when I saw them there I 
think I understood immediately. When I saw them arrive, I understood and I fainted. So I 
didn't go back to the station again. I went to the Lutetia Hotel, which was the luxury hotel 
in Paris. For that matter, I always turned my head. I couldn't look at that hotel. And 
unfortunately my publishing house is on the rue de Cherche-Midi and is adjacent to the 
Lutetia. So when I cross, unless I close my eyes, and that would be too stupid. But well, 
now, in any case, my mother has won. So I can look at the Lutetia saying, in the end 
we're still here! Hah! So there it is, I was, well like everyone else, with my sign for days 
and days. And one day I just couldn't do it any longer. And I think, that at that moment I 
understood. But I didn't want to admit it. And afterwards, well, it was the same for every 
member of my family. So no one came back and there it is! And so you both know it and 
you don't want to. And it goes on for years, really. You never grieve completely, just 
plain grieve. For that matter the expression "grieve" is strictly ridiculous in my opinion. It 
means nothing at all. To grieve, if it's simply to attend a burial, well. I got over my guilt 
feelings a bit by being at my sister's bedside until the end. By being close to her all the 
time, being close to her right at the last second. I had the impression that I was staying at 
the bedside, at the same time, of all those I wasn't able to keep a vigil over. In some way 
that, not that it made me feel good, but somehow it relieved the guilt a tiny little bit, very 
little. But a tiny little bit to have been able to do for her what I wasn't able to do for all the 
others. 

 
Q. But some time later, much later you received official papers, what was in them? 
 
A. At first you get just certificates of disappearance. That means that Mrs. So-and-so, Mr. 

So-and-so, were arrested on such-and-such a day and have not to date returned. It's called 
certificates of disappearance. And the actual death certificate is done years afterwards, 
year, years. When? I don't even know if they must have done it when I became of age, I 
think. But I'm not the one who dealt with it and that's all there is to it. For me, this 
business of official papers, in any case, it was meaningless. The main thing was that they 
hadn't come back and that they will never come back. That replaces all the papers in the 
world, papers are only to have, they had to be done because we were appointed "war 
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orphans." So I'm not the one who took care of the papers, I was too young and so on. And 
it doesn't interest me in the least! Not in the least! 

 
Q. So after your parents disappeared, you children were alone or what happened to you? 
 
A. Well, we were alone, yes. So we were taken charge of then. My mother's publishers, 

Albin Michel, my father's bank, the society of men and women of letters created a board 
of guardians in fact because there was nobody left. And so they took responsibility for us 
and put us in boarding school. 

 
Q. But that was when, what date? 
 
A. Well, after the war in, I don't know, it must have been in '45 or '46. 
 
Q. But before then, during the war? 
 
A:  Ah! During the war we were hidden, we're, we were, when we, when we left the Saône-

et-Loire region, the resistance network was a, the person who was with us had a cousin 
who was in the Resistance near Bordeaux. And it's by this channel that they found a 
hideout for us with the nuns in Bordeaux. So we stayed there for a while until the day we 
learned that they were coming to look for us, that there was a round-up planned for the 
dangerous terrorists. And the next morning and so, in any case, we always had a suitcase 
that was prepared with the manuscript and a little underwear. And a suitcase that was 
hidden and that I had instructions to bring with me everywhere. So afterwards we took 
flight. And hidden in different places that I would be incapable of locating. Now because 
we were children, there were security measures. So no name was given, pronounced of 
course. I had a false name already in any case and…. 

 
Q. Which was? 

 
A. …and Elisabeth did too. They left us our first names because they are French. And if my 

name had been Rebecca, of course, well, and so they were French names. And so my last 
name was Dumot which was the name of the person who was with us, the French person. 
So we were taken for her nieces, younger cousins or who knows what! Because she was 
too old to have children. So we had, they made forged papers for us in the name of 
Dumot. Because we needed food ration coupons and cards, and so on! And then, if we 
were arrested, we had to show these forged papers , you see. And it's very hard to have a 
false name. I remember very well, at boarding school, there were only two nuns who 
knew. They knew who we were and no one else did. And so in class they called me 
Denise Dumot. And I never answered to that name. So I got punished all the time because 
I didn't answer. Because it's very hard to get used to it, you know. And then, you live, you 
live with fear. Fear that you don't analyze yet. You don't know you're afraid, you know 
simply. I had been told, you have to hide your nose all the time. And it's a tic that I kept a 
long time when I made, when I met people for the first time, I did that all the time. 
Because I was told my nose was too Jewish, too easy to spot, especially when we took 
the train, and so on. And so, this hiding lasted until the cities were liberated. And then we 
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went back to Paris, we left the region of Bordeaux we went back to Paris. And there, the 
waiting began. We were put up at this one's house and that one's house. Our apartment 
was occupied by other people and it's at that point that, seeing that my family, there 
wouldn't be anyone any more, it's at this point that this board of guardians started up and 
put us in a boarding school with nuns. An excellent boarding school that was that is very 
well known and that was the order of Our Lady of Zion where all the aristocracy was. 
And I was completely lost in there! And all outside contact, especially with the Jewish 
world, was prohibited to me. I knew only afterwards that the American Jewish 
institutions were looking for us. That Israel was looking for us to bring us to Israel since 
that's what they did for orphans. Which I don't reproach them for at all. I can understand 
it very well. It's just that they went about it the wrong way. They tried to kidnap me at the 
Gare de Lyon station but I didn't even know what Israel was. 

