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Foreword to Translated Edition
My mother wrote this book in the Czech language to
document the family’s escape in 1949 from communist
Czechoslovakia and the subsequent path through
several DP (displaced persons) camps. She had been
writing notes on the subject for many years, and
eventually turned them into a story which her family
helped her to publish. It was published in Australia in
1991.
My mother always wanted to have it translated into
English, so that family members and friends who could
not speak Czech could read the story. I contemplated
translating it myself, however I do not have my
mother’s gift of good writing skills. The result probably
would have resembled a scientific textbook.
I was fortunate to find a very good translator who in
fact knew our family, as her parents and my parents
were friends. Alena put her heart into the translation
task, and the result is far better than I was expecting.
The book chronicles the travel from our home in Prague
to our final destination, Sydney, Australia. As the
reader will learn, our conditions were tough, and food
was often scarce. This was due to the fact that our guide
(smuggler) who took us across the guarded border
robbed us of everything we were taking. So we entered
West Germany with no money and only the clothes we
were wearing. We finally arrived in Australia in
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October 1949, some 10 months after we crossed the
Czech border. As an eight year old, I hardly noticed the
hardships we endured in Western Germany. I was more
interested in the new experiences. Reflecting on that
journey now, I realize that we were more fortunate than
many of today’s refugees who are forced to endure
extreme hardship over many years.
I believe that the reader will find my mother had the
knack to write a gripping story which engages the
reader.
Joe (Jaroslav) Samanek
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About the Translator
Alena Jirasek is a professional translator from Czech to
English and has qualifications in Spanish and French,
as well as in Speech Pathology. Her interest in language
and linguistics stems from her childhood, when her
family first migrated to Australia, but she had also
loved dabbling with words ever since she could speak.
She has translated two other autobiographies and
several short personal vignettes and also has an interest
in literary translation.
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A map showing the towns and cities in Germany where
the family stayed as refugees.
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Leaving Home – Forever

Leaving Home – Forever
By the time we resolved to leave our warm, beautiful and
well-appointed home, in which even a discerning person
would have been satisfied, the situation was already hard and
intolerable.
We used the children’s mid-term holidays as a reason for our
departure. We told them we were going to visit their
grandmother, so they wouldn’t think the packing of suitcases
to be unusual. It was also the quickest way for our
neighbours to hear the news. We visited my parents in the
countryside quite often, in summer sometimes for several
weeks at a time. Under normal circumstances the visit would
have even been justified, as the children were rather pale
following a weak bout of flu. But at a time when people
were risking their lives by fleeing across the border, even
friends could be suspicious.
It was 10 o’clock in the evening when the door of our flat
closed behind us.
The caretaker stood at the main door holding the key in his
hand and looked on as we filed through it one after the other.
My husband Toník carried a small case and a fully packed
backpack. Gustík shouldered a smaller backpack, Jarka
carried a briefcase and school bag and Eva her school bag on
her back. I carried a bag of food in addition to my handbag.
When we had all passed by, the caretaker said in a
monotonous voice: “God bless, then.” “God bless”, I
answered in a strangled voice, holding back my tears. And
then the door shut behind us and the key clicked in the lock.
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We stood on the pavement like the disinherited with the
world closed behind them.
We climbed into two cars waiting at the curb. I turned.
Behind the windows remained a part of our lives. The
curtains in the children’s room swayed lightly, as if they
were waving goodbye to us.
And then the cars took off. Every street down which we
travelled reminded me of something. It seemed to me that
everything was calling goodbye, goodbye. Oh how I wanted
to cry. But couldn’t, after all we were just going to
grandma’s.
Toník bought tickets at the railway station and we waited in
the vestibule. Our guides, Rudolf and his girlfriend Gréta,
stood a little aside. “So we don’t attract attention”, Rudolf
whispered to me as he brushed by.
My husband and our friend Helča also stood to the side and
were absorbed in some serious discussion. I stood on my
own with the three children and tried not to think. As if it
was possible not to think about anything!
Why would Rudolf want to stand apart from us so we
wouldn’t be conspicuous? He must be apprehensive that the
police could come, that someone could have alerted them to
the fact that we were fleeing.
What would I say if someone came by and asked me where
we were going or what we were planning to do there? I had
never been to the western border where we were headed and
I didn’t know a single person there.
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The station was full of people. Those who had arranged to
meet someone were walking up and down looking all
around. My heart always stopped whenever someone made a
beeline toward us or if their eyes rested upon us.
Finally we boarded the train. Our guides sat in one
compartment as if they did not belong with us.
I was relieved when the train took off. The police hadn’t
caught us, perhaps they still didn’t know anything.
If only the train wouldn’t stop anywhere. If only it just kept
going and stopped only when it was on the other side of the
border. I could then perhaps lay my head down for a while,
close my eyes and sleep a little. We still had a long journey
before us.
But the train continued to pause at the tiniest of stations. And
my heart also stopped each time someone boarded, in case
they were coming for us.
Eva and Jarka were tired and the train’s rhythm quickly
rocked them to sleep. Fortunate children, I was glad they
didn’t suspect anything. Gustík was serious for his 13 years.
He huddled in the corner and I had the impression he was
cold. And now I noticed that he wasn’t wearing his cardigan
which I got ready for the trip.
“Oh Gusti, where’s your cardigan!” “I was hot after my bath
and forgot it Mum”, he answered guiltily. “You might get
cold”, Toník told him, “but you need to wait till we get our
cases.”
Those suitcases. Toník and I had a few disagreements about
them and now they haunted me day and night.
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Rudolf had encouraged Toník: “Don’t leave anything
behind. Pack everything you can, buy a truck and we’ll drive
everything across the border.” I had been against this idea
and had told them my reasons. People notice everything and
everyone would know we didn’t need so many things simply
for a holiday. And the police station was just around the
corner from our apartment. It would have been enough for
someone to make a joke that we were moving and we would
have been given away.
I had wanted to pack only the most essential items.
I had also asked Toník to give me some money to exchange
for American dollars. “Remember, if we make it across the
border, you’ll only have the clothes you’re wearing or what
you have in your pockets”, I told him.
Toník was furious. “Do you mean we should leave all this
behind? We can’t give it to anyone, they’d get locked up
when the police find out. Besides, we’re going to need it.”
The same day he brought home a roomful of suitcases and
we began to pack.
Clothes, underwear, shoes, bedding, tablecloths, evening
wear – what possible use could these be to us?
“You think we won’t be going to any balls over there?” he
almost snapped at me and kept straightening out the folds of
his evening suit so it wouldn’t get crushed.
“Anything we don’t need, we’ll sell in Germany. Rudolf said
there’s a shortage of everything over there and people are
happy to pay.”
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Rudolf said this and Rudolf said that. And Toník did
everything that Rudolf told him.
I couldn’t comprehend how he had let himself be so
manipulated. This was the first time we had met him and he
had been recommended by someone we also hardly knew.
And I didn’t trust Rudolf very much.
The day before we left, Toník returned from the city and
called me to come to the window. “Have a look over there!”
A new motorbike stood by the curb.
I wanted to hurl something, break something, but it was no
use arguing. I turned around and asked with difficulty:
“How much was it?” “75 thousand”, Toník replied and
grinned from ear to ear. “The children can go on it when
they get tired and Rudolf said it will get us a lot of money in
Germany. He thought we should get a truck. But I was
scared we would have to travel along main roads and get
stopped. If we have to, we can take the bike through the
woods.”
“And he told me another thing we could sell in Germany.
He’ll take it through himself and knows where to cash it in. I
gave him 12 thousand.”
“Do you have any money left at all?” I asked. “I’ve got
enough to get us to Germany and that’s all we need. Rudolf
said our money’s worthless over there, so I’ve also bought
some paintings for 75 thousand. They’re light, we can take
them with us.”
Toník was a businessman. He found the decision to leave
difficult, as he regretted abandoning everything he had
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worked for. He had thought he needed to work hard even
under a Communist system. He wasn’t interested in politics
and didn’t ever believe he could be in danger. He would sit
in his laboratory for nights on end and was happy whenever
he produced a result.
Four months before we left, he sold a patent for three million
crowns and put the money in the bank. He didn’t want to go
anywhere, he wished to work. But the situation deteriorated
quickly and he received a direct warning that he was at risk.
And so, ever the businessman, he tried to take as much with
him as could be sold in order to have something to trade in
an unfamiliar world.
Rudolf was very familiar with Germany and so was easily
able to outsmart Toník. He had him exactly where he
wanted.
When Rudolf came to help Toník take the suitcases to the
railway station, they stopped a while in the lounge room to
have a glass for courage.
“Rudolf, I need to tell you something. Anyone who’s ever
crossed me has paid for it dearly. Not that I want that to
happen, I wouldn’t tell on anyone. That would happen fast
without my help anyway. But you better not be planning any
tricks.”
Rudolf looked a little uncertainly at me, then reassured me
that everything would be alright.
As they were taking out the suitcases, I saw that our
neighbour’s door was slightly open and curtains in the
building opposite had parted slightly.
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I would have bet anything that our suitcases were being
counted. 18 of them. Three belonged to Helča and 15 were
ours. 18 in total and a motorbike.
All had our name and address on them. And all were likely
to be handled at the main railway station, as well as perhaps
at a changeover stop. And then they would be stacked in
some small border hollow, where they would take up a
whole room. If you read a name on one suitcase, you might
forget it the next minute. But if the information stares at you
from multiple labels, even the most naive individual would
realise the obvious.
I had stopped counting the stations. It was late at night and
no new passengers were boarding. Indeed it was the exact
opposite. People were getting off and the train was slowly
emptying.
Little Eva in her fur lined coat slept like a curled up kitten,
she was only seven years old. Jarka was also asleep, he
looked unusually plump in his cardigan, as if he was stuffed.
The camera he received at Christmas was looped around his
neck. Sleep made his cheeks rosy. An eight year old school
student.
Even Gustík dozed, but he woke up at every train stop. He
no longer looked at the names of the stations, but each time
patted his bulging pockets, as if he wanted to make sure of
something. It occurred to me that maybe he was taking
something to my sister’s boys. He had a very good memory
and maybe so far he hadn’t noticed that we had left from a
different station. He knew the names of every stop and I was
apprehensive he would notice and perhaps even ask which
way we were going. But he just looked out the window each
21
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time, moving his lips as he silently read the name of the
station. And then he sat back, as if everything was in order.
Did he suspect anything?
At last Rudolf signalled to us to alight at the next stop.
I woke the children so they could rouse themselves and get
ready to carry their things. The train was already slowing
down and all of a sudden we stood still at Tršnice.
Again I was seized by pincers of fear and I searched the
darkened station to see if anyone would stop us. They didn’t.
We handed our tickets to a tired attendant who paid us no
notice. Then we set off for a distant farm, which according to
Rudolf was about three kilometres away.
We walked quite quickly. The snow crunched underfoot and
the cold wind cut into our faces as we filed in a small
procession.
Rudolf in front, with an enormous package on his back that
started from below his calves and towered above his head.
But it probably wasn’t heavy, as he moved quickly and with
a spring in his step. Gréta walked beside him, also carrying a
package. We trotted after them. Yes, trotted, they walked too
fast for the children’s small legs and for our unaccustomed
and tired ones.
Our bags quickly felt like lead. Jarka couldn’t carry his
briefcase. We had to help each other if we wanted to reach
our destination. It was another hour and a half before we
came to a small village.
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I recall how we passed an older woman. She stopped and
gaped open-mouthed as if we had fallen from the moon.
Rudolf and Gréta turned a building corner and started
running. We had to run too in order not to lose them.
Finally we came to a courtyard and then went inside a house.
Gréta indicated that we should follow her up the stairs. We
entered a small attic room. Two adjacent beds stood facing
the door and an iron stove to the left. We looked around to
see where we could sit, but there were no chairs. We were so
exhausted, we just fell heavily on the edge of the bed.
Gréta acted as if she were at home. This certainly was not
her first time here and she knew where everything was. In a
while she brought in an armful of firewood and lit a fire in
the stove. A raw, disagreeable cold permeated our tired
limbs.
It was 29 January and outside dawn was breaking. In half an
hour we all had a mug of hot coffee and some sweet pastries.
We immediately felt better. A pleasant warmth spread
through the room and the hot ground coffee soothed our
nerves.
Rudolf must have been with the owner of the house and did
not come in till after breakfast.
Now he outlined his plan.
We should rest for a while. Then Toník would have to go
back to the station to collect the motorbike and the rest of
our things. We were to stay indoors and not stand by the
window in case someone saw us. Two men would come by
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at night time and help us carry our belongings across the
border.
I looked at Toník and felt sorry for him. It might have been
his fault that he hadn’t arranged an easier departure for
himself, like a rich tourist with a small carry bag and a large
cheque account with some foreign bank. He had all the
means and opportunities to do so but, in his blind faith in our
state establishment, he had organised nothing.
And now here he sat exhausted because he wasn’t
accustomed to using his legs. And instead of being able to
rest properly before another night march, he needed to
backtrack to the station.
“Does my husband have to go? Couldn’t somebody else help
us?” I asked Rudolf. He shook his head. Toník needed to
show proof of his identity in order to collect our things.
“Wouldn’t it be better to leave them all here? It’s too risky.”,
I whispered to Toník.
“Nonsense. Not now, now that we’ve got them all this far.”
The boys removed their shoes and got into bed dressed as
they were. Helča and Eva took the other bed and all fell
asleep. Compared to Eva’s fresh pink cheeks Helča’s face
looked pale and tired.
Toník knew Helča through work and once, when they had
both been complaining about the worsening political
situation, they made no secret about the fact that they would
prefer to leave. They promised each other that whoever
heard of an opportunity to do so first would let the other
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know. And so that is how Helča came to join us and the Lord
only knows whether it was for the best.
I moved the boys a little so that I too could lie down at the
edge of the bed.
The bed was dirty, unaired and I recoiled from putting my
legs under the doona even in my stockings. I took off my
skirt and chose new track pants from the backpack. I felt
somewhat more protected in them and in warm socks.
**********
I couldn’t fall asleep. The excitement, perhaps even the
strong coffee and the fear that had lodged in my
subconscious, kept me awake. I kept thinking of Toník. For
all the money he had made, he had certainly not made things
easy for himself.
He had run a viable factory on the outskirts of Prague before
the war and when the Germans left, he threw himself wildly
back into his work. But he had little collateral after the
Germans had sacked the factory, sold the machinery or
transferred it to other enterprises.
And so he sold everything that could be sold. My new
Persian coat, several good pieces of jewellery. “Toník”, I
protested, “That’s all we’ll have if we ever have to leave!”
“Who wants to leave? We have to work and I’ll buy you
much better things soon.”
The employees would take their summer holidays, but Toník
never had time. He designed new equipment and at night he
worked at home in his small laboratory so that everything
would be in order when they came back. Spending money
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was almost a luxury for him and for us. Of course we didn’t
want for anything, but I always felt like Cinderella among
my acquaintances. He didn’t even have time to go to the
theatre. How many times did I buy tickets and then sat
waiting at home because he had forgotten or had needed to
stay back at the factory?
The factory and then the factory again. It seemed to me as if
it were his only love for which he was willing to sacrifice
everything. He often came home with his suit soaked in oil
and dirt. “What have you been doing?” “Oh, we were taking
a piece of machinery apart. It was hard going, I had to help
out.” Only it wasn’t that he had had to help. There were
enough people in the factory to do it without him. But he
always knew how to go about things and didn’t want to just
hang back and give advice. And as soon as he got started he
would forget about everything.
The political and economic situation was growing worse
instead of better. UNRRA1 brought in raw materials so that
factories could operate Wagonloads of tinned food flooded
the shops. Holland was said to have donated breeding cows.
But rumours had it that at night the cows were being driven
to Russia and that train carriage after train carriage of other
valuables also left on a daily basis. Many people cleverly
adapted to this situation. Why shouldn’t they save something
of this for themselves? They registered to become factory
nationalisation administrators and it wasn’t hard if they had a
Communist Party membership card.

1

UNRRA - United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration
relief programme for victims of war.
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Some might have meant well. Idealists who thought that if
all property was divided equally, and if everyone worked
hard, this would create a Paradise on Earth. But they must
have forgotten that not everyone might want to work hard
and that other people might think differently.
And so it happened that many nationalisation administrators
sold the raw goods or the already manufactured products and
then disappeared with the proceeds. Their businesses then
often also mysteriously burnt down.
Documents, infrastructure, sometimes whole buildings were
destroyed. People called it ‘liquidation’. I had never seen so
many fires in Prague as there had been in the short reign of
the Communist Party. And it was the same in the whole
country.
You didn’t need to be particularly smart or to have much
foresight to presume that this situation couldn’t keep going
well for long. I began to make plans.
The summer school holidays are two months long. Prague
usually emptied at that time and everyone who could left for
the countryside. The nerve endings in my hands and feet
were inflamed and I had needed to go to a spa. The previous
year I had been to Trenčianské Teplice1 and the stay there
had helped considerably.
One evening after I had sent the children to bed, I started to
say: “Toník, when I find out what’s better, I’ll either go to
Karlovy Vary2 or somewhere out west this year. I’ll get
everything ready for you and the children before I go and
1
2

Trenčianské Teplice – thermal spa town in Slovakia.
Karlsbad, another spa town.

27

Leaving Home – Forever

you can come and visit me. We can stay there for a while.
No one will notice a few suitcases, there are five of us and
anyway people are expected to dress up at a spa. In the
meantime I’ll try and find out as much as I can and maybe
we can get a car to drive us over the border.”
I was quite excited by my plan and my eyes hung onto
Toník’s lips to see what he would say.
“I’m not going anywhere, not so soon”, he said resolutely.
“You should go to Trenčianské Teplice. You have to get
well before we leave. I don’t have time to go just yet. I’ll
have all the raw materials processed first and put some cash
aside so we have something to spend on the other side. But
that won’t be before spring.”
“That’s if they let you keep going for that long”, I protested.
“I’m not scared”, Toník maintained. “There are still a lot of
larger factories that will be nationalised before us. I’ve heard
smaller places with less than 10 people might be left alone.
I’ll slowly let go of people and keep on the best 10. I’ve got
so much raw material and now that everything’s automated I
don’t need to worry for quite a while.”
There was no point in talking about it anymore, because
Toník had his own plan and he was convinced of its merit.
But I did succeed at one thing. I talked Toník into coming to
Slovakia. We went into the Tatra Mountains, climbed the
Lomnický Štít1 and spent a few beautiful days together that
we would always remember.

Lomnický Štít - one of the highest peaks in the High Tatra mountains of
Slovakia.
1
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In the meantime the children were in a summer camp in
Jetřichovice. They were enjoying themselves and when we
went to visit them, they all scrambled to tell us everything
they had seen and done.
Eva suddenly got diphtheria at the camp and we were glad
when we could bring her home from the local hospital
several weeks later. The very next day she ran a fever and
red spots appeared all over her body. Our family doctor
feared it could be scarlet fever. Eventually, however, all
danger was fended off in his care.
**********
Helča and the children slept soundly and the embers glowed
slowly in the wood stove.
If only Toník would be back so that he too could rest. He
hadn’t slept for a number of nights now and, besides, he
wasn’t used to walking so much.
If only they’re not too conspicuous with all those cases. As
long as nothing happens to them.
Fear again arrived with such a force that I found it hard to
breathe. Why did we need to risk so much for things we may
never see again?
I regretted that I hadn’t somehow stopped Toník. But it was
difficult to reason with him. I had also tried to convince him
to destroy his personal correspondence and any addresses of
people who could later be harmed. I had long destroyed mine
and had been horrified by the volume of things that can be
accumulated over time.
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But Toník had neither the time nor interest to do anything.
Even when we had arranged our day of departure with
Rudolf, he still joked that I had travel fever. Then Rudolf
came and said that there was a change of plan and that we
would have to leave two days earlier. It was only then that
Toník realised the full extent of the situation. He visited a
few factories to collect payment for delivered goods. But
because the amounts were large, he was asked to come back
the following week when the money could be ready. The
only problem was that he needed it immediately.
He was unable to make a bank withdrawal as he also needed
his secretary’s signature and a justification saying it was for
the factory.
We had two nights to sort through his papers, various patents
and chemical formulas.
If only he would come. Hopefully nothing had happened to
him and Rudolf hadn’t cooked up any tricks. Please Lord,
help us, I whispered anxiously. I wanted to pray, but all
words seemed meaningless.
The attic room suddenly felt as cold and uninviting as a
prison cell.
Dear Lord, please, please help us, I pleaded again. Guide us
on this forlorn road to exile, grant us the opportunity to raise
our children. Please send us a guardian angel to look after us.
I raised my eyes to a piece of sky I could see through the
small window.
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And as I looked into that infinite space, it seemed to me that
I could see the smiling face of my father. Oh, dad, I
whispered, please protect us from everything evil.
My father and I had always been soul mates. When I was
little, my place was in his lap. He told us stories and
whenever we were outside he would acquaint us with
everything that a child’s soul could understand. I adored
him. To me he was the most handsome, wisest and best
person in the whole wide world. He was thin and his dark
hair, blue smiling eyes and ginger moustache gave him an
unusual appearance. I often helped him in his work as I was
growing up. We were happy in each other’s company. We
both enjoyed music and song and we often sang together.
When he had time he would play the harmonica and in
summer we would go mushrooming together. But only on
Sunday mornings, as he had no other spare time. We would
make plans in the evening and early in the morning, while
everyone else was still asleep, he would open the door to my
room and whisper my name. I leapt up and in a few minutes
we were off to the woods.
The air was as clear and cool as a glass of wine. It was still
dark in the forest, but dew sparkled like diamonds on blades
of grass. Here and there the sun slashed at them with golden
swords or danced on the trembling leaves like small
shimmering flies. The birds awoke to a solitary whistle and
then all others joined in. The forest would resonate with
thousands of voices joining together in a jubilant hymn.
I was so overwhelmed by this beauty that I often wanted to
kneel in this cathedral.
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My father led me through the woods and showed me where I
might find many rare mushrooms such as ceps, chanterelles
and milk caps or where different species would grow later.
He taught me to differentiate those that were edible from
those that were poisonous by shade of colour, smell and
taste. He would break a fresh edible mushroom and place a
piece on my tongue so that I would know how it tasted, and
then a poisonous one, which burnt on my tongue like fire.
We could read each other’s thoughts, each other’s worries,
and in my adulthood we also remained close. I remembered
how I had received a letter from my sister, who lived with
my parents. She always informed me about who was getting
married in the village, who had had a child, who had passed
away, the state of the harvest or of the weather. She usually
mentioned that father was the same, if not better. He had
been ill for some time. He had been in hospital two times
and received a blood transfusion. When he came home, he
started to walk again slowly around the yard. But when I had
read this letter, I saw his fine face appear before me. And
then as if a strange voice called me suddenly: “Go home.
Immediately. ”
It was true that this voice was not entirely unfamiliar to me, I
had heard it a few times before and it was always as a
warning I couldn’t understand or wished to heed. I now
stood there, terrified, and told Toník: “I have to go home,
something’s wrong with dad.” Toník took the letter from my
hand and read it. Then he looked at me uncomprehendingly:
“But Slávka doesn’t mention anything like that. She says
everything’s alright. And if he was getting worse, they
would have sent us a telegram or called us.”
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“Don’t hold me up”, I begged, “I have to go. The children
don’t have school tomorrow or Sunday. I’ll be back on
Monday. Look after them.”
I didn’t know what urged me, but I needed to go. When I
finally climbed into the train, I had time to think. Had I been
too hasty after all? What will I say when I suddenly arrive in
the dark, without my children or husband? But then I
consoled myself - better to be hasty and err on the safe side.
I’ll think of some excuse when I get there so as not to arouse
suspicion. I huddled up in a corner by the window and
looked at the sunlit countryside. At first the city houses and
parks and then suddenly the wide open fields.
The harvest had already been brought in. Only the sugar
beets still waited for the farmers to come. The freshly tilled
fields made a stark contrast to the green meadows with
grazing cows. Such a godly calm emanated from those fields
I felt so good, like in the days when I used to return home as
a young carefree girl. The train stopped before I knew it and
I was getting off in Jindřichův Hradec. I walked through the
gate and there stood the bus, as always.
I got on and looked around to see if I could recognise
anyone. The bus was full of young people going home from
work. And all of a sudden I could not understand why I was
sitting among them, so far from my family, why Toník
hadn’t tried to talk me into staying at home. The bus drove
through the ancient city.
The illuminated shop windows or the old fountain in the
square were so familiar and dear to my heart. We had now
already left the town behind. We stopped in Žd’ár and then
in Lhota and I could see the lights of our village in the
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distance. I recognised the inn by its silhouette, the large
windows of the hall where I had once gone dancing. A few
buildings to the left, a small chapel with a garden full of lilac
bushes to the right. The school with its large garden, where
we now stopped.
It was dark when I got off. No one was waiting for me or
recognised me. I had to walk along the road for another five
minutes to our house.
The school garden was quiet now and the trees lining the
fence had grown. The houses on the other side of the river
down below were lit up and I could hear geese honking in a
courtyard somewhere. I was glad to be alone and that it was
dark. Much time had passed and I was able to take in scents
and sounds I had long forgotten. The houses receded into the
background as I walked along the deserted street. I could
now see the lights in our windows at the end of the meadow,
a black shadow to the right of the road. The flat surface of
the enormous Lásenický stav pond glistened on my left. I
heard someone coming up on a bicycle and moved aside. I
was surprised to hear my older sister’s voice behind me:
“Oh, it’s so good you are here” and she began to sob loudly.
“You’re crying” I cried out. “What’s happened?” “Don’t you
know? Dad’s dying. I’m not sure if we’ll still find him
alive.” Her words fell hard. I stopped still as if I had been hit
by lightning. Then I began to run all the way home. I found
mother and my younger sister in the kitchen. Mother had
large tears running down her face. She pointed to the room
and said quietly: “Go and see him.”
I entered quietly through the half open door and stopped
there. His beautiful head, now thin and pale, rested on white
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pillows. His eyes opened as if he could sense my direct gaze,
but he looked as if he wasn’t sure he wasn’t seeing an
apparition. I rushed to his side and his face lit up as he
whispered: “You’ve come?” “You haven’t written for so
long that I wanted to know how you were” I answered
truthfully. “How am I? Not too well”, he answered slowly
and quietly. “It’s hard to breathe, my hours are numbered.”
“Don’t say that, dad” I begged. “Maybe another injection or
blood transfusion will make you better. I can have my blood
tested at the hospital and, if you need, it can be done straight
away. “No”, he said. “I don’t want any more injections or
transfusions. Nothing’s going to help me. There’s no point in
prolonging my suffering. I’ve lived long enough and don’t
want anything more than for all of you to be happy.” I was
lost for words. I could see how he was out of breath and how
he suffered.
That night I sat a long time by his bed. I begged him not to
speak and lose energy. I told him about the children and their
holiday, about Toník and his work, about anything that could
be of interest him.
We watched over him through the night, but he slept
relatively peacefully. Then it was Saturday and another long
night. My older sister came and went, on Sunday she stayed
the entire day. I didn’t know what to do. Father’s health was
no better or worse. The doctor told us there was no more
hope, that it was only a matter of time. I could stay, I knew
that Toník and the children would be alright. I was now only
concerned about my father. But if I stay, I’ll only confirm to
him that his end was inevitable. He was at peace with his
fate and awaited death, but perhaps he still clung to a small
hope in the corner of his soul that he would improve.
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Father decided for me. On Sunday evening, as I sat by his
bed, he took me by the hand and whispered: „Go home,
child. Toník and the children need you. No one can help me
now.” “I’ll go in the morning,” I said, “and I’ll come back as
soon as I can, perhaps you’ll feel better.” I took leave of him
early the next day. I tried not to cry, but I knew it was our
last goodbye. Mother later told me that after I had left the
house he began to weep and called out: “God bless you,
child. We’ll never see each other again.”
Toník and I came for the funeral on the following Friday.
The room where the coffin was displayed was cleared of
furniture, there were only a few chairs by the wall. It was a
custom that, on the eve of a funeral, people came to take
their leave of the departed and the village singer, as we
called him, recited prayers.
We said our last farewell on Saturday. The lid was then
lowered and the coffin was carried out of the house. It was a
funeral fit for a king. So many wreaths and flowers and
people milling everywhere. The procession commenced
slowly to sound of music and prayer.
We lay him to rest on a beautiful sunny day.
My mother took my father’s absence badly and we asked her
to visit us in Prague for Christmas. My parents had lived
together for more than 50 years and they had had a beautiful
marriage.
The children looked forward to Christmas Eve and had no
idea that it would be their last one. We had dinner early.
Mother had brought fish and so we made a traditional fish
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soup, fried fish with potato salad and a cold spicy plum
sauce, which she loved.
After dinner, the children’s eyes were glued to the door of
the room hiding the large Christmas tree. Jarka and Eva still
believed in Santa1 and were listening for the sound of the
silver bell. They had not discovered our trick – a string tied
to the bell hidden under the carpet all the way to the dining
room, which Toník tugged inconspicuously. He didn’t let
them wait for long. There were presents for everyone. The
children were excited, they ripped the wrapping impatiently
and squealed in happiness that Baby Jesus had brought them
what they had wished for so much. Mother was as excited as
the children. There were presents for her, as well as
everyone back home, and so for a moment she was able to
forget her loneliness.
Toník and I impatiently awaited the annual speech of Prime
Minister Zápotocký. From this we would be able to gauge
which direction the whole political and economic apparatus
would take. When we heard him our blood froze in our
bodies. Among other things he announced: “Those whose
property we have nationalised will forever be our enemies
and we not only must expel them from public life, we must
destroy them.”
Toník and I looked at each other and knew our battle was
beginning.
Mother only stayed one week and went home happy. I so
badly wanted to give the family some things they could use
or keep, but I was too afraid to say a word. I knew that even
1

