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			Dedication

			TO THOSE WHO

			DID NOT SURVIVE

			BUT TAUGHT US HOW TO LIVE—

			AND WHY

		

	


	
		
			Epigraph

			MEMORIES OF PRAGUE

			

			How long since I last saw

			The sun sink low behind Petřín Hill?

			With tearful eyes I gazed at you, Prague,

			Enveloped in your evening shadows.

			How long since I last heard the pleasant rush of water

			Over the weir in the Vltava river?

			I have long since forgotten the bustling life of Wenceslas Square.

			Those unknown corners in the Old Town,

			Those shady nooks and sleepy canals,

			How are they? They cannot be grieving for me

			As I do for them...

			Prague, you fairy tale in stone, how well I remember!

			PETR GINZ (1928–1944)

			Terezín
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			Setting Out

			I was fifty-nine when I began serving as U.S. secretary of state. I thought by then that I knew all there was to know about my past, who “my people” were, and the history of my native land. I was sure enough that I did not feel a need to ask questions. Others might be insecure about their identities; I was not and never had been. I knew.

			Only I didn’t. I had no idea that my family heritage was Jewish or that more than twenty of my relatives had died in the Holocaust. I had been brought up to believe in a history of my Czechoslovak homeland that was less tangled and more straightforward than the reality. I had much still to learn about the complex moral choices that my parents and others in their generation had been called on to make—choices that were still shaping my life and also that of the world.

			I had been raised a Roman Catholic and upon marriage converted to the Episcopalian faith. I had—I was sure—a Slavic soul. My grandparents had died before I was old enough to remember their faces or call them by name. I had a cousin in Prague; we had recently been in touch and as children had been close, but I no longer knew her well; the Iron Curtain had kept us apart.

			From my parents I had received a priceless inheritance: a set of deeply held convictions regarding liberty, individual rights, and the rule of law. I inherited, as well, a love for two countries. The United States had welcomed my family and enabled me to grow up in freedom; I was proud to call myself an American. The Czechoslovak Republic had been a beacon of humane government until snuffed out by Adolf Hitler and then—after a brief period of postwar revival—extinguished again by the disciples of Josef Stalin. In 1989, the Velvet Revolution, led by Václav Havel, my hero and later my cherished friend, engendered new hope. All my life I had believed in the virtues of democratic government, the need to stand up to evil, and the age-old motto of the Czech people: “Pravda vítĕzí,” or “Truth shall prevail.”

			FROM 1993 UNTIL 1997, I had the honor of representing the United States as ambassador to the United Nations. Because I was in the news and because of Central Europe’s liberation after the fall of the Berlin Wall, I began to receive mail about my family. Some of these letters had the facts wrong; others were barely legible; a few requested money; still others never reached me because staff members—strangers to the language—could not distinguish between correspondence on personal as opposed to public issues. By late in President Bill Clinton’s first term, I had seen several missives from people who had known my parents, who had the names and dates approximately right, and who indicated that my ancestors had been of Jewish origin. One letter, from a seventy-four-year-old woman, arrived in early December 1996; she wrote that her family had been in business with my maternal grandparents, who had been victimized by anti-Jewish discrimination during the war. I compared memories with my sister, Kathy, and brother, John, and also shared the information with my daughters, Anne, Alice, and Katie. Since I was in the process of being vetted for secretary of state, I told President Clinton and his senior staff. In January 1997, before we had time to explore further, a hardworking Washington Post reporter, Michael Dobbs, uncovered news that stunned us all: according to his research, three of my grandparents and numerous other family members had died in the Holocaust.

			In February 1997, Kathy, John, and John’s wife, Pamela, visited the Czech Republic; they confirmed much of what had been in the Post story and identified a few errors. That summer, I was able to make two similar though briefer trips. For me, the moment of highest emotion came inside Prague’s Pinkas Synagogue, where the names of our family members were among the eighty thousand inscribed on the walls as a memoriam. I had been to the synagogue before but—having no cause—had never thought to search for their names.

			That episode is recounted in my memoir Madam Secretary and will not be elaborated on here. The core revelation, however, is central because it provided the impetus for this book. I was shocked and, to be honest, embarrassed to discover that I had not known my family history better; my sister and brother shared this emotion. Nor was I entirely reassured by the many people who spoke or wrote to me of having had comparable experiences concerning secrets kept by their own parents. I could accept without being satisfied that there was nothing inexplicable or unique about the gap that existed in my knowledge; still, I regretted not having asked the right questions. I also felt driven to learn more about the grandparents whom I had been too young to know—especially since by then I had become a grandparent myself.

			Having decided to delve more deeply into my family’s history, I soon realized that I could not do so without placing my parents within the context of the times in which they had lived and especially 1937–1948, the era encompassing World War II—also the first dozen years of my life.