 
Q. But how did they try to do that, can you tell me briefly? 

 
A. Well, we were at boarding school in the suburbs of Paris, in Evry Petit Bourg, that today 

has become, but at the time it was a tiny, and from time to time they brought me on 
weekends. Those who didn't have, or didn't get out for family reasons or other reasons, 
they brought us to the mother house in Paris, on rue Notre-Dame des Champs. And at the 
time you went by train. And it was the Gare de Lyon. And one day, during a trip like that, 
I don't remember if it was on the way to Paris or on the way back, no, it was on the way 
to Paris. I was with the group, the little group of pupils and nuns. And a group, a woman 
swooped down on me saying, "Come quickly" and says to me, "Israel" – "Israel," I didn't 
understand at all. What's more, I was terrorized because I let out yells, a series of yells, or 
screams. Nazis in the streets, everywhere, it was and I, Israel, I didn't have any idea what 
it was. I didn't understand a thing. So I began to scream with fright. So luckily they left 
quickly, very very quickly. But afterwards there was a, I found out long after the war, that 
they had sent me packages, letters, and so on! American institutions, but the nuns never 
gave me anything. They cut me off completely and they spent all their time telling me 
that I had to become a nun because with the life that awaited me, a life without a family, 
here at least I was protected within God blah blah blah. And it goes without saying that 
first I got permission, after a, a very very long time, to not attend mass any more, to 
completely assert my Jewishness and without of course being able to have any contacts 
with any religious Jewish community whatsoever. But in any case, total refusal of 
Catholicism.   

 
Q. But at that time you were completely isolated from the Jewish community, from former 

friends, those who had survived, there was no contact? 
 
A. No contact, because many of them hadn't come back. Either because they had died, or 

because they settled in the United States, many of them. And some that I found again 
after the war. They had such strong guilt feelings that they preferred silence, whereas 
they could have, on the contrary, given us back our roots, they ran away! They ran away! 

 
Q.  Until what age did you stay in the boarding school, you and your sister? 
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A. My sister left fairly quickly. Because she was unbearable and she was kicked out. And so 
she was taken care of by a friend of Mother's whom she had met at the university, whose 
sister she was very friendly with. It was, for that matter, the schoolgirl letters are always 
addressed to the sister of this man. And this man, well, got married, had started a family. 
And when he found out what had happened – he had probably been very much in love 
with Mother at the time – but he was married, he had children, and he asked my the legal 
guardian who was Julie Dumot. She was going back to the United States. And so 
delegated, delegated her guardianship rights over my sister to this family who took care 
of her as if she were a, their child. 

 
Q. But why didn't they take charge of you? 
 
A. Oh, I wouldn't have wanted it. First of all, I was too old, my parents were my parents, I 

would never have been able to stand… 
 
Q. But to live with your sister I mean. 
 
A. They didn't suggest it. And then, then I was rather difficult. I was too sad, I was too, too 

marked. And above all, I'd known my parents too well. And they wanted to cut her off 
completely, they thought that for her, to live happily, it was necessary that she break 
absolutely with her past. And so we were reunited when we were adults! 

 
Q. Not before, not at all? 
 
A. Very rarely, very rarely! Every time I phoned, she wasn't there or she was playing tennis 

or she was horseback riding or she was at school or well, in short, they, they forbade her 
to read Mother's books. Because we frightened them a lot: Slavic and Jewish, that's a big 
flaw after all, it's huge! On the other hand, they took care of her materially, they treated 
her like a member of the family. But they cut her off from her past and that's the reason, 
afterwards, it was a much harder task for her to go back over this past than my work. 

 
Q. So if we can go back again to Issy, the day you left and the day you decided what you 

wanted to take with you and what you left in Issy, the question of the suitcase, how did 
you decide, you couldn't take much with you! 

 
A. No! But I had in my mind, for me, it was, it was obvious. After all, it was obvious and 

there were photos, a little underwear, we didn't bring anything. My only regret was that I 
couldn't, I had to choose: the suitcase or my doll! And since my doll, I was forced to 
leave her and last year was her hundredth anniversary, I think! And I even saw her on 
sale at an auction at that time. I didn't have a cent but I wonder if I wouldn't have 
splurged. So the only thing I have is her clothes catalog. Because I was spoiled, very 
spoiled and so I had the doll. Every week, I had an article of clothing, I had a piece of 
furniture. It was the doll of this weekly magazine and every week there was an outfit for 
this famous Bleuette. And so I bought the catalog on the internet. It's better than nothing. 
But I don't have my doll any more. And when I went back to Issy l'Évêque with 
Elisabeth, when Elisabeth was writing Mirador, we made an initiatory journey so that she 
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might regain her memory a little and see all the places where we had lived again. In this 
house I looked everywhere and, at one point, Elisabeth asked me, she said, "But what are 
you looking for in the corners?" I told her, "You're going to laugh, but I'm looking for my 
doll." And this was in 1992, so you see…. 

 
Q. Yeah… 
 
A And that's it! 
 
Q. And tell me, what was this suitcase like? 
 
A. Ah! It was a very standard leather suitcase that was, I don't know, it was about this big. 

[Shows with her arms.] 
 
Q; A meter? 
 
A: About, about a meter and inside, well, it was heavy, yes! Because the manuscript is very 

heavy and well, I mean, three pairs of panties and photos and a few papers, not many 
papers either. And Julie had other things too and there you are! And we left like that, the 
village people didn't even notice practically, I think. 

