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5behind the iron curtain

Dear readers,
You have just opened the third edi-
tion of the English-language magazine 
Behind the Iron Curtain. It is comprised 
of articles published in the last three 
years (2012–2014) in the journal Paměť 
a  dějiny (Memory and History), which 
is issued by the Institute for the Study 
of Totalitarian Regimes. I write this in-
troduction just as the Czech Republic 
and other former Soviet Bloc states are 
marking the 25th anniversary of the 
fall of the Iron Curtain and systems 
based on the hegemony of communist 
or socialist parties. It is an occasion 
to assess how far we have come from 
that fateful moment and how much we 
know about the path taken by society 
in the Czech Republic and elsewhere 
in the 20th century (particularly in the 
period of totalitarian repression), how 
it changed society, and what insights 
can be gleaned from it today. 

One of today’s most pressing problems 
is, in my view, ignorance of modern his-
tory stemming from the prevalent lack 
of interest in the past as such. I  am, 
therefore, all the more convinced that 
our country has great need of an insti-
tution capable of shaking up the gener-
al indifference towards modern history. 
We need an institution that is unafraid 
to raise issues of the recent past, even 
the thorniest of them. I  emphasis this 
wherever I go and make the same point 
here: Being able to come to terms with 
the past – which means being in essence 
willing to explore the past, learn about 
it and discuss it without prejudice – is 
of fundamental importance to every 
society that wishes to regard itself as 
developed. In my view, this is just as im-
portant as nurturing basic civic virtues. 
Furthermore, if we get to know the past, 
we don’t just learn about predecessors 
but also ourselves. 

The Institute’s  mission is specific in 
several regards. It is not intended to be 
a purely scientific centre, even though 
its academic and research aspect is 
essential. It is an institution that also 
performs (or should perform even 
more intensively) an important role 
in the field of education (and not just 

in terms of school-based education). It 
also plays a part in making accessible 
and interpreting materials related to 
the Nazi occupation and the commu-
nist era (this is in itself a broad span), 
as well as preparing expert opinions 
that help the Ministry of Defence re-
spond to applications for recognition 
of “resistance” or “opposition” to the 
communist regime. This places the 
Institute and the Security Services 
Archive in a very demanding and high-
ly responsible position. 

In my vision of the Institute’s  future, 
its role will be as a  recognised scien-
tific centre that is also society-focused 
and has a reach beyond its own walls. 
This means it should not confine it-
self to scientific research, as many 
might expect, but rather make use of 
its findings directly in educational and 
adult educational activities that are 
not a sideline but rather central to its 
activities. It is just in the deepening 
of the Institute’s cooperation with the 
educational and civic society spheres 
that I see one of the key conditions for 
it achieving greater acknowledgement. 
If, as a  state institute, we succeed in 
becoming a recognized part of civil so-
ciety, I believe that we have long-term 
perspective. Such recognition would 
unquestionably befit the Institute, as 
well as representing a  positive signal 

of change in society’s  relationship to 
its own past.

Last but not least, I regard cooperation 
with our foreign partners as highly im-
portant. After all, the Czech Republic 
has not been alone in experiencing 
totalitarian or authoritarian regimes – 
the majority of European states have. 
What’s  more, countries that managed 
to maintain democratic systems fre-
quently found themselves at odds with 
just those states where democracy 
and the natural rights of man were 
repressed. The fact that similar insti-
tutions to the Institute for the Study 
of Totalitarian Regimes exist in most 
countries, and that we can share our 
findings, is a  good thing. After all, to 
a certain degree we are talking about 
shared memories, albeit marked by 
different nations’ specific experiences. 
In the Czech case, that memory takes 
the form of a  six-year period of Nazi 
occupation and a  dictatorship of the 
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia 
that persisted for over four decades. 
It is just those two epochs that are the 
focus of the articles in this journal. 
I firmly believe that you will find it an 
engrossing, pleasurable and enlighten-
ing read. 

Sincerely
	 Zdeněk Hazdra, Director





ARTICLES AND STUDIES 
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The Overseas Resistance  
on the Airwaves of the BBC
CZECHOSLOVAK BROADCASTS FROM LONDON  
1939–1945 
During World War II radio propaganda became a mass impact weapon. In effect, the war 
was not just a clash of military forces and increasingly sophisticated weapons – it was also 
a contest of words and arguments. All sides began using international radio broadcasts to 
that end. For the Czechoslovak resistance-in-exile in London, radio was even more important: 
It enabled direct connection with the distant homeland, addressing and encouraging the 
occupied nation during its most trying times.

ONDŘEJ KOUTEK

International broadcasting
The British Broadcasting Corporation 
(BBC), initially a privately held limited 
liability company before being trans-
formed into a  public corporation in 
1927, broadcast in the United Kingdom. 
The BBC Empire Service was founded 
in 1932 for the purposes of broadcast-
ing to the entire British Empire. The 
service started regular international 
broadcasts on 19 December 1932 with 
special programming intended for Aus-
tralia; from 25 December 1932 onwards 
it delivered programmes for the entire 
British Empire. In the years to come, 
it would broadcast solely in English, 
focusing on the British citizens dis-
persed in colonies all over the world. 
However, international developments 
eventually led the UK to commence 
broadcasting in other languages also.1

The BBC first launched regular broad-
casts in Arabic on 3 January 1938, 
with a  view to counterbalancing the 
influence of Italy’s station in Abyssin-
ia. It then focused on Latin American 
countries, broadcasting in Spanish 
and Portuguese from March 1938. As 
a direct response to the escalating Su-
deten crisis, broadcasting in French, 
German and Italian commenced on 
27  September 1938 with an address 
from Prime Minister Neville Cham-
berlain. The three languages were in-
creasingly heard in BBC’s internation-

al broadcasts during the subsequent 
period and French, German and Italian 
departments were officially set up in 
April 1939. As WWII progressed, inter-
national broadcasting grew to include 
all major European languages. In con-
nection with these developments, the 
Empire Service was renamed the BBC 
Overseas Service in November 1939. 
The BBC European Service was estab-
lished for broadcasts to mainland Eu-
rope. At the end of the war, the BBC 
was the biggest international radio 
station with services in 45 languages.

Beginnings of the BBC’s Czech 
service
The BBC started expanding its interna-
tional services rapidly after the decla-
ration of war on Germany on 3 Septem-
ber 1939. A  Polish service was being 
readied in August 1939 but was only 
launched on 7 September 1939, due 
to a shortage of staff proficient in the 
language. Hungarian, Romanian, Ser-
bo-Croat and Greek services were add-
ed during the same month (the British 
were concerned about a  rise in Nazi 
influence in Southeast Europe). Czech 
was first heard on the BBC’s airwaves 
on 6 September 1939. Social Demo-
crat Josef Kosina2 read a statement by 
Arthur Greenwood, a  leading repre-
sentative of the Labour Party. The fol-
lowing words of encouragement were 

addressed to Czech listeners: We are 
calling on all the workers of Czecho-
slovakia to remain firm and keep their 
hearts strong amid the new wave of vi-
olence and to remain true to the deeds 
and principles of the great Tomas Ma-
saryk. Do not desert the flag that Edu-
ard Benes and his associates continue 
to bear in our free country. The hour of 
your liberation is near. Your tragedy has 
opened the eyes of the world. The cruel 
injustices now imposed upon you must 
be righted. The British Labour party de-
clares that the Czechs and Slovaks now 
under the iron heel of Hitler will be free 
again soon.3