Baby Jesus in Czech Christmas tradition.
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if we succeeded in getting away, the police would visit and
interrogate them. And I wished to spare her the anxiety, it
was better that no one knew anything. And so I found it
difficult to take leave of her as I had done a short time before
with my father. I also knew I would never see her again. All
my life I had the impression that she had preferred my
younger sister to me. It had hurt me greatly, so I had become
a lot closer to my father. And now for the first time I was
glad of it, that Providence itself had seen to it a long time
ago. At least she would find it easier to bear when she found
out we had left.
And then came the decree that marred many plans and
illusions. From 1 January 1949 with immediate effect no one
could import or export any goods. That affected factories,
wholesalers, jewellers and many others. For many this
signified the complete end. For those who had toiled all their
lives and put all their energies, savings and love into their
livelihood, this was no longer going to be accessible to them.
Factory and shop entrances were now guarded day and night.
No one knew what would happen or what to do next. Two
weeks later the phone rang. Toník lifted the receiver and an
unknown voice said it was the planning committee
requesting him to attend the factory at seven am on the
following day.
Toník wasted no time in mulling things over and said: “I’ll
be there at nine.” The voice at the other end was angry, but
Toník repeated: “I’ll be there at nine, as I said. I don’t have a
car here and the tram takes a long time.” And he hung up. As
he sat down I could see he was shaking with anger: “They
don’t even have the courtesy to ask if I will come, they just
ordered me”.
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When he left home the following day, I begged him not to be
provoked by anything: “You can’t stop them taking
everything, but you can try to stay out of prison.”
I waited the whole day in vain for him to call me. When he
came home in the late afternoon, he looked as if he had
buried someone dear.
Once he recovered, he told me: “There were so many of
them they had to come in two cars. They went from one
warehouse to the next and looked aghast at all the goods I
had. ‘We don’t have any materials, we don’t have anything
to work with and you have mountains of it. That’s sabotage’,
they said. I asked them: ‘What sabotage? I bought
everything well and proper and paid for it like everyone
else.’” One warehouse was full of old gum boots, which
Toník had brought over from a coal mine before it had been
nationalised. The boots weren’t good for anything and Toník
wanted to use them for some chemical experiments.
“’It’s sabotage, sabotage, stuff we need and you’re hoarding
it.’ They treated me like a criminal, as if I had stolen it all”,
he repeated even when he had finished telling me
everything.
One of them stood alone with Toník for a moment before
they left. Toník had known him through business for several
years, but neither had let on. “I’m afraid you won’t be able
to get out of this. Sabotage is a pretty dirty accusation”, he
told Toník. “What do you recommend?” Toník asked him.
“Disappear.”
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That was two weeks previously. It was hard to comprehend
what the word ‘disappear’ meant for a five member family.
How much courage, strength and nerve it would require.
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The Flight
I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs and then the door
opened abruptly. I leapt out of bed half asleep. Toník came
in the room with Rudolf behind him. Toník fell on the bed
like a sack, he was so exhausted. Rudolf told him: “Have a
little rest. We have to get going as soon as it gets dark.” I
helped Toník take his coat off and covered him when he lay
down. I took off his shoes and massaged his tired legs. He
fell asleep within minutes.
Helča got up and went out in the corridor. I heard her
speaking with Gréta and Rudolf in German.
All the luggage was in the corridor. I placed everything we
were to carry to one side. A large backpack containing
pyjamas, a complete spare set of clothes, socks,
handkerchiefs for each one of us and some towels. A small
backpack held a few essentials, but mainly food. I also
carried a few snacks in my bag in case we couldn’t stop. I
had also prepared white sheets for all of us, in which we
would need to wrap ourselves so as not to be seen once we
had to walk on snow. Then I woke the children up to give
them time to eat and get ready to leave. By now it was late
afternoon and it was growing dark. Everything was ready,
we now only waited for two to three porters who were to
help carry the luggage.
I would have liked to cram a few more things into the
backpack. One of our cases contained manuscripts, Toník’s
patents and a children’s chronicle with all their important
data. We had already had a misunderstanding about this at
home, when I wished to take these items along.
41

The Flight

My inflamed feet hurt and so I crawled back into bed to take
the weight off and to warm them. I closed my eyes and soon
fell asleep. I was woken by rapid steps and unusual sounds.
“Quick, quick, get up, we have to go”, Helča prodded us
awake and Rudolf was already taking away a small suitcase
which we had carried here. “What happened?” I asked
fearfully. “The porters aren’t coming”, said Helča, “and we
have to get out of here immediately. Rudolf and Gréta will
bring our things to Germany as soon as they can.”
“In that case, I’ll just take a few things. Where did you put
that little case that was here, Rudolf?” “There’s no time for
anything now”, said Rudolf resolutely. “Hurry up, a cart is
waiting downstairs”. We couldn’t wake Toník up. And when
we did, he looked around uncomprehendingly as if it all
were a bad dream. I handed him a cup of hot coffee from the
kitchen. He had slept fully clothed and all he had to do was
to put on his shoes, coat and hat. The children were ready
and I only needed to make sure they had everything - coats,
hats and gloves. Then we all picked up our items. The
children had their little packs on their backs, Toník and
Gustík also the bigger backpacks, I carried a handbag and
another bag with food. Helča had her bag and three sheets
for herself, Gréta and Rudolf. I took the remaining sheets for
us. A cart stood in the dark courtyard. We got in and had to
crouch over so we wouldn’t be seen. Then the horses’
hooves rang against the stones and we set off into the
unknown.
**********
I had been greatly mistaken in thinking that Gustík was
unaware of anything. I have his diary in which he had
written his thoughts and feelings. It’s an ordinary school
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exercise book which he had taken along. His full name is in
the top corner - A.G.K. The first unlined page speaks for the
rest of the manuscript. It has a pencil drawing of a forest, in
fact only a few pine trees, through which a road leads into
the far distance. It ends at a semicircle of sun with rays
emanating from it. I don’t know whether he had intended
this to mean the West, because that is the general direction
we were going, or the East as a symbol of where we were to
find a new beginning. Perhaps it is likely to be the latter, as
he had also written across the drawing in large letters: A
MORE BEAUTIFUL AND USEFUL NEW LIFE.
His entry reads:
It was 28 January 1949. I went to school as usual and didn’t
know it was the last time I would be with my friends.
Our school is a three-storey building and it stands on the
corner of Na Santošce and Vinohradská Streets. I came
home at about five o’clock and I saw that everything was
turned upside down, backpacks and bags packed, everything
ready to go. A thought came into my head, so I told myself
let’s see if I’m right. Dad told me to take my favourite things.
That told me that something was on. I returned the books I
had borrowed from boys who lived in my building, Jirka and
Honza. At 10 o’clock we left our flat, maybe forever. The
cars that were waiting under our windows took us to
Masaryk Railway Station. We got on the train and after a
while we were passing through quiet, dark Prague. And that
city of a thousand spires was lit up in all its glory like a star
in the sky...
Gustík knew we were leaving for good and he was quietly
taking his leave of everything that was dear to him. He
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describes the trip to the farm and the unwelcoming attic
room in which we hid throughout the day.
At night time we went out into the yard. A cart with two
horses was waiting there. It was a manure cart, but it was
lined with straw. I couldn’t see which way we were going
because it was dark and we had to stay down. I saw a couple
of buildings along the road and then we turned into the
fields. The cart stopped after about half an hour.
It was seven o’clock in the evening. This is where our march
began. Actually it began by running. As soon as we jumped
out of the cart, Rudolf and Gréta started to run and only
stopped once they were at a small incline. We all followed
over the frozen meadow. When we caught up, we had to sit
down on the snow-covered ground to catch our breath. A car
drove along the road that we had left. After a short while we
took off again. First Rudolf with his huge package on his
back, Gréta beside him, also laden with something. Then
Gustík and Jarka, while Helča and I led Eva between us
holding her hands. Toník walked beside us. No one was
talking. Rudolf had warned us that in the stillness of the
night everything could be heard. He told us quite candidly to
look after ourselves, because he wouldn’t let himself be
caught and, if needed, he would run away. That was obvious,
but still a chill went down my spine. None of us knew where
we were or in which direction to find the border. Dogs were
barking in the distance. “That’s the border guards”, Rudolf
whispered. “Let’s get going so they don’t send the dogs after
us”.
The sky above us was full of stars. Such heavenly silence
and peace spread around us, while we were fleeing like
hunted beasts. Lord, please let us reach our destination, I
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prayed silently. And I thought of my father once more and
begged him to stand by us as well. I could see his kind face
and had the feeling he was with us.
I don’t know how many times we had to cross the road. That
was particularly dangerous as the police regularly patrolled
that way. In places the road passed between rather steep
slopes and we had to sit and slide down on the ground, then
quickly run across and scramble up the opposite side. Our
feet slid back on the hard snow and there was nothing to
grab hold of. We had to help each other up. And when we
got to the top, we had to start running again to get as far
away from the road as possible. The first time we slid down
one of these slopes, I thought to get my skirt and put it on. I
can’t rip it though, I told myself, it’s the only one I have and
the Lord only knows when we’ll get the rest of our things.
That’s when I realised I had no skirt. I had placed it on the
case that Rudolf took away when I was having my lie-down.
How could he have done that when he knew I would need it?
But now there was no time to think about that, I had to focus
on the way ahead of us. Little Eva had fallen asleep as she
walked. We had to hold her up so she didn’t fall, because
every so often she would trip over the hard lumpy ground.
We proceeded like ghosts wrapped in our white sheets.
Perhaps that helped save our lives. We were about 10 steps
away from the roadway when we suddenly heard the noise
of a car. There was no time to run across. We lay down on
the ground under our sheets. We were too afraid to move,
even to breathe out. The car was rapidly moving closer and
its reflectors lit up the banks. Will they see us? They didn’t.
The light slid over our still bodies and continued onward.
When the sound of the engine had also died, we jumped up
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and ran across the road and then as far as our breath would
take us.
I admired how bravely and quietly the children moved
ahead. I couldn’t imagine what we would do when they said
they couldn’t go on. I had no doubts about Gustík, he was
big and strong. But both Jarka and Eva had a slighter build
and were still small. We all had enough trouble managing
ourselves and so I mustered up all my energy and will to
keep going and did not need anyone’s help. But Toník, on
whom I had so relied to help with the children, was the worst
off of all. He stumbled alongside me and at times also had to
lean on me. He was completely exhausted. I told Gustík to
take Eva by the hand and I walked with Toník. We held each
other by the hand and supported one another.
We were walking along a large, tilled field. There was a
slight dusting of snow and the ground was hard and uneven.
Sometimes our feet would slip, sometimes we tripped over a
hard lump and always thudded heavily to the ground. I
started to wish that I didn’t ever have to get up again, that I
could stay where I was. I no longer thought of the police. If
they did come, we were no longer capable of running away
and saving ourselves. Toník and I were lagging behind and
the gap between us and the others kept increasing. It must
have been Helča who alerted Rudolf and when we finally
crossed the field, we could see them sitting under some trees
on a small hill waiting for us. When we had also sat down,
Rudolf pointed into the distance: “Do you see those lights?
That’s Bavaria.” I shuddered at the thought of how far we
still had to go. Those lights seemed so elusive I was afraid
they would disappear and we would never reach them. I took
out a few meat sandwiches from my bag for energy. We
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moistened our lips with coffee I had in a thermos and
everyone had a piece of chocolate.
I think we were all wishing that we wouldn’t have to get up
again, our legs were so sore. But after a while we started to
shiver. We got up and gathered up our belongings. Gréta put
little Eva on her back and set off beside Rudolf. Neither of
them showed any signs of tiredness. They were well built,
young and healthy and they weren’t making this trip for the
first time. They not only knew the way, but also all the
details, such as when the search vehicle was likely to be
dispatched or when the guards changed shift.
We on the other hand didn’t know anything. We were
completely dependent on them and would be finished if we
lost them. If only I could at least trust Rudolf, but I had an
unpleasant feeling that that he was deceiving us. Why did he
lie when he said that we would be walking for two to three
hours, when by now it was already five hours later and we
were still nowhere near our destination? Why did he advise
Toník to buy a motorbike, so that the children could be put
on it when we got tired? He must have known it was
impossible to drive anything over this terrain and in any case
it would have made a great deal of noise. Hadn’t he warned
us himself not to make a sound? Maybe it was also a lie
when he told us that we would have porters carry our
belongings. Then he panicked us at the last minute and gave
us no time to take anything along. Would he still want to
take us over the border if he already had all our things
secured back at the farm? Toník had given him a few
thousand crowns as a deposit and promised him the rest once
we reached Germany. I would have liked to know what was
on his mind.
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His small silhouette was a long way in front. Helča and the
boys were a few metres behind him and Toník and I a long
way off. My legs felt both leaden and stiff. Toník was not
only drained, but his feet were cramped in his shoes and he
could barely walk. We couldn’t see the way and so we were
stumbling over every root and pebble.
We came to another group of trees. Helča and the boys were
sitting on some rocks waiting for us. “Where are the others?
Where’s Eva?” I blurted out in fright. “Somewhere ahead”,
said Helča in a tired voice. I looked all around me, but
couldn’t see anyone. We were surrounded by a white
infinity, in which we were lost like a grain of sand in the
ocean. “Oh, Helča”, I gasped in despair. “Eva’s alone with
them? Where will we find her again if they lose her?” I
started running in the direction which I thought they could
have taken.
Helča understood what I meant, leapt up and let out several
shrill whistles. After several long seconds we could hear
Gréta’s voice. I ran to where it came from and in a while
could see their tall shadows. I thought I was ready to give up
the ghost. “We have to stop for a bit, let’s sit down for a
while”, I said quite out of breath. “We’ll be at the border in a
moment”, Rudolf answered and was in no mood to linger.
“Just a second”, I pleaded and took Eva down from Gréta’s
back. In the meantime the others caught up with us and we
all sat down, or rather collapsed on the hard ground. We sat
for about 15 minutes and sweet sleep lightly descended onto
to our eyelids. I wished that I didn’t have to raise myself up
again. The children were also tired and wanted to sleep.
Helča didn’t have the strength to speak and Toník was so
tired that I worried more about him than the children.
48