 
Q. But was it you who packed this suitcase or was it… 
 
A. It was prepared… 
 
Q. By? 
 
A. My father. 
 
Q. So all the papers of your… 
 
A. Because he told me, "Never part with this suitcase, " and that was it. 
 
 Q. Ah, he told you that! 
 
A. Yes, yes, yes, that, I knew. So it was obvious that, you see, without, at the time you do all 

that, it's, you don't ask, you don’t ask metaphysical questions, you obey the emergency, 
that's all. It's for that reason too that fear, you don't have any at all at that time. You, it's 
diffused, it's in you but you know that you have to act even if you're only 13. You know 
you have to do things. You'll have time afterwards, to cry, you have time to be afraid, you 
have time to survive. You do that and, it's not even day after day. It's hour after hour 
that's all there is to it! So you remember things. I remember the train trips when we had to 
watch out to make sure there's no patrol, go via other -- cross the platform, well, and so 
on! Well, at the time in the train there were nets like hammocks and that was very good 
for hiding children. Because you'd put a piece of clothing and a kid in the middle then 
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you'd say to people, "She's tired, she's sick, she's this and that" and there you are. And the 
ticket inspectors… 

 
Q.  Don't pay attention. 
 
A. We tried to travel preferably during the night, take night trains. 
 
Q. But what I don't understand is who was this person, who was this person who was with 

you? 
 
A. It was a person who had been a companion at my grandfather's house for a very long time. 

And who had gone around the world with him. In fact she was, since my grandmother 
didn't go along, it's she who took care of, she was a gov –, she was, well, a governess. And 
so my parents had known her for a very long time. And so, did she really realize what she 
was doing? I don't think so. 

 
Q. How old was she, approximately? 
 
A. Oh, she was ageless, if now I were to see her again, I'd say she was maybe 55 or 60. 

Something like that, seeing her image again, she had white hair, you see. 
 
Q. Did she love you, was she nice, was she warm? 
 
A. I prefer not to talk about that, I'm sorry. 
 
Q. No, no. 
 
A. She was very good with my little sister. 
 
Q. And your grandmother, she was in Paris, wasn't she? 
 
A. I hadn't had any contact with my grandmother for a long time. In any case, since before the 

war, from the time when my grandfather died, we didn't see her much. In fact, after the war 
I saw that she had come back to her apartment in Paris. Which was a superb immense 
apartment, on the Quai de Passy. And I called her and she didn't answer. And we went 
there because after the war I was very sick. In the cellar I'd caught something in my lungs, 
and I needed treatment. And so Julie brought us both there and rang the doorbell, she said 
she asked who it was and Julie said to them, "It's your granddaughters. Denise is very sick, 
she needs care. We've come to ask for help, we don't have any money." And my 
grandmother said that she didn't know us and she said that there were sanatoriums for poor 
children and that's all. 

 
Q. But how can anyone… 
 
A. And I… 
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Q. How can it be that she was cruel? 
 
A. There are monsters, you know! Monsters exist and she was one and she disinherited us for 

that matter. And so, I didn't have any of her -- but, so once my sister passed herself off as a 
journalist and called her and said to her, "I'm writing an article on a writer named Irène 
Némirovsky and I need and I looked in the phone book and I saw that there are still some 
Némirovsky's and I took the liberty of calling you to ask if you have any connection with 
your -- this writer!" And my grandmother said, "No" and hung up! And when she died, we 
only saw her at the time of her death, well, dead, and in her safe, where obviously there 
was nothing left because everything had already been given away, there were two books by 
Mother, there was David Golder and Jézabel, and then afterwards she died and disinherited 
us. 

 
Q. But do you understand her reasons, did she have reasons, she must have… 
 
A. No! I think she was a monstrous woman who had no heart, who also blotted out all her ties 

with her past – since I didn't even know that she had a sister who had stayed in Russia – I 
didn't know at all. It took Suite Française for me to discover all that! She had changed her 
first name, my, everything was fake. Her date of birth, her first name. For the Nazis, she 
had passed herself off as a Latvian refugee. Which was clever, since the Latvians were 
allies of the Nazis. And she spent the entire war in luxury hotels in Nice, everywhere, she 
even bought a house at Cap d'Ail! Which I just found out about a very short time ago too 
and all that, we -- well that's how it was. She, when my grandfather died, she grabbed all of 
Mother's inheritance and, well, that's how it was. That's all! She was a monstrous woman 
who was beautiful, who had lovers and for whom all that mattered was her beauty, her age. 
So she was a woman who didn't want children in the first place. She had a child because 
my grandfather wanted one and because it was, and she wanted to keep her husband's 
fortune. She had this daughter whom she, well, and as Mother grew up, the older Mother 
got the more it aged my grandmother. Mother received, practically at the time of her 
marriage, a stuffed teddy bear from one of her mother's worshippers. She dressed her for a 
long time like a little girl. 

 
Q. Well, let's go back to the story of this suitcase which you carried for a very long time, 

where did it go with you? You left, then, from Issy-L'Évêque with this suitcase, with the 
papers, the photos, the manuscript, and so on. And how long did you carry it like that 
without reading it, without? 