The BBC started regular broadcasts 
in Czech two days later.4 To that end, 
the station hired Josef Kosina. Initially 
there was just one 15-minute broad-
cast a day. Jan Masaryk was asked to 
launch daily broadcasts on 8 Septem-
ber 1939. In his two-minute speech, 
he stated that the Czech nation was 
at war with Nazi Germany and empha-
sised: The hour of retribution has come. 
The limits of the patience of the Western 
democracies have been reached and the 
struggle to eradicate Nazism has begun. 
Our programme is a free Czechoslovakia 
in a  free Europe, and we are willing to 
sacrifice everything to achieve this goal. 
Czech legions will soon join the Allies on 
the frontline. The day will come when 
Nazism, and our oppressors with it, will 
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disappear from the face of the Earth. The 
Czechoslovak nation is calling them to 
God’s court. In the name that I bear, I de-
clare that we will win this fight and that 
the truth will triumph.5 Masaryk was 
trying to encourage his fellow country-
men back home in difficult times and 
give them confidence in future victo-
ry while simultaneously asking them 
to regularly listen to the BBC. Edvard 
Beneš spoke into a  BBC microphone 
for the first time on 19 September 1939, 
stressing once again the necessity to 
fight for a free Czechoslovakia in a free 
Europe and saying that the country 
would return to its former borders.6

Czech broadcasts from London soon 
grew to two 15-minute programmes. Fo-
cusing on the news, the first one started 
at 3:45 p.m. and was transmitted in the 
41m and 25m wavelengths. The second 
broadcast, consisting of lectures, com-
mentaries and weekly overviews, went 
out every day at 8:45 p.m. in the 49–59m 
shortwave band and on the 262m me-
dium wave band. Occasional Slovak 
programmes were added to the Czech 
broadcasts from 31 December 1939. 
This was the moment when Czechoslo-
vak broadcasts actually started on the 
BBC.7 Initially, their content was most-
ly limited to reading Czech and Slovak 
translations of original English pro-
grammes.
A  third 15-minute broadcast, featur-
ing news and repeats of key lectures 
and transmitted at 7:00 every morning 
in the shortwave band, was added in 

March 1940. From then on, the evening 
broadcasts had a fixed structure – lec-
tures on a  topical issue on Sundays, 
Jan Masaryk’s  addresses on Wednes-
days, political essays on Thursdays, 
and a  weekly review of military and 
other developments on Saturdays. Sun-
day afternoon programming offered 
a  weekly review of developments in 
Slovak. On an as-needed basis, the BBC 
also included News Talks, carrying for 
instance reports on the submarine war 
and the economic efforts of the British 
Empire.8

The Czechoslovak government-in-exile 
had virtually no influence on the 
broadcasts during the first months of 
the war. It was fully in the hands of the 
BBC. British censors supervised the 
Czechoslovak broadcasts very keenly 
with the goal of preventing the divulg-
ing of military information valuable to 
the enemy or the promotion of opinions 
contrary to British political interests. 
As a  result, promoting the opinions 
of the resistance movement by means 
of radio propaganda was at first very 
difficult. In addition to preliminary 
reviews of the texts, censorship also 
took place directly in the studio during 
broadcasts. If the announcer strayed 
too far from a pre-approved text, ded-
icated censors were able to interrupt 
the signal. Many of those supervisors 
could not speak Czech and their quali-
fication was only partial knowledge of 
another Slavic language. Sometimes it 
appeared that their actions were solely 

based on their momentary mood. This 
often led to strange situations.

A Czechoslovak office within the 
BBC
The BBC’s  broadcasts to occupied 
Europe were supervised by three Brit-
ish government departments – the 
Ministry of Information, the Secretary 
of State for Foreign Affairs and the 
Minister for Economic Warfare. In or-
der to improve war propaganda and 
its coordination, the Political Warfare 
Executive (PWE), an inter-ministerial 
agency, was established in 1941. Its di-
rector general was Robert Bruce Lock-
hart, who had previously acted as the 
British government’s  liaison officer to 
the Czechoslovak government-in-exile 
(he actively cooperated with the BBC 
Czechoslovak service after the war).
A  Czechoslovak section – led by 
a  British editor – was set up for the 
purposes of Czech and Slovak broad-
casting as part of the BBC European 
Service. Elizabeth Barker led the sec-
tion in 1940. She was later replaced by 
Phyllis Auty, a historian specialising in 
Central Europe and the Balkans. For 
a period, Michael Winch, who led the 
BBC Polish office, also held the posi-
tion. Sheila Grant Duff, a leading jour-
nalist who had worked as the Prague 
correspondent of The Observer, headed 
the Czechoslovak section from May 
1941. She was followed by Professor 
Reginald Robert Betts, a historian spe-
cialising in Czech medieval history, in 

A caricature of R. B. Lockhart, the British propaganda 

coordinator.� Source: Čechoslovák, 23 August 1940

A meeting at the MZV in London. From left: Jiří Špaček, Josef Korbel, Hubert Ripka and Jan Masaryk.

� Source: Czech News Agency
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September 1943. He left the post for 
health reasons in April 1944. His re-
placement was the writer Michael Rob-
erts, who had previously been involved 
in the Polish service as an editor. Final-
ly, in August 1944, the translator Ver-
non Duckworth-Barker was appointed 
editor and held the position until the 
end of the war and through to 1948. 
The BBC always tried to fill this posi-
tion with specialists conversant with 
the situation in Czechoslovakia and 
Central Europe in general.9

The overseas resistance had an in-
direct influence on the radio broad-
casting, supplying the BBC depart-
ment with news, primarily relating 
to the situation in the Protectorate. 
The announcers were Czechoslovaks 
employed by the BBC. As the broad-
caster’s  employees, they reported to 
their British superiors and could not 
receive binding instructions from any-
one else. Unfortunately, this work was 
initially entrusted to people who did 
not possess the requisite skills or ex-
perience. Over time, experienced jour-
nalists joined the editors and announc-
ers, helping improve the standard of 
the broadcasts. However, despite the 
growing level of professionalism, com-
plaints about poor Czech, stylistic er-
rors and imprecise military terminolo-
gy were still to be heard occasionally 
during the latter years of the war.
A  number of prominent journalists 
joined the BBC in several waves: in 
addition to Josef Kosina, they includ-

ed Jiří Hronek, the former Paris corre-
spondent of the Melantrich publishing 
house’s  newspapers; Josef Kodíček, 
a  theatre critic; Anna Patzaková, an 
editor of Národní osvobození and music 
critic; Přemysl “Míša” Papírník, a  for-
mer London correspondent of Národní 
politika; Gustav Stern, a  former Tribu-
na and Prager Presse editor; Gustav 
Winter, a  former Paris correspondent 
of Právo lidu; Karel Kříž, an editor and 
later the parliamentary reporter of the 
same paper; and V. Vojáček. Later the 
younger generation made its presence 
felt. The Czechoslovak team at the BBC 
included Ota Ornest, a  theatre actor 
and director; Pavel Tigrid, a  journal-
ist; Josef Schwarz who had gained ra-
dio experience before the occupation; 
and translator Leo Braun. Later still, 
the poet and journalist Karel Brušák 
joined the team. Of the young mem-
bers, Ivan Jelínek, a poet and pre-war 
editor of Lidové noviny, had the most 
extensive radio experience. The poet 
Josef Lederer started working as an an-
nouncer in 1943.
The majority of the Czechoslovak pro-
gramming involved news reporting, 
which did not do much in the way of 
challenging Protectorate propaganda. 
Wednesday addresses by Jan Masaryk, 
which received their regular slot in 
the BBC service in March 1940, were 
the most original and popular pieces. 
Unlike the other programmes, they 
were not just translations of English 
texts – they were the original work of 