The Flight

The cold made us shiver again and we needed to get going.
We got up with great difficulty and resumed our march.
Because we were nearing the border, Rudolf again warned
us not to speak. The bare branches of shrubs and trees
resembled human hands and our hearts stopped several times
fearing someone waited for us ahead. I prayed for the Lord’s
protection and the strength to make it through.
And so we walked on and on and I’m not sure how we were
always able to find new strength. Perhaps it was the hope
that we were nearing our destination. We ran down a
forested slope and then across a meadow and suddenly we
found ourselves at a river. For a while we walked along its
banks until Rudolf came to a stop. “We’ll be going across”,
he announced and put on some high gum boots. He put Gréta
on his back and carried her over to the other side. Then he
gradually carried the children across and Helča. When it was
my turn I had worse luck. He slipped and we both fell in the
water. The ice cracked under our weight and in the still of
the night the sound carried frighteningly. I thanked the
heavens when we were all safely over on the other side. I
took off my shoes and poured the water out of them. I
squeezed more water out of my trousers now soaked likes a
sponge. Little Eva crouched behind a broken bridge pillar
and said in a quiet voice: “But mum, this isn’t the way to
grandma’s and why aren’t we allowed to say anything?” I
stroked her head and told her our secret. I said that we were
in Germany and that we might soon be going to America.
Her big eyes lit up like stars. Toník’s sister lived in America
and when she sent us a package it always contained
chocolate. America to Eva represented chocolate, which
during wartime had been a great treat.
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It was one o’clock in the morning. We hadn’t yet picked up
our things and the guards were already on the other side of
the river. They had surely heard the cracking of the ice and
weren’t far. I trembled in fear as I realised how close we
were to not making it. Now they were where I had a moment
ago kissed my beloved country and farewelled it forever. My
heart had been laden with sorrow and I was glad that no one
could see the tears running down my cheeks. We crouched to
the ground until the guards went away. They could have still
shot at us and also alerted the sentry on the German side.
I don’t know whether it’s true, but I had heard that
sometimes the German guards handed refugees back. We
gathered our belongings and resumed our march. In another
hour we came to a village immersed in darkness, with only
here and there a solitary light. We hoped that our pilgrimage
was at an end. But Rudolf and Gréta had acquaintances in
Arzberg and for their own reasons wished to take us there.
We had no choice but to pull ourselves together and keep
going. And so we crossed more meadows and hard fields, we
fell over with more and more frequency. And got back up on
our feet only with superhuman effort. At one moment as we
were crossing a road, we saw someone coming toward us.
Rudolf and Gréta began to run down a steep slope and we
followed, tumbling onto hard ground at the bottom. I felt
blood running down my grazed knees and when I moved I
felt a sharp pain coming from my ankle.
I couldn’t understand why we still had to keep running in
Germany and why they weren’t taking us somewhere safe.
Rudolf was no Good Samaritan and had no interest in saving
anyone. He was a smuggler, who made a great deal of
money. He crossed the border in both directions and had a
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home in Prague, as well as in Germany. He took people with
him on his way to Germany without any sense of
responsibility. Most likely he told everyone the same story.
At the sign of the least danger it was every person for
themselves. I didn’t doubt that for a minute. He couldn’t
afford to be caught by either side. The package on his back
contained a hundred thousand cigarettes, which fetched a lot
of money in Germany. I don’t know how much loss of
freedom this represented if he was caught.
By the time we got to our feet again, Rudolf was nowhere to
be seen. We set off in the direction where we lost him. We
thought we wouldn’t see him again. This time we didn’t
mind so much. It must have been because we were in
Germany or we were just so tired that we didn’t care about
anything. After a few minutes we heard Gréta’s voice. She
and Rudolf were sitting and waiting for us behind some
bushes.
We also sat down to have a short rest. The children wanted
to sleep again and we had to reassure them that we were
nearly at our destination. When we asked: “How much
longer do we have to walk?” Gréta said it would only be
another few kilometres. It seemed that we had been walking
for an eternity when we spotted a lit up township. “Only a
few more minutes and we’ll be there”, Rudolf promised. But
it was at least another half an hour before we entered the
streets. We continued down some steps, a narrow and
endless row of steps. Then Rudolf opened a door of one of
the houses and we all went inside. Through another door and
we found ourselves in a hotel kitchen. Some friends of our
guides seemed to be waiting there. The lady of the house
was a cleanly dressed middle aged woman who greeted
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Rudolf and Gréta warmly. They talked together in muffled
voices while we stood unnoticed in the background like
beggars. Helča asked for some chairs in a barely audible
voice and when Gréta brought some from an adjoining room,
we dropped on them gratefully. It was a great irony that we
had had to flee to Germany. The Germany that only a few
years before had occupied our own country and had caused
so much suffering. A Germany that felt it an injustice that it
had been defeated and that it had had to capitulate. It was
three o’clock in the morning and the children deserved their
rest. It took a whole hour before we received some hot
coffee and it was decided where we were to sleep. Helča
stayed on a sofa in the kitchen, while Gréta took us to an
attic room. It really was just the attic, with no walls, only the
bare beams and roof over our heads. There was a small
window in the roof and among the bric a brac stood two iron
beds. Toník and Gustík fell onto one. I placed Jarka and Eva
on the other and snuggled up to them at the very edge. We
stayed dressed, taking off only our shoes and throwing our
coats over us to warm up a little. The children fell asleep
even before I had covered them and then we were all
sleeping soundly.
I woke at 11 am. Sunbeams were trying to come through the
small window and revealed the bare roof beams covered in
dusty cobwebs.
It took a while before I was convinced it wasn’t a bad dream.
It was the cruel truth, we were homeless.
Rudolf and Gréta lay on the floor on top of a raincoat and
covered by Helča’s fur coat. Perhaps they used these beds
when they were returning from Germany. I was grateful that
they had let us use them, when they themselves were so
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needy of rest. Rudolf woke up when he heard the floor creak
under my footstep. “What time is it?” he asked. He jumped
up as if he had been bitten by something. “Get ready quickly,
our train leaves at 12”.
Gréta hurried to the kitchen to make coffee to warm us up. It
was very hard to rouse the children and Toník, Jarka and Eva
were still asleep as I dressed them. I also had to put their
shoes on to get them ready. Then we quickly drank a little
coffee and hurried to the train.
We didn’t travel far. We got off at Marktredwitz station,
where we had to change for another train. We had several
hours’ wait and so went to the station restaurant. We bought
something to eat, but we mainly needed something to drink.
We were exceedingly thirsty, probably because we were so
tired. The children had lemonade and Toník, Helča and I
drank 17 glasses of beer between us. It was hard to believe
that we didn’t get drunk. My head usually starts spinning
after a glass of shandy. Rudolf and Gréta continued on to her
sister’s after that and we were suddenly on our own.
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When our train arrived, we set off for Selb and arrived at
about eight pm. We had been told there was a camp for
Czechoslovak refugees there and found it without trouble.
We checked in on the second floor, containing both the
kitchen and sleeping quarters. Effects of the bombardments
were evident everywhere and the furnishings makeshift. We
were given some bedding and shown where to sleep. Again
we were relegated to an attic, where we found bunk beds
made of planks and on them sacking mattresses.
We accepted this gratefully. It was cold and so we wrapped
ourselves in our bedding and coats and slept through till
morning. A young boy slept in an adjacent bed. He had a
child’s face and I couldn’t understand what he was doing
there. “I’m not a child”, he objected. “I’m 18.” That night he
had found his way there on his own.
The next day we were given some food and taken to the
police to complete formalities. Several more refugees arrived
during the morning. In all there were 16 of us.
We were issued with more train tickets and after midday
headed to another camp. Once on the train, we relaxed. We
were glad to sit and rest. It was a lovely sunny afternoon and
snowdrift lay on the train track. The cities that we passed
were all shattered. Signs of that terrible and senseless war
were everywhere.
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We got off at Bamberk at seven thirty in the evening. Staff
of the Red Cross registered us for overnight stay. A large
hall was so full of people it was hard to move around. The
men were unshaven and dirty as if from the underworld.
“Look after your handbag”, whispered Helča, “there are
thieves here.” We bought a tasty soup for 10 Pfennigs and
milk coffee and sweets for the children. By now it was 11
pm and we were allocated a narrow wicker bed and a thin
covering each. I placed a towel under everyone’s head.
Again we slept fully dressed, with our coats on top. We
couldn’t get beds next to each other. Toník and Gustík were
in the room for men next door, while Helča, the children and
I were scattered wherever there was a spare bed. The
children fell asleep immediately, but I couldn’t. A small
child began to cry and couldn’t be quietened. Sleepy women
grumbled at the mother, even though they knew she couldn’t
help it.
As soon as we all fell asleep, we were woken by the criminal
police looking for someone. They went from bed to bed
shining a torch in people’s faces, then apologised and went
on. A woman who needed to catch an early train had also
asked to be woken up and so I was inadvertently woken once
more. Apart from all the disruptions, I was terribly cold and
wished that morning would come.
We were to get up at five, our next train was leaving at six. I
froze in fright when I went to wake Eva. Her bed was empty,
only her coat and covering remained. I looked about
frantically and noticed the outline of two people sleeping in
the next bed. I carefully lifted the thin blanket and found Eva
huddled to a stranger’s warm body. In her sleepiness she
must have thought it was me.
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I lifted her up and sat her down on her own bed. I dressed
her quickly so she wouldn’t be cold and then took her
blanket and covered the sleeping woman. Let her warm up a
bit before she got up, I thought. But here was Helča saying:
“Where’s your blanket?” I pointed to the next bed. Helča’s
look nearly pierced me. “Take it back quickly, I have to
return it. And get used to looking after anything you borrow,
or you’ll have to pay for it.”
I tried to lift the cover carefully off again, but the woman
woke up. She ripped the blanket from my hand and I
wouldn’t like to repeat the language she hurled at me. We
had to explain what had happened and only then did we get
the blanket back.
The children hadn’t slept long enough and shivered with
cold. We had nothing for them that would help warm them
up. They were the most pitiable of refugees, so small and yet
bearing all the hardships of our travels so bravely.
Gustík’s diary entry for this night read: It was so cold I
couldn’t sleep and the air so thick I could have cut it with a
knife. There were about 100 of us sleeping in the same room.
We boarded the train and yet again more fields and forests in
their winter garb spread before us. We arrived in Wurzburg
at around half past nine in the morning. We walked along
streets that were lined with rubble, as if it was only yesterday
that everything had fallen apart and not three years ago.
People looked at us and made ironic comments. We weren’t
surprised. They detested us, whether they were Sudeten or
Reichsdeutsche. And we were supposed to find refuge in
their land. We walked beyond the city as we had been told,
through beautiful countryside. Vineyards rose up along both
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sides of the road and on our left we were accompanied by
the river Mohan.
We reached the camp in about an hour and were pleasantly
surprised by the large modern building. We went through the
main entrance and after a while we were lost among the
many people that milled in the corridors. There were so
many offices there and we had to pass through each one. To
hand in our documents, be questioned as to why we had left,
have a medical examination, state where we wished to go
and even do professional exams. It was midday and we still
weren’t finished. We were told that lunch was being served
and that the processing would continue from two o’clock.
We were sent to an adjoining building. This wasn’t as nice,
in fact it was a garage with a concrete floor and rows of beds
stacked above each other. We were allocated six adjacent
beds and received two blankets each. For lunch we had
cabbage soup and potatoes with some sort of sauce. After we
washed our army issue cutlery under a tap we went to have a
look around the camp. About 20 women and children were
housed in a small room and 30 men in a bigger room. A
large stove constantly emanated pleasant heat. Some failings
in the utilities became evident when we tried to wash
ourselves or our clothes. The only water connection was in
the men’s room. We found an old unused battered saucepan
and heated water in it all day long on the stove. We
gradually bathed the children and ourselves, but clothes were
more troublesome. I had a spare set of underwear for
everyone, but most people weren’t as lucky. Some might
have had only minutes to elude an arrest, others decided to
discard their luggage in the forest as they started being shot
at or chased by police dogs. We met the Janečeks. They told
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us how they had prepared themselves thoroughly and
decided to leave on a Sunday evening. They lived close to
the border and so in the afternoon they thought they would
go for a walk and have a look. There was no one there to
stop them. Should they go back for their things? They
deliberated for a while. Perhaps they wouldn’t be so lucky a
second time. So they crossed over with just one handbag.
There were as many stories as there were people. But the end
result was the same - no one had anything. Helča also only
had what she wore. A blue skirt, a thin shirt and coat. I
didn’t even have a skirt and walked around all day in
tracksuit pants. I looked forward to getting our cases and
getting dressed properly.
We had agreed that Rudolf was to bring our luggage over in
three days. We had to write to him to let him know where we
were. Otherwise we were faring quite well. We still had the
remainder of our provisions and bought the children their
first chocolate. They thought it so precious they licked it so
as not to lose it all at once. We also started making
acquaintances. Eva made a friend and the boys fell in with
Bednář, whom we had met on our first evening in Selb. As it
happened, his uncle lived in Nebraska, as did Toník’s sister,
and the boys were already planning how they were going to
travel to America together. But our ways parted soon.
During his interview he confessed that he hadn’t run away
for political reasons, but that he had been refused an
application to emigrate to America by the regime back
home. As a result, he was placed together with repatriated
Germans, whereas the political refugees were under the
protection of the International Refugee Organisation, or IRO.
I was sorry that his honesty had led to his lack of success.
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Surely something would have broken in him then, and he
might have considered it better to have lied.
He had tears in his eyes when we left four days later. A car
drove us to the station and the white river and road merged
into an unforgettable image.
**********
This time we travelled a long way and didn’t stop until
Bayreuth at 10 o’clock at night. We asked some Red Cross
staff the directions to Leopold Barracks, our next home. One
of the nurses kindly accompanied us. The night city was dark
and glum. Again there were rows of shattered and burnt out
houses, the streets were unlit and only a few people walked
to and fro.
We finally reached the gatehouse of Leopold Barracks. As it
was, we weren’t expected till the following day and we were
told they had nothing ready. We stood there hapless and the
children were sleepy. It took a long time for the situation to
be resolved.
There was only one spare bed in each occupied room. There
was a whole row of beds in another room, but they were all
dusty and dirty, left as they were when they had been
brought up from a storeroom. We stood there not knowing
what to do. Ten occupants of this room looked at us
disinterestedly and no one even offered the children a
blanket, although they lay under their own feather doonas.
But we did spend the rest of the night in a bed. Fifteen
Ukrainian boys who lived in a room on the second floor
came to our aid. They let us have four beds complete with
bedding. Where they slept is a mystery. They even made us
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some coffee, which we gratefully accepted. We slept
soundly till eight o’clock in the morning.
The next day we were allocated beds in room no. 71. To our
dismay we discovered that it was the very same room where
we had not been well received the previous evening. We
rolled up our sleeves and tidied up a little. We cleaned the
beds and mattresses and thoroughly swept the floor. Later
when we had hot water, we also scrubbed it. We received
some blankets and with our beds all ready we felt human
again. The sheets that we had worn to make the border
crossing also came in handy. I made the beds and got
everyone’s pyjamas ready. I wished that we could stay here
long enough to rest and get our things in order. My legs were
swollen and full of bruises. I used every free moment to lie
down and rest.
It was a complete miracle that I didn’t become sick after my
cold dip in the river. I felt extremely tired and my legs felt
like lead. Toník also needed his rest. All of his toenails had
turned black and it took a long time before they grew back
again.
Gustík and Jarka emptied their pockets of their treasures.
Only now did I discover why they had kept up such resolve.
They had books hidden under their shirts and their pockets
were jammed with various objects. Not only Gustík but also
Jarka knew that we were leaving for good and hadn’t said a
word. Perhaps they had even been afraid, but had certainly
put on a brave face.
There were 25 people in our room. But it was as if someone
had drawn a line between us newcomers and the other 10
who had come before us. They had all lived close to the
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border and managed to carry over many things. They had
electric cookers, an iron or cooking utensils. They cooked
pork and omelettes and only ate the food that was delivered
from a kitchen one kilometre away if they thought it good
enough. We were slightly worse off. We had no pots or
much money. We ate soup that had gone cold and two of us
took turns to eat at a time as I only had two spoons. Our
situation improved after several days. We were able to
exchange vouchers we had been issued for butter, cheese,
bread and other food items. We were also lent cutlery and
plates and so were another step closer to civilisation. Every
day brought something new. We wrote to Rudolf repeatedly
to bring our things, and also to relatives in France, so that
they could inconspicuously send news of us back home.
We bought an electric cooker together with Helča and could
now cook a little. I fried oats with a little butter and sugar for
the children. The oats caramelised and they loved them. The
world seemed a bit brighter and the long corridors of
Leopold Barracks were no longer as cold and unwelcoming
as they had seemed on the first day.
I recall Sunday, 13 February. I had fallen asleep after lunch
and when Toník woke me, I knew he wanted to tell me
something. His eyes were dancing and he was waving a
telegram. Rudolf was going to wait for us in Bamberk on the
following day. He had made contact at long last. We tried to
imagine what he had brought and what news there might be
from home. That same afternoon we went to the city to ask
about bus connections and Toník and Helča set out at five
o’clock the following morning. It was a long day full of
expectations. I deliberated whether I should go to the bus
station to help with the luggage, but I didn’t know exactly
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when they would arrive. It was about three o’clock when the
door opened. In a flash I could see they were empty handed
and their faces betrayed their despair. It was worse than in
my blackest imagination. Apparently our entire luggage had
been stolen at the farm and so Rudolf wasn’t been able to
bring anything. He could only offer an undertaking that he
would still try to retrieve it. It was a dim hope and only
Toník’s threat to report Rudolf to the police could now still
change the situation. Rudolf was to return in a week and
update us. In the meantime, we tried to lead a normal life
and waited.
The camp was full of Ukrainians and I must say that we
were treated very well. Even the camp manager asked
whether we had enough blankets and food. On several
occasions he invited us to his apartment for coffee. He and
his wife had studied in Prague and we reminisced together
about how good and beautiful life had been before the war.
Now everything was completely different. We were in a
foreign country and dependent on foreign help.
The days passed and it was time for Rudolf to arrive. We all
tried to hide our disquiet, but every time the door opened we
lifted our heads to see if it was him. He didn’t come, nor did
he send any news. A rumour went about in the camp that we
would soon be moving on. None of us were happy about it,
as we were all waiting for news of our dear ones.
We were all irritable and debated what to do next.
“Wait, I’ll tell you your fortune”, a student suggested. She
was far too young to have mastered such an art, but we all
wanted to hear some news. To grasp a little bit of hope. And
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so she went from one person to the next, predicting that they
would go on a long journey, endure many hardships and
have bigger or smaller doses of luck. She foretold that a
school teacher who wanted to go to her aunt in America
would marry a Negro. A sixty year old who had escaped
with a younger woman was to have three children. At least
we all had a bit of fun. But some took it very seriously and
wanted to know exactly what would befall them next.
Behind a drape in a corner, some set up a prayer book,
placed a key in it and tied the book up with a ribbon. Then
two people facing each other held the ends of the key that
were poking out and beseeched the spirits of their dear
departed to answer their questions. If the key turned to the
right the answer was yes and if to the left it was no. They
asked whether they would go to America or wherever they
had intentions to go, in how many months etc. It was a sign
of impatience and a certain lack of hope. We wanted fate to
hurry and give us what we wanted and what we believed was
our right.
We all had someone at home, whether parents or siblings
and we didn’t know how they were. Were they free or had
they been detained because of us?
I thought of mum, how she would react when she learnt that
we had left. And the grief that I would never see any of my
family again was immense. Only now that we had time to
think did we feel we were waking from an agonisingly deep
shock caused by our escape. We realised the piteousness of
being dispossessed, homeless, and we felt bereft and
anxious.
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Only the children didn’t mind. They skid on frozen puddles
in broken gum boots or played with other children. They
were on holidays and had no thought of lessons or
homework. They had already mastered the maze of corridors
and were only worried about what good things they might
get to eat next.
We had been waiting for news from Rudolf for four weeks
now. We needed clothes, but more than anything we longed
to have our documents, books, photos and other various
mementos. The wait had become unbearable. We no longer
thought we would retrieve all our goods, but still hoped that
he would bring at least one change of clothes, some shoes
and our papers, which were of no use to anyone else.
We no longer believed that we would sell the motorbike or
that as compensation Rudolf would give us back the deposit
for which he had bought the cigarettes. We now wished for
very little, but it seemed we wouldn’t be granted even that.
Our situation could be compared to stagnant water that was
beginning to go rank. But suddenly the surface cleared as if
someone had thrown in a pebble. We heard that we were
going to a camp for Czechoslovaks. We began to pack. Our
room mates who had arrived earlier had numerous cases.
Even the young school teacher had a lot of things and needed
someone to help her carry them. She had come to Germany
quite comfortably and even had a fair amount of money, but
she must have also gone through a lot of fear. A friend,
whose name she never betrayed, arranged to put her on a
train with Germans who were being repatriated. She couldn’t
speak German, and she must have been quite anxious to
think that someone could find out. And now that she had
reached safety, she calmed her nerves by eating like a wolf.
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She would make soup or something that could be made in
one pot, sit down, lower her gaze so as not see the hungry
eyes of her spectators and ate with such relish that we all
salivated.
I arranged our pitiful possessions in the backpack and went
to sleep early. Before that we went to say goodbye to the
camp manager and his family and thanked them for their
hospitality.
At five o’clock in the morning we climbed into a truck that
took us to the station. It was March 25.
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Snow still covered the ground as far as the eye could see.
Once more we passed destroyed towns and villages. The
high roof gables and coloured wooden louvres reminded us
that we were not at home. The river that followed the train
track flirted with us. Again and again it twisted, hid between
alder trees, then ran under the tracks and emerged on the
other side. Otherwise the children would have surely been
bored. They ran from one side of the carriage to the other
and tried not to lose sight of the river even if it veered away
only slightly and then greeted it joyously when it came close
and crossed over to the other side again.
We were passing along a beautiful valley and the blue ribbon
of the river wound itself between table-flat meadows.
It was afternoon when we circled a massive castle atop a
large rock and a few minutes later we disembarked in
Eichstätt.
People stopped and made comments about us as we made
our way to the Czechoslovak camp with our pitiful
belongings and tired children. We found it after about 15
minutes. A policeman in an IRO uniform stood in front of
the building and to our surprise greeted us in Czech. But
chaos broke out once we were inside. The people in front
may have received some information and began running up
the stairs and then all others followed. There were about a
hundred of us and it was as if a wild herd had broken loose.
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I took the backpacks that Toník and the children had placed
on the ground and also went up to the first floor. From
fragmented sentences I pieced together there were large
rooms on the first floor and hence the rush. Everyone wished
to pick the best room. I dragged the luggage upstairs and
immediately to the right of the stairs a door to one room
stood open. I went inside and put my things down. I decided
to stay there, while the others ran about indecisively up and
down the hallway.
I had modest expectations after our experience of the
Bayreuth accommodation where there were up to 25 people
in a room. I wished for us to live on our own and when I
looked around me I discovered that I had much more than
that.
There were two windows in the room with a view of the
castle. The central heating was turned on, there was hot and
cold water, an iron stove in the corner for cooking and
baking - something that would be very important to us. But
the stove was so dirty that it was probably the reason why no
one wanted the room until my arrival. After a while people
also became much more interested in our accommodation,
but by then I had started to make order. Toník and Gustík
went to the storeroom to collect some beds and in the
meantime Helča and I cleaned and dusted. We also cleaned
the beds and several pieces of furniture, as everything was
full of fleas. We used DDT1, an insecticide, everywhere and
positioned the furniture about the room as best we could. We
had three storey bunks beds and several bedside tables with
drawers. We placed a desk between the windows and a
dining table and chairs in the middle of the room.
1

DDT – dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane.
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Now when it was all scrubbed, the room looked quite cosy.
All we needed was a good dinner, we were so tired and
hungry.
But unfortunately there was very little. Twenty grams of
butter, 20 grams of cheese, black coffee and a piece of bread
per person. Rationing proved to be a very sensitive issue for
our entire time in the camp. The camp had just opened and
the first transport of people had come only hours before us.
They assumed various roles and began to officiate. Dr S.
took on the role of the camp manager. Several men dressed
themselves in uniforms and stood by the entrance. An older
clerk took the administration upon himself and someone
climbed into the boiler room and started up the heating. Only
there was no food to distribute and so after an agreement
with Ansbach headquarters it was arranged that Reinsdorf, a
Lithuanian camp nearby, would supply us from their kitchen.
On the following day we received cabbage soup cooked
especially for us - thin, unsalted and sour, with only a few
potatoes. This was our entire lunch. For dinner we had
another 20 grams of butter, 20 grams of cheese and black
coffee, and the same again for breakfast. Sometimes for a
change we were given cooked oats instead of soup, but it
was terrible slop and we were repelled by it. A week later
and the food was still the same. We were all terribly hungry.
Very few people had any Deutschmarks to improve their lot.
The children, whose stomachs could no longer tolerate the
sour soup, suffered the most and lost a tremendous amount
of weight. We gradually sold everything we owned. Rings,
gold chains, watches, cigarette cases and powder compacts.

69

Settled for a While

The worst thing was that one could not even sell it all. The
shopkeepers in this small town were already overstocked and
didn’t want to buy any more things.
The Jews were housed at the other end of town in the Jäger
Barracks. They seemed to have enough of everything, firstly
being well supplied by the IRO and then also by the Jewish
community. They were ready to leave for Israel and still had
a lot of provisions they could not use. And so we paid for
their food cans with our gold and silver. That was the only
way to obtain some food for the children. I am not trying to
judge by saying this. They were Jews who had survived the
concentration camps. They had lost all their belongings, their
dearest ones and their health. They were departing for a new
home and of course they wished to take something of value
with them to be able to start a new life.
We also received rations. But because these passed through
several hands, everyone stole a little until there was nothing
left. In the end I sold my last spare nylon stockings and
wished that I had more, as they were like gold. The children
had sunken cheeks and Eva was refusing to eat. We bought a
tonic in the chemist to restore her appetite. We had to buy
eggs, milk and sardines so that she wouldn’t die from
exhaustion.
We had been hungry for three weeks and we still got the
same sour soup, beetroot or sloppy porridge.
People began to rebel. They accused the camp manager of
not being able to keep order and wanted to find out who was
holding up our rations. We all decided to go on a hunger
strike and not accept any food whatsoever. Such a gesture
surely would not go unnoticed and someone higher up would
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have to investigate who was dealing with our food. The
camp leaders had a meeting to discuss what to do. They
reported what was happening to Ansbach and were promised
that the supplies would improve.
New transports arrived daily. Our building could no longer
fit any more people. Only families were allowed to stay and
the men were moved to Block A. Our situation did not
change.
The camp manager announced that he had received more
rations for us, but because each day brought a new transport
for whom he still had no rations, the food needed to be
divided between all of us. Every day he needed to report
how many people had arrived and before he received food
rations for them, more people arrived with whom we had to
share. Additionally, it was being openly said that those who
dealt out the food not only had enough for themselves, but
that they sold butter and cheese for money. Hunger lowered
all our morale. The boys sold their blankets for a bit of food.
Light bulbs, clothing or bread started to disappear, in short
everything that could be sold or eaten.
I even heard that dogs disappeared from around the camp
and I believe this to be true.
I had my last Deutschmark and was deliberating what to buy
with it so that we had a little more to eat. I put my butter
ration on the children’s bread, or used it to make a roux with
a little flour, poured off the sour water from the soup and
thickened the remaining cabbage and potatoes with the roux.
That way the food we had was a bit more edible, but there
still wasn’t enough. I considered that potatoes freshly cooked
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with the little butter and salt which we were to receive, could
make for a good dinner.
Helča was getting ready to go to town. I gave her the
Deutschmark and told her: “Get some potatoes, medium
sized, I’d like to cook them for dinner.” Helča slept in the
same room as us and belonged in our family. Before she left,
I had one more request: “Helča, your German is so good, ask
them if they have an empty can. They throw them out
anyway and it could be good for cooking.” Helča left and I
waited impatiently until she returned. We were hungry and I
couldn’t think of anything else except hot boiled potatoes.
I finally saw her coming back. She carried a can, but
somewhat lightly. So few potatoes for one Mark? I
impatiently watched her slow approach and began running
towards her. She handed me the empty can without saying
anything. “And the potatoes?”, I whispered. “There aren’t
any”, she said in a colourless voice. “The can cost a whole
Mark.” “Oh, Helča”, I cried out in disappointment. I wanted
to ask her why she hadn’t bought the potatoes instead. I
could have borrowed a pot or just baked them in the oven in
their jackets. They were what we needed to fill up even just a
little.
But when I saw her thin pale face I could not bring myself to
ask her. Helča was too clever to have just bought a can when
she knew that we were hungry. She too was hungry and, like
all of us, had a thousand desires as to how to spend the
money. But whatever it was that she had bought, it must
have been more important than our potatoes.
By now there were people from all walks of life in the camp
and so no one was surprised when one day Father Mařík
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arrived in our ranks. He was about 40 years old, of a strong,
largish build and he quickly became part of our camp life.
He soon announced that on Sunday he would perform Holy
Mass in one of the city churches.
We must have all gone, as there was not a single place left in
the small building. Father Mařík welcomed us as a father his
children, he gently began to speak about the reasons why we
had had to leave the home in which we had grown up, where
we had established roots and in which we had left our
dearest ones.
With this he touched on the most painful spot in our hearts
and I don’t believe there was anyone present who had not
begun to cry. Father Mařík encouraged us to remain faithful
to our homeland, even if fate were to take us far away. To
forgive those who may have harmed us and to have faith in
the Lord, who would help us overcome all difficulties. It was
the most beautiful sermon I had ever heard. It was as if our
tears washed away a part of our hurt and we returned to the
camp refreshed and strengthened for renewed effort.
Spring could now be felt in the air. We hoed the garden,
which was already starting to turn green and the first daisies
were shyly beginning to seek the sun. We began to take short
outings in our surroundings. The countryside was beautiful.
We explored the castle courtyard and nearby church with its
beautiful view of the river below. The township was on the
other side, its roofs covered in white slate from the local
quarry looking as if they were sprinkled in sugar. We also
went to the open quarry and found several pieces of slate
with red and black fern fossil imprints, perhaps the first
grasses of this region.
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The children were still on holidays and did not miss school
one bit. Gustík and his friend Mirek discovered some caves
and went out exploring every day. We didn’t know if it was
dangerous, but it was too hard to keep them at home. Jarka
and Eva had also made some friends and their carefree
voices could be heard from the garden.
The Jewish population moved out of the Jäger Barracks and
a whole row of buildings was allocated to the Czechoslovak
refugees. The management of our camp arranged to have
several offices and apartments cleaned and they moved over.
The majority of families then also moved, and because there
was talk of a school opening there, we too joined them.
We found an apartment with two rooms. We lived and
cooked in the larger room and Toník and I slept there. The
children slept in the smaller one. Immediately next door was
another small room with an entrance from the hallway. This
was appropriated by Helča, who was expecting a girlfriend
to arrive. This move also required tireless cleaning of the
walls, windows and floor. We again needed DDT to
eradicate the insects, but it was worth it, as this was to be our
home for the following months.
Easter was approaching. The meadows were covered in blue
flowers and one could smell the fragrance of hawthorn. The
sun was beautifully warm and gilded our poverty. We
continued to wear the same clothes in which we had arrived.
Despite all our pleas and threats, Rudolf had not brought us
anything. I felt hot in my winter shoes and tracksuit pants
but had nothing else to wear. The children sweated in
gumboots that leaked when it rained and the soles of Toník’s
shoes were torn loose, there was no money to fix them.
Helča kept losing weight and putting further tucks in her
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only skirt so it wouldn’t fall from her waist. We all needed to
eat and to eat well, but there was no food.
As more and more people arrived, more food needed to be
cooked, and kitchen staff were also scarce. We were offered
our own ingredients and the choice of cooking for ourselves.
This was called a dry diet. Not many people signed up as
they gave preference to leisure time. They swam in the river
only a few steps away from the camp or went for walks.
Personally I would have also preferred the luxury of having
our meals prepared for us. But Toník and the children
couldn’t always eat what we were given. I thought they
would find it tastier and recuperate a little if I cooked the
way to which we were used. When I brought home the tiny
amounts of flour, rice, potatoes and a sliver of meat, I
thought I wouldn’t be able to cook as much from this as we
could have received in the kitchen. I had to count every grain
of rice and plan every meal as if it were some grandiose
project. Using the meat was the hardest. I cooked it so that
we could have soup for lunch and cut it up for dinner to eat
with sauce and a few boiled potatoes. If I had put the whole
piece on Toník’s plate, he would have easily eaten it all. And
then Gustík wouldn’t have enough as he was growing and
could have eaten for three. I usually only had the morsel of
meat I had tasted to see if it was cooked. And whenever
Toník or the children noticed that I had no meat on my plate,
I had to lie that I had not been able to resist temptation and
already eaten my share.
Once, when I was returning from somewhere, I found three
lads of about 18 years planting flowers in a strip of land
between the pavement and our house. “Oh, you’ve made this
so pretty”, I praised them. “It’s so that you like it here a bit
75