 
A. Ah! Without reading it for -- I don't know what year. I, I started to open the binder and 

closed it right away. You know, it was a choice: live or not, you continue living or you stop 
there. All the same, my first idea was to not live. And then and then, there was this damn 
little hope at the bottom of my heart. Amnesia of this, of that and so it prevents, because 
you cling. And then, in the end the instinct to live is very strong. Say what you will, it's 
very strong. And so, at that time, well first, this, the suitcase was left at a notary's office 
until I became of age. When I was in boarding school I didn't want the suitcase with me. So 
I had it, it was put away for safekeeping to be recovered when I became of age. 
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Q. And that was where, in Paris? 
 
A. In Paris, yes. And so afterwards I decided to live. And for me the only way was, well, first I 

had to ensure my survival. So when my studies were over I understood that money, I didn't 
know what it was. I had practically never seen any, even. But I understood that in order to 
live you need money and to have money you have to work. And so that was my first 
preoccupation. So I worked in my father's bank, you see. 

 
Q. As… 
 
A. Ah! As an element of, that's where I got my first notions of social conscience, political 

conscience. I mean I didn't know how to do anything. They paid me a princely sum to do 
nothing. And as soon as I looked tired they, they sent me on vacation in a hotel. Well, it 
was paternalism, guilt, and so on. So I stood that for two years. So in addition they had put 
me with my father's secretary who spent her days crying, remembering how charing my 
father was, how my father did this, how he did that. Well, in short, it was unbearable and 
then I was paid, I saw that the others weren't paid like me. I saw that they were working, I 
wasn't. Well, I stood it for two years and after two years, well, I walked out, and that's how 
it was. Because those aren't situations that are right at all, and then I did odd jobs, you 
know. Really, odd jobs that I don't even remember. And then I told myself that life is, it 
was hell, you know. Maid's room upon maid's room and then I told myself. Then one day I 
met my husband. Who was also a bit of a lost child of the war. He wasn't Jewish but he had 
fought in the war when he was very young. At 16 he had joined up and he came out of it 
very bruised without much of a future. We said to each other that two pains were maybe 
not bad after all. And that our solution was to have children that we'd make happy. And 
that I, in addition, would bring little Jewish children into the world which would be a 
victory all the same. And that's what happened, at that time. My mother, in any case her 
work, the writer, became secondary. Because I wanted my children, if I chose to have 
children, it was to make happy children of them. And, who live in an atmosphere of life 
and not of death. And that I would have, afterwards, all the time in the world to cry when 
their childhood would be assured. That's what happened. 

 
Q. So, the suitcase? 
 
A. The suitcase, I'd take the manuscript out that was still in my bookcase but I'd stroke it, you 

know. I'd sniff it but I wouldn't open it. Because if you want to live you have to put all your 
energy into that goal: make your children happy! The dead always have time, they can 
wait, the living can't. You have to give them as much as you can. And that and that the rest 
will come afterwards, and so it came. But much later, the time it took to find the strength 
also to open it. And then, I opened, closed, opened, closed it. I saw her handwriting. 
Everything came back suddenly to my memory, everything came back, and so it was very 
difficult. This book, this manuscript when I transcribed it, I often had to stop because I was 
in tears. I, it was a good activator of tear glands that had stayed dry all the same a very long 
time. And so it made for a good cleaning up, I was going to say, but there it is, for me, I 
did, I did all this work for her memory and to leave it to my children. I would never, never 
have thought of anything other than my children and above all her memory. 
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End Tape 1, Side B 
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Tape 2, Side A 

 
Q. So it took a lot of time and courage for you to read the manuscript? 
 

A. Oh, yes, yes! I think I did, I began in the '70s maybe, really. Yes, I had opened it, closed it, 
but hadn't deciphered it completely because first of all it was impossible, it was written so 
tiny, so to read it you couldn't, it required work, it was really work. So I bought a 
magnifying glass, a big luminous magnifying glass and when I, I told myself that I couldn't 
read it, it had to be transcribed to be read and so it was with a magnifying glass, it took me 
practically two years! So much because I wanted, in addition, there was a lot, especially for 
the first part, Storm in June, it was very polished so there were a lot of words crossed out, 
so I had to be careful not to make any mistakes and so it took me easily two years. The 
second part, you can see that Mother is in a state of emergency. Because the second 
manuscript is much less polished and it's written much more all at one go, whereas the first, 
the first is very polished so it was impossible to read it like that, you know! To read it you 
had to first decipher it, that is for certain. 

 
Q:  Why was it written so small, was there a shortage of paper, or…. 
 
A. Yes, there was a shortage, Mother was afraid to run out of paper. There was no more 

paper, no more ink, and so she wrote, it was tiny. Now I didn't see, I have some of her 
letters when she wrote to me, well and so on, and those are written altogether normally, 
now I haven't seen her other manuscripts. Old manuscripts for example but in that case, it 
was only because it was written, there isn't even a centimeter that isn't filled. So it's, it 
was an enormous task. 

 
Q. Do you remember the moment when you started this task and your thoughts? 
 
A. At the beginning I remember that, but I mean the rhythm was uneven because it was too 

painful so I could spend a whole night on it without stopping and I could just as well 
afterwards close it and say it's too hard! I did it, I spaced it out like that, depending on 
what I was feeling, it was, all the same, extremely painful emotionally, exciting, that only 
came later, the aspect of the beauty of the text, for me at the beginning it wasn't that at all, 
it was really incredible it all came back, all the characters came back, with their faces, 
with their faces, so it was after all something, an experience to go through that was, a 
brutal psychoanalysis I really almost said, at the same time stimulating and despairing 
and intoxicating, at the same time, it had all of that at the same time. I would say you also 
experience those feelings differently depending on your state of mind that day, of the day 
when you work, but once you start you can't stop. And that is why it could be a day, a 
night non-stop! As long as my eyes could still, and then, well. It was like a discovery, it 
was a discovery, so it has an exceptional aspect to the extent that it was like a last will 
and testament, you know, it was really her last words, you know. There were no others 
afterwards. 