a popular Czech celebrity, imbued with 
wit and emotion. When Masaryk left 
for the USA late in June 1940, Prokop 
Drtina replaced him on the Wednesday 
shows. He used the pseudonym Pavel 
Svatý (“Paul Saint”), which he had 
chosen while still a member of the do-
mestic resistance. It was derived from 
St.  Procopius, with the name Pavel 
used for the sake of secrecy. “Pavel 
Svatý” soon became popular among 
Czech and Slovak listeners.
Other exiled politicians were offered 
the opportunity to speak only sporad-
ically – and always at the express in-
vitation of the BBC. This applied most 
often to Edvard Beneš and Hubert 
Ripka, who occasionally appeared on 
BBC shows with important political 
messages. Beneš’s voice and speaking 
style were not very radio-friendly, so 
he only delivered very important mes-
sages on air.10 As the political report-
er of his office, Prokop Drtina would 
often present his official statements 
on the radio. The content of the radio 
broadcasts dictated by BBC headquar-
ters was often at odds with the expec-
tations and tastes of Czech and Slovak 
listeners. The BBC’s Czech broadcasts 
initially met with dissatisfaction on the 
part of the audience at home. Commu-
nications from the domestic resistance 
movement frequently voiced criticism 
of them, while many Czechoslovaks 
in London agreed with this criticism. 
The resistance back home blamed 
the country’s  exile political represen-

Translation of Dean A. S. Duncan-Jones’s letter of 23 

May 1940, requesting the inclusion of the Czechoslovak 

anthem in the BBC broadcasting.

Source: Čechoslovák v Anglii, 12 July 1940.

Prime Minister-in-exile Jan Šrámek (front) chairing deliberations. To his left are Minister of Defence Sergěj Ingr, Minister 

Rudolf Viest and Minister of Justice Jaroslav Stránský. � Source: Czech News Agency
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tatives, believing that they were re-
sponsible. They were unaware how 
little they could actually influence the 
broadcasts.

The beginning of government 
broadcasts
The UK’s recognition of the Czechoslo-
vak interim government on 21 July 1940 
was an important milestone. Two days 
later, Prokop Drtina spoke on the radio 
as the political reporter of the newly 
formed presidential office, announcing 
this important event to the listeners 
at home.11 Edvard Beneš followed this 
with an official address delivered on 
the BBC on 24 July 1940, explaining the 
formation of the government-in-exile 
on the basis of the theory of continuity: 
Not having recognised Munich or any-
thing that resulted, we have defended 
and will defend the principle that the 
Czechoslovak Republic, Masaryk’s  re-
public, lived and existed even after 
Munich. Hence, our entire legal system 
continues in terms of international law 
and politically: in legal terms, there is 
no such thing as me leaving my office 
and country; legally, there is no such 
thing as the disruption of our republic; 
legally and politically, nothing exists for 
us that violent Nazism did in our coun-
try after the 15th of March.12 Vladimír 
Krajina, a domestic resistance leader, 
later remembered that when the presi-

dent’s speech was being broadcast, all 
the streets were empty, and not only in 
Prague but in the countryside as well.13

The formation of the Czechoslovak in-
terim government had direct implica-
tions for the organisation of radio pro-
paganda. The information service was 
reorganised alongside the formation 
of the Foreign Ministry (MZV). A  spe-
cial department was formed. Led by 
Jaroslav Kraus, it was in charge of all 
government propaganda and included 
a  radio section headed by Josef Kor-
bel.14 Within the Ministry, the organ-
isation of propaganda fell under the 
remit of State Secretary Hubert Ripka. 
The information department was first 
based in a building in Park Street; after 
it was bombed in October 1940, the de-
partment moved to the Fursecroft pal-
ace on George Street.
A single clerk, Eva Strimplová-Outratová, 
assisted Josef Korbel with the radio de-
partment’s work in the initial period up 
until November 1941. Given the extent 
of the agenda, such modest staffing was 
highly insufficient. This is why the edi-
tor Jiří Hronek and Bohuslav Laštovič-
ka, a  communist journalist, joined 
the team towards the end of 1941. Mr 
Haasz-Kysucký was recruited for Slovak 
broadcasts. Josef Kodíček came from the 
BBC as an extern. The military had its 
own radio editorial team, which succes-
sively included Jiří Mucha, Ivan Jelínek, 

Lubor Zink, Jaroslav Brož and Josef 
Josten.15

The structure of the radio department 
stabilised in 1942. There were six edi-
tors preparing speeches for the Czech 
government service. Eight to ten ad-
ditional externs collaborated with the 
team. In addition to Laštovička, more 
communists joined the radio depart-
ment later – first Fridrich Biheller 
and then in March 1945 Vavro Hajdů. 
Růžena Hájková, who was in charge 
of Slovak broadcasts, worked at the 
radio department from August 1942. 
The department recruited two BBC em-
ployees in March 1943 – Ota Ornest and 
Josef Kodíček. Josef Korbel remained 
at the helm of the radio department 
throughout the war, even though his 
replacement by Josef Hejret, a  jour-
nalist and diplomat who had been the 
editor-in-chief of the Čechoslovák exile 
periodical since 1942, was considered 
in early 1944. This change did not come 
to pass in the end.
The stronger position of the Czechoslo-
vak overseas resistance in the UK was 
apparent in the radio broadcasts them-
selves. On 28 July 1940, the BBC played 
the Czechoslovak anthem along with 

BBC Monitoring Service Editors at work. 

 A cutting from the morning edition of Národní politika dated 2 September 1939 concerning the ban on listening to 

external radio stations. � Source: Asa Briggs: The War of Words; the author’s archive



13behind the iron curtain

the Allies’ anthems at the beginning 
of the broadcast for the first time since 
the launch of the service. From 11 Au-
gust 1940 the Czechoslovak interim 
government was given the opportunity 
to produce 15 minutes of its own radio 
content every day – the 7:15 p.m. eve-
ning broadcast in the shortwave band, 
titled Talks with Home. At the same 
time, broadcasts provided directly by 
the BBC continued at the usual times 
and previous scope. What listeners at 
home perceived as a  whole when lis-
tening to the London broadcasts were 
in fact two separate programmes. The 
government broadcasts obviously had 
to take into consideration the require-
ments of the British radio and commen-
taries had to be submitted to the British 
censors in English.16 The requirement 
to translate texts into English for cen-
sorship purposes remained in place un-
til the end of the war. The British side 
continued editing the standard news 
service. Nevertheless, the overseas re-
sistance acquired space of its own in 
the broadcasts.
The Czechoslovak service was extended 
again after three months, receiving 
a  regular structure in the process. 

There were three 15-minute broadcasts 
per day from 10 November 1940 – at 
7:00 a.m. in the 261m, 285m and 373m 
wavebands and the 31m and 49m wave-
bands, at 5:30 p.m. in the 25m and 49m 
wavebands, and finally at 10:30 p.m. in 
the 261m and 285m wavebands and the 
31m and 49m wavebands. At 5:45 p.m. 
Talks with Home would begin, a 15-min-
ute government broadcast containing 
various commentaries and lectures. 
Fridays featured 15 minutes of military 
broadcasts, in the main offering over-
views of the current situation on the 
fronts. This programme was prepared 
by František Moravec, the chairman of 
the intelligence section of the Minis-
try of National Defence (MNO). Sunday 
morning services at 7:00 featured work-
ers’ programmes provided by the social 
democrats Josef Bělina, Josef Kosina, Jiří 
Stolz and Ján Bečko, the State Secretary 
of the Ministry of Social Care.17

Czechoslovak military forces were 
not active at the BBC alone. Short-
wave transmissions from Cairo in the 
29.83m waveband started on 1 Febru-
ary 1942. The programme aired every 
day, first at 10:45 and then at 8:30 p.m. 
Egypt Daylight Saving Time. These 

broadcasts continued until 27 Novem-
ber 1944.18 Czech and Slovak programs 
were also aired on the stations Levant 
Beirut (medium wave, 283m) and Radio 
Jerusalem (449m).