Settled for a While

more”, one of them said. I noticed that they were thin and
could certainly use something to eat. But what could I
possibly give them? “Boys, I can’t pay you”, I said with true
regret. “We don’t want anything”, they protested. “If only
you could spare us a piece of bread.” I felt a pang in my
heart. I knew that no one had enough meat, butter or cheese,
but I thought that after all this time the rations had been
worked out and that everyone was given at least enough
bread. We were also better off now that we were cooking for
ourselves.
“Wait a minute, I’ll have a look”, I said and ran inside. I
pulled open the drawer where I kept all our provisions and
quickly sized up the situation. We had a little flour, oats, a
few potatoes and five small bread rolls which we had
received the day before. I took my bread roll, but what was
that to three hungry boys? And did I have the right to take
what belonged to Toník and the children? But I could cook
something up, while these lads had nothing at all. The Lord
will help me, I said to myself. I took three bread rolls and
hurried outside. The smile on their faces when I handed them
out was really sincere. They didn’t even wait until they were
home or had a knife. They took big bites with their healthy
teeth and walked away with profuse thanks.
And the Lord did provide. When Toník came home, I could
see from a distance that he was waving a letter. It was from
his sister Mary in America. We had written to her that we
had fled, that we had lost everything and that we didn’t
know what would become of us next. Now we opened her
letter with excitement and in the hope that she would give us
some advice. There was more than we had expected. The
letter contained a carefully folded five dollar note. Five
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dollars. We stared at the magic piece of paper incapable of
speaking. What could it buy? Toník recovered quite quickly
and in one sentence summed up what he had probably
thought for some time. “You’ll get yourself a skirt and some
shoes. And then we’ll buy some pork and a loaf of good
bread from the bakery.”
Mary had written a very nice letter. She felt pity for us that
we had lost our home and belongings: “Be glad that you got
across the border in good health. I’ll help you as much as I
can. Write back straight away and let me know how long
you are likely to stay there and I will send you some things
to wear. Send me all your details, when you were born etc.,
and I’ll organise the documents for you to come to America.
At the beginning you’ll live with me and you’ll have to take
any work that comes along. It might be hard at first, but how
it turns out will depend a lot on you. Don’t despair and
everything will turn out well.”
It’s hard to describe the effect of such a letter. Our spirits
lifted and we were able to make plans again. That same day
we exchanged the dollars for Marks. For three Marks I
bought a green woollen skirt and some shoes from a woman
in the camp. What a wonderful feeling it was to put on a
skirt instead of tracksuit pants and summer shoes instead of
hot felt boots. I suddenly felt a new person. I found a new
interest in life and the future no longer seemed so bleak. We
even bought some pork and a pot in which to bake it.
Previously I had cooked in a smaller pot and in the can that
Helča had bought me. For the first time in a long time we ate
to our fill and it seemed to me that I had never eaten meat
that tasted as good.
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Mary was right to say that we should be thankful to have
crossed the border in good health. As other people came,
they recounted their experiences. Some were funny, but
some were also truly tragic. Two girls and a good looking
young man of about 19 years arrived one day. When they
unpacked their little cases, one of the girls discovered that
she had forgotten her evening shoes. “I’ll go back and get
them”, she decided. We tried to talk her out of it, but she just
laughed. Her parents lived near the border and she knew a
shortcut. One evening the boy went with her and they came
back with the shoes. Another time the young man returned
for something else. We couldn’t comprehend such naivety.
He went one more time and then did not return. The border
guards had shot his legs off.
On another occasion, several people arrived together and
their eyes told the horror of having been shot at. A young
mother with a child in her arms had been killed at the border.
I would also like to mention some of the humorous stories,
as we probably couldn’t have survived the terrible
homesickness, poverty and other consequences of our escape
without a little laughter.
One young man was familiar with the routine at the border
and prepared himself well. He carried a few essentials on his
back and a cat locked up in a briefcase. He left its head out
so it could breathe and stroked it occasionally so it remained
calm. As he got nearer the border, the police dogs sensed the
cat and started barking and running towards him. When they
were quite close, he opened the briefcase and let the cat out.
The poor thing ran off with the dogs in pursuit. He was a fair
way away when in between the barking of the dogs he could
hear the police swearing. The cat had run up a tree and when
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the breathless guards arrived to where the dogs were going
wild, they had no one to arrest.
Maria, who knew the countryside and border area but was
too afraid to venture out at night, decided to cross over in
daylight. As she walked through a meadow past a few
grazing cows, she noticed that the guards followed her
movements. She knew that to run would be her finish and so
she slapped the cows on their rump and talked to them as she
had heard country people do: “Come on Maggie, move it, we
haven’t got time.” And so the guards were convinced that
she was a local farm girl and left her alone.
There were as many different stories as there were people.
We felt sorry for the ones who paid so dearly for their
courage and laughed with those who had evaded the strict
watch.
**********
The children had unfettered freedom and made the most of
it.
Eva had several girlfriends. One of them was Zdeňka,
similar in age and equal to seven devils, but she could sing
like a nightingale. Whenever there were any national
celebrations, Zdeňka would sing a patriotic song. Another of
Eva’s friends was Jituška. She was only four years old,
always clean, always polite and always happily hopping
about like a baby sparrow. Then there was Alenka. She was
the same age as Jituška, but would prefer to play at the back
of the camp, where a lot of old things had been thrown out.
She was particularly drawn to a few old tar barrels. Every
morning, her mother dressed her in clean clothes so that she
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looked like a little flower. But her mother should have seen
her a few minutes later. The first time I saw Alenka going
home for lunch, I could barely believe such a doll could get
so dirty. She had tar everywhere – on her hands, legs, face
and clothes. I put some kerosene on a rag, cleaned
everything I could and then also washed her with soap and
water. And so it was almost every day. Alenka would run
towards me and call out: “Please, can you clean me up
before mummy sees me?” Her mother was quite patriotic
and with a few other women decided to start up a Sokol1
unit. It was a wonderful undertaking, which, if it were to
eventuate, meant a lot of planning, hard work and sacrifice.
And so she didn’t notice where Alenka usually played. But
most of the children were good, and there was no need for
reprimands.
Before long, one of the camp buildings was cleaned out and
set up as a classroom. For the older boys this was a
restriction on their freedom and on their outings to the
surrounding countryside, but they all turned up in the school
room. And so elementary and higher schooling started up in
Eichstätt and the children were finally gathered up and
supervised under one roof. Whenever they read aloud or
sang something, their voices could be heard through the
open window. Even if they didn’t learn very much, at least
they could go over what they already knew and may have
been slowly forgetting. Two young teachers who had taken
on this responsibility worked diligently to bring the
children’s wandering thoughts back to study. Father Mařík
also didn’t idle. He gave regular religion lessons and
prepared the children for Holy Confession and First Holy
Sokol – a youth sports and gymnastics movement founded in Prague in
1862.
1
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Communion. I didn’t know how to dress Eva for this. I
recalled it was an unwritten requirement that girls needed to
have a white dress for their First Communion. But where to
get one? There was no money to buy anything.
After thinking long and hard I remembered I had a white silk
slip. I unpicked it carefully, made a paper pattern, measured
Eva closely and in no time was cutting and sewing. By hand
of course, in small, neat stitches. But in not too long I had
completed a small, quite pretty dress.
However when I tried it on Eva, I wanted to cry. I had made
short sleeves because the weather was already quite warm,
but more so because I didn’t have enough material. While
Eva had walked about in her gumboots, woollen dress and
fur coat, she had looked quite presentable. She had never
been chubby and her small fine face had not changed that
much. But in this lightly frilled dress, her little body was
very thin. She looked like the children who had been brought
back from the concentration camps. It was a complete
miracle that she still had so much life in her. Her eyes were
always smiling and full of life.
The aunt from America had sent a parcel. It’s hard to
account for the joy that it brought us. There were items of
clothing for all of us, as well as some food. Cans of meat,
sardines, rice, and chocolate for the children, a packet of
coffee, cocoa and dried milk. I could improve all of our
meals and I have to admit that it also raised our morale.
There were at least three new dresses for Eva, socks and
summer sandals. She was beside herself with joy and didn’t
know what to try on first. Jarka’s summer suit consisting of
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short pants and several beautiful shirts, fitted as if it had
been tailored for him.
Gustík’s grey suit had long pants and there were also a few
nice shirts. When he put it on, he was no longer a boy, but a
young man. Both boys were smiling. They couldn’t hide
their joy, but couldn’t show it as freely as Eva. When I
looked at them closely, I thought that they had lost several
childhood years in those few months.
I had received a cream suit and white shirt and some
underwear, all made of quality material. My happiness was
as great as Eva’s.
Toník was the last to peruse his treasures. Shoes were what
he needed most and when they rolled out from among the
clothing, he tried them on eagerly. And thank goodness, they
fitted. He had after all suffered enough for not properly
weighing up what footwear he should wear for the trip.
During our arduous march his feet had swollen up and his
shoes seemed far too small. His toes had turned blue and in
the following weeks all his toenails fell off. But as we
moved from camp to camp he had nothing else to wear. The
soles had been torn away and nailed back several times, but
to buy new shoes was as impossible as to swim across the
ocean.
Our camp now resembled a beehive. I don’t know exactly
how many people there were, but I would estimate about
1000. Most wished to go somewhere else. They needed to
complete questionnaires and follow notices posted in the
administration building. We had originally wished to
emigrate to America, but the American quotas only applied
to people who had come before the end of 1948. We had
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come four weeks later and had to wait for the next quota. We
could have gone to England, South America and several
other countries. We decided on America or Australia, and
would go to either, whichever came first. We wished to
settle somewhere and work as soon as possible, to provide
the children with sufficient food and an education.
There were enough people who didn’t want to go further
than England. They justified this by saying that the political
situation back home would change. A democratic country
like ours couldn’t be supressed and they would be back in a
few months. And some didn’t even want to go that far. We’ll
stay here in Germany, we’ll make do somehow and when
needed, we’ll cross the border again and help restore order,
they claimed.
It would have been wonderful if they had been right. We all
longed to go home, to work and to live in peace.
Was that too much to ask?
In the meantime, everyone tried to live as best as they could.
The Sokol unit began to run exercise programmes and to
organise a Sokol Slet1. It took a lot of effort to train the
children, youth, men and women.
One, two, three, one, two, three and sounds of music could
be heard through the open window as Father Mařík
accompanied them on the piano during their routines.
Another group organised entertainment evenings. A little
comedy and laughter could be had for a small entry fee.

1

Sokol Slet – a meeting of the Sokol movement involving mass gymnastics.
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A committee was established and debates were held at
meetings about what could or couldn’t be done. A thousand
people represented a small township and naturally various
problems also arose. There were many young girls and lads
here without parents and it was necessary to help look after
them. The girls would help repair the boys’ tattered clothes
and the boys perhaps picked a few apples in the garden to
recompense them. Fine friendships even love arose from
these activities and the camp police tried to make sure that
everyone slept in their own beds.
On one occasion, the American police had to intervene when
a few lads from the camp had a fight with several Germans
in a city restaurant. There were enough of those who
believed that the Germans should have been punished more
for all the tragedies they had caused. Memories were still
fresh and it didn’t take much for suppressed hatred to boil
over. And so it happened that a German had called out:
“Czech dogs!” when they were out for a glass of beer. The
boys leapt to their feet and began to fight anyone within
reach. By the time the Americans loaded them into cars and
drove them back to the camp, their own heads were also
quite bruised. No criminal charges were laid, they only
received a warning to avoid similar situations. The nurse
cleaned and bandaged their wounds and they soon became
the camp heroes.
The American police also needed to be involved on another
occasion. Some clever person wanted to make his own
slivovice1. He found a large barrel, and I don’t know if he
bought or simply picked the plums for himself, but the barrel
was full. It was a secret for a long time, but the longer the
1

Slivovice – a strong liqueur distilled from plums
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plums fermented, the more people longed to have a swig.
The smell permeated the camp and preparation for the
distillation and cooling of the alcohol was ready. But some
Judas betrayed the activity. The police came and poured the
entire barrel into a drain. There were even more who were
now disappointed - if only the police had waited a bit longer
for us to at least have one glass.
The camp was now well managed and it even appeared to
prosper. A number of people were employed and paid by the
IRO, so there was no longer the desperate feeling of a lack of
money. The camp manager and several others ran the
administration. We had the camp police, cooks and storemen
who received and distributed food. Others sorted and gave
out used clothing donated to the camp. One person dealt out
the coal and wood for the kitchen. There was an electrician
and someone else who looked after the central heating. Jarka
called him the ‘boilerman’. Another was responsible for
plumbing and the often blocked toilets. Jarka named him the
‘canalman’.
Apart from these volunteers, there were also a few people
who earned a living from plying their trade. For example the
barber, who set up shop on the very first day he arrived. He
pulled out a pair of scissors, a razor and shaving soap from
his pocket - that was all he needed. Most people had come
with nothing and those who had taken a few belongings with
them were often robbed or had to throw them away when
they were chased by dogs. It was true that no one paid very
much to be shaved, but even that small change was enough
for a bit of food. And when conditions improved, so did the
income.
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Then there was the tailor who adjusted the donated clothing,
while someone else made Holy pictures and sold them to
devout German villagers.
A new refugee arrived at the camp and introduced himself as
Doctor Čápela. He said he was a lawyer and made a good
impression on everyone. As soon as he had introduced
himself, he announced: “I’ve heard there is a factory owner
here who was robbed of everything by a guide.” “That’s me
and sadly it’s also true”, said Toník. “Rudolf?“: Doctor
Čápela asked. Toník nodded and Doctor Čápela continued:
“The blaggard also took the only suitcase I had with me. But
he’ll be sorry, I’ll report him.”
My heart ached when I heard about Rudolf. He hadn’t
brought over any of our things nor had he made contact. I
could have forgiven him for keeping the motorbike. It was
probably an opportunity he just couldn’t resist. It had cost
75,000 crowns and I don’t know how much it would have
fetched in Germany. He had also asked Toník for 10,000
crowns so that he could buy something of value to take over
the border - the 100,000 cigarettes from which he would
have made multiple profit. That was a trump that not even
professional smuggler would have pulled off too often. But
why did he have to keep our personal things? If he had
needed and kept some of our clothes, that could have been
excused. Even the biggest crook is supposed to have a bit of
heart. I didn’t view Rudolf as a criminal. I had expected him
to ask to be well rewarded for his service, but not that he
would be so cruel. I wasn’t thinking of myself or Toník, but
I felt sorry that the children had been deprived of the most
basic needs.
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Rudolf had our suitcase keys. He had asked for them
himself, in case he had to show customs what he was
carrying. He would have had a good look through everything
back at the farmhouse. Surely he could have put aside a set
of clothes and a pair of shoes for all of us and put them in
one case? Why couldn’t he have added a few items that we
could sell to buy some bread with? And why didn’t he let us
have our personal papers to which our hearts were attached?
There were some things that I had written during the war. I
could never write that again and I felt as sad as if I had lost a
child. Toník had also taken some important documents we
really depended on, but which held no value for anyone else.
How hard it had been to carry these papers all the way to the
farm! I had put my skirt on this case to have it at hand when
I woke up. And Rudolf perhaps thought that the case
contained gold and took it away together with my skirt
before I arose. What could he have done with it? Perhaps he
threw it all on the fire in disappointment or to destroy any
evidence that could be found on him.
Every day we heard of someone who had been robbed and
now it was Doctor Čápela. Why did Rudolf have to deprive
him of his only suitcase? Anyone could have deduced how
little it could have contained. A suit perhaps, a few shirts,
underwear, shoes and socks, shaving apparatus and maybe a
camera. If Rudolf was interested in such items, why didn’t
he ask for them when he first negotiated the departure.
Everyone would have given him such things willingly, but
he should have let them have the objects that belonged to
them. It was such a small proportion of everything people
had left behind, that when somebody tricked them of any last
remaining essentials as Rudolf had, it was hard to forgive.
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I considered what would happen if Doctor Čápela reported
Rudolf, as he had said, and was convinced that he meant it. It
wouldn’t just impact on Rudolf, but on a whole group of
people. Rudolf’s brother Antonín helped him, and his mother
most probably too. Even if she didn’t agree with their
activities, she couldn’t give up her sons to the police. And so
she assisted them by her silence. Even if she herself were not
imprisoned, she would be anxious knowing that they were
suffering. Gréta certainly would be involved, as she had been
Rudolf’s faithful accomplice. What kind of life lay ahead of
her? And how had she managed so far? She had grown up
under Hitler’s dictatorship, her moral horizon was very
different to ours. When she visited us with Rudolf in Prague,
she mentioned that her brothers had been in the Gestapo. She
had said it with a certain sense of pride and I couldn’t
understand why she mentioned it. Perhaps in Germany it was
a sign of courage and reliability. And perhaps she didn’t
know that the rest of the world considered the Gestapo a
cruel cold horde which had lost all human feeling.
She had surely also been in the Hitlerjugend, which had
taught her to be self-sacrificing for her country and to feel
hatred toward all others. She couldn’t change quickly just
because Germany had lost the war. She didn’t reflect on how
much tragedy her brothers and anyone in Hitler’s services
may have inflicted. It was their sacred right. She thought of
Germany as it was now, occupied, divided and her cultivated
hatred now had a justification. I couldn’t feel anger for her.
Her young soul had been shaped by propaganda and she
didn’t know anything else.
Another person who would pay for Rudolf’s greediness
would be the owner of the border farmhouse where we had
88

Settled for a While

slept. He was a Slovak, still quite young, who lived there
with his wife and children. I don’t know what he believed in,
but am aware that Hitler had sewn a seed of hatred among
the Slovaks as well. It had not germinated everywhere. There
were many Slovaks who had respect for the Czech-Slovak
connection and saw us to be brothers. But there were also
enough of those who allowed themselves to be influenced by
propaganda and behaved as if we were their enemies.
Perhaps this farmer had unwittingly become a link in a chain
and also took a decent share of the loot. The Lord knows if
he had realised that someone could report him to the police
and that he and his whole family could be in grave danger.
If Doctor Čápela reported Rudolf to the German police, there
would also be many German people who would lose their
lucrative trade. The first in all probability would be Frau
Fischer in Amberg, where Rudolf and Gréta had brought us
on that first terrible night of our escape.
I recall how, when I entered the large roomy kitchen, one
whole wall had been lined with suitcases. Small and large,
new and old, stacked from floor to ceiling and a second layer
had been begun from the floor to about a meter’s height.
When I had seen this, I had silently apologised to Rudolf for
not trusting him to bring our belongings over. Now I saw
everything differently. Frau Fischer was evidently a skilled
businesswoman and must have had good contacts. The
things were probably sorted in her home and sent to various
shops for legal sale.
One thing that I couldn’t comprehend was that the refugees
also brought their political views with them. Gatherings and
meetings soon started to take place and political parties
formed. One of them was the Slovak Party. The others called
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them separatists. I could barely believe it when I heard that.
We were all equal here, homeless, we owned nothing and
none of us could imagine our future.
From Gustík’s diary:
22 May 1949 – elections in the camp, big tension.
Underneath he has pasted a voting card for electing the
Slovak candidates. I can’t add any information to that, as I
can’t remember any tension or elections at all. If the duly
stamped voting card wasn’t glued there, I would think that
he had misheard something. So it was I then who had missed
a part of the camp life.
I myself had heard when Ludovič, the most senior of the
Slovaks and probably their leader had pronounced in a
public speech: “We’re all in the same boat and to succeed we
all have to pull by the same rope.”
A few days later I was caught in a downpour as I was
returning from the township and I huddled under the roof of
the first block in the camp. A young girl of about 20 also
jumped under right behind me. I didn’t know her and started
up a conversation: “It will pass in a little while.” “Oh,
you’re Czech”, she said in such a strange cold tone that a
shiver ran over me. I looked at her, surprised. “I’m Slovak”,
she said in answer to my unspoken question. I couldn’t
understand her behaviour. I had already forgotten the war
and how the Slovaks had separated from the Czechs. At that
time we had believed that their decision had been partly
forced by Hitler for advantages that were offered to them
and that not everyone had agreed with this process. But now
it was all different. We were all in the same boat, as their
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leader had said. “The Czech lands and Slovakia make
Czechoslovakia, isn’t that so?” I asked with a smile. “No,
I’m just Slovak”, she said proudly. “I’ve heard enough about
the Czechs to know what they’re really like.” “Hitler needed
to break up Czechoslovakia and I’m sure he used quite
underhanded propaganda”, I said calmly. “You oppressed us
before the war. The Czechs were at the top of all offices in
Slovakia.” Her words were like poisoned arrows. “I think
that you’re far too young to understand why it all was the
way it was,” I said. “I was young too when the First
Republic was set up. But the politicians must have known
what they were doing after the First World War. Then there
was the great unemployment and 20 years weren’t enough
for everything to settle down in the new republic. But if you
know all the bad things that Czechs did to the Slovaks,
perhaps you also know some of the good things that they did
for you. They built schools that you didn’t have, as well as
whole villages. All Czechs gladly gave money for the
Slovaks when it needed to be raised. Believe me, people are
the same as in Slovakia, good and bad. There’s only one
difference between us. At school we were taught to love
Slovaks as our brothers. But you were taught to despise us.”
I stepped out into the rain. I thought that had expressed
everything I could in explanation, and perhaps also in
apology, of those who governed our country.
Doctor Čápela expressed a strong interest in managing the
camp and everything related to it. He was willing to work
and to arrange various affairs not only because he could
speak German, but also that as a lawyer he knew what
needed to be done. He had been in the camp a very short
time when he was elected to be on its committee.
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There were several Czech camps in Germany and all were
engaged in lively activity. Our committee organised trips to
these quite often far away camps to see how people lived
there and if they needed help. Doctor Čápela was often at the
helm. I visited several camps with him. Doctor Čápela would
seek out the camp manager, lead discussions, write minutes
and was quite indispensable. I had the impression that his
interest was more political than anything else, because in one
camp we attended an election. I was completely naive
politically and it was a waste to spend any money on me,
because apart from being interested in how people lived and
managed their difficulties, I did nothing for any political
party. It all seemed absurd to me. We had all fled
Communist repression. If someone wished to fight for the
freedom or the good of the nation and for the wellbeing of
the people, what did it matter what one was called? Our
strength could lie in joining together under one flag and
under one slogan.
I personally gained much from those trips. I could see the
beautiful German countryside, in all its greenery and
flowers, the tall mountains whose tops were hidden in
clouds, typical German towns under the mountains and
extensive lakes elsewhere. And everywhere the impressive
cathedrals and small churches, whose architecture were
riches in themselves.
Whenever we entered to see these treasures for ourselves and
say a quiet prayer, we always found the devout immersed in
deep contemplation. Everything indicated to me that most
people believed in God. How ironic that they had also gone
to war in the name of God. How could they have killed and
tortured when it is the Lord’s commandment not to kill. And
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Jesus Christ had encouraged us to love our neighbour as we
love ourselves.
I saw cities destroyed by bombardment and could imagine
how much horror they had endured. It was all senseless.
Where had the pompous, heartless tyrants gone? Why didn’t
they have Cain’s mark on their forehead so that everyone
could tell them apart? All the people I met appeared innocent
and honourable.
Once, when I again travelled with Doctor Čápela by train, I
saw a river in a valley and something familiar overtook me.
“The Blue Danube”, I exclaimed in surprise. “Where are
we?” I hadn’t looked at the map before we left and the
magnificent blue of the water completely brought me out of
my reverie. Doctor Čápela said: “You’ve guessed rightly,
it’s the Danube. It starts here in the mountains and flows
through Southern Germany. Then it crosses Austria, passes
majestically through Bratislava, before it continues on its
way through Hungary.”
“The Blue Danube,” I repeated quietly and recalled when I
had last seen that beautiful grand river.
It had been shortly after the war. Toník and I had been to
Slovakia to visit his sister in Bratislava. Everything was
perfect. The summer day was fragrant with flowers and
gilded by the sun’s rays. The blue waves of the Danube
swayed lightly and made a curious contrast with the green
stripes of the banks. We felt good. The war had finished, we
were free. We wanted to forget everything and start a new
life. Tears sprung from my eyes. Was this a new life then?
Doctor Čápela touched my hand: “Would it make you happy
to know that Rudolf has already been caught?” I could feel
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my throat tightening, but certainly not from happiness.
“They’ve caught Rudolf?” I repeated uncomprehendingly.
“Yes, and not only him, but the whole gang. I told you I’d
get him. Rudolf got 12 years in gaol, I’m not sure about the
others.” I wasn’t thinking how Doctor Čápela had achieved
this or how he knew. I could only hear the ringing of 12
years in gaol in my ears. That would be horrendous for
anyone, but I had the feeling that it would be a lot worse for
Rudolf. In my mind I saw him as big, strong and fearless,
how he had crept in the dark of the night like a shadow with
a load on his back, his hands loose and ready to defend
himself in case anyone tried to ambush him. He gave the
impression that he was as strong as a bear and I was also
convinced that he carried a gun. And his long legs were hard
to beat in a chase.
He had told us quite frankly that he would run if things got
bad and that everyone would have to look after themselves.
We can only thank the Lord that we hadn’t had to do that.
And now he had let himself be caught, he had walked into a
trap and goodness knows how many innocent people also
had had to pay for this.
No, that couldn’t make me happy. Even if he had
disappointed us, robbed us and caused us so much grief, one
fact remained: he had brought us across. For that I was
grateful to him. Surely he would have remembered my threat
that he would be punished if he harmed us. But I would have
rather warned him than reported him.
Helča’s friend finally arrived. Vilma had somehow
mysteriously crossed the border and was accepted under the
protection of the IRO. I was glad that Helča would have
someone with whom to share her joys and difficulties. And I
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also hoped that Vilma would share her clothing and the
many other things in her suitcases with Helča. I was
dismayed several weeks later when I saw Helča in her old
dress and her shoes that miraculously still held together.
Vilma was well dressed and next to her Helča looked like
Cinderella. They shared the same room and Helča took on all
the cleaning. The doors to Helča’s room, ours and two others
led off the hallway, which had to be mopped every week.
Everyone knew whose turn it was and did not need to be
told. Water was poured on the stone tiles and then swept out
with a brush broom. If it was muddy and the hallway dirtier,
the procedure needed to be repeated. It was Vilma’s turn and
I was eager to see what she would do. Through their open
door I could see that Helča was cleaning the room and Vilma
was lying on her bed reading a book. I thought they would
swap roles when Helča had finished. But then I could see her
also washing the hallway in a sad and resigned manner.
“Hey, Helča, I thought it was Vilma’s turn today,” I
whispered. Vilma sat up on her bed and said irritatedly:
“You don’t expect me to ruin my new shoes in that dirty
water, do you?” “Yes, but you still have another pair, and
Helča only has these ones which already have holes in
them”, I said annoyed. Vilma shrugged her shoulders and
turned her back to us to continue reading. I watched Helča as
she swept out the water. Her shoes were sodden and
spattered with dirt. I don’t know why she hadn’t already
received something from the clothing and footwear donated
to the camp. Perhaps they didn’t have anything in her size or
she was too proud to ask. Her cheeks were pale even though
it was summer and it occurred to me that she might be ill. I
felt terribly sorry for her. She had lost her parents during the
war, she had left her home, livelihood and love interest
behind. Her boyfriend was to follow her later, but who
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knows what happened, he never arrived. How she had
looked forward to seeing Vilma, her friend from school!
Everything would be easier, they would help each other, she
would have someone to go out with and to share her
problems. She was not yet seeing any other boys and her
heart was still sad. But neither did she want to stay locked up
at home, she wanted to go out and see places. Later she and
Vilma left for Munich. She said that they intended to open
up a small shop. I don’t know what it was to be, as she
wished to keep it a secret, but I think that she would have
had to sell her good fur coat to be able to leave the camp.
How I wished that she would succeed. I had nothing to give
her to help her. She only had my blessing to take on her way.
I was very fond of Helča, but our age difference was a slight
barrier. I was not old enough for her to consider me to be a
mother figure, nor young enough to be a friend with whom
she could share her joys, have fun or swap advice.
But Vilma was not worthy of Helča’s friendship. I eagerly
waited for some news. And when I did receive them, I was
bitterly disappointed. “I’ve lost everything. I’m returning to
the camp.” Helča wrote.
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My husband, who was used to always being active, was
somewhat lost. He debated the pros and cons of what should
now be manufactured, what could be of most use after the
war, with Doctor Čápela, who often came to visit us. “You
say that you had some patents?“, Doctor Čápela asked. “You
can’t have forgotten everything. Make something out of a
material that’s affordable and you’ll sell everything.” “I
think I could make a good glue,” Toník said. “How much
profit do you think it could make?” “I’ll find out and you get
going making samples. Today, right now!” Doctor Čápela
replied and leapt up from his chair. “Do you know how
essential glue is? If it’s good, you won’t be able to keep up
with the demand.” Toník investigated what certain materials
were called in German and went shopping. I had to restrict
myself to cooking in the corner near the stove, as the dining
table served as a laboratory. I had to keep an eye on the
kitchenware, so that it didn’t become sacrificed to chemical
experiments. And when the samples were finally ready, we
glued everything together that we could. Paper, wood, glass
and leather. We tested how much humidity and heat the glue
could bear, even changes of temperature. It was all only a
repetition of what Toník had already tested back home, and
so progress was quick.
Doctor Čápela was now at our place daily and he was
thrilled with the results. One day he and Toník sat down at
the table and began to deliberate on how to proceed. “I think
it would be best to sell this whole patent in England. I have a
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good friend there, a Doctor Špulka. He’s very well
connected and it would be child’s play for him to sell it
there. I’ve already written to him and he’s expressed interest
in the whole thing. Here’s his letter, you can read what he
says yourself.” At that Doctor Čápela placed a folded
typewritten letter on the table signed by Doctor Špulka. Yes,
the letter avowed great interest in the product and asked for
samples to be dispatched immediately.
“You’ll be emigrating anyway, so there’s no point in starting
anything here,” Doctor Čápela piped up again. “If you leave
before it’s all finalised, you can give me your power of
attorney and I can finish everything for you. By the time you
arrive in Australia, you’ll have a little money in your account
to start with. Think about it, but you’d better act quickly.” It
all seemed so simple and enticing there was almost nothing
to think about. Toník made the samples and Doctor Čápela
sent them off himself. Toník worked non-stop. He found
more and more uses for the new product and wished to
achieve the strongest and longest lasting adhesive properties.
In not too long a letter arrived from England. Doctor Špulka
informed us that he had handed over the samples to a certain
company, who would test the adhesiveness of the glue,
indeed all the properties they required for their manufacture.
We were in suspense as to how it would all work out, but we
were also encouraged in our hopes.
**********
A Scouting group started up in the camp. The boys cleaned
out an empty room and proudly called it their clubhouse.
They met there on set days and planned their outings. Their
lack of money prevented them from having Scouts’
uniforms. Nor could they afford long trips. But even short
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walks beyond the town were of interest and they were
content.
Gustík must have been very busy as his diary entries were
very brief:
20 May 1949
- We are cleaning out the clubhouse.
Scouting in Eichstätt. Our leader is Mr Těsa. Be Prepared.
2 May 1949 - We swim in the river which flows alongside the
camp. It’s called Admir1.
30 June 1949 - Tomorrow morning we’re off to a camp
organised by the YMCA in a castle in Rothenburk2, 34 km
from Anzbach.
When we got there it was just lunchtime. We had potato
soup. We had time off until three o’clock. A snack at five
o’clock. Dinner at eight o’clock. At nine thirty we retrieved
the flag. Ten o’clock curfew.
We go swimming in our free time in the morning. Every
second day we go to the YMCA swimming pool. It’s got
diving boards and we train at half a metre, three metres and
five metres.
In our time off in the afternoon we play sport, go on outings
in the countryside or learn songs. On Sunday we are going
to town and to church.
Great camp.
15 July 1949 - Returned to Eichstätt.
1
2