 
Q.  And why did you decide that this task had to be done? 
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A. Because I had decided that, well, here in the apartment that I lived in before there was a 

leak at one point and suddenly I said to myself, but my God, I never thought about that, if 
there was ever a fire or, I can't keep it, it's the only thing, this binder, that remains, with 
her scent, of course not but, well, that we imagine and so on, and so it was then that my 
sister, we had a little notepad too, we had two or three things, we told ourselves that we 
would leave it at the IMEC, whose existence we had heard about in the meantime and 
whose rules we knew. 

 
Q. Can you tell people what the IMEC is? 
 
A. Yes, it's the institute for the memory of contemporary publishing. That is, it gathers the 

collections of publishers who are willing and the collections of painters too, well, of all 
those who were known and who left traces of letters and works, also of manuscripts too, 
and so on, and so you have contracts, that is, you remain the owners, that is, tomorrow I 
can say that I'm taking my manuscript back, well and so on, so that suited us perfectly, at 
the same time it was available to researchers because there was a lot of research work in 
fact done on my mother. Theses, history books, and when I decided that, that's when I 
said to myself, I'm willing, and yet my heart was bleeding. I cried when they came to get 
it, well. And but so I said to myself, I can't let the manuscript, this binder – I didn't even 
call it a manuscript, Mother's notebook – go without knowing what's in it, so that was the 
element that triggered it and I started the work. 

 
Q. And what was the date, more or less, the year? 
 
A. I think I started in the '70s and I gave the manuscript only much later. The time it took to 

read because afterwards, well, I had to transcribe it so that took me at least two years, in 
the meantime I worked for about a year at the National Library for Le Mirador so I didn't 
work on the manuscript, and then it was out of the question to open this manuscript 
because I found out that my sister was sick and that it was incurable. And she wanted to 
write, she still wanted to write a book, and so I always start off from the principle that the 
living have priority and that putting her next to her book would have blocked her, putting 
this manuscript next to her would have blocked her in her writing, in her freedom and so I 
didn't have the right to do that. She wouldn't have agreed to publish it and neither would 
I, because it would have looked like a scoop, the mother and the daughter at the same 
time, and it would have smothered her, and she didn't deserve that. She wrote very well 
and her book is very beautiful.  

 
Q. Is Mirador a novel? 
 
A. Le Mirador is an imaginary biography of my mother. 
 
Q. What does that mean in fact? 
 
A. Imagined memories, because at that time we had no knowledge of her past in Russia. So 

we couldn't write about something that we didn't know. So she invented, with a lot of 
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talent, invented, but not really, because we did an enormous amount of research on the 
period and so that enabled us, we knew a lot, we were familiar with her social milieu, we 
knew an enormous amount. So with this basis of things we knew she was able to 
describe, but that's why we put "Le Mirador, imagined memories," you see. 

 
Q. Did you write it together or…? 
 
A. No, she wrote it alone, but with my memory. Since she didn't have any. 
 
Q. And it was important for her that… 
 
A. It was very important for both of us because it's the first time that we were sisters, we 

shared the same parents at last. And so it was quite an unforgettable meeting and one that 
joined us to death, really. So. Only death separated us afterwards and but, well. We knew 
all that at the time of Le Mirador and we knew that they would join each other fairly 
quickly, that she was perfectly entitled to have priority, it was perfectly, it's clear, the 
question didn't even come up, you know. It didn't come up. 

 
Q. And your work on the manuscript, was it your secret or was it something you spoke about 

with your family and friends? 
 
A. Yes I, yes, yes! But never without attaching, presenting it as, without saying what it was, 

since, in fact, I didn't really know. But no, everybody had known about the task of 
memory I was doing for a long time and so that was part of my task of remembering. I 
don't like the expression he uses, the expression "duty to remember," I don't like it, it's not 
a duty, it's a task. A duty has a connotation of obligation, well, and so on, it's not the case, 
it's simply love and there you are! So I didn't talk about it because, because I had nothing 
to say on the subject. I didn't know what it was and it was for my children, to leave for 
them. I was in a hurry too after all because I saw myself getting older and told myself I 
must after all have time to get to the end, really. And so that's how it was. Then 
afterwards, well, it was in my drawer until April 2004. 

 
Q. At what point did you realize the importance of the text both from a literary and a 

historical point of view? 
 
A. To tell you the truth, only once I'd gotten the proofs and I'd seen what it sparked off in the 

publishing house. 
 
Q.  Not before? 
 
A.  No, when I got the proofs, as long as I didn't have the proofs for me it was emotional, and 

emotional and historical, but for my history, reading it, but that's all, I didn't, such-and-
such is such-and-such, well, and so on, but that's all, I didn't, in addition, as far as I was 
concerned I considered it, it wasn't finished, she had planned five volumes. So for me it's, 
it was something to keep preciously like a treasure, a family treasure, you know, a family 
one! 
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Q. So you needed this distance? 
 