Radio commentators
Talks with Home, the daily govern-
ment programme, provided space to 
a  broader range of exile politicians 
to be heard on the airwaves. As a  re-
sult, national socialists Jaroslav 
Stránský and Vladimír Klecanda (us-
ing the pseudonym Vladimír Kalvo-
da), Christian democrat Jan Šrámek, 
social democrats Jaromír Nečas and 
František Němec, and Agrarian Party 
member Ladislav Feierabend joined 
Masaryk, Beneš, Drtina and Ripka as 
radio commentators. Pavol Macháček 
established himself as a  regular com-
mentator for Slovakia. In addition to 
him, Slovak agrarian politicians Juraj 
Slávik and Ján Lichner, social dem-
ocrat Ján Čaplovič, and communist 
Vladimír Clementis (from 1941) spoke 
most often. Top representatives of the 
Czechoslovak Army occasionally spoke 
on air as well; they included Generals 
Sergěj Ingr and Rudolf Viest and Fran-

Overview of the BBC Czech broadcasts from London in early June 1941.

Source: National Archive

The introduction of the call to start the boycott of the Protectorate press  

of 12 September 1941. � Source: T. G. Masaryk Institute Archive
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tišek Langer, writer and the head of 
the military health services, who wrote 
several radio plays for the Czechoslo-
vak service.19

Exile politicians were keen to appear 
on the BBC. The broadcasts could in-
crease their popularity at home, and 
provide an income. In 1940 the BBC 
paid about one pound per minute on 
the air. As a result of jealousy among 
the exiles, in August 1941 the payment 
became the target of open criticism in 
Naše noviny, the daily of the Czechoslo-

vak Army in England. A rather incendi-
ary debate ensued, meeting with little 
understanding on the part of the Allies. 
Critics of the payments completely 
disregarded the fact that taxes ate up 
half of them. Naše noviny wrote that it 
was strange encouraging listeners at 
home to be brave and make sacrifices 
while receiving money for each minute 
of speech.20 The criticism was joined 
by Nová svoboda. The magazine first 
attacked the radio commentator Ivo 
Ducháček with a brief epigram, adding 

in the next issue that young commen-
tators should rather serve in the mili-
tary and leave room for older and more 
qualified personnel.21

Criticism of the compensation was suc-
cessfully subdued during the autumn of 
1941. However, it left a bad aftertaste, so 
when the BBC started considering the 
inevitable savings in the Czechoslovak 
section, Ripka immediately agreed with 
halting the payments altogether. This 
occurred on 16 August 1942, ending the 
payment dispute once and for all.22 The 

Broadcasting under the sign of Victory
Victor de Laveleye, a  Belgian politician who worked at the BBC as 
the head and regular commentator of the Belgian service in French, 
came up with a very successful initiative in early 1941. He proposed on 
14 January 1941 that all Belgians – both Flemings and Walloons – use 
the letter “V” as a shared symbol of resistance to the occupation. The 
sign could stand for both “victory” (victoire in French) and “freedom” 
(vrijheid in Flemish). Soon after, Belgians started spontaneously paint-
ing the letter “V” on walls all over the country. Given the success of the 
campaign, Winston Churchill asked all nations of the occupied Europe 
on 19 July 1941 to use the symbol “V” as the sign of the final victory 
over Nazism.a 
At the end of June 1941, the BBC started filling the intermissions be-
tween broadcasts with a  new jingle in the form of four drum beats 
– three short and one long. This is Morse code for the letter “V”. The 
new jingle was intended to remind listeners in Europe that the victory 
over Germany will finally come despite all hardships. The four beats 
are also the same as the introduction to Beethoven’s  Symphony No 
5, also known as the Symphony of Destiny. The “V” symbol became 
an opportunity to provide a common framework for the broadcasts to 
the occupied countries and a unifying idea against the Nazi notion of 
a new order in Europe.
The Nazis initially tried to ignore the campaign, then referred to its 
bearers as saboteurs and threatened them with severe punishment. 
The symbol “V” appeared increasingly often in the Czech lands too. 
Someone even painted large white “V”s on the door of the Oberlandrat 
office in Olomouc. Jan Masaryk praised the success of the campaign at 
home in his radio address of 23 July 1941: I am happy to see the letter 
“V” doing so well among you, as it has in the rest of Europe. “V” is al-
most at the end of the alphabet; one day we will reach the letter Z and 
that will not be written in chalk: by then we will be starting a purge 
and settling of accounts with pseudo-Germans.b 
Goebbels’ propaganda struck back on 16 July 1941: The Germans made 
their own campaign, claiming the “V” sign as a symbol of the victori-
ous campaign against the USSR (with the “Viktoria” slogan). The next 
day, all the Protectorate papers came out with a coloured V printed all 
over them; the letter also appeared on posters, banners and even roads 
in municipalities. It was also present on postage stamps and in radio 
broadcasts and weekly newsreels. Nazi propaganda took the project to 
an absurd dimension. The Reich Protector’s office ordered a downscal-
ing of the project at the end of August 1941 and it was only discontin-
ued for good in January 1942.
The BBC mocked the German action with the slogan “Stolen V”. Ota Ornest made the following commentary on what the Nazi propaganda 
did: The notorious advertising conman Josef Goebbels has completed yet another big fraud. […] Goebbels was unable to not steal, and when 
you are born as a liar and thief you have to lie and steal. You have to lie and steal, even though the theft cannot reap anything but scorn, 
shame and ultimately the deserved punishment. This is why Goebbels has tried to steal the letter “V” from you, even though he cannot steal 
your victory away.c 

a 	 For the “V for Victory” campaign refer to BRIGGS, Asa: The War of Words, pp. 365–384.
b 	 MASARYK, Jan: Volá Londýn, p. 115.

c 	 AČRo, f. Londýn, k. 1941/8, issue 710, radio address, 28 July 1941. 

Installing the “V” (“Viktoria”) flag on Wenceslas Square in Prague, July 1941…

… and the “V” after the war. Winston Churchill with wife Clementine in 1945 as we 
all know him – with a cigar (in his left hand) and the victory sign. 
� Source: Czech News Agency 
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exile politicians sometimes quarrelled 
jealously over getting equal opportu-
nities to appear on air. One of the ear-
liest conflicts of this type involved Jan 
Masaryk. When he returned to office on 
25 September 1940, the equally popular 
“Pavel Svatý” lost his slot in the govern-
ment service. This led to tension be-
tween the two. Drtina was given a new 
opportunity to appear on the radio on 
the occasion of the 28 October holiday in 
1940. It was later decided that he would 
appear regularly as part of the Sunday 
evening broadcasts.
Drtina’s  style differed substantially 
from Masaryk’s, but was equally suc-
cessful at providing encouragement 
to people at home. Masaryk enjoyed 
the role of earthy storyteller, some-
times preferring to take things a  bit 
too far than being less witty.23 He put 
his folksy cheekiness to use in particu-
lar when referring to Nazi representa-
tives, devising a new ironic nickname 
on every occasion (for example, by 
calling Adolf Hitler a  “Vienna uphol-
sterer”, Joachim von Ribbentrop a  “li-
quor seller” and Karl Hermann Frank 
an “undead jackal”). While his rough 
and belligerent style won him hordes 
of listeners, exile circles criticised Ma-
saryk for losing self-control while on 
the microphone.24 He benefited from 
his ability to improvise, often prepar-
ing several alternatives of his address 
and changing lines at the last moment. 
Drtina was more sober. He gradually 
cultivated an original style capturing 
the exile’s  warm relationship to his 
motherland. Jaroslav Stránský was an-
other popular commentator with a re-
fined and elegant style and strong em-
phasis on the moral side of combating 
Nazism. In his addresses, he sought the 
eternal and universal truths that Ger-
mans had sadly abandoned under the 
Nazi regime.25 
The London broadcasts developed and 
improved successfully despite many 
challenges, in particular following the 
air raids on London. Its workers were 
often exposed to high risk. Despite 
all the complications, however, they 
managed to fulfil their mission. In De-
cember 1940 the Czechoslovak section 
had to move from the head office build-
ing, BBC Broadcasting House, damaged 
during air raids, to the Maida Vale 
studio. This building was also later 
severely damaged by a German bomb. 
From 1941, the Czechoslovaks broad-

cast from Bush House, an impressive 
radio building between Aldwych and 
The Strand in the very heart of London.