Altmühl
Rothenburg
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**********
We were advised to prepare to go to Schweinfurt, where we
would be advised if we were to be accepted for migration to
Australia. Because our stay there could extend to four weeks,
I had to consider what to take along. There were five of us
and even just essential items were hard to fit onto the one
suitcase which we had bought for this purpose. We were
glad to have been able to buy it, our American aunt had
again sent five dollars to help us out.
We left with mixed feelings early in the morning of July 16.
Will they take us or not? We already had to go for a
preliminary check-up in the camp and when the doctor had
measured my blood pressure, he had said: “You can’t
emigrate, you have high blood pressure.” “How can you say
something like that, doctor?” I protested. “Anyone can have
high blood pressure and I’m as nervous as can be. Give me
something to bring it down and if you tell me what I can’t do
or eat, I’ll be fine in a few days. I’ll come back in a week
and then you can assess my health more accurately. I have to
take three children to Australia and it doesn’t matter how
many more years I have there.”
I left with a few pills in my hand and some advice regarding
my diet. In a week my blood pressure was lower than he had
expected and so we were on our way. Then there was
another great obstacle. Toník was 47 years old and I four
years younger. Toník would have to sign a two year contract
to undertake any work that he was given. For a tradesman or
labourer that was easy. They could take up where they had
left off. But reservations could be raised about what work a
manufacturer was able to do and his age too could be a
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difficulty. I didn’t even want to think about any of this and
trusted that the Lord would help.
It was mid-summer, it was a beautiful day and the grain crop
was fragrant on the fields. The wonderful panorama of ever
changing colours soothed our souls and by the time we
arrived in the Schweinfurt camp we were completely happy.
Then all the administration began. Names, numbers,
documents, warnings and instructions. We were allocated a
room with a Polish couple and their small girl. No one gave
a thought to the fact that men and women slept together in
what was like a small hospital room, with two rows of beds
separated by an aisle. What had seemed unthinkable only
several months ago was now meaningless. Somehow we
were tossed about in constant motion, part of a crowd that
was directed and categorised, but thankfully, with all civility.
Our task was to attend all prescribed medical tests,
fingerprinting, vaccinations and goodness knows what else.
Our days were filled with waiting for our turn for these
formalities, washing our clothes and with breaks for
breakfast, lunch and dinner. The loudspeakers played the
same tune over and over. People went to and fro, introduced
themselves, and swapped information. The time that I liked
best was after dinner. The day was behind us and we did not
need to rush anywhere. Dusk swallowed up the buildings,
their silhouettes in the electric lights lost their official
appearance. It was as if all people came out to breathe some
fresh air. Young people got to know each other, the older
ones sat on benches immersed in friendly conversations and
children ran and hopped about until they exhausted any last
drop of energy.
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I remember a funny episode that happened one warm
evening. The children were playing in a circle, when all of a
sudden they saw a mouse. The children screamed and
jumped around and the poor frightened mouse didn’t know
where to run. Adults came from all directions to see what
was going on. But when they saw the mouse they also
screamed and leapt aside in fear that it might jump on them.
A policeman who was walking nearby came to investigate.
And in the next minute he was jumping up and down with
the rest. I was sorry that I couldn’t capture this image of
jumping and screaming shadows, as if a gathering of ghosts
was holding a meeting.
Gustík described Schweinfurt camp and I cite from his diary:
A brief description of Schweinfurt camp: It’s a large camp
with 15 blocks and big garages. During the war it was a
huge barracks for Panzer tanks. There are four mess halls
here. One for the adults, one for children up to 20 years old,
another for newborns and one for students, who are here to
do car mechanic, electrician courses etc. The good food we
get: Milk with bread and butter and cheese for breakfast. At
lunch we have potatoes with sauce and stewed fruit, but
sometimes only soup. For afternoon snack at three o’clock
we get cocoa and a bread roll and for dinner a cream soup
with bread and butter.
There wasn’t much to eat and the children were constantly
hungry. Just as well aunt Mary had sent us those five dollars
and we could buy a little extra food.
The days passed quickly and there was always something
more to arrange. And one day, when our documents had
been examined an innumerable amount of times, they told
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me that we still needed others that our camp should have
organised for us. What were we to do? There wasn’t enough
time to organise this by mail. I needed them right away. I
didn’t have money for the train and didn’t know who to ask
to issue a ticket for me. Luckily I met a girl who had just
arrived from Eichstätt and I told her of my problem. She
took a ticket from her handbag which she had been given in
our camp and which she had forgotten to give back. We
studied the ticket. It stated that it was valid for a journey
from Eichstätt to Schweinfurt. The girl simply wrote the
words ‘and return’ in German on it and I suddenly had a
ticket which appeared to be legal, but which always sent a
shiver down my spine whenever I later remembered it. It was
obvious that I would be the one to go, because I could speak
better German than Toník. But I wasn’t happy about having
to leave the children in his care. They were already grown,
but still one had to keep an eye on them. I left on Saturday
morning, when there were no official requirements to fulfil,
and wished to be back on Sunday evening in order to be able
to present the necessary documents on Monday morning.
I boarded the train bravely, but when the inspector requested
my ticket my heart nearly stopped. I couldn’t deceive
anyone. My fears were unfounded. The inspector took my
ticket, glanced at it quickly and returned it with an automatic
gesture. How many such tickets had he seen when so many
hundreds of thousands of refugees were constantly being
transferred here and there. Someone else in my place might
have relished this success, but my whole day was ruined. I
couldn’t enjoy the beautiful day and when I got off at
Eichstätt station I mingled with a group of people and didn’t
show my ticket. I felt like crying. That I was poorly dressed
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and hungry was bad enough, but to have to travel on a false
ticket was demeaning.
I was happy to arrive at the camp. I was at home and
amongst ‘my own’. I at once found the camp manager and
asked him if he could issue the essential documents so I
could leave again the following day. I spent a very pleasant
evening with our closest friends and informed them of
everything. It was late at night when I entered our empty
apartment. It felt sad without my husband or children. I
stood hesitantly in the middle of the room and wished to run
away. What could I have been afraid of? The darkness that
was gaping at me from the adjoining room? Or the
loneliness?
I turned on the light in the next room and convinced myself
that everything was alright. Then I took off my clothes,
turned the light off and when I pulled the covers right over
my head I wished for nothing other than to fall asleep
immediately. But sleep would not come. Perhaps from the
excitement of my trip or the coffee that I had drunk that
evening. But the deathly silence in the room terrified me. In
the dark I reached out for and set the alarm clock that I had
quickly packed between our pyjamas when we first left
home. It was our only memento and friend along our
journey. Now I wanted to hear its tick tock. It made me feel
better and I didn’t feel so alone. Then I recalled everything
that had happened in the last few months.
It already seemed an eternity since we had left our home. So
much had happened, we had seen so many places and met so
many people that it seemed almost impossible to fit it all in
such a short a time. I remembered our first days in this camp.
New transports arrived every day. Helča and I would go to
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the administration building where they had to report, to see if
we could see anyone we knew. Helča was waiting for her
fiancé and I was also expecting a few friends. It was a
terrible longing to see someone we loved, someone with
whom it would be easier to share this life. One day as we
were waiting impatiently, I began to sing softly:
“I’ll bring you a posy one day
when the lily-of-the-valley begins to bloom.”
We both had tears in our eyes and, although we waited every
day and long after lilies-of-the-valley had stopped flowering,
we never saw anyone familiar.
Helča requested to migrate to England. “I’ll go with Vilma,
perhaps she’ll have luck there.”
I was tired and sleepy on the following day when I went to
the office to collect the documents. I was very grateful to the
management for their willingness to issue them immediately
and that they didn’t insist I wait till the next working day –
Monday.
A problem arose, however, when I asked the camp manager
for a train ticket. He didn’t have the relevant form and didn’t
know what to do. “Can you perhaps pick it up on Monday?”
he said helplessly. “But I have to be back today. I have to
present these documents tomorrow morning,’’ I protested in
despair. “If at least I had an old ticket I could do something.
Has anyone got an old ticket?” he asked and looked at the
others. “I have one”, I said shyly and explained how I had
travelled to Eichstätt. The manager looked at the ticket and
started laughing like a teenager. He corrected the date and
gave it back to me. “That’s a valid ticket and I’m responsible
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for issuing it. You are entitled to a free fare and you don’t
have to worry about anything.” I thanked them all for their
help and was quickly on my way back to my family.
It was Sunday, people were dressed in their best clothes,
probably on their way to visit friends. I sat in a corner by the
window and looked at the countryside. No one was working
and the fields were empty. Every so often my eyes closed,
but I forced myself to overcome my sleepiness. It was so
beautiful outside that it was a shame to miss some of the
summer glory. I’ll catch up at night, I promised myself. It
was evening when I arrived at the camp. Dinner must be
over by now, I thought, and looked around for Toník or the
children. Could they not have expected me, I wondered
when I couldn’t see any of them. But as soon as I opened the
door I knew something wasn’t right. All three children were
in bed and their cheeks were burning with fever. “What’s
happened?” I cried out in alarm. “They’ve caught a bit of a
chill”, Toník announced. “What, they caught a chill in this
hot weather?” “We went for a swim in the river yesterday
and the water was cold. It never occurred to me they could
get sick.” “Oh, Toník, how could you be so careless? Now
that we still have all those medical examinations to go
through we have to avoid doing anything risky. Of course
the water is cold. It comes straight from these mountains and
it doesn’t get a chance to warm up. If the children aren’t
better soon, we won’t be able to go for our check-up and we
could miss the next transfer.” I bought some aspirin, lemons
and a jar of honey in the canteen. I thought I would have to
get them out of this as quickly as possible. I didn’t get the
sleep I had been looking forward to that night. The children
sweated, I had to change their clothes and keep covering
them because they were cold. Luckily they didn’t have any
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medical tests in the next few days and so could stay in bed. I
gave them the aspirin, lemons and honey and all this must
have helped a little, as they were over the worst of their
illness in two days. I on the other hand felt extremely tired. It
must be from the trip, I thought. And then I also hadn’t slept.
As soon as I catch up, I’ll be alright. But I wasn’t. My head
ached enormously and my whole body seemed to be made
from lead. I was too afraid to consult a doctor, as it could
have had an effect on our migration, and so I took aspirins
and hoped that what I had would go away. It’s probably the
flu and I most likely caught it from the children. But they
had bounced back quickly, while I didn’t feel any relief. I
stayed in bed for a day and wanted to be strong enough on
the following day to go to the last and important check-up.
My head continued to ache despite the aspirins. Perhaps I
needed something stronger. But what? And now I
remembered that Alenka’s mother had once given me a
tablet when Eva had a toothache. She had received a batch
from her doctor when she had a toothache. But I had thought
that it might be too strong for Eva and so didn’t give it to her
then and had only treated her cheeks with a hot compress. If
it can cure a toothache, perhaps it can also help my
headache. It was very early in the morning and outside the
dawn was breaking. I quietly opened my handbag and
located the magic pill in one of the compartments. Toník had
a good habit of keeping a glass of water by the bed. I took
the tablet, bound my head in a moistened handkerchief and
wrapped it again with a scarf. I hoped that I would be well
by morning. It’s another four hours before I have to see the
doctor. When Toník woke me, it seemed that I had been
asleep for only minutes. I couldn’t rouse myself and when he
dragged me from the bed I teetered like a drunk. He helped
to dress me while I continued to sleep. He then led me half
107

On the Way to Australia

asleep to breakfast and thought that coffee or tea would
wake me up. Nothing did. He held me tightly as he led me
into another hall where the medical examinations were
taking place. “Please wake up,” he pleaded. “What will you
say to the doctor, when he sees you like this?” “The truth,” I
said with indifference. “He’s a doctor, he’ll know what’s
wrong.” I sat down on a chair. There were many people there
and we all had to wait. As ever. We had all been given
appointments for eight or nine o’clock and then called out in
order. The first letter in my surname was a long way down
the list and so that meant I would need to wait a long time. I
think that was the first time in my life that I was happy to
wait.
“Let me sleep”, I said to Toník. “Just pay attention for when
they call out my name.” It was nearly midday by the time I
awoke. My head no longer ached, but I had the feeling that it
was a large empty barrel. I took a mirror out of my bag and
had a look at myself. I was almost surprised that my head
was a regular size. My cheeks were flushed and made me
look younger. Only my eyes glistened unnaturally.
I tidied my hair and gathered all my strength to appear to
look normal. I took a walk through the hall and discovered
that I did not stumble. I felt ready and just in time. My name
was called out.
Perhaps because my head felt so big and empty, I forgot that
everything depended on this examination. I know that the
doctor asked me questions and appeared to compare them
with answers in his paperwork. I felt very calm, as if it all
was of no importance. Because I had never lied nor ever had
cause to, I answered quickly and readily. My visit was very
short, perhaps because midday was approaching. The doctor
108

On the Way to Australia

turned a few more pages in his records, then approached me
and said: “All is in order, I wish you much luck”, smiled and
shook my hand. I thanked him heartily and went into the hall
where Toník waited impatiently. All is in order, I repeated
over and over and couldn’t believe it might be true. We had
lunch and immediately afterwards I went to bed again. My
energy was low and I felt that I had to rest. How could he
have said that all was in order, when he could easily see that
I was ill, I said out aloud to myself. “Either he didn’t notice
or he didn’t want to ruin your emigration chances”, Toník
considered. And then I had a brainwave. He must have seen
that I was ill, but it wasn’t an illness of any interest to him.
They examine us closely to see if we have tuberculosis, and
internal or blood diseases. But a chill is only transient and
not of real concern. Now that I had understood the whole
situation, I felt his behaviour to have been unjust. How
comforting it would have been if he had added: “I have the
impression you’ve caught something and I advise you to stay
in bed for a day.” I would have known from that that he
knew and that he spoke as a doctor. But evidently that’s how
only I would have acted. Had anyone ever cared for me, I
pitied myself silently. I had never been seriously sick,
although as a child I had often longed to be so. I would have
given anything for a doctor to have to come to measure my
temperature, to have to take medicine and to see that others
were worried for me.
All was ready then, everything seemed in order and now we
only needed to wait to be called to see the Australian
Ambassador. Whether we were accepted depended on him.
There were so many reasons why he need not approve us.
One of them was our age and also that we couldn’t speak
English. I had been learning for several months, but only by
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myself and ever so infrequently. I knew quite a few words,
but they were only single words, the scattered parts of a
puzzle I couldn’t piece together.
Then there could have been his preference for a certain type
of people. Some of our countrymen before us could have
made a bad impression on him and confirmed his opinion
that our whole nation wasn’t worth much.
On the day that we were called before him I was particularly
careful that we looked our best. The children were scrubbed
and clean and we all wore our best clothes from our aunt in
America.
The Ambassador was middle aged and his very sympathetic
appearance put us at ease. A Czech translator introduced us
and launched directly into the interview. As head of family,
Toník had to answer all the questions. What he had done and
what he knew, as well as certain details of our social life. All
of this was already on record. He was a chemist, he also
knew engineering, had designed industrial machinery and
held several patents. The Ambassador observed his strong
build, his hands which were like two heavy hammers and
made a note in the files. He smiled at the children and in his
mind must have calculated that in a few years they would be
adults and proud Australians. He even mentioned our ages,
but our health and three young children outweighed this
undesirable fact and we were accepted. Toník of course had
to agree to sign a two year work contract. Under the
‘employment’ section of the application he was listed as
‘labourer’. This was demeaning of him, but he didn’t realise
it straight away. When he did, he was very insulted and
bitter, but his optimism helped him overcome this. “I am
who I am,” he said proudly, “and no one can make me
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anything else. The two years are the price of our entry to
Australia. If Doctor Čápela’s and Doctor Špulka’s plans
succeed, I should have enough money to buy my way out of
this contract and I’ll still have enough left over to start doing
something else.” The main thing was that we had been
approved. When we returned to our camp in Eichstätt, we
had one big hurdle behind us .
**********
There was great commotion in the camp. The Czechoslovak
Sokol were organising a Slet. It’s difficult for anyone to
imagine how much preparation this took. Apart from training
to perform the exercises, Sokol uniforms needed to be made
for all the participants. I myself am mystified how they
managed to do it. It would have been a magnificent
performance under normal circumstances, but from the little
that anyone earned it was difficult to buy anything. The area
for the event was made ready and the last detail thought
through.
Naturally
there
were
also
various
misunderstandings between the Sokol hierarchy. Usually
because a number of different opinions arose and someone
tried to assert their own. But in the interest of a good idea
and of Sokol solidarity all was resolved.
Gustík writes in his diary:
20 August 1949 - The Eichstätt Sokol is organising Slet days.
Brother Sokols from Murnau and Ludwiksburk have arrived.
On Saturday evening the Sokols danced national folk dances
and the Czech Beseda dance in the light of the reflectors and
under a flying flag. The evening finished with a poem recital.
The event concluded with the lowering of the flag.
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21 August 1949 In the morning there were
competitions, rubber grenade throwing and 100m races. The
men came on in the afternoon and showed off their routines,
the women came after and danced beautiful dances. Then the
girls performed games and the boys played sack races, blind
man’s bluff and other games.
Sokols from Murnau and Ludwiksburk demonstrated dances
and the day ended with the lowering of the flag.
My son described this all too briefly. He recorded what he
saw, but he was far too young to understand the magnitude
of the task.
The flag that fluttered here in the summer sun over the little
area that was our camp revived our national pride and
pushed our other troubles to the background.
The faces of the men who stood in formation reflected
seriousness and pride and I’m sure this was also felt in their
hearts. The Sokol songs that resounded through the whole
camp and which we all knew so well made us feel as if we
were back home in Prague, in Strahov stadium, for at least a
little while,
The women and girls enlivened the scene with their
colourful dress. The field on which they bent and
straightened, formed circles and plaited chains, moved their
arms and waved their kerchiefs, continually changed colour
and moved like corn in a summer breeze. It was something
so marvellous that one could not take one’s eyes off them
and their songs were so bright and simple that we all started
to hum them softly and soon the whole camp was singing in
one voice.
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The Sokols from Murnau and Ludwigsburg, men and
women, were very well prepared and it was hard to say who
were the better or more impressive performers.
When we sang the national anthem at the conclusion of the
ceremonies it was as if someone had drawn a curtain over
the day’s cheerfulness. Our singing sounded more like a
prayer, as only someone who had lost their home could sing
as sincerely and from the heart.
I saw another émigré Slet that the Murnau Sokols organised.
That was soon after we returned from Schweinfurt, about a
week or two earlier than the one I have just described.
The camp manager had obtained fares for about 60 people. I
now felt so free and without a care, all the formalities to do
with our departure were over and I sensed that this would be
my last outing in Germany.
The Murnau camp was decorated festively. We were greeted
by flags and slogans on the gate and I had the feeling that it
was only the entrance that separated two different worlds. I
sought out a few acquaintances who I knew lived in the
camp, but it took me a while as everyone was engaged in
some sort of activity relating to the day.
I don’t know how many times I had seen a Sokol Slet as a
child. I had been fascinated by the wondrous theatre put on
by the Sokol unit in our village. Later I also joined this
patriotic movement and when I could no longer exercise or
practise, I still continued to love this wonderful activity. I
saw the last Slet in Prague about six months before we left.
We took the children, so that they could remember
something of this spectacle. I had read that at the time
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30,000 women had simultaneously taken part in the event,
then a similar number of men, boys and girls. As the white
blouses flooded the field, the sporting arena seemed like a
field of flowering daisies. And then of red poppies and blue
cornflowers, the colours changed with each movement and
entry of new people.
I won’t describe the Murnau Slet, because that would be a
repetition of what I have already written. I can only add that
it was a tremendous success, that people cried and rejoiced
and that the image of it was deeply engraved in our hearts.
When we met at the specified place to leave the Slet, it
seemed to me that there were many more people than there
had been on our arrival. The camp manager counted and
recounted heads, and then cried in despair: “How did you all
get here?”
Unusual stories then came to light. Some had caught the
train without tickets, some had hitched car rides, while a
third group had arrived on legal tickets that they had to hand
in at the station as they got off the train and now they didn’t
know how to get them back. What kind of tickets were they?
Where did they get them? And now came confirmation of
something there had been rumours about in the camp for
some time. That foreigners had come to the camp,
encouraged the young men to join the French Foreign
Legion and even given them free train tickets for travel
throughout Germany. I don’t know if anyone had joined the
Foreign Legion, but the tickets were certainly used. Then
there was an older lady of about 60 years who lived in the
camp with her son. She so longed to get to Murnau that
somebody had given her one such ticket. She had no idea of
its origin. The main thing was that it was free and that she
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was able to use it. I heard someone relate how when the
inspector saw her ticket, he looked at her with a smile and
said: “You too, mother, you too?” “Yes and why not?” she
answered cheerfully. She thought that he considered her too
old to travel all the way to Murnau. There was much
merriment when she discovered the reason for the
inspector’s question.
The difficulty remained of how to get home and the camp
manager felt responsible. He took a group ticket from his
pocket and silently counted all the people around him. Then
he made a small pen mark. People said that he added a one
in front of the 60 and so increased the number to 160. It was
a minor deceit that harmed no one. The train was half empty
and so we didn’t take anyone’s place. But I still felt pity for
the manager for having to take responsibility if something
had gone wrong.
**********
We were instructed to follow notices posted in the
administration building and to be ready for our departure to
Australia. I began to pack and realised that we were
somewhat better off than when we had come. We had the
things we had received from America and we had also been
given some other clothing for our trip from the camp
management. I was overjoyed to receive a burgundy three
quarter length coat. It was new and a perfect fit. I needed
something similar for cooler weather and because it was
made from quality material I looked quite elegant in it. I had
always liked nice things and now that I could neither afford
nor choose them, I was especially appreciative. I was also
given a heavy winter coat. It was so big that I could almost
wrap it around myself twice, but it was warm and I knew
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that I could use it in wintertime. In addition, I had received
about three simple cotton dresses. They looked quite nice,
but when I tried to put them on, they were too small. It
doesn’t matter, I told myself. I would need so many things,
tea towels, perhaps a curtain, they were sure to come in
handy for something. Toník and the children also received a
few items. I was grateful that the boys had jumpers, it didn’t
matter if they were too big. It was worse that other things
were too little. They’ll be good for something, I told myself
again, as I put them in the pile with my small dresses. We
were even allowed to take our bedding. These were khaki
army blankets and I was glad that were able to keep them,
that we had something to cover ourselves with wherever we
landed. But how were we to wrap them up? Toník found
wooden planks from crates on the rubbish dump at the back
of the camp, bought some nails and made a strong box. In it I
packed our kitchen utensils and all else that we knew we
wouldn’t need straight away. It still had enough space for the
blankets, which we would add just before our departure.
We sold my and Toník’s fur coats. Father Mařík bought
Toník’s coat. He was of a similar build and it was a bargain
for him at 120 Marks. A young gypsy girl bought mine at a
slightly lesser price.
Our departure was set for 26 August 1949. We were ready
and on the last day we took our leave of everyone we knew
and who were, like us, a part of the refugee family. In the
evening, Toník and I went outside and heard music starting
up in the room which the Sokols used for their exercise
routines. We went in to find the last few to whom we wished
to say goodbye. I don’t remember if they were celebrating
something, but when they heard why we had come,
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somebody suggested that we should have a last dance. Father
Mařík played the piano as usual. We did a round of the
Czech Beseda dance and then someone asked shyly if Father
Mařík knew a song called the ‘Red Skirt’. “Do I know it?”
he laughed and the first notes resounded through the room.
And then voices joined in: ‘I love the red skirt best, I always
put it on when you come around...’
As the music died down, we had to catch our breath because
the dance tempo and the few verses completely puffed us
out. We then took our leave of all those present. We were
among the first to be leaving for Australia and all wished us
the best of luck. The last person to whom I said goodbye was
Major K., who had been in the camp from its very beginning
and was a hardworking member of the committee. “I’m so
sorry to see you leave and to go so far at that”, he said with
true pity in his voice. “There’ll be a revolution back home in
several weeks. We’ll all be going back and you’ll be
thousands of kilometres away.” “Do you really believe that
Major?“, I asked. “Believe it? I’m convinced of it!” he said
passionately. “I have good information from the
underground. Everything is ready and in a matter of weeks it
will all be over.” His cheeks burned and I was certain that
the old soldier would not wait for everything to be over, but
that he would be happily assisting for it to happen. “May the
Lord let you be right,” I said deeply moved. After all, to
return home was the desire of us all. “Major,” I said quietly,
“don’t tell anyone what you’ve told me. A tiny remark can
ruin great intentions. Also don’t deter anyone from leaving.
If people here begin to believe that they’ll be going home in
a matter of weeks, they’ll turn down offers of migration and
perhaps they’ll never get another chance. If what you say is
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true, then it won’t matter how far away we are, we’ll all be
running back home.”
The children were asleep by the time we got home and Toník
also went to bed. The contract between him and Doctor
Čápela had been signed and now it was just a matter of
waiting to see how things would develop. Toník didn’t doubt
for a second that everything would go well and was asleep
within minutes. Only I didn’t dare yet go to bed. I walked
about the room like a spectre and reassured myself over and
over that everything was prepared. All the children had their
clothes in their own piles and even Toník had all the clothes
he was to wear ready on a chair. I remained dressed, only the
heavy coat that I was to wear was also draped over a chair. I
had food for the road in a bag, a little meat, bread, a block of
chocolate. I kept the fire burning in the stove because it was
cold and also because I wished everyone to have warm
coffee before we left.
We were to leave the camp at four in the morning. We all
had to get up at three, so that I could still pack the sheets and
blankets in which they now slept. A hammer and some nails
lay on the floor so as to be able to close the box at the last
minute. At three o’clock I went outside to have a look at the
weather. It was dark, only the stars sparkled and it was very
cold. Autumn could be felt in the air. I went inside to wake
the children and Toník. It wouldn’t be easy to wake them at
this hour. I was surprised by a small visitor. A multicoloured kitten sat by the stove. It looked at me warily and
miaowed only quietly as if it were afraid that I would shoo it
out. I gave it a piece of meat which it began to devour and I
started to wake the children. I had to lift them out of bed and
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carry one by one into our room where it was warm. But it
was mainly the kitten that aroused their interest.
There wasn’t much time and I had to prod everyone,
including Toník, to get dressed, drink their warm coffee and
be ready. I folded the sheets and blankets and packed them
in the box. I left three blankets out, as I thought that we
would need them in the truck. We nailed the crate shut and
carried it outside. There was a suitcase full of clothes and
two backpacks with items I wanted to have at hand.
It was four o’clock in the morning when we drove out of the
camp still ensconced in slumber. We barely had time to
whisper goodbye and then we were out of the gate.
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The stars shone over our heads, but we were enveloped by
darkness. In a short while the outline of the township
disappeared from view and we were hurtling into the
unknown. The driver was going at a precipitous speed and
the wind whizzed past our ears. We all huddled down in the
open truck and covered ourselves with the blankets to keep
warm. About two hours later we arrived at the Ansbach
railway station. We took our luggage out of the truck and
then didn’t know what to do. We had been given no
instructions, everything was apparently taken care of. And
now we stood there frozen to the bone and ogled by a
number of curious bystanders. We later found out that the
drunk driver was supposed to take us to the freight railway
station. Half an hour later a second vehicle arrived and took
us and our things to the right destination. Several carriages
were allocated for the refugees and soon we were attached to
a train headed straight for Schweinfurt.
I was grateful that I was now sitting in the train and that I
wouldn’t have to think for a few hours. I realised that it
would soon be Eva’s eighth birthday and that she wouldn’t
have a cake as usual. Interestingly, she had always travelled
somewhere on her birthday, but this time it was not as
pleasant. I hoped that we would at least be able to give her a
surprise, but I was incapable of visualising what that would
be. My eyelids were already shutting.
I slept for most of the day.
Gustík wrote in his diary:
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We arrived in the camp at three o’clock and went straight to
afternoon tea.
Even though the children had eaten everything I had
prepared for the trip, what could be more important after a
day’s journey than a mug of cocoa and something sweet?
But I know that other things would have taken place. Even
though I don’t remember, one of the officials must have
checked our documents, we must have been allocated a room
where we would stay until the next transfer and we would
have been issued meal vouchers. We were familiar with this
place and quickly found our way around, but it was evening
by the time I was assured that we had five beds to sleep in
and had put away our things. Perhaps because we were
closer to the cold winds blowing from the Alps, it was much
colder here than it had been in Prague at this time of year.
We were all tired after the daylong journey and went to bed
shortly after dinner and a quick wash.
The next morning we were told we would be leaving in a
few days, to get the personal luggage we wished to take with
us ready, to secure the heavier things such as boxes so they
wouldn’t open and to write our names on every side for
quick identification.
I had expected something like this and so had already sorted
our things and the crate. We also attached our names to the
suitcase and backpacks so we wouldn’t lose anything during
transit. We actually found time to go into the city one
afternoon. I hadn’t forgotten Eva’s birthday and Gustík’s too
was coming up in the ensuing days. We entered a shop and
as we looked around at the displayed goods, I noticed how
Eva’s gaze rested on a doll. It was in German national
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costume and she liked the simple way it was dressed. She
couldn’t believe her luck when we told her she could take
the doll with her. We also told Gustík to choose something. I
don’t know whether he really wanted it, but when he chose a
modest pocket knife, I wasn’t sure if it was only because he
knew we didn’t have too much money.
Jarka was aware that the others had received their gifts
because it was their birthday, but I encouraged him to also
find something for himself just for luck.
He looked around helplessly, he couldn’t see anything that
interested him. Then he reached for a little box containing
tiny carved and beautifully painted wooden Dutch clogs. He
chose this memento of Germany perhaps because he liked
the fine carving or because he couldn’t see anything else.
We again climbed into a truck and sat on the benches lining
the sides. Only this time it wasn’t an open truck. A canvas
roof over our heads prevented us from feeling the cold wind
we heard whistling past as we drove quickly towards the
station. We had a ticket with the number of our carriage and
compartment in third class. This had two benches facing
each other, overhead luggage racks and a small table under
the window. It was no luxury, but what more could we ask
for? We were on our own and we felt good. We placed our
luggage on the floor and went to have a look around the rest
of the carriage. We knew we would be travelling for a long
time and so needed to know where to find the toilets and
water. The train was full of refugees and it seemed as if
everyone was doing the same as we were – getting to know
their new surroundings.
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We all pressed to the window as the train departed, but
couldn’t see anything, only an empty station and the train
dispatcher. And when the station lights disappeared, we were
surrounded by deep darkness.
The children were hungry again and I was well prepared. I
had bought enough food and put it all into one backpack. I
had good rye bread, some butter and salami, a block of
chocolate and a few biscuits. The money that we had
obtained for our fur coats allowed us to buy a few more
provisions. But I had to be thrifty and had bought only the
essentials.
From Gustík’s diary:
1 September 1949 We woke up in Austria. We stood at
the station and I could see tall cliffs and forested mountains
from the window. We were given sweet black coffee and
bread for breakfast.
On the adjacent track stood another train and I was looking
at the people sitting behind the closed windows when my
heart suddenly stopped. A sign read PRAGUE – WILSON
STATION in large black letters. I stared entranced at the
sign and could not take my eyes off it. I had travelled to and
left from Wilson Station on innumerable occasions. It was
the station from which I took the train to see my parents at
all times of the year and each time it was a very pleasant trip.
In spring, when the freshness of the meadows and of the
young wheat spread all around and yellow buttercups lined
the creeks. In summer, when the fields were redolent of
mown hay and the waving grain stalks moved like the sea. In
autumn, as children minded the cows on stubble fields and
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the smoke of small fires could be smelled through the
autumn air. Golden and red leaves in all shades fell from the
trees. Even in winter, when the ground wore a white cap, the
countryside breathed a mystical magic. Each tree in the
forest was decorated with hoarfrost like a Christmas tree and
glittered in the sun like diamonds. I usually sat in the corner
by the window and when my eyes became tired, I would
close them for a while and lean my head against the soft
headrest. Then I would hear the train wheels repeat: “Home,
home, home, home.” And then when I was returning back to
Prague, all I had to do was to close my eyes and hear:
“Home, home!” again. Yes, I was home both where I had
grown up and where I had made my own home.
And now I was looking at my own old train headed for
Wilson Station. It stood so close that only a large step
separated us. Even the doors of both trains faced each other.
All that one needed to do was to open them, enter the train
and sit down in a corner by the window. Pain that had dulled
inside me for some time now flared up again. If Toník and
the children hadn’t been there, no, if the children hadn’t been
there, perhaps I could have even forgotten about Toník. I
was flooded by such longing that I could see nothing but this
train, which stood here as if waiting just for me. Why isn’t it
going yet, I asked myself and closed my eyes to calm myself
down. Then our train moved a little, stopped and then started
up again with a jolt, as if it couldn’t tow us all. Then it began
to move slowly. And I had the feeling that I had let pass my
last chance of returning home. I envied the people travelling
in that direction, and only later it did it occur to me that
perhaps they envied us going to sunny Italy. I looked out of
the window and ignored everything else. It was just as well
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that Gustík captured something of what we were passing
outside in his diary:
“At midday we cross the Austrian-Italian border. The
splendid Alps surround us on every side. There is snow on
the peaks and beautiful green grass and trees under the
mountains. It’s glorious...
2 September 1949 Today is my birthday. I am 14. At
nine o’clock we arrived in Rome. We saw ancient temples
from a distance, and travelled for a long time along old
Roman walls that had survived millennia. After a while,
Rome, that celebrated city, receded from view until it
entirely blended with the sky. We could see impoverished but
beautiful Italy from the train. Poor villages, tiled roofs, and
everywhere that strange greenness that almost didn’t seem
real. But we also saw grand cities, rich villas with gardens
and palms. In the distance there were water dams, enormous
orchards, and grapes, oranges, lemons and other fruit grew
as far as the eye could see.
Today, almost 25 years later, I am surprised by everything
that Gustík observed and recorded. His youth refused to
occupy itself with something that had been or was painful.
He lived each moment as it came and his soul absorbed all
the beauty that unfolded before his eyes like a movie. While
my eyes may have embraced those beautiful mountains and
then the endless vineyards with wonder, my thoughts flew
away like birds in the direction of the train to Prague. My
whole being was where I had put down roots and it was hard
to convince myself that I had already commenced a new
episode in my life.
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I spent most of my time at the window, but the children had
already dispersed in the passage joining the other
compartments and made friends. That is perhaps why
Gustík, who saw and heard all the talk, was better informed
than I. What he overlooked to mention was that we had
passed through tunnels. I might have forgotten it too, had
there not been an accident. One of the children opened a
window which should have been shut while going through a
tunnel. I could see Jarka running with another boy from one
window to the next so they wouldn’t miss anything. Then
suddenly he ran in holding his hand over one eye. Something
had flown into it. It must have been painful, as he didn’t
even want to take his hand away and when he did, he
couldn’t open his eye anyway. “Don’t rub it, it might wash
out by itself,” I advised him. He stayed with me and when I
later tried to have a look, I could only see that his eye was
red and irritated. We then forgot about it. The children were
enthralled by the whole journey and didn’t mind any
inconvenience. They slept on the hard bench or wire luggage
carrier and still be full of energy the following morning.
They could have been apportioned more food, but I always
had a reserve snack and somehow they lasted till they
received the next meal.
We arrived in Bagnoli1 at about three o’clock. As before, we
were met by cars and driven through the city to a large
modern camp. But as soon as we entered the first building,
we were called in one by one for a medical examination. The
doctor read out my name and asked: “Czech?” I nodded and
immediately raised a complaint: “Oh doctor, why can’t we
have a wash first? We can’t smell too good after three days
1