			IN THE LATE 1930s, the global spotlight was drawn to Czechoslovakia, a faraway place that few people in such capitals as London and Washington had visited or even knew how to spell. The country was familiar, if at all, in the guise of Bohemia—a land of magic, marionettes, Franz Kafka, and Good King Wenceslas. But to those knowledgeable about Central Europe, the nation was respected for its thousand-year history and valued for its location as a crossroads between West and East. It was also the scene of a long and at times bitter rivalry between Czechs and Germans. In that struggle’s climactic chapter, Adolf Hitler demanded that the government surrender its sovereignty by opening its borders to his troops, thus creating for all of Europe a moment of hard reckoning. To the major powers in the West, Czechoslovakia was not thought to be worth fighting for, so it was sacrificed in the quest for peace; yet still the war came—and with it the near total destruction of European Jewry and ultimately a realignment of the international political order.

			My family spent World War II in England, arriving just as the population of that island nation was awakening from two decades of complacency. We were there when Winston Churchill rallied his countrymen to unite against the Nazi darkness, endure the Blitz, find space for the continent’s refugee children, and play host to the Czechoslovak government in exile, whose cause my father served. My earliest memories are of London and the British countryside, of bomb shelters and blackout curtains, and of being taken by my parents to the seashore despite the massive steel barriers erected to foil enemy attempts to invade.

			From the day the United States entered the war, my parents and their friends were confident the Allies would win. As democrats from Central Europe, they prayed that it would be the United States—not the Soviet Union—that would possess the decisive postwar influence in our region. It was not to be. With the Nazis defeated, Czechoslovakia was once more to become a pivotal battleground where the forces of totalitarianism would prevail, driving my family again into exile, this time finding a permanent refuge in the United States.

			Nothing could be more adult than the decisions people were compelled to make during this turbulent era, yet the issues involved would be familiar to any child: How can I be safe? Whom can I trust? What can I believe? And (in the words of the Czech national anthem) “Where Is My Home?”

			A child of my generation born in Prague would almost certainly be familiar with the novel The Grandmother. Written in 1852, the book was one of the first serious works of literature to be published in the Czech language. The story has a special place in my heart because of the heroine’s name: “Madaline.” One of the supporting characters is a striking young woman, who—bewitched and “ruined for marriage” by a passing soldier—retires to a forest cave, going barefoot even in winter, surviving on berries, roots, and the occasional handout. When asked by a child how the young woman can endure such harsh conditions, the grandmother replies that it is because the poor creature never enters a room warmed by fire, “so she is not as sensitive to cold as we.”

			While I was growing up, tens of millions of people were denied the chance, metaphorically, to enter a room warmed by fire. Instead, they were forced to adapt to the hardships of war: occupation by enemy troops, separation from home and loved ones, shortages of food and heat, and the constant presence of suspicion, fear, danger, and death. Without the chance to evolve gradually, amid familiar people and places, they were thrown back on their primal instincts and forced to make practical and moral judgments from a short menu of bad options.

			In many cases, the choices made were brave, in some purely pragmatic, in others accompanied by the shame of betrayal or cowardice. Often the path selected was a crooked one, as caution, then courage, pointed the way. Sometimes an action chosen in response to immediate circumstances had long-term impacts that could not be foreseen. In this environment, hurried decisions—whether made by national leaders, enemy combatants, harried bureaucrats, next-door neighbors, or even parents—could have fatal or lifesaving consequences.

			In the end, no one who lived through the years of 1937 to 1948 was a stranger to profound sadness. Millions of innocents did not survive, and their deaths must never be forgotten. Today we lack the power to reclaim lost lives, but we have a duty to learn all that we can about what happened and why—not to judge with the benefit of hindsight but to prevent the worst of that history from playing out again.

			RESEARCHING THIS BOOK began, as many family-centered explorations do, with a stack of boxes stowed in the garage. My father had published half a dozen works of nonfiction and, when taking notes, used a Dictaphone to record his thoughts. I have a basketful of recordings to which I had never listened for fear that his voice would prompt too painful a sense of deprivation. I felt a similar anxiety about those boxes. When in government, I had been too busy to sort through them; in the years since, a profusion of other projects had allowed me to persuade myself that the time was still not right. But I had waited long enough.

			Gathering my courage, I pulled down a few cartons and began my journey. Inside, I discovered a bounty of papers separated by rusted paper clips and held together by rubber bands so brittle that they snapped when they should have stretched. Much of the material was routine, but mixed in were more interesting findings. Here were the original drafts of talks that my father had given about the figures he admired most: T.G. Masaryk, the founder of modern Czechoslovakia, and his son, Jan, who had been my father’s boss. I came across books written by people I had met as a child, including a multivolume set by Prokop Drtina, with whom we had shared an apartment house in wartime London. Inside one of his books, a page had been turned down at the corner, noting the place. I soon learned that our long-ago neighbor had thought to include a description of a little girl named Madlenka, the first time anyone had written about me. It could only have been my parents who had marked the page.