Protectorate measures to counter 
international broadcasts
Listening to international radio sta-
tions entailed a great deal of risk, but 
this did not discourage listeners at 
home and the occupation and Protec-
torate authorities attempted to combat 
it. As early as on 1 September 1939, the 
Council of Ministers for Defence of the 
Reich in Berlin issued an ordinance 
on extraordinary radio measures that 
forbade listening to international ra-
dio stations. A breach of the ban could 
be punishable by penitentiary or pris-
on. “Misused” radio receivers were to 
be seized. The ordinance also banned 
the dissemination of news from foreign 
stations. A breach of this ban was pun-
ishable by penitentiary, or the death 
penalty in especially severe cases. 
Special courts had jurisdiction to hear 
“radio crime” cases.26 On 11 September 
1939 an implementing regulation was 
issued, laying down the jurisdiction of 
martial courts for the extraordinary ra-
dio measures of 1 September. A Protec-
torate sign with a warning, reminding 
listeners of potential sanctions, was to 
be placed on every radio receiver on 
a mandatory basis. The special courts 
were often draconian, rating activities 
associated with listening to foreign 
radio as severely as high treason or 
sabotage. Those who listened to Lon-
don faced the real threat of the death 
penalty. It has been documented that 
in the Pankrác prison alone 23 out of 
those executed from April 1943 to the 
end of the war were sentenced to death 
for “radio crimes”. In total, the number 
of Protectorate citizens executed for 
listening to foreign radio stations and 
disseminating news is estimated at 
several dozen. Many others were sen-
tenced to many years behind bars.27

Even the threat of punishment did not 
discourage listeners, so various possi-
bilities for interference with foreign 
broadcasts were considered, be it in 
the form of blocking radio sets from 
receiving specific wavelengths or the 
use of jammers. Eventually the Ge-
stapo was authorised to seize radio 
receivers en masse on 30 September 
1941. Seizures began immediately in 
some municipalities. On 11 October 
1941 the Protectorate press wrote that 

radios had been confiscated from all 
citizens in Lysá nad Labem, Čelákov-
ice, Heřmanův Městec, Litomyšl and 
Úvaly due to irresponsible individuals 
breaching the ban.28 Intensifying this 
effect, the police director in Prague 
issued a  decree stating that all citi-
zens of Vršovice and Jinonice had to 
submit their radios less than a  week 
later.29 Since this also prevented them 
from listening to the Protectorate and 
Reich broadcasts, confiscated radios 
were later returned to some owners.
To prevent listening to foreign broad-
casts, a  Reich Protector’s  decree on 
shortwave receiving devices was is-
sued on 10 March 1943. All radio re-
ceiver owners were obliged to have 
their shortwave receiving devices re-
moved. People had to submit receivers 
for this modification on the basis of 
official decrees issued by the respec-
tive district or police authorities. Re-
ceiving medium wave and long wave 
broadcasts was permitted. Receivers 
that allowed only for shortwave recep-
tion were confiscated, with adequate 
compensation. Disobedience of these 
instructions was to be punished se-
verely – at least five years in a  peni-
tentiary for not having the shortwave 
receiving devices removed and at 
least 10 for having such apparatus 
reinstalled.30 However, Czech DIY 
enthusiasts found a  workaround, re-
placing the removed components with 
makeshift coils, popularly referred to 
as “čerčilkas”. The word was derived 
from the name of the then British 
Prime Minister W. Churchill – which 
clearly shows that their main purpose 
was to facilitate listening to broad-
casts from London.

Radio Advisory Board
In connection with the extension of 
the Czechoslovak service from 10 No-
vember 1940, Hubert Ripka decided 
to establish the Radio Advisory Board 
(Poradní rozhlasový sbor) in order to 
provide assessment, advice and sugges-
tions to aid the work of the Information 
Department of the Foreign Ministry.31 
It was intended to bring together rep-
resentatives of political, official and 
journalistic circles among the London 
exiles, who could contribute towards 
improving the quality of broadcasts 
and discuss programming. The inaugu-
ral meeting took place on 2 December 
1940. Ripka and Foreign Minister Ma-
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Most important figures involved in the broadcasts from London

Hubert Ripka (1895–1958), politician, 

journalist and historian

He worked as an archivist for the MNO from 

1919–1925 and then as an active journalist. 

He was an international politics commenta-

tor at the Demokratický střed weekly and at 

Lidové noviny, and was the parliamentary re-

porter of Národní osvobození from 1925–1930. 

He was initially a  member of the Czecho-

slovak National Democrats, then joined 

the Czechoslovak National Socialist Party 

(ČSNS). One of Edvard Beneš’s political con-

fidants. He left the country in 1938. A mem-

ber of the Czechoslovak National Committee 

(1939–1940), State Secretary (1940–1941), 

State Minister of the Foreign Ministry in Lon-

don (1941–1945), member of the ČSNS pre-

sidium and an MP (1945–1948), and Minister 

of Foreign Trade. He fled again in 1948 and 

taught international politics and contempo-

rary history in the USA (1949–1955). He lived 

in the UK from 1955. He was active in exile 

as a member of the committee of the Council 

of Free Czechoslovakia. He wrote a number 

of books and essays including Munich: Before 

and After (1939), Le Coup de Prague. Une Révo-

lution Préfabriquée. Souvenirs (1949), A  Fed-

eration of Central Europe (1953), and Eastern 

Europe in the Post-War World (1961). 

Josef Korbel, né Körbel (1909–1977), 

diplomat and political scholar, father of 

American diplomat and politician Made­

leine Albright

He joined the Press Department of the MZV 

in 1934. He worked as press attaché with the 

Czechoslovak Embassy in Belgrade (1936–

1939) and as the head of the radio depart-

ment of the exiled MZV (1940–1945), actively 

shaping BBC broadcasts to Czechoslovakia. 

He headed the Czechoslovak Embassy in 

Yugoslavia from 1945–1948 (while also being 

ambassador to Albania 1947–1948). In 1948 he 

led the UN Commission for India and Pakistan 

in Kashmir. He settled in the USA towards 

the end of 1948 and started teaching political 

science at the University of Denver where he 

worked until his death. He founded the School 

of International Studies there in 1964 and be-

came its first dean (the school was named The 

Josef Korbel School of International Studies in 

his honour in 2008). The University of Denver 

established the Josef Korbel Humanitarian 

Award in 2000. He wrote many books and 

essays, e.g., The Communist Subversion of 

Czechoslovakia. 1938–1948. The Failure of Co-

existence (1959) and Poland Between East and 

West. Soviet and German Diplomacy toward Po-

land, 1919–1933 (1963).