A.  I needed it, yes, I needed the distance, the distance, well, when I got the proofs suddenly I 

became a reader and I saw the beauty of the text that Olivier, the boss at Denoël, had seen 
immediately because he didn't have this emo—he had an emotional reaction of course 
with regard to my mother's fate but he's a man, he's a discoverer, he's not a book dealer, 
you know. He's someone who is also extremely attached to memory, not only that of my 
mother, but it's something that to him is something vital and it's true that everything 
changed then and afterwards everything went so quickly that I, when I read certain 
reviews, there at least I could understand them because then I had finally read the book! 
So this relation to history with a capital H changed, my history, I mean, became History 
and it's true, really, you think differently, you have a different perspective but that doesn't 
blot out the first one after all at any rate, does it? It's like a child you bring into the world 
and you see grow up and a child, when your son is 20 he doesn't look at all like the 
newborn baby you brought into the world 20 years earlier. Well, in this case it's the same, 
I mean it doesn't resemble, in my mind it didn't have the same image at all obviously than 
when I was in front of my computer and my magnifying glass. What's more, I transcribed 
it by hand first. I didn't transcribe it directly, it was, well, it wasn't possible. You can't at 
the same time – spread out this binder and read with the magnifying glass and type, it's 
not possible. So I transcribed the whole thing by hand. Afterwards I checked it, I checked 
it umpteen times, afterwards I typed it, and afterwards I rechecked it with the manuscript, 
with my work and so on. So that every comma was in the right place. So that's why it 
takes so long. 

 
Q. And how and when did you decided to have it published? 
 
A. Stupidly, I was going to say, there are no other words and it all happened in a bookstore 

in Toulouse that I love and that's called Ombres Blanches, where I went to hear Myriam 
Anissimov, whom I'd known for a long time and who was coming to speak about her 
biography of Romain Gary. Now Romain Gary was always someone I loved and it's 
thanks to Roman Gary that Myriam Anissmov discovered Irène Némirovsky, on 
boulevard Saint German at the La Une bookstore, he had told her that if an author, if you 
must discover an author, an author it's Irène Némirovsky, he went into La Une and he 
bought her David Golder. And since then Myriam had read absolutely all of Irène 
Némirovsky. So she came to speak about Roman Gary and, since I knew her, I went to 
listen, to listen to her, to give her some support because it's not very amusing, things like 
that, public meetings, and at the end we chatted and she asked me what I was doing, she 
asked me what I was doing and I told her listen, I've just finished having the last of my 
mother's short stories published and my conscience is really clear, and I told her that now, 
unfortunately all I had left in my drawers was a manuscript, unfortunately unfinished, and 
that's all. And I said that I'm keeping it for my children and she immediately said, "An 
unfinished manuscript!" and she had a, it triggered off, I don't know, something in her 
mind. I had the impression that she was wound up on a spring suddenly. She said, "I'm 
calling my publisher" and – well, I had the impression I didn't understand a thing. I didn't 
know who her publisher was in any case and she said, "My publisher wants to talk to 
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you" and he introduces himself, Olivier Rubinstein, already the name reassured me, and 
tells me, I'm with Denoël, I say that's very odd, with Denoël, the wheel turns, my sister 
worked at Denoël for many years, he says to me, what, here's what Myriam tells me, he 
was in a state of excitement – and tells me, "But what emotion, but what emotion!" and 
asks me what the theme is. So I tell him, "Listen it's the exodus and the German 
occupation," but, I say, it's a book that isn't finished since my mother had planned five 
volumes and she finished the second one before she was arrested. He tells me that, I beg 
of you, send it to me, send it to me right away. I sent it to him by express mail, telling 
myself, but what's happening, what's happening, Mama, what's happening. And two days 
later he called me, saying, "It's a gem." And I say, "Watch out, is it a gem because it's an 
unpublished work by a woman who died in Auschwitz, or is it because it's a great book?" 
And he says, "It's a great book." He says, "Come" and from then on, well, you see. So I 
put my scruples aside, because I had some. He swept them away very easily. He, the 
condition was on my part too that nothing be changed, not one comma. He committed to 
that and I had total confidence and afterwards this book was taken with love by the whole 
publishing house I think from the switchboard operator – to all those who read it, the 
different publishers, because in each publishing house there are publishers for each 
collection, well, and so on but it's Olivier Rubinstein, the boss, and that's how it is. So I 
think that we felt the love – the journalists too – really afterwards it was, well, wonderful 
really! For my mother! 

 
Q. Let's talk about the content of Suite Française, which is both, as I read, a great literary 

work but at the same time a living account… 
 
A. A report almost! 
 
Q. Yeah. 
 
A. Yes, yes, yes! But we didn't experience the exodus. We were already in this village, but 

we saw, they, they passed by. They passed by all day long – the convoys, the cars with 
the mattresses, well, all the images that we, of the exodus when we showed. They passed 
through there. 