			In recent years, I have taught a course at Georgetown University titled “The National Security Toolbox.” I found an article written four decades earlier by my father—a piece I had never known existed—called “The Tools of Foreign Policy.” In another folder was a pile of some 120 pages, neatly typed and divided into chapters. At one point in the past, my father had confided that he was attempting to write a novel. I asked, “Concerning what?” He replied, “A man returning to Czechoslovakia at the end of World War II.” This must be it. Eagerly, I plunged in; before long, my eyes had filled with tears. In pages to come, my father’s words will have a prominent place.

			So, too, my mother’s. In 1977, shortly after my father’s death, she had written an eleven-page letter that provides the sole firsthand information I have about dramatic moments in my parents’ lives, including our escape from Prague following the German invasion. For several weeks, I searched for the essay but could not find it. Growing nervous, I asked my sister and brother if they knew where it might be: no luck. I turned my office upside down, then looked for the tenth time through my desk. There in the drawer with the papers I care about most was my mother’s writing, squashed and pushed to the side. Smoothing the edges of the lined yellow pages, I began to read:

			On a high mountain near Denver is a little cemetery and there on the wall of a mausoleum is a plaque with the name: Josef Korbel 1909–1977. Maybe one day somebody will wonder who was this man with such an unusual spelling and why was he buried in the mountain in Colorado.

			Well I would like to write something about him, because his life was even more unusual than the spelling. He is buried in the mountain because he loved nature, because he loved fishing, because it was in Colorado where he spent many happy years after an active life in many different fields and countries. He used to say often, “I was in many glorious jobs, but to be a college teacher in a free country is what I enjoy best.”

			Joe was born in Czechoslovakia in a little town where his father had at that time a small shop with building materials. There was not even a high school in this place so he had at the age of twelve to live in a neighboring town. It was in this high school where we met and fell in love...

			There it was in summary: the beginning of the story and the end; but surely there was more to learn about all that transpired between the high school and the mountain.
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			Josef and Mandula Korbel

			SOME PEOPLE PURSUE enlightenment by sitting quietly and probing their inner consciousness; I make plane reservations. On a Saturday morning in September 2010, I rang the buzzer of a modest flat in London. This was the apartment house where I had spent the early days of World War II. Responding to the bell was Isobel Alicia Czarska, a charming woman who even in the middle of preparing for a trip happily gave me a whirlwind tour. For the first time in almost seventy years, I walked down the stairway to the cellar where I had once taken shelter from the bombs of the Luftwaffe. Isobel explained that the basement had never been refurbished—a fact confirmed by me as soon as I saw the ceiling, painted the same unattractive green I remembered. As we stood in the cramped space, I explained my quest; Isobel kindly offered to do research into the building’s wartime history and send along what she learned—a commitment she would faithfully keep.

			Before departing London, I attended a symposium titled “Ties That Bind,” commemorating the seventieth anniversary of the Czechoslovak government in exile. Hosted by Michael Žantovský, the Czech ambassador to the United Kingdom, the conference served as a forum for revisiting past controversies in light of newly available information. I was struck again by how pivotal a period in history this had been and by how wide an array of opinions scholars can have about the same set of events. By the end of the day, some of us had been moved to cheer, some to weep, and some virtually to come to blows.

			I also went to Prague, where a variety of friends, old and new, aided my research. Tomáš Kraus, the executive director of the Federation of Jewish Communities in the Czech Republic, answered my questions about the history of Prague’s Jewish settlements, which extend as far back as the seventh century. Daniel Herman of the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes provided me with a file that the postwar Communist government had kept on my family. Not all the papers were legible, but the evidence was clear that my father had had powerful enemies in the Marxist regime. At the Czech Foreign Ministry, I was given documents related to my father’s career, among them a police report on my paternal grandfather, who was apparently not the most careful of drivers—in 1937, he was ordered to pay compensation for running over a hen. I visited, as well, the Terezín fortress and prison; our last stop was the cemetery where the victims from a long history of conflicts are laid to rest. Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, Jews, Poles, Russians, Serbs, Slovaks, and others are remembered together even if, in life, they were often at one another’s throats.

			In the course of my travels to Prague, I spent much time with my cousin Dáša, who always welcomed me with a plate of plum dumplings. For more than two years, we were in steady communication, exchanging memories, sharing pictures, working together to translate letters and other writings. No one alive at that point had known me earlier than she; it was often her arms that had cradled me in the bomb shelter. But her parents could not leave Czechoslovakia when mine did, and later, when the Communists took over, she chose to remain and marry her sweetheart instead of leaving for the West. We had led far different lives yet seemed to draw on the same bottomless reserve of energy. Her contributions to my research were immeasurable. When last I saw her, in April 2011, she had a schedule filled with activities, including a program for children aimed at Holocaust education and remembrance. Early in July, returning from a trip to England, she complained of pain in her neck and spine. Less than two weeks later, she passed away. I will always be grateful that this project helped bring us back together.