Near Naples, a displaced persons camp run by IRO
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in the train!” He smiled at my concerns. “I understand how
you feel, but really don’t worry. It’s the regulation that all
new arrivals must have their health checked. It’s only a brief
examination, please undo your blouse.” He listened to my
heart and then as an aside only asked me: “You’re not
pregnant?“. “Definitely not, nor is there any opportunity,” I
laughed and he did too. “Then you’re perfectly healthy.” It
was as if his soft cultured voice soothed all my previous
cares. As I left, he added: “You’re in luck, there’s water
today, at least you’ll be able to wash away all that travel
dust.” I didn’t understand what he meant by that, but I didn’t
wish to ask and take up too much of his time.
And then all five of us were in another office and the official
automatically decided: three men - block number X, two
women - block number Y. I got up quickly and politely
asked: “You can’t be counting that boy as a man?” and
pointed at Jarka. “He’s only a child and I have to look after
him. He’s too weak.” The official looked at Jarka’s thin
cheeks and changed the vouchers.
We searched for our block and our room. Room is too
modest a word for this, it was more of a hall. There were a
hundred beds there. Our three were near the door. I placed
the suitcase under my bed. As Toník and Gustík were to
sleep in a different block, but both in the same room, I
packed their things into one backpack. Then we went to have
a look at their lodgings. There were many buildings here,
mainly of two storeys. Gustík discovered they were navy
barracks rebuilt after major bomb damage. All the buildings
were directly next to the sea and looked more or less as if
they were a modern part of the town. They were clean
throughout. The floor tiles were scrubbed, as were the
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washrooms and toilets. It was a real treat to be able to wash
oneself from head to toe and to put on clean clothes. I
washed and dressed myself and the children and then we
went in search of the mess hall.
We were issued tin army plates and cutlery. We then always
used the same plates for our rations, washed them after each
meal and took them home. We had to keep a good watch on
everything as we heard rumours there was much theft. The
mess hall where the meals were distributed was also
immense. The back wall contained about ten windows and a
cook would stand behind each. When people came they
formed queues and presented their empty plate at the
window for whatever was available - meat, macaroni and
sauce or similar - and then they would take their laden plates
to the dining room.
I was lucky that I came across a Czech cook. “I need to
fatten up these two children behind me, can you help?” I
asked softly as I took my plate. He smiled and also said
quietly: “Look out for my window each time and come to
me.” I thanked him sincerely. From then on the children
always received a good piece of meat covered with potatoes,
and always enough not to feel hungry. For afternoon tea I
would also bring them back a pot of cocoa, there was more
than enough of this too, and so after a long time they were
able to eat sufficiently again.
But then something happened that we weren’t expecting.
The very next day after our arrival I went very early to the
washroom and stopped still in alarm. There were several
doors leading to the toilets. These were now all open wide
and it is difficult to describe what I saw there. As I ran out, I
came across a woman in the corridor and asked her what it
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meant. She had already been here some time and so knew
what it was about. “Oh, that happens regularly,” she said
with a wave of her hand. “They turn off the water to all the
washrooms and toilets at night. But people have to go
somewhere and if they can’t flush it, it just stays there. When
the bowls fill up, they do it on the floor. And when the floors
are full, they start in the washrooms.”
I had gone quite early and half the large washroom was
already covered. There was no access to the hand basins.
Only now did I remember the doctor’s words. I woke the
children and we went outside, where there were lawns, trees
and bushes not far away. We needed to find a hollow behind
a bush and then to fill it with dirt. I realised that people were
not even as cleanly as cats and in their carelessness or rush
could sully an otherwise idyllic and restful place.
Later, men in high gum boots came and shovelled and
removed the stinking excrement. After we returned from
breakfast and a short walk with Toník and Gustík,
everything was so perfectly scrubbed and clean that it was
hard to believe anything had ever happened. I wanted to
wash some clothes and so we looked for a laundry. In vain.
Then we found some women outside near a water tap. They
collected water in a basin, soap their garments and wash
them. All was finished after one rinse. Those who had a
piece of string tied it between two trees and hung up their
clothes there. Others draped their washing over thick bushes
and watched it in case it was carried away by the wind. I had
also not expected something like this in such newly built
buildings. I think there must have been a laundry there for
the soldiers when the camp had been a barracks, but for
some reason it was off limits to the refugees.
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I got my washing ready in the evening and went to wash it at
five in the morning. I was the only one there. The water was
cold, but it was the only way to get the washing done. I was
finished well before breakfast. I folded the rinsed clothing in
my basin and placed it under my bed. I woke the children
and we went to breakfast. Then I returned for the clothing
and we all went looking for some place between trees where
to hang the clothesline. The clothes looked clean enough
considering the speed with which they had been washed and
I hoped they would also be bleached by the sun. We all
stayed with it until lunchtime. It was a beautiful warm and
sunny day and we were glad that we had left Germany
before the beginning of the real winter. When it was time to
go to lunch, I tried to take the washing down and couldn’t
understand that it was no drier than when I had hung it out.
We were right next to the sea and, although the sun was hot,
the humidity was too high and everything stayed wet. I sent
everyone to lunch and continued the watch. I couldn’t risk
that someone else would take our washing down. My
husband then relieved me and I was still able to collect my
lunch. I was not able to take the washing down till the
evening. It was fragrant but still damp.
We would usually take an after dinner walk. I was amazed
how many people there were here and how many different
languages were spoken. In front of the canteen there were
tables and chairs where people sat and drank wine. We too
used to go there, usually before going to sleep and bought he
children milk and bread with salami or a piece of cake. A
bottle of milk or wine cost the same.
We learned a lot of things on these walks. We saw how
people sold clothes and shoes and that it was usually Italians
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who would buy them. I also heard how many people had
been robbed. I guarded my handbag anxiously, slung over
my shoulder and also always held it by my hand. And it was
just as well, because one evening I nearly dropped my bag as
we walked through a thick crowd. When I tried to investigate
how that had happened, I saw the shoulder strap had been
cut.
I was so careful that no one stole anything that I would lock
everything we weren’t wearing in our suitcase.
We learned quite early on that there were outings organised
from the camp to Pompeii and to other interesting places.
“Pompeii!” I said excitedly to Toník. I had always wished to
see it. I had seen a film about Pompeii shortly before we had
left Prague. The opening scene showed a caretaker of this
dead place sweeping fallen leaves in the street. I recalled
how I had told myself that I would gladly go and sweep
leaves if only I could see that city. And now we were so
close and I didn’t want to miss the opportunity for anything.
It was only a matter of money. And we didn’t have enough. I
thought hard and then an idea came to me. I took all the
clothes that were too small for us out of our case and that
evening observed as people bought other items and how
much they paid for them. I unpacked my wares and in a few
minutes exchanged them for the lire that I needed for our trip
to Pompeii.
The next morning we sought out the travel agency that
organised the trips. We were pleasantly surprised when the
gentleman who arranged the tours turned out to be Czech.
“You’re in luck,” he told us. “I have a few last tickets for
tomorrow’s excursion.” And so I fulfilled my long cherished
dream to see Pompeii.
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Gustík records in his diary:
We drove through the gates of the camp and Bagnoli centre.
In a short while we went inside a tunnel. I looked out of the
window to see what was there. It was dark and a few lights
lit up a long narrow stretch and I could smell a stench. When
we came out of the tunnel, one of the most beautiful Italian
cities appeared before us - Naples. We drove down the main
avenue, went past shops with various goods, but it was
mainly fruit of all colours that caught our eyes. And the rush
of the city was also interesting.
Cars, trams and different carts went here and there and it
was a miracle that they all got to where they were going.
Then we went past the port, where we saw large ships and I
wondered if we might be going on one of these soon. I saw
an old fort which stands in the middle of the city. Two large
bronze statues loomed above its gate. We went down one
street to the quay. This must have been only several metres
above sea level. The blue, beautiful sea spread out into the
distance further than we could see. We went on and a
policeman stopped us at an intersection. We paid a toll and
left the city of Naples behind us...
The drive through the city was quick and it’s hard to
describe the whole picture in a few words. Rich architecture
was contrasted with narrow streets above which were slung
rows of washing over the heads of cars and pedestrians. The
city rush that Gustík mentions seemed chaotic to me.
Pedestrians crossed streets wherever they felt like it to the
constant abuse of car drivers. But it all felt natural and
nobody seemed to mind. Otherwise all else that we saw was
just beautiful. Green lawns in the park and flower beds in
boxes along the quay, marble columns and bronze statues,
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palm trees and perhaps hundred year old pine trees gave the
city a unique feel, as if it had existed since the beginning of
time and retained something from each era.
Gustík continues:
Almost as soon as we left the city, the horrible Vesuvius
volcano towered over us. Its top is covered with lava, it’s
quiet, not even a puff of smoke comes out of its throat.
After several kilometres we stopped at the entrance to
Pompeii. We hadn’t even stepped out of the bus and we were
already surrounded by masses of street sellers offering us
objects made of lava, or seashells and other things.
We went in the gate to Pompeii and immediately saw the
terrible damage caused by Vesuvius, when it buried the old
city with its lava and ash almost two thousand years ago.
I can see broken pillars and collapsed temples. Everything
points to the former richness of this city condemned to
extinction.
Our guide took us into the museum and we saw various
excavations. Burner lamps, statues, even the petrified figures
of people, as they lay or crouched in some shelter. We left
the museum and walked along narrow streets to the centre.
There was a bronze statue which looked like new. We went
inside a house with murals painted by old masters. They are
partly damaged, but their colours are still vibrant. We went
inside a large bathhouse with a swimming pool in the middle
which was beautifully lined with marble.
We were astonished by the civilisation of this place. Long
streets, house roofs covered in slate, some houses had
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balconies, while on others they had apparently fallen off.
The houses had drain pipes and inside there were large
vessels for wine and ovens to make bread. There was a stone
trough at the corner of a street for water which had been
diverted here and into the houses by lead pipes. We saw
marble carvings, streets paved with flat stones and a large
open air theatre (amphitheatre) that seated up to 20,000
people. It’s 130 metres long and 120 metres wide. This is
where Olympic Games were held, as well as contests
between gladiators and animals...
The last part of his entry I couldn’t classify as civilisation. A
place where human lives were spent for the entertainment of
others was cruel and barbaric. It’s true that cruelty did not
end with the destruction of Pompeii. It goes by another name
or justification and in today’s so called modern civilisation
people die just as cruelly and senselessly as they did two
thousand years ago. We slowly left this labyrinth and, when
we looked back, in the distance we could see whole and
broken pillars, the remains of temples and rows of columns
like an eternal guard over the dead city.
We crossed the road and went inside a restaurant for a light
meal. Then the guide took us to New Pompeii. Gustík did
not make the least mention of this place and I don’t
remember seeing streets or people - anything that could be
called a town. The guide led us to a fine church. I don’t think
that I have seen anything more magnificent in my entire life.
I looked up into a large beautifully painted dome and had the
feeling that I could look at those frescos forever.
Gustík noted that next to the church there was a tower
approximately five stories high and that there were bells,
large and small, on each floor.
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I think he must have heard that from the guide while I was
admiring the paintings. And now as I remember the church I
am convinced that it must have been built for someone. And
so I do believe that New Pompeii does exist, even if the
guide had not shown it to us, and I wish from all my heart
that their fate is happier than that of the old Pompeii.
We made another beautiful trip from our camp. One day at
nine o’clock in the morning we were driven to an ocean
beach. We were all excited, as for most of us this was to be
our first swim in the sea. Although it was already September
it was warm and we stayed in the water almost all day. The
Italians couldn’t understand our delight and would not have
gone in the water for any price. To them it was cold.
It was worse when we arrived home. It was time to go to
dinner and we didn’t want to miss our meal, as we were
ravenous after swimming all day. By the time we had eaten,
washed our plates and slowly walked home, the water had
been shut down. I think that it was curtailed every two days.
The boys didn’t mind so much. They brushed off the salt and
sand and didn’t have trouble combing their short hair. But
mine and Eva’s hair stuck together with salt and sand and we
couldn’t do anything with it. I had some water in a wine
bottle. We had bought wine in the canteen when we had
occasion to celebrate something and I had taken it home with
me to have water ready at night in case anyone ever needed
it. I also liked its shape and raffia covering. I wanted to take
it to Australia as a memento. It was now full of water and I
rinsed mine and then Eva’s hair with it in the washroom. It
helped somewhat, but we needed to wait till the following
day to have a proper wash.
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When I woke the children in the morning, Jarka’s cheeks
burned with fever and his ears felt hot. “What’s wrong?” I
asked, alarmed. “My head aches”, he said in a tired voice. I
brought him his breakfast, but he didn’t eat anything, only
drank liquid. It’s not possible that he’s caught a chill at the
beach, I thought. We were all actually burnt from the sun
that had been hiding behind clouds all day and we didn’t
notice. I washed him a little after breakfast and put my coat
over his pyjamas. The coat flapped at his feet as I led him to
the doctor. I couldn’t wait for him to recover by himself as
we were due to leave soon. I was glad there was a Czech
doctor in the camp and that I could explain to him what was
wrong. “It will be sunstroke,” the doctor said. “It’s worst
when the sun is behind the clouds and you can’t tell you’ve
been burnt until it’s too late.” He gave me some tablets and
ordered Jarka to stay in bed. I hadn’t even covered him
properly, when he mentioned shyly that his eye hurt too.
“Your eye?” I repeated uncomprehendingly. “Which one?”
“The one that something fell into in the tunnel.” I put the
coat on him again and we returned to the doctor. The doctor
took a magnifying lens, looked in Jarka’s eye said: “I can’t
help with this. He has to go to hospital straight away.” “Is it
serious?” I asked. “Maybe there’s still time,” he said. “Go
home, get him dressed and come back as quickly as possible.
I’ll call for a car.” When we returned in a short while, the car
with a driver and nurse were waiting for us. The nurse
needed to come along to explain what had happened.
She was a very pretty young girl and she looked at Jarka
fondly. Perhaps he reminded her of a younger brother at
home and that is why she devoted him so much care and
affection. We travelled through the now familiar tunnel and
were now in Naples. We drove through the city and in not
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too long stopped in front of a beautiful large building. Tall
columns like I had seen in Pompeii supported the upper
floors and palms at its side had grown enormously tall as if
they wanting to reach the sun. White marble steps led to the
building’s entrance and Jarka, I and the nurse went inside.
We ran up the stairs to the first floor and while I waited with
Jarka, the nurse went to find a doctor. I looked down the
dark corridors and only when I saw patients wearing dark
glasses did I realise that we were in an eye hospital. In
several minutes the nurse came back, disappointed. “The
doctor will not be here till the day after tomorrow,” she said
in German. We returned to Bagnoli and she told the doctor
there that we would have to wait two days. “We can’t wait,”
he said. “The boy has to be treated today.” He dialled the
telephone, spoke in Italian and then gave us the address of a
private doctor. We went back and the doctor was already
waiting for us. He had a patient with him, a young girl of
approximately 18 years, who was afraid to open her eyes. He
couldn’t calm her down and convince her to do so. So he
took Jarka first, while she was to watch and thus understand
that he did not mean to harm her. Jarka had always been a
good, brave patient and did not move as the doctor inspected
his eyes. I think that he was given some eye drops and told
to sit quietly for a while. The doctor then had another look at
Jarka’s eye and motioned to me to come over. The eye
seemed enlarged and jelly-like. And in the middle was a
black, hard, sharp object, probably the tip of burnt coal from
the locomotive. The doctor carefully removed the object
with tweezers. It had been lodged there quite firmly and so
tears could not have washed it out. I couldn’t understand
how Jarka had put up with it for so long. The doctor gave
him some eye drops, probably to disinfect the wound and to
reduce any pain. Then he placed some gauze over his eye,
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stuck it down with tape and all was done. The doctor spoke
to his other patient and I understood that he was using Jarka
as an example. But she covered her eyes again and I doubt
that they were able to help her. The doctor patted Jarka on
the shoulder. I could make out that he told him in English
that he had been brave. The doctor also pointed out Jarka’s
hollow cheeks to me and indicated that he needed to eat
more. I understood him even though I couldn’t answer back.
I thanked him for his kindness as best as I could and we left.
“It was in the nick of time,” the Czech doctor in Bagnoli told
me after he had received the private doctor’s report from
Naples. I thanked fate and both doctors that Jarka’s eye had
been spared. Jarka stayed in bed. I bought him some fruit
and gave him the best bits of our meals so that he would eat
at all.
The women whose beds were by the window on the other
side were observing me and evidently wondered what was
wrong with Jarka. Everyone was terribly wary of any illness,
as it could defer their departure.
Then one of the women took courage and came up to ask.
She was a young thickset Polish woman and when I told her
what was wrong, she simply said: “Give him some hrbát and
he’ll be ok.” “Hrbát, what’s hrbát?” I asked. “You don’t
know hrbát?” she said surprised. “Come with me and I’ll
show you.” She took me to the next room. It was like a
storeroom, they seemed to have their luggage there. She lit a
spirit stove, put a tin cup with water on the flame and when
it boiled, she threw some tea leaves in the water. “Hrbát,”
she said and handed me the cup. I couldn’t contain my
laughter. I showed her and explained what we call ‘hrb’ or
‘hrbatý’ – a hunchback – in Czech. It took her a while, but
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then she also started laughing heartily. As did all her
companions when she later explained it to them back in our
room.
From that day they would always nod or smile when they
looked in our direction. I responded in the same manner. I
had little to talk to them about, their experiences were too
different to mine. I could communicate with Polish people as
our languages have much in common. But the others were
Latvians or Lithuanians and mainly spoke German with each
other. It seemed that they got on well together. They hung
their dresses on coat hangers next to their beds, while I had
our small treasure hoard locked up in our suitcase.
The evenings and mornings were colder and so I often wore
my burgundy coat. When I came home at night, I would
hang it on a coat hanger above my bed and in the morning I
would put it on to go to breakfast. But as soon as it was
warmer, I locked it up in the case. I couldn’t shake off the
feeling that I would lose it. I could see that the women on the
other side watched me and although I felt uncomfortable
doing it, I pretended not to see them.
Jarka was well again in a few days and we went on walks
once more. We came home one day before noon. It was as
hot and humid as on a summer’s day. I had the coat over my
arm and intended to put it in the case immediately, when I
noticed from the corner of my eye that the women on the
other side were observing me. I felt very uncomfortable. I
could see that they had their clothes hung about, was I
perhaps insulting them with my mistrust? Especially as we
had become a little closer since the time that the Polish
woman had given me the ‘hrbát’ and expressed an interest in
Jarka’s health. But they and I weren’t the only people in the
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room, there were a hundred of us, and after various
experiences I had lost faith in human honesty.
It was time to go to lunch and the women were slowly
leaving. I sent the children ahead of me. The coat lay on the
bed and I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t take it with me
as it was terribly hot. The Polish woman came up to me and
said: “Come to lunch, it’s getting late. I went with her and
had the feeling that I wouldn’t see my coat again. When I
came to the mess hall, the children were moving forward in
the queue but were still a long way away from the window.
“I’ll be right back,” I told them and ran back. I don’t trust
anyone, I told myself. I’ll lock it up, let them watch. But
when I returned, my coat was gone. I looked at the bed and
couldn’t believe my eyes. Even the bottle, the worthless
bottle in the raffia covering had gone. For a moment I was
incapable of any thought or words. I then lay down on the
bed and cried like a child who had lost its favourite toy.
Yes, I know that there are greater tragedies in life than the
loss of a piece of clothing, and people who have lost their
children or one of their dear ones could consider this as
pettiness. But when one loses their home and so many
friends whom they had loved, when they starve and freeze,
when they depend on someone for their food and lodgings,
there is a place in their heart that is extremely vulnerable.
Not only had I lost a thing I needed, but I felt betrayed.
Although we were all refugees, I believe I was the poorest
one there. I had noticed that the others were a different
category of emigrants. One needn’t have envied the Polish
women that were here. They had been taken to Germany to
work during the war and anyone could have guessed what
they had to endure. Only after the war, when the Allies had
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occupied Germany, were they able to obtain decent
employment. And in the three years that they had worked,
perhaps they had been able to lift themselves a little out of
their penury. The majority of the other women here were not
refugees like us. They had come from countries that had
fought and collaborated with Germany. As the Germans
retreated, whole families went along with them, taking as
many possessions as they could. In Germany they then
worked normally and were not short of possessions or
money.
They surely had their reasons for supporting Germany and I
don’t intend to criticise them. I only wish to state that no one
was so poor that they had to steal from me. Yet one of these
women had watched and robbed me in the few minutes that I
had been gone. Maybe she wouldn’t even wear the coat
herself and might sell it that evening in order to buy a few
bottles of wine to celebrate her departure.
Toník was worried that I had not come to lunch and when he
saw that I had been crying, he wanted to know what had
happened. He swore, but when he saw the tears roll down
my cheeks again, he tried to console me. “Don’t cry, you’ve
lost so much already, you’ll get over this too. When we get
to Australia, you’ll be able to buy new things, even better
ones.” I smiled sceptically. “Yes, but for what?” “Don’t
worry,” he said slowly and mysteriously. “Things aren’t as
bad as you think. Once Doctor Špulka sells the patent, we’ll
be alright.” “And if he doesn’t sell it?” I asked. “Then
there’s another possibility, perhaps even better and safer.” I
looked at him uncomprehendingly. “I wanted to surprise you
in Australia, but I’ll tell you now to cheer you up.” He
smiled to encourage me. “I sent some money to France.” My
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head spun when he told me how much. “You sent money to
France?” I repeated. “You, who never spent any money on
anything apart from the factory. How did that happen?”
“You know I don’t like to put money elsewhere,” Tony
admitted, “but you remember Bob. Bob travelled to France
all the time and knows it back to front. The last time he left
he came to see me and said he could take some money over
for me. He figured I’d have to leave sooner or later and this
could be all I might have left. I didn’t want to do it, but he
talked me into it and so I gave it to him. Bob’s a good man, I
can rely on him and I’ll write to him when we get to
Australia.” “Do you know if he even got to France? Did he
write?” I said doubtfully. “No, he didn’t, but he did write to
his friends and asked them to call me and tell me that he’d
arrived.”
“Why didn’t we go to France then and look him up?” I
quizzed Toník. “It was so close.” “I did want to go to France,
you know we wrote to Frank to ask for information. But
Frank told us it’s hard to migrate to France. That’s why we
stayed in Germany.” It was terrific news that we might have
capital on which we could build, but somehow I couldn’t
rejoice. Why hadn’t he told me in Germany? We could have
thought of something, somehow met with Bob and not have
needed to live in poverty for eight months, when there was a
possibility to live normally. But Toník was unfathomable.
He always had plans, built castles in the air, actually not
castles, but his factory. As someone else might collect
stamps or bet on horses, he loved his factory. He was always
thinking of new products that should be produced. Then he
designed new machines, spent whole nights in his laboratory
and made thousands of samples until everything was perfect.
And as a mother may look at her newborn child and watch
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how it prospered each day, so he would observe how the
market expanded and was willing to sacrifice everything just
so it would keep growing. He never had more in the bank
than he needed for the workers’ salaries, but he liked to have
a warehouse full of raw materials. It was hard to obtain even
just the essentials during the war and so it happened that at
one time we couldn’t keep making things, as one of the
materials was unavailable. The workers were worried. If he
had to dismiss them, they would have been forced to work in
Germany. And they all had families. They were good
workers and Toník didn’t want to let them go. Each day they
came to work as usual, closed the gate so nobody would see
them and played cards. Yes, they cleaned up and serviced
the machinery and were paid each week. Toník used up all
his money, borrowed some more and even sold some of my
valuables in order to make it through financially: “When l
make a profit again, I’ll buy you some more things. I can’t
throw these people out.”
I could imagine how much effort it would have taken Bob to
convince Toník. Toník must have borrowed the money,
although he could have easily sold some of the materials.
When the war finished, he filled up the warehouse as soon as
he could, in order to start working again in his liberated
homeland. What an irony it was that he had been labelled a
“saboteur” by the communists. None of them who had
insulted him were capable of working as hard or to
understand workers as well as he.
But all that is now behind us. We try not to even remember,
we let ourselves be carried along by circumstances and to
live from day to day. We cannot make any plans yet, because
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Australia, where we wish to start a new life, is far across the
ocean, on the other side of the world.
That evening we didn’t go for our walk and each went to our
block soon after dinner. The sky was shrouded by heavy
clouds as if to suffocate us. Jarka and Eva sat on my bed and
I told them fairy tales. At home in Prague I had read to them
about various animals and insect characters1, and now that
we had no books I searched my memory for remnants of
stories that my father had once told me. I felt his presence,
his smiling eyes as if keeping watch over us and my sorrow
over my stolen coat slowly dissipated. At the last minute
before lights out, the children climbed into their own beds
and I could soon hear them breathing regularly. They had
fallen asleep. I too soon nodded off, but not long after I was
woken by a terrible crash, as if we had been hit by a bomb. I
couldn’t remember where I was straight away, but then the
whole row of windows was illuminated by the blue glow of
lightning and another crash shook the whole building. I sat
up in bed and couldn’t take my eyes from the window,
which remained continually lit up as one bolt of lightning
followed another. I had always liked storms, that is to watch
them from a window. But during the war when several
bombs had fallen near our house, all storms had lost their
charm. Their thunder was no longer loud in comparison. But
this storm on the Italian coast was quite intriguing. The
strength of this lightning and thunder was something that I
had never experienced. I would have liked to have woken the
children to experience its beauty, but then it occurred to me
that they might be afraid or that they would be so sleepy they
wouldn’t be interested. And so I sat there by myself
1