 
Q. You saw it all? 
 
A. Yes, yes. Of course, we saw them, we gave them, well, what we could on the side of the 

roads. So – there you are! And the German occupation, well, my God, the memories, the 
memories are very fresh. So that's the part that is rather amusing, when I hear the 
villagers talking about it, who block out – for example – Mother talks at one time there 
were no more men in the village. All the men old enough to fight weren't, were prisoners 
or had run away, well, in short, weren't there any more, weren't there. And so there were 
young girls and when the German army arrived, it arrived like it knows how to. That is, 
in, in – impeccable, with shiny horses, shiny coats, their wonderful songs, magnificent, 
you have to admit, impressive, their boots, their outfits and so the girls were -- males 
were arriving and so they acted like teenagers that you can meet at every corner 
nowadays if a group of boys goes by, it's easy to see their behavior, which doesn't lead to 
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-- which doesn't mean at all that the girls of the village expected to have affairs! Simply 
that they saw men, and men who washed, to boot! That stupefied the country folk. They 
washed bare-chested, well, and so on, well. And so it's amusing to, to hear people say 
"Oh, well of course! But there she's talking about young girls but maybe somewhere else, 
but not here!" Well! So, with the perspective of time, those are the unimportant aspects, 
not serious, you know. I mean. But memory very willingly blocks out behavior – 
behavior like stories even, like love stories. I mean. It happened and it isn't, my God, the 
worst thing. I know, I know that I saw some, once, some women whose heads were 
shaved and that I, I vomited, it was so appalling. Yet there were – acts of treachery from 
all sides but there were also love stories. And my God, I mean – as long as – as it wasn't 
to betray – so what? Arletty said it, in fact. Arletty said, "My sex belongs to me." And 
well, because she had, she was sentenced as a matter of fact. She was sentenced, there 
was a trial because she, she had been – in love with a – well, a German. So Mother didn't 
go that far in Suite Française, Lucille and the German officer are very attracted to each 
other. But he's not an SS, but he's still an enemy officer. She is the wife of a prisoner. So 
Mother won't go any farther. And I saw the plans for the sequel, that she had, she didn't 
have time to write, aren't written. There are plans and so there won't be – But I mean that 
isn't the most tragic thing that happened during this war. 

 
Q. Not at all. 
 
A. So there you are! 
 
Q. You recognize, so you recognized the people described in these… 
 
A. Yes, yes, of course! But it was, it's not the villagers. The villagers served as the setting – 

for the novel. But she describes circles that I know very well, people that I know very 
well but who were – whom she is getting vengeance on for abandoning us. So there's the 
bank, the literary milieu – so the writer, there's, the only one I don't recognize is the china 
collector, I don't know, I don't know who it is, but all the others, yes…… Of course. 

 
Q. More than 60 years after these events, what do you think today of the behavior of the 

French during the war, or of France, or both? 
 
A. Well – France was – spineless. France wasn't – entirely collaborationist either. It was 

above all lukewarm and it above all closed its eyes. It's cowardice, there you are! There 
wasn’t at all the number of Resistance fighters that's, that's given. Resistance fighters 
sprouted up at the end of the war. There were heroic French people. And there were 
above all lots and lots of – closed shutters. So as not to see -- as long as nothing happens 
in their house. So it was – they also wanted to forget very quickly that – they had praised 
Pétain – there you are, that they didn't protest when the laws against the Jews came out, it 
didn't interest them. There was a huge number of denunciations. When they left, the 
Nazis were very careful to leave behind what was convenient for them. And France is the 
country, of all the occupied European countries, the one that denounced the most. So 
there was this kind of underhand collaboration that wasn't collaboration – really, but that 
existed. So there you are. So there were also – a lot of Frenchmen who were heroic, who 
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fought for the Resistance and above all I don't want anyone to ever forget, they shouldn't 
be anti-communist, when you're a simplistic anti-communist, well, I know everything that 
happened afterwards and that is reprehensible. But the first Resistance fighters in France 
were communists. And that's something that maybe shouldn't be forgotten because the 
first ones who died were them. 

 
Q. How do you think Suite Française has changed the way this period is perceived among 

the French and elsewhere? 
 
A. Oh! I think, I don't know if it will really change a lot. It made people aware in certain 

cases; it was a reminder of events they had lived through for others. I think that in relation 
to this terrible period, there is an enormous amount of work to be done and that it's 
unfortunately not a book. It was for a moment, it's a momentary awareness, a momentary 
awakening. I think that if I had published this book 20 years ago no one would have 
talked about it, because the events were too close and too many people were still directly 
concerned. And I also think, unfortunately, that given the state of mind of the whole 
world, not only of France, I mean that it is just a moment of reawakening, of awakening. 
It's not definitive. I mean it's an awareness that is connected with the dreadfulness. I think 
that if Mother had survived, it might not have had this impact also. I'm perfectly lucid. I 
know very well that, yes, it's a moment of reawakening but one that can – disappear 
tomorrow – that's all. So one shouldn't have too many illusions either because there have 
been many like this, or films, or programs that triggered countless commemorations that 
are useless. As a rule it's not a given day that you cry over the victims of the Shoah, it's 
every day, really. So well, it's a reminder for those who didn't experience it maybe, but 
who will forget it very quickly. I think that it's a permanent task but one that now will 
have, that must fit into a much larger framework. That's a struggle against all kinds of 
racism and not simply against anti-Semitism. It's, it's a permanent combat, you see. And 
so this book was a moment of reawakening. And that doesn't mean that because of that it 
will count. It will count for another year maybe because it will be studied in schools. No, 
Mother's name is now established for life; but what Suite Française represents won't last. 
I don't think so. It's always the same, it will stay in the memory of the people concerned. 
So the people concerned have already -- and all those who have a conscience, in that case, 
it will stay. But for those who read it as a Renaudot prize-winning book, for example, 
reading it not as Suite Française but as the Renaudot prize-winner, well, nothing will 
remain of it. That's clear. 

 
Q. To change a little, what were the reactions of the literary world and the general public 

when the novel was published? 
 