			Mortality claimed a second person close to this book when, on December 18, 2011, President Havel succumbed to respiratory ailments. I had seen him most recently at his seventy-fifth birthday celebration two months before his death. My gift to him was a compass that had been used by a U.S. soldier in World War I, the conflict that had first brought freedom to Czechoslovakia. In my note, I cited the irony of giving a compass to a man who served as the moral North Star for a generation. The twentieth century produced only a handful of authentic democratic heroes; he was one of them.

			In October 2010, we had shared a meal at the Café Savoy, a favorite smoke-filled haunt of Havel’s from the days of the Velvet Revolution. When I explained to my friend what I was planning, he immediately pledged his help. I asked about his experiences as a boy and invited him to reflect on the choices made by leaders during the war. In any discussion with Havel, issues of public policy arise and then, inevitably, also morality. He had often told me of his idea that God could be compared to the sun—a big eye in the sky that can see what we are doing when no one else is around. I had always been spooked by that image but agree that conscience is the quality no scientist has quite figured out. The nostrum “Let your conscience be your guide” was drummed into America’s baby boom generation by Walt Disney. Life is more complicated than that, but sitting with Havel, I worried that we sometimes look past what is plain. Two decades earlier, I had listened while he had delivered a speech that had thoroughly perplexed the U.S. Congress. Czechoslovakia had just regained its freedom, and the legislators were anticipating a howl of Cold War triumph. Instead, they heard a plea on behalf of the Family of Man and a declaration that the real battle—for moral responsibility toward the earth and our neighbors on it—had barely begun.

			What fascinates me—and what serves as a central theme of this book—is why we make the choices we do. What separates us from the world we have and the kind of ethical universe envisioned by someone like Havel? What prompts one person to act boldly in a moment of crisis and a second to seek shelter in the crowd? Why do some people become stronger in the face of adversity while others quickly lose heart? What separates the bully from the protector? Is it education, spiritual belief, our parents, our friends, the circumstances of our birth, traumatic events, or more likely some combination that spells the difference? More succinctly, do our hopes for the future hinge on a desirable unfolding of external events or some mysterious process within?

			My search for an answer to these questions begins with a look back—to the time and place of my earliest years.

		

	


	
		
			Part I

			Before March 15, 1939

			Did not Sibilla prophesy that much misery was to come to Bohemia, that there would be wars, famines and plagues, but that the worst time would come when ... the given word or promise would not be held sacred; that then the Bohemian land should be carried over the earth upon the hooves of horses?

			—BOŽENA NĔMCOVÁ,

			The Grandmother: A Story of Country Life in Bohemia, 1852

		

	


	
		
			1

			An Unwelcome Guest

			On a hill in Prague there is a castle that has stood for a thousand years. From its windows one can see a forest of gilded cupolas and baroque towers, slate roofs and sacred spires. Visible too are the stone bridges spanning the broad and winding Vltava River as its waters flow northward at a leisurely pace. Through the centuries, the beauty of Prague has been enriched by the labor of artisans from a plethora of nationalities and creeds; it is a Czech city with a variety of accents, at its best in spring when the fragrant blossoms of the lindens burst forth, the forsythia turns gold, and the skies seem an impossible blue. The people, known for their diligence, resilience, and pragmatism, look forward each winter to when the days lengthen, the breezes soften, the trees regain their covering, and the river banks issue a silent summons to play.

			On the morning of March 15, 1939, that promise of spring had never seemed so distant. Snow lay thick on the castle grounds; winds blew fiercely from the northeast; the heavens were a leaden gray. At the U.S. Legation, two disheveled men cornered a diplomat en route to his office and begged desperately for asylum. They had been Czechoslovak spies in Germany and were known to the Gestapo. The diplomat, a young Foreign Service officer named George Kennan, turned them away; there was nothing he could do.

			Czechs had awoken that morning to a startling announcement: “Today at six o’clock German troops crossed our borders and are proceeding to Prague by all routes. Stay calm.” The light of dawn was still searching for cracks in the clouds when the first convoy of jeeps and trucks roared by, heading toward the castle. The vehicles, plastered with ice, were driven by red-faced soldiers wearing steel helmets and wool coats. Before long, the people of Prague had had their coffee and it was time to go to work. The sidewalks filled with men and women stopping to gape at the alien procession, defiantly waving their fists, crying, or staring in stony silence.

			[image: 002.jpg]

			German troops occupy Prague.