Prokop Drtina (1900–1980), politician, 

lawyer, son of philosopher, pedagogue 

and politician František Drtina

He worked at the Financial Prosecutor’s Of-

fice in Prague (1924–1929). A  member of 

the National Labour Party (1925–1928), he 

then joined the ČSNS in 1928. He actively 

organised the Přítomnost (Present) club 

and contributed to Demokratický střed 

(1926–1939). He worked as an official in the 

President’s  Office (“KPR”) from 1929 and 

then as President Beneš’s personal secretary 

(1936–1938). In 1939 he worked as an assis-

tant clerk with the Supreme Administrative 

Court. One of the founders of the Political 

Centre resistance movement after the occu-

pation. Exiled in 1939, worked as a political 

official of the KPR in London (1940–1945) 

and as vice-chairman of the Legal Council 

(1942–1945). Led the Radio Advisory Board 

from 1941. He was a member of the govern-

ment delegation for the liberated territory in 

1944. He worked as the principal of the KPR 

political section in 1945. He served as an MP 

and Minister of Justice as well as a member 

of the central executive committee of the 

ČSNS (1945–1948; from 1946 he was also 

a  member of the presidium). He was held 

in detention from 1948–1953, sentenced for 

15  years imprisonment in a  secret trial in 

1953 and released on 10 May 1960 under 

a  presidential amnesty. He worked as an 

assistant at the National Technical Museum 

library (1961–1967). Although he was reha-

bilitated by a court in 1969, the ruling was 

annulled in 1971. In 1975 he was sentenced 

for treason again. He was an active dissident 

and samizdat author in the 1970s and signed 

Charter 77. He published several books, his 

chief work being the memoirs Českoslovens-

ko můj osud. Kniha života českého demokra-

ta 20. století (Czechoslovakia My Destiny. 

A Book of the Life of a Czech Democrat in the 

20th Century, 1982). 

Josef Kosina, né Kalina (1905–1977), jour­

nalist and trade unionist

He was active as an official of the Social 

Democratic party (ČSSD), the Czechoslovak 

Trade Unions and as an editor of various 

trade union magazines from 1929. He left the 

country in 1939 and became an announcer 

and then editor at the BBC’s  Czechoslovak 

section in London, where he worked until 

the early 1970s. Between 1940 and 1945 he 

also was the secretary of the single trade 

union of the Czechoslovak exiles in the UK 

and represented the ČSSD with the UK’s La-

bour Party (1945–1948). He stayed in the UK 

after 1948 and participated in the work of 

the ČSSD in exile. He was an opponent of the 

mainstream of anti-communist expatriates. 

Josef Kodíček (1892–1954), journalist, 

arts critic, playwright, screenwriter, and 

theatre, film and radio director

He was a  culture journalist from 1919. He 

was an editor of Scéna and editor-in-chief 

of the theatre department at the daily Tri-

buna (1919–1927). Between 1927 and 1930 

he worked as a script editor and occasion-

al director at the Municipal Theatre in 

Prague’s  Vinohrady. He contributed arti-

cles to many newspapers and magazines 

in the 1930s (mainly Přítomnost, Lidové 

noviny, České slovo and Prager Mittag) and 

was a member of the “Friday Men”. Left for 

London in 1938. From 1939 he worked as 

an editor of the BBC’s Czech section and as 

the editor-in-chief of the Central European 

Observer. From 1943–1945 he worked at the 

radio department of the MZV in exile. He 

never returned to Czechoslovakia after the 

war and worked at Radio Free Europe in 

Munich from 1951 to his death. He co-edited 

three volumes of the New Czech Drama com-

pilation (1926, 1927, 1929), wrote the drama 

Zůstane to mezi námi (It Will Remain Between 

Us) (1933), contributed to several film scripts 

and direction and wrote the monograph Vá-

clav Špála (1927).

� Source of images: Czech News Agency
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saryk took part in the meetings quite 
regularly.
Jaroslav Stránský was the first Chair-
man of the Radio Advisory Board and 
Josef Kosina was its secretary. When 
Stránský was appointed a  member 
of the government-in-exile in Octo-
ber 1941, Prokop Drtina replaced 
him. Pavol Macháček was appointed 
vice-chairman of the Board. Its mem-
bers included various exile politicians, 
journalists, radio editors and repre-
sentatives of the military. The very first 
term of office of the Radio Advisory 
Board in 1941 demonstrated how use-
ful it was. Many of its suggestions led 
to a  number of partial improvements 
in the broadcasts. The Board met 
roughly once a month and its member-
ship gradually grew. Among the new 
members were a group of communists, 
Bohuslav Lastovička, Fridrich Bihell-
er, Vilém Nový and Jindřich Spurný, 
who joined in September 1941; Spurný 
was appointed second vice-chairman 
on 30 November 1942. The Radio Ad-
visory Board had about 30 members in 
the end.

Given its mixed composition, the Board 
saw fundamental ideological disputes 
concerning the focus of the broad-
casts. This reflected the more general 
political differences regarding the di-
rection of the resistance-in-exile. The 
Radio Advisory Board often criticised 
the broadcasts very sharply, while the 
debates helped fine tune the line tak-
en by exile propaganda. The opposing 
voice of the communists was loud in 
the debates.32

Further development of the 
BBC’s Czechoslovak service
The BBC further expanded the gov-
ernment broadcasts on 16 February 
1941. A  new programme, night-time 
news with commentaries (“talks”), was 
broadcast from 0:15 a.m., benefiting 
from high topicality and good audibili-
ty. This was a joint effort of the govern-
ment and the BBC. The special quar-
ter-hour usually contained up to the 
minute news that offered a  counter-
point to the enemy’s latest propaganda. 
Following requests from the homeland, 
the afternoon Talks with Home show 

was aired one hour later (beginning 
at 6:45 p.m.) so that more people could 
listen to it. It always revolved around 
a brief lecture (usually focusing on so-
cial issues on Sundays and commenting 
on military developments every second 
Monday). The BBC’s routine news ser-
vice in the Czech and Slovak languages 
was still broadcast three times a  day, 
at 7:00 a.m., 6:30 p.m. and 10:45 p.m.33 
With a  view to increasing the audi-
ence, the number of frequency bands 
for the broadcasting of the Czechoslo-
vak programme was increased to seven 
differente wavelengths. When the UK 
finally recognised the Czechoslovak 
government in London on 18 July 1941, 
the government broadcasts were not 
expanded further, but at least control 
over them loosened noticeably. Howev-
er, certain restrictions due to the polit-
ical situation remained in place.
The time allocated for Czechoslovak 
broadcasts was extended significantly. 
However, the extent of broadcasts in Slo-
vak was inordinately small. Therefore, 
it was decided in June 1941 to include 
Slovak lectures of five to six minutes as 

Commemoration of Lidice held symbolically in the destroyed cathedral in Coventry, 10 June 1944. 