A. Ah! That, I must say that it was – really annoying (that) I don't find words, because it was 

very touching, it was very marvelous, it was just like what I had wanted, what I had tried 
to convey. The writer before the victim and I really think that the entire press, all the 
media were really a party to the book. I think they bore the book along. Because the prize, 
she wasn't on the lists, the prize prompted several bitter remarks, of course; and it's 
natural. I mean that living authors could lay claim to this prize. You, I could understand 
that. But it was minimal. Really, there were wonderful congratulations, there were 
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fantastic acknowledgements, there were, well, the juries and – know something about 
literature and – they owed her that much. But because she had talent and because they 
abandoned her. So, and the readers' letters are really very beautiful, very beautiful, really 
are – acknowledgements, they're demonstrations of love for my mother and for all the 
other victims. Many people think of the others, too, and for that I'm happy. And many say 
finally that France also shows her true face. So that's what the French President told me. 
And it's really, well, I don't know, I have miles of articles or files of people who came to 
see me. Or meetings, the few meetings I held in bookstores, there was a huge crowd. 
There was really a, in addition you could feel, there was a really very intense emotion and 
a double emotion, I think. Really both for the book and for the story of this woman who 
was so very young. There were a lot of people who didn't know anything at all, who 
discovered, and many people who said, “but I'd, I've read Irène Némirovsky”. Elderly 
people who'd come and tell me, “I read Le Bal, I read David Golder back then, I read all 
that” So there was, really you can say all the press and all the literary circles, even if there 
was some bitterness that is altogether comprehensible, altogether. It was magnificent, the 
whole thing was really magnificent. 

 
Q. Your life was completely changed by this work, wasn't it, that you did? 
 
A. Yes, really, I'm fated for suitcases, I don't want to say; but this suitcase has made me pack 

my suitcases, my suitcases very often. Yes, of course it transported me to a – world that I 
know but where I wasn't used to being the, the – main subject. So of course I had to 
adapt. But I mean that when you carry something so beautiful, a memory – of someone of 
something so beautiful, I mean everything is easy for you. It's easy – and I was very 
lucky, I was really was very lucky, too. Because the people I dealt with listened with an 
attentive ear, not one of, of show-biz, I almost said. It wasn't that at all. They listened 
with real warmth, real admiration for the work and the woman she was and the father, the 
husband that my father was. So all that made it, maybe physically tiring. But not at all – 
well, there were moments that were a little difficult with Germany, in particular, because 
it was me, I was afraid to hurt them. I didn't want them to feel accused in relation to the 
book, given that it's much more directed at France than Germany in the end. So there is 
all that, there are of course, well, moments that are – more moving than others because, 
because you're more concerned or not feeling well or tired that day or because the 
question is poorly worded or that people want to – precisely deal too much with the, the 
Shoah part and so on, and that therefore for the normal press, I have to put things back on 
track a little. They understand very quickly when I tell them that her death is no more 
tragic than that of my father or that of a perfectly unknown woman with no social status, 
than a baby that they threw in an oven, well. That it's not more tragic for her than for 
others, really. So, it's true, it's hard to make them understand that sometimes. But if you 
do it gently, they understand very well, they understand very well. 

 
Q. What would your mother say to all this? 
 
A. Well, I think, I think all the same that she would say that I've done a good job, which is 

important to me, and that she's delighted to see what is happening after all, and that she 
asks me above all to stay as I am, and leave her as she is. That is to say, refuse certain 
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honors – there you are, I think she'd say that. And then, I think she must be smiling 
tenderly and she's waiting for me. We'll talk about it. She, she's already started with all 
those she loved and who are already up there, somewhere. I don't know really where! But 
well, I prefer to believe in that. And so there you are! We'll settle our accounts because 
she wears me out a lot after all, so. We'll settle our accounts when we meet. 

 
Q. What honors have you refused, why? 
 
A. Let's say that – I don't want to take part in official events, like Bastille Day and French 

flags, that once they brought up this idea to grant her the French nationality that they 
refused to give her back then, and that is out of the question, I don't want it. She was, she 
lived as a stateless person. She was arrested as a stateless person and she was assassinated 
as a stateless person. She will remain therefore a stateless person and that's it. This type of 
thing – since now I wouldn't be surprised at anything. I – the city of Toulouse wants to 
pay homage to her – so pretty soon they'll offer me the Legion of Honor post-hu —and 
that is out of the question, of course, you see. That’s all, she has a star already, a yellow 
star, I'm keeping – that's the star that, that's the only decoration – that we —that the 
family can keep. 

 
Q. Tell me, how many books were sold in French and how many countries have bought the 

rights to the book? 
 
A. In France, well, I don't call to find out. So, three months ago, we must have been at 

330,000 copies, something like that, in France alone. And 26 or 27 countries have bought 
it. 

 
Q. And lastly, for you – what is the importance of all that has happened, what are the most 

important aspects, those that touch you most of all, what's important. 
 
A. What's important for me is very simple. It's that my mother has regained her place in 

French literature and in the heart of the Fre—of the readers. That's what is most 
important. The rest, I'm very happy for my publisher, who deserves a lot for having taken 
a risk, and for all the work, the fine work he has done. So I'm also happy for them, that 
it’s a small publishing house, even if it is the little sister of Gallimard, it's still an 
independent company. And so I'm very happy of course for them, too. I'm happy for my 
children, but mostly it's that she is, she's here now, and very much here! And well 
established forever! Oblivion is finished and – there! That's, that's what is important. 

 
 
End Tape 2, Side A 
 
Conclusion of Interview 
 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

 
This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 