			Jan Kaplan Archive

			In Wenceslas Square, voices were raised in a spontaneous rendering of patriotic songs. On and on the mechanized battalions came, penetrating every neighborhood of the ancient city. At the train station, artillery pieces and tanks were unloaded. By midmorning, heavy-footed Germans were striding purposefully into government ministries, the town hall, prisons, police offices, and barracks. They seized the airfields, deployed field guns on the snow-covered slopes of Petřín Hill, draped flags and banners across the fronts of buildings, and attached loudspeakers to lampposts and trees. Martial law was declared and a 9 p.m. curfew announced.

			In the early-evening darkness, a motorcade arrived from the north. Its passengers were ushered through the deserted streets, across the river, and up the curving byways to the castle mount; and so that night, the fabled home of Bohemian kings served as headquarters for the ruler of Germany’s Third Reich. Adolf Hitler and his top aides, Hermann Göring and Joachim von Ribbentrop, were in an exultant mood. “The Czechs may squeal,” the führer had told his military commanders, “but we will have our hands on their throats before they can shout. And anyway, who will come to help them?” Ever mindful of a statement attributed to Bismarck that “he who controls Bohemia controls Europe,” Hitler had long planned for this day. He thought the Czechs, because of their cleverness, to be the most dangerous of Slavs; he coveted their air bases and munitions factories; he knew that he could satisfy his ambitions in the rest of Europe only when the Czech homeland had been crushed. Now his triumphal march had begun. The German language was dominant within the castle walls, above which the German flag had been hoisted. Ordinarily a vegetarian teetotaler, Hitler treated himself to a victor’s communion: a bottle of Pilsener and a slice of Prague ham.

			The next day, Ribbentrop commandeered the main radio stations to proclaim that Czechoslovakia had ceased to exist. Bohemia and Moravia would be incorporated into greater Germany, and their government, now a protectorate, would take orders from Berlin. Citizens should await instructions. Hitler, meanwhile, was receiving visitors. First Emil Hácha, the Czech president, pledged his cooperation, then the minister of defense, then the mayor; no one wanted a bloodbath. Around noon, a crowd of German-speaking civilians and soldiers gathered to cheer the führer when he appeared in a third-floor window. The resulting image so pleased the Nazis that they put it on a postage stamp.

			In succeeding days, the snow stopped but the air remained bitter and cold. German soldiers occupied the local army barracks; Nazi administrators made themselves at home in the finest residences and hotels. Each morning before dawn, men in long coats moved swiftly about the city; they carried nightsticks and lists of names. My parents sent me to stay with my grandmother and did their best to do what their beloved country had done: disappear.
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			CTK PHOTO (Martin Štĕrba, René Fluger)
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			Tales of Bohemia

			I am not sure how old I was—though certainly very young—when I first heard the story of Čech and his granddaughter, the wise and fearless Libuše. My mother read to me often, and she loved the old Bohemian tales. As in many cultures, these combined myth and reality in a blend of rousing adventures, epic quests, magic swords, and inventive explanations concerning the origin of things. Over time real heroes and villains appeared to take their place alongside the make-believe ones and together created the saga of a nation. The historian’s job is to sift through such narratives and separate truth from fiction. Frequently, however, facts are redesigned to fit a pattern that conforms to the author’s sensibility at the time the writing is done. That is why the past seems constantly to change. “A scholar,” wrote my father, “inescapably reads the historical record in much the same way as he would look in a mirror—what is most clear to him is the image of his own values [and] sense of ... identity.”

			I never had an academic course in Czech history; instead I absorbed information piecemeal from random bits of conversation, research while in college, and the books that my mother read and my father wrote. Over time, I became conditioned to think of my homeland as exceptional, a country filled with humane and democratic people who had struggled constantly to survive despite foreign oppression. The nation’s finest moments had been marked by a willingness to defend itself against more powerful foes; the saddest by a failure to fight back when betrayed by supposed allies and friends. Its purest expression could be found in the period between the two world wars, when the Czechoslovak Republic served as a model of twentieth-century democracy within an otherwise dismal Europe.

			I was confident of this history, so much so that when defending my PhD dissertation, I was taken aback to be challenged by professors with family ties from elsewhere in Central Europe who didn’t understand why I thought the Czechoslovak experience so distinctive. At that stage in my life, I was not about to abandon the historical narrative with which I was most comfortable, a version that had the advantage of simplicity and clear partitions between right and wrong. The professors were just jealous, I thought, of my homeland’s democratic institutions and values. To appreciate the country, they needed to know more about its heroes and myths, its fight to establish an identity, and the singular characteristics of its people.

			THE EARLIEST SETTLERS of the lands that lie within the heart of Europe between the Carpathian Mountains and the Danube were the Boii, a Celtic tribe on the run from northern floods. Those pioneers were gradually pushed out by Germanic warriors, who were then suppressed by the legions of imperial Rome. The Romans called the land “Bohemia” after the Boii, which means that the territory was named by Italians in honor of the Irish, demonstrating—if nothing else—that globalization is not new.