In attendance are, inter alia, Prokop Drtina (fourth from left) and Hubert Ripka (seventh from left). � Source: author’s archive
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part of Talks with Home twice a  week 
(on Mondays and Thursdays). The su-
pervision of the Slovak programmes was 
entrusted to Ján Čaplovič. The Slovaks 
appointed a  committee of four mem-
bers, Jozef Valo, Pavol Macháček, Ján 
Paulíny-Tóth and Pavel Viboch, in No-
vember 1942 with the aim of promoting 
further changes to the broadcasts. The 
committee was given the right to send 
a  representative to the daily meetings 
of the radio department. Attempts to 
further expand Slovak broadcasts did 
not come to fruition, however, as from 
the BBC’s viewpoint the language aspect 
was not so important; the content of the 
addresses mattered more.
The Protectorate media did not engage 
in polemics with the BBC during the 
initial period of the war. The turning 
point came in April 1941 when the Pro-
tectorate press tried to use the defeat of 
Yugoslavia to play down the optimistic 
outlook expressed in the BBC’s broad-
casts. “Pavel Svatý” responded in 
a  speech to his homeland: They are 
writing about the BBC, about rumours, 
about rumour mongers, obdurate demo-
crats, unrepentant Benešites and Jewish 
Masons, and the London propaganda is 
even described as “so misleading that 
many fools fall for it and reportedly be-
lieve that England will win”. Reportedly, 
all of us here in England are “in the ser-
vice of English plutocrats and lords who 
betrayed us already in 1938 and Dr Beneš 
is someone to whom bargaining with the 
nation’s  blood has become second na-
ture.” It is all so pathetic and stupid that 
there is no point in responding to it.34 
The government-in-exile also intensi-
fied its propaganda in 1941. The BBC 
scored a major victory with the home-
land press boycott of September 1941, 
intended to openly show disapproval of 
the work of collaborating journalists. 
The key to its success was that the idea 
was embraced by the Central Leader-
ship of the Home Resistance Movement 
(Ústřední vedení odboje domácího, 
“ÚVOD”) as an ideal form of passive 
resistance. The boycott took place for 
a full week from 14 September 1941 on 
the occasion of the anniversary of T. G. 
Masaryk’s  death. The BBC played the 
leading role in promoting the project. 
The first call was heard on the BBC 
on 12 September 1941, with announc-
er Ota Ornest speaking. It requested 
that no Czechs in the Protectorate buy, 
read or borrow any newspaper during 

“Masaryk Week”.35 The campaign esca-
lated in the addresses of popular radio 
commentators in subsequent days. The 
press boycott was a huge success. Piles 
of unread papers were left at outlets 
and hardly anybody bought newspa-
pers or magazines. Activist journalists 
responded with a  sharp counter-cam-
paign, labelling the effort as a  man-
hunt organised by Czech Jews that had 
fled to England. They also voiced their 
concerns that demonstrative rejection 
of newspapers might lead the occupa-
tion authorities to halt the Czech press 
altogether.

Changes to the BBC’s Czechoslovak 
service resulting from the Heydrich 
assassination
The BBC broadcasts depended to 
a  great extent on the regular supply 
of information from the homeland, 
which was provided in particular us-
ing radio/telegraphic links with the 
resistance. When the deputy Reich 
Protector Reinhard Heydrich assumed 
office, martial law was declared and 
the domestic resistance was largely 
wiped out. As a result, the connection 
between the Protectorate and the ex-
iles in London was interrupted at the 
end of 1941 and was maintained only 
with major difficulty afterwards. The 
situation got worse in time. The BBC 
Monitoring Service was a  big help, 
monitoring the broadcasts of enemy 
radio stations.
Only thanks to monitoring was it pos
sible to organise various radio ac-
tivities in response to Protectorate 
propaganda. For example, the BBC or-
ganised a campaign targeted at Czech 
young people in February 1942, trying 
to thwart Nazi attempts at re-educat-
ing them. Similarly, several campaigns 
targeting farmers were prepared in the 
same year. Workers’ campaigns were 
quite frequent (27 addresses were de-
livered in March 1942 alone), aimed 
at nullifying Heydrich’s  attempts at 
winning over Czech workers. Other 
campaigns pointed out major anniver-
saries (such as 13 addresses on the oc-
casion of the third anniversary of the 
beginning of the German occupation).
The increased interest among the 
world public in the destiny of a  na-
tion put to a  grave test during Hey-
drich’s rule contributed to yet further 
strengthening of radio broadcasts in 
Czech and Slovak. The BBC’s morning 

news broadcasts were extended be-
yond the existing schedule in March 
1942. From then, four 10-minute 
broadcasts were transmitted in the 
morning (at 7:10, 8:10, 9:10 and 10:10 
a.m.).36 With effect from 1 May 1942 
the Czechoslovak service received 
another quarter-hour at 3:00 p.m., al-
though this broadcast was not part of 
the government service and was fully 
in British hands. It contained primar-
ily news and press reviews.37 These 
changes to the radio schedule were 
a part of extensive remodelling of the 
BBC’s  services for Central and West-
ern Europe (with the French section 
being significantly expanded).38

The development of propaganda from 
London was greatly influenced by 
events following the assassination of 
Reinhard Heydrich.39 Martial law was 
declared in the Protectorate and State 
President Hácha read an address on 
Prague radio on 30 May 1942, referring 
to Beneš as the Czech nation’s enemy 
number one.40 K. H. Frank decided to 
organise a  massive propaganda cam-
paign in which the Czech nation was 
to express demonstratively its loyalty 
to the Reich. The situation escalat-
ed with the response to the razing of 
Lidice and Ležáky in June 1942. The 
government-in-exile responded with 
official protests and the BBC’s broad-
casts followed the same spirit in the 
subsequent period.
In many addresses Czech announc-
ers were already taking a  hard-line 
stand toward Germans in the spirit 
of the concept of collective guilt. Brit-
ish censors began tolerating this line 
of thought. Initially, the increasingly 
radical attitude of the overseas resis-
tance was in conflict with the British 
government’s  position. Also, until 
1942 the British were reluctant to con-
sider in advance the issue of the future 
borders of a liberated Czechoslovakia, 
which was closely connected with re-
lations with the German minority.
The distinction between Germans and 
Nazis in Czech addresses broadcast on 
the BBC started to wane in the autumn 
of 1941, when for instance Vladimír 
Klecanda said the distinction was 
a  false notion, stating that the entire 
German nation has been afflicted by 
the terrible illness of Nazism.41 The 
same commentator was also one of the 
first to expressly state the idea of expa-
triation of the Germans. In an address 
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on 27 December 1941, he stated that 
there will be no more German villages in 
the Czech settlement, no more German 
isles in the Czech sea, no more German 
Svitavy, no more German Znojmo, and 
the German villages in the Vyškov area 
and the Jindřichův Hradec area and ev-
erywhere they are in our living space 
will disappear with finality.42 Beginning 
from 1942 demands to expatriate Ger-
mans from the Czech lands would be 
voiced with increasing frequency and 
openness.
The government-in-exile was disquiet-
ed by the fact that from July 1941 the 
German broadcasts of the BBC regu-
larly featured Wenzel Jaksch, a  Sude-
ten German social democrat. Beneš 
and Ripka repeatedly requested that 
he be transferred to the Czechoslovak 
section, but the British declined. It 
was not until the razing of Lidice that 
the situation changed radically. The 
UK’s  Foreign Minister Anthony Eden 
decided to discontinue Jaksch’s broad-
casts on 27 June 1942.43 Jaksch never 
succeeded in renewing his broadcasts. 
However, some Germans did speak on 
Czechoslovak broadcasts, notably the 
communist Karel Kreibich.

