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Origins of Stefan Kudelski 

Stefan Kudelski was born on February 27, 1929, in Warsaw Poland.  His parents were named Tadeusz 

and Ewa Kudelski. Stefan's grandfather, Jan Tomasz Kudelski, was the city architect of Stanisławów. His 

father had defended the city of Lviv (Lyov) against the Ukraininians in 1918, and was close to the Polish 

government. He studied architecture and was assistant professor at Lyov Polytechnics and later studied 

chemical engineering [4]. His mother studied anthropology [3].  Stefan’s godfather was his father's good 

friend, Stefan Starzyński, who became president of Warsaw before the war, in 1934-39[4]. Stefan 

recalled: “my parents had a comfortable position which means that I was unaware of difficulties in life in 

Eastern Europe at that time. I may have suffered from a certain ease of life, since I first found myself 

free when we arrived [at Budapest in Hungary] as refugees, and I found myself without a governess to 

look after me.” [1] 

Indeed, as the conflict between Germany and Poland was becoming evident to anyone who could see 

the warning signs, especially Stefan’s father who was close to the Polish government, his parents left 

their beautiful villa in Mokotów, a borough of Warsaw, in September or October 1939, and took Stefan 

with them to Hungary, via Romania [4].  His father left straight away for Angers, France, where polish 

expatriates were regrouping.  Stefan, who suffered from health problems at the time, remained with 

Ewa in Budapest, and could only rejoin the father in France, in Spring 1940.  They drove in his father’s 

car to the south of France.  As Stefan recalled “we stayed [in southern France] a number of months, as I 

had suffered from pulmonary congestion and needed time to get healthy. Penicillin did not exist at the 

time and one had to be very cautious. You see me now overweight, but at the time I was quite puny.” 

[1]  

At some point, Ewa received word that her husband was coming south. “We headed north, and met up 

in Vichy, on the day of the Armistice [June 22, 1940]. It was funny, obviously we had no idea that the 

[Occupied French government] would establish itself in Vichy, and my parents were trying to get to 



England by heading for Spain to try to continue their work, and we remained stuck in a charming place 

called Saint Antonin de Noble Val in the Tarn-et-Garonne region, and we spend several months there 

while the storm passed over [Eastern Europe]. After that we went to Aix-les-bains where a centre for 

refugees was established, we had to live, and it was there that I started my primary schooling in French.” 

[1] 

Asked if the passage to France during the first part of the war represented a change of status, from a 

state of ease to one of refugee, with difficulties, Stefan responded: “It was not unpleasant. Someone 

asked me the other day ‘you have done this and that in your life, what would you have done had there 

not been a war?’, and I said I would have been an abominable daddy’s son. Instead, I became an adult at 

the age of 11 or 12, because there were hardships, and in a rather selfish way, I liked it. At Aix-les-bains 

we found ourselves in a refugee facility that housed 200 polish engineers. I served as a bit of an 

apprentice to them, that’s in essence where I started my career.” [1] Stefan later recalled that many of 

those Polish engineers specialized in electronics, and that where he learned the rudiments of 

electronics, which he later studied on his own. [5] 

His parents relocated to Annemasse, and Stefan was placed in the college Saint Joseph de Thonon where 

he would be safe, if his parents were captured by the occupant forces. In 1943, due to an incident in the 

“network” as Stefan called it [resistance?], everyone needed to seek refuge in Switzerland. Stefan was 

placed in the Florimont college in Geneva, so that there would be continuity with the French schooling 

he had started in France.  Stefan said that “at Florimont it was wonderful, it was there that I learned to 

work.” 

Interviewed in his house late in life by RTS, looking at family photos from the war and before, reflecting 

on his childhood, Stefan said something heartfelt: “Being a refugee you have to really swallow your 

pride, because it is a very humiliating situation, that stays with you the rest of your life. In fact, I realized, 

still a child, that it gives you certain gestures, a way of speaking, a hung-dog expression that you keep for 

your entire life. And perhaps a certain arrogance, to compensate. “ i 

Having graduated with his French Baccalaureate from Florimont, Stefan went on to study at École 

Polytechnique in Lausanne. He recalled “my idea was to study electronics but there was no electronics 

school in Switzerland so I studied physics, nuclear physics.” [5] It was during his studies that he came 

across a series of 27 books published in 1947 and 1948 by the American government at the close of 

WWII, entitled the “MIT Radiation Laboratory Series”, and described in the forward thus: 

The tremendous research and development effort that went into the development of radar and 

related techniques during World War II resulted not only in hundreds of radar sets for military 

(and some for possible peacetime) use but also in a great body of information and new 

techniques in the electronics and high-frequency fields. Because this basic material may be of 

great value to science and engineering, it seemed most important to publish it as soon as 

security permitted. 



 

Figure 1MIT Rad Lab Series (1947-48) 

This series of books fascinated young Stefan, who while studying physics at the École Polytechnique was 

learning all he could about electronics, on his own.  He said about them “I had studied a lot and 

Americans at that time had an extraordinarily generous idea to publish all their know-how that went 

into the development of radar technology in the USA. These 27 books held all electronic knowledge at 

the time. I was very passionate about these books, I knew them almost by heart.” 