			When Rome crumbled, the Germans returned, joined in the eighth century AD by Slavs who migrated from the Central Asian steppes. According to legend, the patriarch Čech led his people on the arduous journey west across three great rivers until they came to a hill of a most peculiar shape: round at the top with inordinately steep sides. From the summit, Čech announced to his weary companions that they had reached at last the “Promised Land ... [of] vast forests and sparkling rivers, green meadows and blue lakes, a land filled with game and birds and wet with sweet milk and honey.”

			Čech’s granddaughter, the prophetess Libuše, is described in the odd way of ancient chroniclers as “the pride and glory of the female sex, doing wise and manly deeds.” It was she who envisioned the creation of a city—Prague—“whose glory shall touch the stars.” The story may be fantastic, but there was nothing fictional about the city and its fame. By the end of the tenth century, control of the Czech lands had been consolidated by the Přemyslids, an indigenous clan whose dynasty brought the nation into being. During their reign, grand cathedrals, monasteries, and synagogues were built; the castle district was fortified; and commerce flourished on both sides of the river.

			Among the nation’s early rulers was Václav (in English, Wenceslas), a devout Christian who incurred resentment among the pagan nobility due to his kindness toward the poor. In search of allies, Václav made peace with German Saxony and, in return for protection, paid an annual tribute of silver and oxen. The king was beloved by his people but envied by his treacherous brother Boleslav, whose minions murdered the young monarch while he was on his way to mass. Every nation needs its martyrs, and Wenceslas became Bohemia’s first.
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			King Wenceslas

			Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images

			The Czech lands thrived under the Přemyslid kings with Prague becoming a model of diversity: Czechs, Germans, Jews, Poles, Roma, and Italians lived in the city’s crowded buildings and haggled each day over the furs, scarves, saddles, shields, and other goods for sale in kiosks along its busy streets.

			Toward the end of the thirteenth century, the kingdom extended its sway briefly as far south as the Adriatic Sea—just long enough for Shakespeare to set a scene in The Winter’s Tale on the otherwise hard-to-imagine “seacoast of Bohemia.”

			One of the few medieval leaders to leave a lasting legacy was Charles IV (1316–1378), the first king of Bohemia to rule also in Germany and as sovereign of the Holy Roman Empire. A forward thinker, the monarch went through several wives, one French, the next three German. The fourth, Elisabeth of Pomerania, entertained dinner guests by ripping chain metal to shreds and bending horseshoes with her bare hands. There was no fifth wife.

			Among the many highlights of Charles’s reign was the founding of a university in Prague that attracted students from as far away as England, Scandinavia, and the Balkans. This was in 1348, before printed books and at a time when scientific inquiry was still limited to what the Church would allow. The king also ordered the construction of a sixteen-arch stone bridge over the Vltava. His architects recommended that a special ingredient—eggs—be mixed with the mortar to ensure its strength.* Supplying the builders was too big a job for the hens of Prague, so a decree went out summoning cartloads of the special ingredient from around the country. The royal masons were bemused when wagons from one northern town rolled up bearing an impressive quantity—all hard-boiled.

			Charles, though cosmopolitan in his personal tastes, zealously promoted Bohemia’s national myths. He confirmed the region’s autonomy and designated Czech (along with German and Latin) as an official language within the empire. To honor Saint Wenceslas, he commissioned a crown of pure gold encrusted with precious stones topped by a cross and sapphire cameo said to contain a thorn from the crown of Christ. Today, the royal diadem and other coronation jewels are hidden away within an iron safe behind a door with seven locks in a special chamber of the towering Saint Vitus Cathedral. According to popular wisdom, if a false ruler dons the crown, death will claim him within a year.

			THE MARTYR WENCESLAS was the political icon of the Bohemian nation; a second martyr, Jan Hus, became the spiritual one. Born in 1372, Hus launched his career modestly enough, as an expert in spelling. Short and plump, he developed into a popular preacher and, in 1409, was named rector of Charles University. The Czech motto, “Truth shall prevail,” derives from Hus’s refusal to accept fully the authority of the Church. Instead of Latin, he insisted on preaching in the local tongue, thus making the words and message of the Gospel more accessible. He advocated a host of doctrines that presaged the Protestant Reformation, including the idea that Jesus, not the pope, was the true head of the Church; that the Communion wafer and wine were merely symbolic; and that encouraging sinners to buy their way to salvation had no scriptural sanction. Liturgical issues were amplified by economic ones: the Church owned half of Bohemia’s arable land. According to Hus, such wealth was the dowry of Satan. These teachings brought him into conflict with the archbishop of Prague, who accused him of heresy.
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			Crown of Saint Wenceslas