Insect characters from Broučci – Fireflies children’s story.
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fascinated by the raging elements and prayed for all those
who might be at sea and in danger. The storm lasted for three
days. Its power was partly spent on the first night, but it was
still capable of instilling fear in people when lightning struck
near. Because it continued to rain we could no longer go for
walks and so I was glad that we had got to thoroughly know
our entire surroundings on previously beautiful summer
days. The time for our departure was nearing and we needed
to get ready for the next part of our journey.
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“Goya” built as a cargo ship in 1938. In 1939 used as a
repair ship for German submarines. 1949 – 1952 served as a
migrant ship. Tonnage 6,996 gross, Dimensions 133.8m x
18m. Speed 15 knots.
25 September 1949 - We left the Bagnoli camp at about four
o’clock in the afternoon. We drove through the city and
tunnel and found ourselves back in Naples. The green lawns
and flower beds greeted us like their friends. The palms
nodded goodbye as our vehicle turned to the port. We had no
more time to look about. Clutching our documents, we
proceeded slowly to the ship’s bridge. And then the same
problem arose: Jarka was billeted in the men’s cabin. I
searched for an interpreter and pleaded that he be allocated
with me because he was undernourished and I needed to
look after him. My reasoning was clear and so again I had
Jarka and Eva in my care.
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Our cabin was several floors below deck. My first
impression was that it must have once been a storeroom.
Now it contained bunk beds. In total there could have been
about 40-50 people here. I placed the suitcase under my bed
and the smaller backpack next to it, as Toník and Gustík had
kept the larger backpack. We looked around so that we could
remember our cabin and bed number and then rushed back
on deck, where Toník and Gustík waited. It all seemed
unreal. We were on board ship and deep below and all
around us was the sea.
From Gustík’s diary:
At approximately six o’clock, the siren sounded three times,
the anchors were raised and the ship started from the shore.
It was evening and dinner was served. We had a noodle dish
with rendered pork fat. There was bread, butter, jam, sugar
and black coffee and milk in pots on the table. We could
have as much as we wanted to eat and we ate until we were
full.
After dinner I went to the bow of the ship and watched the
European shores disappear from our view. Then only lamp
lights remained, flickering until they disappeared completely. It was dark and a strong wind made me begin to
shiver and so I went to bed.
26 September 1949 - I woke up at about six in the morning
as we sailed between Italy and Sicily. In the following hours
we passed three other ships, two cargo ships and one
passenger boat. In a short while the last of old Europe was
lost from our view. We have entered the open sea and

148

The Sea Voyage

nothing but water surrounds us. That day we passed two
more ships.
27 September 1949 - There was milk, salami and jam for
breakfast, then I went on deck. We had a frankfurter with
sauce and potatoes, vegetables and oranges for lunch.
There’s just water, only water all around us.
A brief description of our ship: We are on a Swedish ship
called GOYA. It was manufactured in Germany. It is a naval
transport ship that was used to fuel submarines. After the
war it was given to Sweden in reparation. It’s driven by
eight enormous pistons of about a half a metre in diameter
and a diesel combustion engine. GOYA can carry about
1000 people and sails at about 30-50 km per hour. Its
interior is not luxurious. There is one galley kitchen for the
passengers and two dining rooms.
28 September 1949 - In the afternoon hours we could see the
island of Crete, but it soon disappeared from view. The ship
sways from side to side and I’m starting to feel sick...
I cannot vouch for the accuracy of Gustík’s words in regard
to the ship. I had also heard that it was a Swedish boat and I
know that many people went to have a look in the engine
room to see the engine at work. Gustík was a grown lad and
he was interested in everything that went on around him. I’m
certain that he explored everywhere that he could, and
perhaps even where he was not allowed. We were very busy
during our first days on board. Everything was new to us.
We walked from the aft to the rear, where a deep furrow
remained in the ship’s wake. We took the stairs from one
deck to another and admired the waves that raised
themselves to an amazing height, formed valleys that were
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then flooded by an ensuing wave and so it went on. We saw
how the waves hit the side of the boat and fine water drops
in all hues of the rainbow sprayed high into the air. It would
have been possible to watch the ever-changing body of water
all day long as it turned from blue to green to golden red
when it reflected the sunset or as it formed alabaster white
lace around the ship.
It is difficult to describe a sunset at sea. Perhaps only a good
artist could capture its splendour. That glorious green for
which I have no name turned into an azure blue and then a
blue in all its shades. There is orange and gold and a fire
burns over the surface of the sea. It is so beautiful that it
would be possible to watch it every day and still be
fascinated. When I first saw this beautiful sunset, I couldn’t
watch it on my own without sharing it with my family. I
hurried to find them, but when we returned in a few minutes,
the sun had already gone down. I couldn’t understand it. I
had long forgotten what I had been taught about sunrises and
sunsets in different parts of the world. The next day we all
stood on deck and watched as the sun set relatively quickly.
The horizon flared up in every colour and then suddenly the
sun plunged into the ocean and all was over. Twilight rapidly
thickened and soon it was dark. Despite all the preceding
beauty I was left with the unpleasant feeling that the
immersed sun had sunk somewhere right down to the bottom
of the ocean.
I recalled the sunsets we had seen at home in
Czechoslovakia and mainly in the countryside during the
summer months. The sun would laze toward the West, as if it
were bathing in pink steam. One could glimpse it between
the tree tops before it disappeared behind the forest. A slow
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twilight followed and it took a relatively long time for
complete darkness to fall. It was a given that the next day it
would slowly rise from the woods in the East and after its all
day journey it would again go to sleep beyond the forest. But
it was quite another thing to see the sun just fall into the sea.
The next morning I rose earlier and went on deck. I observed
as the eastern side became illuminated and as golden arrows
shot out of the mist. Then all of a sudden the entire sun
appeared, glorious and cleansed to gild and warm our day.
As I stood there, I was captivated by the beauty of the birth
of a new day. I somehow thought of the sect who in olden,
ancient times venerated the rising sun. The sun which
brought them warmth and life was their God. Perhaps they
perceived it to plunge into the depths of the ocean as I had
and therefore welcomed and bowed to it when it reappeared
the following day. Perhaps they didn’t know what we know
today about the Earth and the sun, that the sun rises and sets
at different times on our planet. And indeed, was there any
difference between us? Hadn’t I also come to greet the sun
which I had yesterday thought to have been lost? No, I didn’t
kneel on the ground and prostrate myself, but I thanked the
Lord that we were alive, that we had been allowed to witness
such beauty and that we were free.
We had been on board for about two days when one morning
we all woke up feeling sick. The ship was rolling and we all
had a very unpleasant feeling in our stomachs. Many women
in our cabin didn’t even get out of bed, but I thought that we
would feel better in the fresh air. I helped to dress the palefaced children, and then I placed my handbag and something
that I had taken out of our rucksack into the big carry bag
that I had sewn for myself. As I was buying something in the
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canteen before we left Italy, I overheard someone say that a
little cognac was the best remedy for seasickness. I had
bought a small bottle of that precious medicine and a big
packet of walnuts to keep the children occupied. Now I put it
all in my carry bag and we went on deck, where we found
both Gustík and Toník in the same state. We all went to the
ship’s bow where there were several benches and we sat
down on one that we had appropriated as soon as we had
gone on board. “Stay here”, I said, “I’ll try and get
something from the kitchen.” I had never been seasick and I
was sure that I could overcome the nausea through strong
will. I had to go down the staircase, but with the first step my
stomach went up in the opposite direction. I clenched my
teeth and quickly ran down a few steps. But by that time, my
stomach was somewhere near my neck. And I hadn’t even
arrived at the galley. I turned around, ran back and fell down
on the bench as white as a sheet. I opened the cognac bottle
and gave everyone including the children a little as
medicine. It really did calm the stomach, but nevertheless no
one dared return to the kitchen. I took out the bag of nuts and
Gustík pried them open with his army knife. It was slow
work. He took out the kernels, which were so fresh that the
brown skin easily peeled off. We then bit and slowly chewed
the fresh white flesh in fear that our stomachs would rebel if
we swallowed anything too quickly. But nothing did happen
and so we continued to peel and eat the nuts, and every so
often moistened our lips with a little cognac. We fared quite
well compared to some others who moaned and stumbled
about. We didn’t go to lunch or dinner that day, but when we
parted in the evening to go to our cabins, all the nuts had
gone and there was not much cognac left for another bout of
illness. Ultimately, we didn’t need it. We remained healthy
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until the end of our journey, although the sick bay was often
full.
I was concerned about the children, who were hungry
between the three main meals. Perhaps because their
stomachs were weakened they couldn’t eat enough to keep
them going until the next meal. The dining room was large,
clean and well supplied. As Gustík has mentioned, the tables
were always set with bread, butter, sugar, jam, coffee and
milk, only the main meals were served separately. People
brought these to the table on tin trays. The tables were lined
up along a long room from its left wall, to which they were
probably affixed. People walked along an aisle on the right.
Benches were fixed to the floor on each side of the tables so
that they didn’t slide around when the ship rocked. The food
was tasty and plentiful, but as is often the case when one has
to cook for many people at once, the same dishes were
cooked repetitively. By the end our trip some people could
not even bear to look at it. But it was still possible to have a
little choice and at worst bread with butter and coffee were
enough to fill our stomachs. There were five of us and we
either sat alongside or opposite each other. We swapped
dishes as we wished. It also occurred to me that I could
salvage something from our meals, such as boiled eggs,
apples or even a piece of meat and bread to take outside for
the children to have whenever they felt hungry. And because
I was used to acting quickly, two hard boiled eggs, two
apples, mine and Toník’s, and several pieces of bread were
in my bag like lightning. We had to proceed very slowly as
we went up the staircase to the deck, as everyone stopped at
the top. And when I got closer, I discovered the reason. An
official stood at the stair head, questioning everyone and
asking the women to open their bags. What could have
153

The Sea Voyage

happened? Perhaps someone had stolen something. When it
was my turn, I was calm. I opened my bag even before I was
asked. He quickly seized the apples, eggs and bread and put
it aside. “Oh no”, I protested. “We were given that food and
we saved it for our children. It’s not stolen.” The official
only smiled and simply said that no food could be taken up
on deck. He then ignored me and continued to check the
others as they filed past. We went to sit down on our bench
and I felt as stunned as if I had been hit over the head. I felt
like a thief and at the same time I had lost only what we had
taken from our own mouths, so that the children could have
it at a later time. I regretted the apples the most. We didn’t
often get them and I would have liked to have had one if I
hadn’t been saving them for the children. I was so bitter that
I felt like crying. And I wasn’t the only one who felt that
way. The women were insulted that they had to show their
bags and were protesting at how they were treated. And
those who had seen me at the table and knew that I had
saved the food for the children, and then seen how I had
fared, were incensed. “Why don’t you go and make a
complaint?“, they goaded me. “The senior officer’s office is
nearby and he ought to know what’s going on here.” I
looked at their angry faces and thought how little it could
take to cause a mutiny at sea. No, I didn’t wish to cause even
the slightest misunderstanding and tried to play down the
whole situation. If he said that nothing could be taken on
deck, then it surely must be an order and maybe he had been
instructed to make sure that it did not happen.
“Why shouldn’t we be able to take some food on deck, if all
that’s left over is thrown into the sea anyway?” someone
protested. “Perhaps so people don’t make a mess on deck”, I
said slowly as the idea came to me. “Someone might throw
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away an apple or an orange peel and someone else may slip
and break their leg. It’s hard to keep an eye on everyone and
stop them from littering.” “But if I was in your place, I’d go
and complain”, another woman continued to prod me.
“Those children are thin and a late evening snack might do
them the world of good.” “It probably wouldn’t help to
complain, but I’ll go and ask permission to take some food
up for the children”, I said. I realised that my German, which
was the language used on board, wasn’t very good. I asked
Maria, one of the Czech girls, to interpret for me.
We found the office, knocked and stepped inside. But I froze
as soon as I entered. The tall officer was the one and the
same as the one who had stood at the top of the stairs and
taken the items from my bag. When he asked what we
wanted, Maria stepped up bravely to his desk, her eyes
flashed and, before I could stop her, said something I do not
mean to repeat. I came up quickly and in my broken German
explained why I had come. That the food that I had with me
was for the children, especially for the younger boy who
needed it acutely. The officer smiled and told us quite calmly
that he couldn’t help us, that the food could not be taken out
of the dining room. He finished and continued to look at us
without speaking. It was obvious that he was waiting for us
to leave. But I hadn’t come so that he could repeat what he
had already told me when he had confiscated the food. I
wanted permission to be able to take the food up and didn’t
move. I looked in his eyes and told him as best as I could
that I had come to ask for permission, but if I couldn’t take
the food legally, then I would find a way to get it out
illegally. I simply had to give Jarka the extra food. He
looked at me as if he wasn’t sure if he understood and asked
Maria to repeat what I had said. He then stopped smiling,
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became pensive for a while and said: “In that case, the
doctor must decide if the boy needs more frequent meals as
you say. Bring him and I’ll call the doctor.” I ran to fetch
Jarka who still sat on our bench and we returned to the
office. The doctor came a few minutes later. The officer
explained the whole situation. The doctor looked at Jarka,
nodded and said: “That boy must eat whenever he feels
hungry, even if it should be at midnight.” The officer smiled
at me and said: “You have permission to take as much food
from the dining room as you need”, adding: “on the
condition that you throw everything that’s not eaten into the
sea, so that nothing stays on deck.” That was an easy
promise to make. I thanked him and the doctor and walked
out of the office happy. From now on the children were
really well provided for. Every day I brought something
tasty out of the dining room and when we all left to go to our
cabins, there was usually nothing left over that needed to be
thrown into the sea.
**********
At four pm the sirens sounded an alarm. It was really a test
to simulate what it would be like if the ship was sinking. We
all had to put on a life belt and run toward a life boat. There
was one life boat for each cabin. People knew it was only a
practice test and made fun of it. They behaved as if someone
had thought it up to help them pass the time. It was absurd to
think that the ship could actually sink. Although most had
certainly read of or seen a film about a sinking ship, here
they were completely unconcerned - apart from a few
individuals who crouched fearfully by the wall at the centre
of the ship where there was least movement.
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We approached Port Said before eight o’clock that evening.
Even before we arrived at the port, we were joined by a
convoy of small vessels that accompanied us to our
destination. Hawkers on little boats surrounded the ship and
offered us everything they had. Shoes, blankets, hats, fruit
and the Lord knows what else. Their lit up boats in lights of
all colours reminded us of the Venetian Night at home on
Prague’s Vltava River. Only their language and effort to sell
something at any cost brought us back to reality. Even the
police were here on boats and were chasing away the sellers
that didn’t have a permit. But the hawkers had a long and
inherited practice at how to hide and the darkness that hung
over the harbour assisted them. We docked in port until three
o’clock in the morning and then we slowly moved on.
On 30 September 1949 Gustík wrote:–
I woke up at six o’clock and discovered that we were
standing in the Suez Canal waiting for an available spot. On
the left1 side are the banks of Africa and on the right the
Arabian banks. On the African side I can see railway tracks
and roads and beautiful palm trees right by the water and
scattered villages in the distance. On the Arab side there are
a few houses and then nothing but desert as far as the eye
can see. The desert looks like it was tidied by a giant rake, or
as if small waves had spread into infinity. There are army
sentries on both sides of the canal. As we inch forward, we
can see beautiful oases. At about five o’clock we arrived at
the port of Suez. There was one English warship in port, as
well as many cargo and passenger ships. We stood there for
about half an hour and then sailed into the Red Sea. When
1