Stefan recalled his mindset at the time: “I had great survival complexes, because one realized that to 

arrive there in a very different world, without a penny it must be said, one had to either do something or 

die, to speak in a rather crude manner. And I absolutely needed to succeed in something concrete and 

earn a livelihood. I was curious, and while a student I visited a factory in Geneva, and I realized that 

workers were making parts by operating levers. By the time, I had studied a lot the [MIT Rad Lab books] 

and had realized that there was a huge gap between the state of the art in machine tools, and what 

could be done if one used the techniques used in the world of radar development. I got the idea of using 

these methods for either parts fabrication, or assembly. In essence, making robots [“either 

anthropomorphic robots or electronically-controlled machine tools” 2]. Everything was there except one 

thing, the memory. Because if you make a robot, it has to have a way to store somewhere the 

instructions of what it needs to do.” [1] 

 

The first recorder 

One day, Stefan saw a tape recorder, owned by a liberated German soldier after the war.ii “The idea 

came to me to use magnetic tape as memory for my robots. I started to study this element because 

everything else was known, servo-motors and all that, it was well described in literature, and there was 

no difficulty in adapting it. So, I started to build a tape recorder to learn how to do it, a second, a third, 

using parts from here and there, it was a bit of tinkering.” [1] Late in life, Stefan expanded on this: “The 

capacity [of tape] was large enough and, but I knew nothing about magnetic recording. So, it was 

necessary at first to learn about magnetic recording. I tried to learn, which was very difficult because 

there was no publication of this field. So, I made some recorders by using old destroyed recorders and 

so on, [because] I would have had no money, we were very poor as refugees, so it was necessary to 

make something which could bring us not only the know-how but also some money. I built a recorder, a 

self-contained recorder.” [5] 



Stefan then went, recorder under his arm, to see manufacturers of machine tools, and was shown the 

door, being told ‘young man you are completely crazy, putting radio tubes in a machine tool’. Another 

one told him ‘Why bother, since in any case our orders are complete for three years, why should we 

figure out how to make something else, since everything we make sells’. Stefan recalls: “There was a last 

one, whom I esteem had an intelligent answer ‘listen, we won’t be able to achieve this because there 

are no schools of electronics in the country, we can’t find engineers able to carry out such a program’.  

He was right, because it was true.” [1] 

At that time, Stefan was still studying physics so couldn’t offer himself as an ‘electronics engineer’ able 

to help one of these companies achieve the objective he had laid out for them.  Faced with this reality, 

Stefan decided to find other ways to exploit his tape recorder.  “The idea came to me to make it 

autonomous.  It was tinkering, we took a Thorens gramophone motor, and a small amplifier with tubes 

designed for radio-powered radios, and this is how the first Nagra was born.” [1] Stefan also recalled: “I 

didn’t have any money, it was a school friend who made the mechanical parts, and I coddled together 

the electronics parts, and we had to make something we could sell, and use the money to make another 

one, and so on, self-financed. (…) It was born in a basement, or in my student room in fact, it was in 

Prilly which is a suburb of Lausanne. The mechanical parts were made in the attic of my friend, in 

Trévoux somewhere.” [2] 

Stefan provided this interesting detail of family history in talking about his invention of the Nagra: “My 

maternal grandfather was a petroleum prospector, and loved to gamble. Everything he earned finding 

petroleum, he lost at the games. And I inherited a bit from him – I hate games, but essentially, building 

an electronic device at that time was also a gamble. Because one could not reasonably predict success 

or failure.” [1] 

A question often asked of Stefan is how the name ‘Nagra’ came to be.  Many Nagra users over the years 

never had an idea what the name meant.  A French radio man said that many people who heard the 

name thought it was an “Agra”.  Stefan explained this a few times during interviews, explaining that the 

machine had to be given a name to put on the front plate, and he only had fifteen minutes to think of 

one, and didn’t have the means to look up already-registered trade names.  He didn’t want to put his 

name on it, thinking that it was “a little adventure with no tomorrow” [2] or “a little gadget, an exercise 

in style” [1].   So, he came up with “a synthetic name of vague Slavic etymology, from the word 

‘recording’. It means ‘it will record’ in Polish, it’s as simple as that.” [2] That way, by “choosing such a 

bizarre name, I wasn’t stepping on the toes of anybody else” [1, I.E. there was no chance of being in 

conflict with previously trademarked recorder name].  

Stefan had been turned down by the machine-tool companies he felt would have benefitted from such a 

tape recorder, so he turned to other opportunities to promote and sell his invention.  One such area was 

radio.  Stefan recalled: “I was very passionate about radio, I loved music and everything, and it was while 

observing how one worked in radio that I saw what could be done. I owe a lot to radio because, due to 

my troubled childhood, a great part of general culture, in fact the little of general culture that I was able 

to acquire, came largely from radio. At that time, radio was at a different level than today, the quality of 

the French was excellent, there were cultural and encyclopedic programming, wonderful things. And I 

soaked it all in, and it nourished me because I could listen to radio while doing laboratory work, except 

when one had to really concentrate. All my adolescence is intimately linked to radio.   



Stefan had a friend whose father worked at Radio Genève, “so I took my recorder there and they said 

‘hey, that interests us’, and it was the start”. [2] In order to show off the capabilities of his portable 

recorder, Stefan found ways to demonstrate it by using it himself.  He recalled: “We were thinking of 

what to record with it, especially what would have been difficult to record otherwise. It was a matter of 

showcasing the autonomy of the device, because I remember this, the radio technician did not look 

kindly on what we had made. Because he told himself ‘We now have a very comfortable sound truck, 

and with this gadget, first of all there won’t be a need for the technician, it was the journalist himself 

who would record, and secondly, we would be out in the rain, in the cold, etc.’. So, they said ‘it is not 

possible to use this, it is not sufficient quality for radio, etc.’. Because of this [resistance] I had to 

transform myself into a reporter, and God knows I was a bad one, to show how we could use it for radio, 

that’s all.  In essence, I became a fake reporter.” [2] 

 

 

 

 
i Hommage à Stefan Kudelski, RTS, L'actu en vidéo, Le 28 janvier 2013 à 18:14 
ii Germany had developed tape recording technologies during the second war. (expand on this). 