			Edu-art Prague/Andrej Šumbera

			In 1415, when Catholic leaders assembled in the German city of Constance, the fate of Jan Hus was on their agenda. Despite being given a promise of safe passage, the troublesome rector was confined in chains to a jail next to a cesspool. When confronted by his accusers, he refused to recant, prompting the Church delegates to condemn him. The prisoner was stripped of his vestments, shorn of his hair, crowned with a paper hat bearing three images of the devil, and burned at the stake. Not wanting to leave relics, his executioners took care to incinerate every part of his body and all articles of clothing. This scheme to erase memory, however, had precisely the opposite effect.
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			The martyrdom of Jan Hus

			Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images

			Within weeks of the martyr’s death, a Hussite movement was upending the religious and economic order in Prague. Prominent priests were ousted from their pulpits and replaced by advocates of the new way. Hussite peasants wanted lower rents, while nobles, eyeing the estates of their Catholic neighbors, wished to make “Satan’s dowry” their own. Meanwhile, the entrenched Church and its patrons struggled to retain their privileges. For half a decade, the rivalry between the two sides simmered; it boiled over when, in July 1420, Hussite warriors routed the Catholic forces assembled by the Holy Roman Emperor.

			The rebel commander, Jan Žižka, was a fierce and inventive fighter who had lost his right eye early in his career but remained, at the age of sixty, a brilliant military strategist. In this campaign he transformed an unlikely array of farmers and peasants into an intimidating force that fashioned weapons out of farm implements, turned wagons into mobile fortresses, and triumphed over heavily armed cavalry. Military victories, especially against high odds, provide a firm foundation for national mythology, and Žižka, despite his eventual death from bubonic plague, has enjoyed a long career as a Czech hero. He was the standard-bearer who fought back and won against foreign enemies, a leader who chose the sword over acquiescence or martyrdom.*

			Žižka’s uprising helped set the battle lines that would bedevil Europe for the next two hundred years. His prowess enabled the Czech aristocracy to seize vast landholdings from the Catholics, while also fostering the development of the national language and a populist culture noted for its devotion to universal literacy. “This wicked people,” admitted Pope Pius II in the fifteenth century, “has one good quality—it is fond of learning. Even their women have a better knowledge of scripture than Italian bishops.”

			In the years that followed, the religious rivalry quieted and the Hussite (or Protestant) nobility was content to accept Habsburg rule, based in Vienna and led by German-speaking Catholics. This arrangement was based on the understanding that their religious and property rights would be respected. For a time all was well; but then, in 1618, Protestant leaders submitted a list of grievances to the Habsburg crown, demanding a fuller measure of self-government. The response was dismissive. Angered, the Protestants marched to the castle, where on May 23 they confronted the king’s representatives. The interview went poorly and, to vent their dissatisfaction, the intruders propelled two of the royal counselors and a scribe out the window—several stories up. The bureaucrats survived the experience, a miracle attributed by the Catholics to divine intervention and by the Protestants to the victims’ landing on a dunghill.
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			Jan Žižka

			CTK PHOTO

			For almost two centuries, Bohemian aristocrats of different faiths had lived and prospered together; now they allowed irritations to fester into anger and violence. The Battle of White Mountain, fought on the foggy forenoon of November 8, 1620, is remembered by Czechs as a day of national infamy. However, the two sides that clashed on that date were separated not by ethnicity but religion. Ferdinand, the new Habsburg emperor, had recruited a coalition of Catholics from Spain, Italy, Bavaria, and Poland. The opposing alliance included Protestant sympathizers from throughout Europe and was led by the young Prince Friedrich of Germany. Because the wealthy of neither faith wished to give rifles to peasants, popular passions were not engaged and most of the soldiers were hired mercenaries.

			On the day of battle, the Protestants, though outnumbered, controlled the approach to the mountain, which was actually a hill on the outskirts of Prague. In ninety minutes of hard fighting, more than two thousand men were killed. The Catholics appeared to hold the upper hand, but the Protestants remained in a position to defend the city. At that moment of crisis, they turned for leadership to Friedrich, their chosen prince, only to find that he had fled. Deserted and betrayed, they promptly surrendered, allowing the imperial army to march into the capital.

			To Protestant Bohemia, White Mountain felt like the end of history. Defeated nobles were executed or banished, their religion prohibited, and their estates parceled out among the emperor’s Spanish and Austrian allies. The Czech people survived but as a nation of peasants without an upper or middle class. For a time, Prague experienced a building boom as Catholic nobles commissioned grandiose projects that contributed much to the capital’s architectural glory but deepened the alienation of most Czechs. Their language, replaced by German, was no longer spoken in administrative offices or princely courts. Amid the dazzle of the Age of Royalty, the Bohemian people, if thought of at all, were dismissed as backward and of little account.

