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Summary 
 
Pavel Polak was born in 1925, in Bratislava, Czechoslovakia to a Reform Jewish family 
that celebrated only the High Holidays. His father was a well-known physician in 
Bratislava. His mother came from a Hungarian Jewish family. They spoke Slovak, 
Hungarian, and German. He also learned Czech, Russian, French, and some English. He 
has a 97- year -old brother who lives in London. He himself is a Slovak national. 
He was 14, when the Slovak Fascist Republic was proclaimed [March 1939]. Anti-Jewish 
measures began immediately. He was expelled from high school. Jews were beaten on 
the street and were pushed out of economic life.  His aunt moved to Hungary, to 
Komárom (Komarno) from where she and her family were deported in summer 1944, 
and all perished.  
His father had to give up his practice in Bratislava and the family was interned to Nyitra 
(Nitra, town in western Slovakia). They lived in a dark basement where previously coal 
had been stored. When high-ranking Slovak politicians became ill, his father was granted 
an exempted status in order to treat them. They got an apartment in Nitra. They stayed 
there until the Slovak National Uprising began [August 29, 1944]. A few days later 
someone warned them to hide because the Gestapo was rounding up the Jews. His 
parents left immediately, and were hiding separately; his father in the basement of the 
local hospital, his mother in a factory. He stayed behind for a short while and was 
unable to flee because the Gestapo arrived. He managed to get to the basement and 
hide there. Later, at night, he left through the basement window. First, he fled on his 
bicycle to the forest, but frightened at the thought of being discovered, he returned to 
his home. For the next seven months he was hiding in a bunker close to his home. From 
time to time, a neighbor, a Slovak woman left food and water for him outside. He didn’t 
talk to anyone during the seven months and felt he was going insane.  
After liberation, he and his parents reunited. His brother, who studied first in Prague, 
then at the Sorbonne when war broke out, managed to flee to England.  
He returned to high school. He finished three years of classes in three months. Initially, 
he studied chemistry at the university, but lost interest. His passion was music, and he 
switched to studying musicology. He has a PhD and an academic doctorate in 
musicology. He was the director of the musicology institute of the [Czechoslovak?] 
academy, and taught at the university as well.  
On being asked about anti-Semitism after WWII, he said that officially there was none, 
although present in everyday life. Officially, the past was not discussed, and war crimes 
and collaboration were not punished. Many people “cleansed” their past. Former 
fascists joined the Communist Party. 
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