Gustík seems to have this the wrong way around. Africa should be on the
right.
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we looked back, we could still see the Arabian Desert in the
far distance. Hills and steep rocks rise on the African side
and right now the sun is setting behind them.
1 October 1949 - We have been sailing on the Red Sea now
for two days and it’s terribly hot. I had kitchen duties at six
o’clock in the morning. I went to the storeroom where we
were supposed to load potatoes and coffee. But when they
saw me they sent me away because I was still too young to
do such work. Dad had to work in the galley for two days...
Yes, it really was hot in the Red Sea. It was best to be on
deck where there was still a bit of a breeze, but the heat in
the cabins and dining room was unbearable. How many
times did I go to have a shower and change into dry clothes,
but before I reached our cabin I would be completely soaked
again. We women had work duties too. Each day one of us
had to clean the washroom and our cabin. But because there
were many of us, it took a long time for our turn to come up.
I did my own duties, as well as those of several other women
who were too sick to even try to get better. On these hot
nights, many people went to sleep on the deck. We weren’t
allowed to take blankets with us, so many people slept on
top of coats or towels. Toník and Gustík took our own
bedding and slept on the deck for several nights in a row.
Gustík continues:
2 October 1949 - We see islands in the morning hours. (I
don’t know what they’re called.) They’re quite big and there
is a lighthouse on one of them. Today it’s been one week
since we started sailing. It’s Sunday. We see another chain
of islands in the afternoon. There’s a flock of seagulls and
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other birds and lots of big fish following the ship. Somebody
said they’re dolphins.
3 October 1949 - We sailed into the port of Aden before six
in the morning. There are traders here too and are trying to
sell us their goods. There are cliffs just behind the port with
antennas and broadcasting stations on top of them...
As usual, Gustík saw something that I hadn’t noticed. I was
mesmerised by the myriad of small boats, on which the
sellers had brought a variety of goods. They were all trying
to get as close to the ship as was possible. They couldn’t
have made much profit, as none of the migrants had much
money, but because everyone wanted to have a souvenir
from here, many little objects reached the deck. I bought a
finely patterned sky blue silk scarf.
According to Gustík’s entry we left Aden at three pm and
sailed into the Indian Ocean.
That evening, a movie about Australia was screened on deck.
We all hurried to dinner and then to the deck so that we
could secure a good viewing spot. We were curious to see
the far way country where we wished to start our new life.
And when the screen was finally illuminated, our eyes
followed every detail. We saw aborigines and their way of
life.
Those of us who had come from Europe were used to every
inch of land being utilised. For fields to be ploughed and
sewn with seed, for potatoes and beets and fruit orchards to
be grown and cultivated and for cattle to graze in the fields.
Land that was hilly and impossible to plough was usually
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covered in deciduous, evergreen or other types of trees that
added to the usefulness and charm of our countryside.
To our minds, what we saw on the screen was a desert. The
aborigines didn’t live in villages like Europeans, they didn’t
even have simple huts like other tribes that I had read about.
They lived from hunting and it seemed that they were
effective hunters. The boomerang which they fashioned was
a good weapon. They were naked and I couldn’t understand
why they didn’t make at least a partial garment from the
skins of killed kangaroos. Then we saw that they made a fire
and cooked something in the ashes. Children waited
impatiently to get their dinner. When they finally sorted
through the ashes, baked white witchetty grubs that
reminded me of sugar twists emerged. And they must have
probably been just as good, because the children fought over
them and wanted to get as many as they could for
themselves. When there was nothing more to be seen in the
ashes, the children scattered. But after taking a few steps,
one child returned and turned the ashes over one more time.
What if something was still there? The child was lucky. A
gleam of a twist quickly disappeared in the hungry child’s
mouth. The whole film was fascinating. I had always liked to
read books on travel and was interested in films about
foreign countries. Australian aborigines were evidently less
advanced than American Indians. I wondered how they filled
their long days and entire long years. They had their own
dances and unique music, but life cannot be filled with just
music and hunting. I was so taken by the film that I forgot I
was on board ship and on my way to this unknown land.
When we lay in our own beds and the children had fallen
asleep, my thoughts returned to the movie we had just seen.
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And all of a sudden a question arose: What exactly did we
know about Australia? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I
couldn’t stay lying down, sat up and placed a bolster behind
my back, so that I could rest against it. What do I really
know about Australia, I again asked myself. I tried to
remember. I had first heard about Australia at school when
we learned that it was the fifth continent. I recalled a large
island lost in infinite seas somewhere at the end of the world.
And then I don’t know where I had read that Russians sent
their prisoners to Siberia, the French to Devil’s Island and
the English to Australia. After that I must have forgotten that
Australia even existed. I had seen movies from all over the
world. American, English, French, German, Russian and
many other movies, but I don’t recall any Australian ones.
Oh yes, one. I will mention it later.
Several weeks before we had made acquaintance with
Rudolf, our guide to cross the border, the word Australia had
been revived in our memory. Someone had rung our
doorbell, introduced himself as Mr Hájek and said that he
had been sent by a good friend. We invited him in and when
we were seated in comfortable chairs, Mr Hájek began:
“Your friend told me that you’re interested in emigrating.
You’ll have to leave sooner or later anyway, so it would be
best to get ready beforehand. I would recommend going to
Australia. It’s a beautiful, rich country and I can get you
visas.” Toník thought quickly. He didn’t want to have to flee
and emigrating would be quite a different story. It meant
being able to take some items of value and to travel properly
in all comfort. Yes, he was interested and wanted to know all
the details. Mr Hájek looked around the room, eyed the
value of our furniture, the paintings, the cut crystal bowls
and sets of glasses. “You should take all that with you”, he
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said, “that costs a lot in Australia and perhaps you wouldn’t
be able to get it there at all.” “How would it be possible to
even transport it?“, Toník asked. “That’s easy. There’s a
company here that makes enormous containers the size of a
room. You’ll prepare everything you want to take with you
and then you’ll call people who can pack it up
professionally. I’ll give you their address. You’ll request a
wagon for the container at the railway and then you’ll pack
all your furniture and everything else in it. The train will
carry the container all the way to port and a crane will lift it
onto the ship. It will be unloaded in Australia and when you
have found a place to live, you can have it delivered. Don’t
take any old clothes, those sorts of things are very cheap
there. Women dress well and don’t wear clothes a second
year in a row like they do here. Wages are good in Australia
and things are cheap. People there are used to throwing
things out that we would still consider useful.” He then took
a business card from his pocket and said: “This is the address
of a friend of mine there, he’ll be glad to help you out.
You’ll see that you’ll like it there.”
Then he discussed the whole financial aspect of the situation
with Toník. And within a short while everything had been
agreed, as if it was a matter of a short outing to the
mountains. Before he left, he also gave us his business card,
neatly printed with his name, address and telephone number
in one corner. In another corner was the telephone number of
his office. He underlined his home number and said: “I’d be
glad if you didn’t call me at my office. If you need to know
anything, you can call me at home, I’m usually in by seven.
But I’ll come myself as soon as I have some positive news.”
After he left, Toník and I collapsed in our chairs, incapable
of speaking. It was so unexpected and my feelings were so
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mixed that I wanted to cry and laugh at the same time. Then
Toník said: “We’ll take everything we own. I’ll sell some
raw goods from the factory to have enough money. I’ll give
our solicitor Power of Attorney to sell or wind up the
factory. Perhaps it will really be better if we leave as soon as
possible, while there is still time.” In the next week, Mr
Hájek returned several more times. “Everything will go very
smoothly and quickly,” he reassured us with a smile. “In ten
days I’ll be able to tell you definitively when you are to
leave and then you’ll have to get ready fast.”
We made a list of all the things that we were to take. Toník
visited his solicitor who was our good friend and could be
relied on to arrange everything. It was only a pity that Tonik
didn’t sell the raw goods as he had avowed. He believed that
he could do that at any time and left it till the last moment.
And it was just at that time that a movie about Australia was
screening in Prague. “We should go and see what Mr Hájek
says is a beautiful and rich country.” It was the first film
shown about this country and we were really curious. What
we saw was a truly beautiful picture: a barren land with deep
crevices in the ground that indicated that it perhaps it hadn’t
seen a drop of rain in many years. We saw a procession of
poor convicts, dressed in rags. I don’t know what they were
doing, but were probably building a road. It was a terrible
sight. Neither grass nor trees grew as far as the eye could
see. It occurred to me that the land looked as if it had just
been created by God to banish Adam and Eve into it. And
that was all that we saw of Australia. That must be a very old
film, Toník proclaimed, when I protested that we had seen
nothing of the beauty that Mr Hájek had spoken of. Yes, it
does look like a very old film, but why don’t they show
something new, something they had built since then.
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Anyway, there must be something else there besides this
desert, the rivers and the hordes of wild animals that
undoubtedly are there. After all, every country shows the
best of what it has - cities, castles, old architecture. Does
Australia have nothing to showcase to the world? “We’ll ask
Mr Hájek, he must know something about this,” Toník
answered. I think he too was keen to know a bit more.
I prepared everything I thought to be essential and
impatiently counted the days for Mr Hájek to come with a
final decision. Ten days passed, but Mr Hájek did not come.
We waited for several more days, but when he had not come
nor telephoned, I began to feel uneasy. We waited three
weeks, I telephoned his flat several times, but there was no
answer. We agreed that we had to go and find him and on
Sunday morning Toník and I caught the tram to the terminus.
A new suburb with multistorey buildings had been built
there and Mr Hájek lived in one of these. We found his
apartment easily and rang the bell. No one answered.
Perhaps he wished to sleep in on a Sunday and didn’t want
to answer, I argued. “Now that we’ve come here, we have to
find out what’s going on”, said Toník and pressed the bell so
it sounded like an alarm. I expected that someone would
open the door and say something nasty, but nothing
happened, the door remained shut.
“Perhaps he’s gone away, it’s Sunday and he also wants to
have a bit of peace”, I said again, although I didn’t believe it
myself. “He hasn’t gone anywhere!” a voice sounded behind
us. We turned around in surprise and saw a woman in her
middle years standing at the open door of the flat opposite.
“He hasn’t gone anywhere”, she repeated, “and you won’t
find him at home either – he’s been locked up.” “Locked
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up?” I cried out in a subdued voice, and then after a while:
“What did he do?” “Nothing bad”, the woman said again. “If
you know him, you must know that he worked at the
Ministry where they issue passports. And he issued a few
passports on the side for some people to be able to leave the
country. Someone dobbed him in and they locked him up.”
“When did that happen?” asked Toník. “Two weeks ago”,
answered the woman. I would have liked to know more,
where he was and how it might be possible to help him, but
was afraid to ask. Her voice was full of sympathy and
perhaps she was his sister or a good friend. But she could
have also been instructed by the police to watch who came to
see him. And if I did ask, she too could ask questions and I
couldn’t take that risk. “I hope that it all works out well and
that we hear from him soon”, I said. We thanked her and
went away quickly.
We walked in silence and rapidly, as if someone was trying
to catch up with us. And then I suddenly stopped, as if the
thought that entered my mind had taken my breath away.
“And what if they also found our documents? No, he didn’t
have any of our official documents, he only wrote down our
names, dates of birth and other information to issue travel
permits to emigrate. But still, that would be enough for
suspicion to fall on us.” Toník stood for a while thinking
quietly and then he shook his head. “He was locked up two
weeks ago. If they had found our papers, we would have
known about it by now. Maybe he had time to burn them, or
someone else who worked with him did.” That partly
reassured me and we walked slowly back to the tram. We
were silent all the way home. We couldn’t discuss our
situation in case someone overheard us and to speak of
anything else had lost all relevance. But the thoughts that
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flew through my head like a flock of ravens were not
quietened. Not only had we just lost the opportunity to
emigrate, but the fact that we were still free did not mean
that we were safe. Someone had already worked on our
documents, because at the time of his arrest Mr Hájek was to
have told us the date of our departure. And if any record had
been left behind it could be the end of us. That thought
terrified me. What would happen to the children then? I had
often asked myself this question during the war, when even
our lives had not been guaranteed. And I promised myself
then that if we did survive the war I would take the children
at the first opportunity somewhere far away, somewhere that
still guaranteed freedom and justice.
I was now astounded at how naive I had been and that I
hadn’t realised that what Mr Hájek was doing for us wasn’t
legal. I hadn’t even contemplated that and the procedure had
seemed quite normal to me. If an accountant could do our
tax and a lawyer looked after our business affairs, why
couldn’t there be someone who deals with emigration
documents and similar matters? Everyone knew that to
arrange such a thing meant going from office to office.
People used to call it ‘going from the devil to Satan’ and it
could take forever. But if one chose to pay someone, then
there were people like Mr Hájek who knew on which door to
knock to speed things up.
Because I knew how Toník hated going to government
departments, it seemed obvious to me that things could
proceed in that manner. Now I understood why Mr Hájek
hadn’t wanted us to call him at his office. He was careful,
but had been caught nevertheless. I would have liked to have
helped him, but when I considered how, I reached the
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conclusion that it would be better not to claim to know him,
as that would have only confirmed his illegal activities. The
danger and uncertainty in which we lived cost us many
sleepless nights. And so when Toník heard about Rudolf and
that he could definitely take us across the border, he didn’t
even bother investigating who he was, as long as we could
be gone.
It was ironic that due to coincidence we still found ourselves
on a ship bound for Australia. Instead of a container in
which we were to transport all our furniture and belongings,
we only had a small homemade crate with a few pots and
blankets. But one thing was the same. We knew nothing
about Australia. In the first movie I had seen the desert and
convicts and in yesterday’s the aborigines. I had heard that
the transportation of convicts from England had been
stopped and that it was possible to migrate there legally. But
what did a two year work contract really mean? Did it mean
that the migrants would take up from where the convicts had
left off?
The ship rocked, the engines moved with regularity and
merciful sleep chased away all doubts.
When I woke in the morning, I couldn’t understand why I
had the bolster under my head and why my neck ached from
sleeping half seated up. But then I heard the women talking
and I remembered yesterday’s movie. “Couldn’t they have
shown us something better”, I heard someone say. “They
should know that we’re more interested to see where we’re
going to live and work, where the children are going to go to
school.” “If only we understood English”, another
bemoaned. “It’s going to be a tough life in a new country.
The children will learn quickly, but we’ll find it hard to learn
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to live differently.” I regularly attended English courses that
were held on board the ship. I added new words to the many
single words I had learned in Prague, but I still knew
practically nothing. It’s a terrible language, everyone
complained. They write differently to the way they talk. For
example, you write ‘one’, but you say ‘vun’. You write
‘headache’ and you say ‘hadake’. And do you know what
this is called? A Polish woman pointed at a sheet. You
pronounce it slowly, like you say ‘šít’ in Czech, but the Lord
help you if you say it quickly. She whispered what it meant
to the next person and a salvo of laughter then resounded
throughout the cabin.
I couldn’t imagine what we would do when we first landed.
Toník has a two year contract and so he’ll be able to earn
some money. It will be hard to start as a labourer, when he
himself had employed people, but for the moment he doesn’t
have any other choice. But even if he does earn enough for
food, how will we be able to buy anything else? We’ll need
somewhere to live and we have nothing. We’ll need beds, a
table and chairs, and some crockery. My head spun even if I
just thought about the essentials. The closer we got to our
destination, the greater were my worries.
.
When we crossed the equator, an evening of entertainment
was held for everyone on the top deck. All the new crew
members were to have a special initiation. There was a
swimming pool up there and everything revolved around
that. Unfortunately I didn’t understand English and so I
cannot report what was said. I remember how everyone who
was to be christened had to go up to some sort of tribunal. I
think it was the ship’s captain himself who sat there and to
whom all the candidates had to say some words. Perhaps it
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was an oath of obedience or something similar. And then
they were given a document. But even before they were able
to take it and step away, they would be lifted up by two
sailors and thrown into the pool. They had worn their best
clothes for the special occasion, but when they climbed out
of the pool like a wet mouse, a gale of laughter would spread
over the deck and almost drown out the splash of the waves.
Girls too were among the christened and they then dashed to
their cabin to quickly remove the clinging clothes that
revealed the whole beautiful anatomy of their young bodies.
I found Gustík’s more interesting entry. He must have
pushed himself to the front and seen everything:
The initiation celebration of the new members began at eight
pm. Each one had to first go up to King Neptune. They had
to say something and then they had to be seen by a doctor.
They were examined and operated on. The doctors wore
aprons painted with skulls and bones. After their operation,
they had to go to a barber, who put shaving cream on them
with a bricklayer’s bristle brush and were shaved with a
large wooden razor. Then they were held by their hands and
feet and thrown into a vat. People were laughing so much
they were almost rolling on the deck. After everyone had
been christened, the captain held a speech and then the
dance started.
The Indian Ocean was stormier than the Mediterranean and
the Red Sea. The waves were sometimes so large that the
water sprayed all the way up to the top deck. People could be
divided into two camps. One would cower in corners afraid
and sick, while the others couldn’t get enough of watching
the enormous amounts of water spurting to great heights and
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then falling into an abyss. We were often soaked, but no one
minded in the heat.
One afternoon, heavy clouds covered the sky and as the day
faded, the clouds grew darker and larger. The waves rose
and the ship rolled more than ever. I turned to look once
more as we were going to the dining room, but the clouds
were so low it was hard to tell where they started and the
water finished. There will be a storm, I thought to myself
and quickly went down below. It seemed that everyone was
hurrying to their dinner. Those who were afraid and wished
to continue to their cabin as soon as possible, and those who
didn’t want to miss anything and wished to be back on deck.
Those who had come later were still eating and others were
already sipping coffee when the ship suddenly leaned to the
side. It had been rolling all the time, but this time it was so
abrupt. The left side of the ship flew up and all that was on
the tables, plates, cutlery, milk, coffee, butter, sugar and jam,
in short everything, slid onto the floor in the aisle. The noise
of people screaming mixed with the crash of plates was
indescribable. No one was seriously hurt. But the chaos!
Everyone wanted to get away as quickly as possible, as if
they could save themselves somewhere else. I, Toník and the
children were among the last to leave. There was no point in
pressing forward. I looked at the devastation on the floor.
Spilt coffee, milk, tea were mixed with remnants of food and
sugar between shards of broken plates. Apples and oranges
were rolling about with each movement of the ship as if they
were playing chasings. When we got to the deck, its entire
surface was wet from the spray of the rain and waves. It
wasn’t pleasant to be there and indeed the crew were sending
everyone to their cabins. And so we parted, Toník and
Gustík going one way and the children and I another. It was
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still early to try to sleep. The children sat on my bed and I
told them fairy tales. Together we tried to retell the story of
the Fireflies and the Little Hedgehog. It seemed so long ago
that I last read them this story in Prague and here they were
racing ahead and remembering what the fireflies or
hedgehog had done. It was a little mixed up, but that didn’t
matter, as something of the magic of their children’s room
had revisited their little souls.
I then sent them to their own bed. The large lights went out
before they fell asleep. And they were asleep even before I
had helped to undress them. I also lay down and tried not to
think of the storm outside. But it was impossible to ignore it,
as the whole ship rocked and shook. I didn’t think that I
could sleep, but sleep glued my eyelids together. I don’t
know what I dreamt about, I only felt as if at first someone
was rocking me and then as if I was on a swing. Then I heard
mighty thuds, which repeated with regularity. I couldn’t
rouse myself and in my half slumber I thought that someone
was rolling me from my left side to the right and then back
again, lifting me up and letting me fall. I finally awoke and
in the dim light realised where I was. I understood quickly
that the storm had worsened. What could possibly be causing
the banging? It was as if someone was using a giant hammer
with superhuman strength to hit the side of the ship. I then
had the impression that the ship was slowing down and that
the engines stopped. I got up quietly and dressed. I wanted to
be prepared. I got the children’s things ready too in case we
had to go outside. I then sat on my bed, leaned against the
bolster cushion and waited. Waited? What for? No, I didn’t
want to think the worst. I prayed silently for the Lord to save
our ship and all of us. But I couldn’t really pray or think
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properly, because the thuds against the ship continued and
my thoughts scattered like a flock of swallows.
Some long forgotten words tried to access my memory and I
couldn’t piece them together. What were they? A poem? A
prayer? When had I heard or last said them? I tried to
remember them, glued them together and then understood
why they had come to me right now. It was a prayer and a
song that I had not heard in a long time. It was:
’Whoever has the Lord as his fortress,
Need not have fear in the world,
He can feel calm even in a storm
Because the Lord holds His shield over him.’
I had forgotten who had written those words, but they were
words of comfort. I repeated them over and over and when
my lips had ceased to whisper, because I had fallen asleep
again, I had a vision of the Lord with an enormous shield,
holding back the waves that were trying to overrun our boat.
When I woke up in the morning, the storm was still raging,
but was much diminished. We went up on deck and
remained there, even though we occasionally received a
shower from one of the larger waves. The ship really had
stopped and needed to be repaired. I don’t know exactly
what had occurred. Someone said that the engine had been
damaged, others that the ship had been pierced and that
water had gone inside. I don’t understand such matters, but
when I recalled those terrible thuds it had endured, it was
almost a miracle that it still held together. And what had
caused those blows? I asked. Did the waves pit the anchor or
something as heavy against the ship? Why didn’t anyone
stop it? No, it wasn’t the anchor or another object, someone
told me with a condescending smile. The heavy onslaught of
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the waves had caused the battering. I didn’t ask any more.
No one need know how little I knew about the ship and its
machinery. The dining room had already been cleared and
there was no sign of yesterday’s commotion. I doubt that
they were able to salvage anything of the crockery shards. I
think they must have shovelled the mess up into barrels and
thrown them into the sea. They threw out many things on a
daily basis and many large fish followed the ship. Some
people estimated these to be up to seven metres long. And
then they debated what type of fish they were. Some said
they were whales, others were convinced they were sharks,
others still that they were dolphins.
I and the children often stood at the rail and we watched the
play of the waves. Sometimes we could see a foreign ship
and as we passed we would wave to them with our scarves
as if we were greeting old friends. Even the captains saluted
each other by sounding the siren.
One day I stood with Eva at the rail and watched an
approaching ship. Eva, who perhaps had a slight cold,
sneezed suddenly. And right at that moment the other ship
also sounded its siren. Everyone close by turned around to
look at Eva, as if she had the strong siren in her nose. Then
everyone started laughing at their error and Eva ran off in
embarrassment at having become the centre of attention.
Gustík recorded:
12 October 1949 - In the morning we noticed the Australian
coast. We can see from a distance that it is forested. There
are bare cliffs in other places.
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15 October 1949 - We saw several sharks. Nothing
happened the whole time we skirted the coast ...
No, nothing occurred that might have engaged his attention.
People were tired of the food, not that it was any worse than
at the outset, but because it was repetitive. They were weary
of constantly looking at the sea. Now at least they could see
the shore in the distance and many were grateful for that
sight, even though they couldn’t distinguish anything on it.
But it was land and if something happened to the ship help
would probably come. It was still too far to swim and there
were quite a few sharks in the water. Albatrosses glided
above the ship and someone recounted the tale that no
seaman would kill an albatross, even if he had nothing to eat.
An albatross is reportedly the soul of deceased mariners and
if one should be killed that would bring ruin to the whole
ship.
It was a beautiful superstition and no one could have thought
up anything better to protect the albatross.
The children too were becoming bored and so Toník told
them something about propellers, why they turn and how
much power they had. So that he could demonstrate his
explanation more graphically, he took a plank from a crate of
apples and they all went to sit at the very prow of the ship.
He was not allowed to make any litter, nevertheless he
wished to show them how a propeller worked. He made a
small scale model with Gustík’s army knife, and then
sculpted a small round handle to which he nailed the
propeller. The propeller had a hole larger than the nail so
that it moved freely. When it was held against the wind, the
blade moved with great speed. Being the youngest, Eva got
the first propeller. The second was made for Jarka and before
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the third for Gustík was ready, they were surrounded by
many more customers. Every child wanted a propeller and so
all the fruit crates that had previously been thrown into the
sea now found their way to the prow. The men sat on the
ground and all carved little propellers. Fine shavings piled
up on the floor and sometimes a strong wind blew them all
away. Soon all the children were playing with little
propellers, mainly the boys from the youngest to those who
were 50 year-olds.
I often sat on our bench and about five Czech girls would
come for a chat. Some would knit a jumper, others were
embroidering just to while away the time. One day Maria
mentioned that she would like to sew herself a bra from
floral material, so that she could sunbake. But she had no
scissors and wouldn’t even know how to do it. I had small
folding scissors in my handbag. I had been given them when
Gustík was born to cut his nails. I had already changed many
handbags, but the scissors went from one to the other. Maria
brought the material and we got to work. We measured
carefully, then cut and tacked the material to see how it
would look. Little Eva watched how I carefully sewed the
pieces together and said almost disdainfully: “Mum, I’m
surprised you can be bothered to do something so finicky.
Give me that rag, we’ll put some pebbles or something
heavy inside and I’ll carry it around by the ends on the deck.
It will be as round as you want it to be before you know it.”
As we sailed toward Sydney in the furthermost eastern part
of the country, the shore continued to be the same distance
away. People leaned against the rails and watched the distant
shore of our new life with mixed feelings.
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The word Australia, Australia was repeated constantly, now
no one spoke of anything else. Australia resounded in my
thoughts and somewhere in my subconscious I heard an
echo. I tried to recall what name sounded so similar and
where I had heard it. Then I remembered.
I was eight years old when we lived in the countryside on a
hill above a river. I would gaze into the distance where the
sky met the earth from our window. I so wanted to know
what lay beyond. I even scaled the trees with the boys so that
I could see as far as possible. And I carried a secret wish in
my heart, that when I grew up, I would go and have a look at
the end of the world. Because we were so close to the
Austrian border people knew how to speak German and
sometimes they used a German word when they were
speaking Czech. One day I heard one of the German words
and repeated it several times so that I wouldn’t forget it.
“What are you prattling about?” my mother asked. “I’m
learning German”, I said importantly. “And what good will
that do you?” “When I grow up, I’ll go to the end of the
world and poke my finger into those clouds over there, so I
can see what’s behind them.” I imagined the Earth to be like
a plate, covered with the blue sky like a lid. “You little fool”,
said my mother. “You’ll go to Tramtárie1, that’s where,
that’s probably at the end of the world.” Tramtárie, where
did that word come from? Was it a word possibly derived
and mutated from the word Australia?
No matter how it was, when I now looked at the approaching
country, I had the impression that it was my Tramtárie. I had
1

Tramtárie - a word used in Czech to mean an imaginary, impossibly far
away land, like the expression ‘beyond the Black Stump’ would be used in
Australia.
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come to the end of the world, but I had not succeeded in
lifting the azure curtain that grazed the very land and sea.
The horizon lay as far away as it did from my window at
home. Yet there was something different here. I don’t know
if it’s possible, but the sky to me seemed higher and when
we searched for the Southern Cross at night, there were
many more stars than back home.
We arrived in Sydney on 23 October 1949. We usually got
up at six am, but on this day we were too excited to lie in till
the last minute. There were many of us ‘early birds’ who
were standing on deck to greet Sydney. It was Sunday. In
Australia it was spring, and spring is beautiful everywhere. I
saw the sun rise and when its rays gilded the earth, it was so
beautiful that I could not take my eyes away. The open sea
was behind us and we were sailing through the harbour
towards the city. The shore curled into small and large bays,
formed over centuries by the lapping of waves. Giant rocks
at the foot of the shore were smoothed into various shapes,
as if the hand of an artist had wanted to show their beauty in
every hue. And then the shore rose and on top we could see
beautiful houses with green gardens. The golden colour of
the rising sun was captured in the crowns of towering palms
and poured from the roof tops until it spread out over the
waves splashing around us. My heart could not encompass
all this splendour.
In recollection of both films that had seemingly shown the
worst of the country and after the seven day sail along the
Australian coast whose height had almost protected the land
from outside view, this panorama was indescribable. We
were sailing slowly when the outline of the large
construction of the bridge that connected both sides of the
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harbour appeared before us. We sailed underneath and
headed for land. The crew dispersed in all directions. I don’t
know if they weighed the anchors or how they secured us,
but the ship stopped, the engines hushed and we were at our
destination.
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Postscript
It’s impossible to describe our beginnings in Australia in just
a few words. I can only state that we were well looked after,
that we were housed in hostels, that we ate in big mess halls
and that we were even given some pocket money to buy a
few essentials before my husband started work.
Handymen, who understood their trade and had enough
knowledge of English to take examinations in areas of their
expertise, were able to climb up to higher rungs and so were
also better paid.
Doctors and lawyers who wished to continue in their fields
had to study all over again. It must have been difficult to
study medicine or law and English at the same time. But
there were enough people determined to prove themselves
worthy.
Labourers faced fewer hardships. They could choose from
more areas of work and, if they could communicate in
English with their employer and in any language with the
workers, they could work up to be foremen. It was up to
each individual as to how they prospered, but also depended
on a variety of circumstances. Many single people were
better off, earning as much as the married men who had to
support families. There were even people who had brought
their own money. Some started a business and then lost
everything. Often their efforts were doomed due to their lack
of English or knowledge of local conditions.
We had come very poor, but with great hopes. Almost
immediately after arrival we made contact with our camp in
Germany. We received a truly a great blow. Dr Čápela had
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been arrested by the American police as a spy for the
Czechoslovak authorities. Dr Špulka, to whom we too had
written, told us that for various reasons our business deal had
also fallen through.
There was still Bob in France who had our money. We
hoped it would only be a matter of time before he could
make a transfer to an Australian bank. But as if we had not
already lost enough, Bob, our friend, topped this series of
disasters.
We learned that he had also taken the funds of other people
across the border and that he now lived the life of a
millionaire in Paris. Perhaps Paris now provided him with
what he had coveted all his life but could previously never
have. Women, wine and a life of luxury soaked up all that
had been entrusted to him. No one knew where he had
disappeared and it was pointless to look for him.
We now only had our bare hands with which to start a new
life and at our age that was harsh.
When I now look back at those years of struggle, I know that
I wouldn’t like to go through them again.
But our children prospered, even though we sometimes
couldn’t prevent them seeing and feeling the burden of our
worries. We gave them all that we had. Through our labour
and love we tried to conjure up a home for them and our
reward was that we could see them mature into independent
and responsible members of society. I am proud of them, I
am grateful to the heavens that they grew up in freedom, and
I pray that freedom and peace could become the motto for
the entire world.
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