			IN THEIR STUDIES of Czech history, my father and his colleagues discerned two opposing dimensions: the fighters, such as Žižka, and the scholars. Foremost among the latter was Jan Ámos Komenský, best remembered for his writings while in exile. The bishop of the Hus-inspired Unity of Czech Brethren, Komenský was among those forced to flee in the aftermath of the Battle of White Mountain. He survived by eating nuts and escaped his pursuers by hiding in the trunk of a linden tree.

			With no choice but to begin a new life, Komenský soon proved himself to be an educator of astonishing humanity and vision. In keeping with his Bohemian ideals, he stressed universal literacy and access to free schools for girls and boys alike. He pioneered role playing in contrast to rote teaching methods, invented the illustrated children’s book, and wrote an essay on language that was used by Native American students at Harvard. Having seen his laboriously compiled Czech-language dictionary burned by Habsburg soldiers, he advocated the creation of a universal tongue that would help bring humankind together; he did not think civilized people should allow mere language to divide them. In Amsterdam for the last years of his life, he lamented his inability to return to Bohemia: “My whole life is merely the visit of a guest.” Although religious martyrs and warrior generals have places in my personal pantheon, Komenský is the early thinker whom I most admire.

			TO THE EAST of the Czech lands is Slovakia, the home of fellow Slavs whose history is mingled with that of the Bohemians. The two peoples were united under the Great Moravian Empire, which had, in the ninth century, exercised a loose sovereignty over much of Central Europe. The empire’s downfall after eighty years stemmed from an invasion by the Magyar alliance, a dynasty that founded the kingdom of Hungary and ruled the Slovaks for most of the next millennium. Despite the political separation, Czechs and Slovaks continued to travel back and forth for purposes of evangelism, commerce, and study.

			Slovakia’s principal city, Bratislava, sits astride the Danube River, a 250-mile journey from Prague. The mountainous land features gorgeous peaks and dense forests, lakes formed during the Ice Age, and mineral-rich soil. The picturesque scenery has served as a backdrop for thousands of folk songs, native dances, tall tales, and a true-to-life story centered on an eighteenth-century adventurer, Juro Jánošík, who deserted the imperial army and formed a band of thieves. Jánošík’s highwaymen made their home in a forest, befriended a local priest, stole only from the wealthy, and shared their booty with the poor. This Slovak Robin Hood’s passion for economic justice was a hint of events to come, for Central Europe had reached the threshold of far-reaching social change.

			EMPEROR JOSEPH II, who reigned from 1780 to 1790, thought of himself as a modern man, and a good one. He issued grants of food and medicine to the indigent, founded hospitals, asylums, and orphanages, and opened public parks and gardens. By his decree, “No man shall be compelled in future to profess the religion of the state.” This “tolerance patent” meant that, after 150 years, Czechs were once again free to practice the Protestant and Christian Orthodox faiths. Joseph also endeavored to integrate Bohemia’s Jewish community—at the time the largest in the world—by lifting restrictions on employment, eliminating special taxes, and requiring the use of German in education. Those changes, which greatly accelerated the exposure of Jews to German language and culture, were resisted by some but welcomed by others as a way to expand their participation in society.

			In that preindustrial era, the majority of Czechs still pursued a rural life, tilling the soil, tending livestock, sewing clothes, and working as millers, gamekeepers, blacksmiths, cabinetmakers, and shepherds. Most lay down at night in huts decorated with religious icons. Medicinal needs were addressed by collecting herbs or by purchasing the special balms that itinerant peddlers promised would soothe tired muscles and aching teeth. Men generally had mustaches, wore baggy trousers, carried snuffboxes, and smoked pipes; the women in their aprons labored at baking, washing, and food gathering; the children were kept in line with tales about an old crone who stuffed bad girls and boys into her shoulder bag and carried them away. Before the Christmas holidays, entire villages gathered to devour sweets, have poultry-plucking parties, and swap stories about water sprites and ghosts. People believed what they had been brought up to believe: a mixture of scriptural tenets, pagan myth, and good manners. A sleeping child was best roused by a tap on the forehead, causing the soul to awaken first. For reasons both physical and spiritual, bread—the gift of God—was treated with reverence. To step on so much as a crumb was to make the souls in purgatory shed tears. Friends and strangers alike were greeted with a slice from a brown or black loaf smeared with grease and sprinkled with salt.

			In such an environment, everyone knew everybody else and each knew his place; the division of the population into social classes was a given. Joseph II enlarged the freedom of his subjects, but his goal was to preserve an empire, not build a democracy. Ever mindful of defense needs, he wanted to create an army that would love its emperor and speak a single tongue. To guard against the incursion of enemies from the north, he built an eight-sided military fortress that he named in honor of his mother, Empress Maria Theresa; the garrison was called Theresienstadt—or, in Czech, Terezín.
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