The response to the assassination of 
Heydrich and to Lidice and Ležáky was 
huge; the Lidice Shall Live Again move-
ment burst into life all over the Allied 
world and radio joined the campaign. 
Lidice became a symbol of Nazi besti-
ality. Beneš convinced the UK’s govern-
ment to declare that it felt free of the 
Munich obligations of 1938. Of course, 
this was duly celebrated in the BBC 
broadcasts, with President Beneš him-
self reading a  special address on the 
de-recognition of Munich on 8 August 
1942.
The Heydrich assassination called for 
the adoption of updated directives on 
the radio propaganda broadcast from 
London, which Hubert Ripka issued on 
5 June 1942. The principles to observe 
were as follows: avoid any calls and 
instructions to sabotage, continuous-
ly express admiration for the heroism 
of the opponents of the occupation at 
home, and avoid referring to the Protec-
torate government and State President 
Hácha broadly as traitors while strict-
ly rejecting all of their specific actions 
that go too far.44 The belligerent speech-
es that the Protectorate Minister of 
Education and National Enlightenment 

Emanuel Moravec made with reference 
to the exiles in London could not go 
unanswered – the BBC broadcasts be-
came very radical in relation to Protec-
torate representatives after the spring 
of 1942.
The Czechoslovak service was re
modelled again on 29 March 1943 fol-
lowing complex discussions with the 
BBC. The BBC proposed a full merger of 
Korbel’s department with the BBC and 
moving it to the broadcaster’s  head 
office at Bush House. Ripka was not 
entirely against it, though he insisted 
on maintaining a certain degree of au-
tonomy for the radio department. The 
two parties found it difficult to agree 
on a  continued broadcasting model, 
which is why eventually government 
broadcasts were allocated free time 
(the Czechoslovak government could 
not influence the BBC’s  news and 
commentaries, but it was completely 
free when it came to choosing topics, 
as government broadcasts were sub-
ject to basic censorship only).45

This opportunity was also used to 
restructure the government broad-
cast, freshly renamed Hlas svobodné 
republiky (Voice of the Free Repub-
lic). There were two relays per day – 
a 10-minute one at 7:10 in the morning 
and a  15-minute one from 8:45 in the 
evening. The morning programme in-
cluded various topics during the week 
(Monday – Carpathian Ruthenia; Tues-
days and Fridays – workers’ shows; 
Wednesdays – programmes for young 
people; Thursdays – programme for 
farmers; Saturday – women’s  show; 
Sunday – religious programme). The 
Wednesday programme titled Hlas 
pražské ulice (The Voice of the Prague 
Streets) proved very popular. It was 
a  dialogue between two characters – 
Pepík and Vašek (Joe and Wenzel) – who 
reflected humorously on the latest de-
velopments. The evening programme 
included commentaries, lectures and 
overviews of Czech News Agency. To­
wards a New Life, a march composed 
by Josef Suk, was used as the pro-
gramme’s jingle. The BBC aired its own 
programmes in the Czech and Slovak 
languages eight times a day (four news 
shows and four news with commen-
taries shows a day), but the news with 
comments programme that went out 
after midnight was discontinued. The 
programme America Calling Czecho-
slovakia was included in the 6:15 p.m. 

Announcer Růžena Hájková at the BBC microphone. � Source: Rada žen, 1946, year 2, issue 43
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broadcasts on Mondays, Wednesdays 
and Fridays. A  quarter-hour show fo-
cusing on the Soviet Union was broad-
cast once a week.46 The autumn of 1943 
saw the launch of the regular Cultural 
News from the Free World on Saturdays.
The last major change to the Czech 
broadcasting during the war was made 
on the occasion of the public holiday 
of 28 October 1944. The Voice of the 
Free Republic was expanded to include 
another 15 minutes at 5:45 p.m. It was 
broadcast in two medium wave bands 
and four shortwave bands. The inclu-
sion of a  regular programme for Car-
pathian Ruthenia as part of the Sun-
day schedule was a new feature at the 
time.47

Political disputes over the content 
of radio propaganda
A  major breakthrough came with the 
Soviet Union’s  entry into the war in 
June 1941 and the subsequent start of 
Czech (and later Slovak) broadcasts 
from Moscow, which to some degree 
represented competition for the BBC. 
The possibility of coordinating them 
was considered in London, but it never 
came to pass due to the fundamental 
differences between the ideologies of 
the Western and Eastern exiles. How-
ever, the substantially more radical 
voices from Moscow contributed to 
the radio broadcasts from London tak-
ing on a sharper tone. The communist 
group in London tried to influence BBC 
propaganda. From 1942 on the differ-
ences between the communists and the 
other exile representatives caused in-
creasingly pronounced disputes about 
the focus of programming.
The debate was most pronounced on 
the Radio Advisory Board. The com-
munists wanted the BBC broadcasts 
to incite active sabotage and guerrilla 
warfare, regardless of the actual situ-

ation in the Protectorate. Drtina, who 
led the Board, was radically against 
such requirements. He believed the 
exiles had no right to instruct the na-
tion to engage in combat when the war 
fronts were still so far from the home-
land and there were almost no weapons 
at home.48 A  breakthrough came after 
Beneš’s negotiations in Moscow in De-
cember 1943. On his return he gave in 
to communist pressure and agreed to 
adapt the London broadcasting to the 
Moscow model. In an address of 3 Feb-
ruary 1944 to the State Council, an ad-
visory body replacing the parliament in 
exile, he called for preparations for an 
armed rebellion and the content of the 
London broadcasts began to be adapted 
accordingly. Beneš confirmed this line 
in a radio address on 10 June 1944.
The discussion on calls to mas-
sive sabotage and guerrilla warfare 
reached the State Council. Ripka told 
a Council meeting on 21 February 1944 
that the resistance at home was asking 
that calls to active combat be avoided 
because the situation was not yet suit-
able, and he suggested this be taken 
into consideration. The communists, 
led by Václav Nosek, were against 
this. They referred to Beneš’s  speech 
of 3 February 1944 as an incontestable 
directive that the radio must take into 
consideration.49 Similar disputes con-
cerned the promotion of National Com-
mittees in the British broadcasts. The 
communists’ tenacity won them suc-
cess in this matter in the end. As ear-
ly as 16 April 1944, the BBC broadcast 
a declaration concerning the formation 
of illegal National Committees and the 
nature of their activities.50

Further debate stemmed from the com-
munists’ demands that the campaign 
against traitors and collaborators 
should be further intensified. Ripka 
and Drtina, not willing to condemn Pro-

tectorate officials en masse, advocated 
a  more nuanced approach. In their 
view, criticism should always be tar-
geted at specific acts of collaboration. 
Last but not least, the Slovak issue and 
the concept of Czechoslovakism were 
also included among radio propaganda 
topics, stirring major disputes in 1944.

End of government broadcasts from 
London
The population at home listened to the 
radio from London despite various dif-
ficulties, and occasionally at high risk, 
throughout the Nazi occupation. When 
the Prague Uprising broke out on 5 May 
1945, many listeners first heard about 
it on the BBC. After the liberation, 
people could listen to the BBC directly 
from street loudspeakers until 3 June 
1945.	 Towards the end of the war, 
the Czechoslovak section of the BBC 
symbolically returned to its modest 
beginnings. Many officials relocated 
to Moscow in February 1945 and just 
a minority of the BBC collaborators re-
mained in London. Despite this, radio 
operations continued to the same ex-
tent. The government’s Voice of the Free 
Republic broadcasts officially ended on 
11 May 1945, with Hubert Ripka and 
announcers Jiří Hronek, Pavel Tigrid, 
Ota Ornest and Růžena Hájková saying 
goodbye to their loyal listeners.51

The BBC broadcasts in Czech and Slo-
vak did not end completely even then; 
conversely, they developed intensive-
ly from 1948 on. Several announcers 
and editors who had worked at the 
BBC’s Czechoslovak section during the 
war stayed, helping to maintain conti-
nuity of broadcasting. The BBC’s  air-
waves still featured the voices of Karel 
Brušák, Ivan Jelínek, Josef Kosina and 
Míša Papírník. It was not until 2006 
that the BBC’s  Czech service ended 
completely.
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A “forest” of wires and poles. Voice of America’s last wartime transmitter, the Delano Transmitting Station in California, closed after 63 years of service in October 2007. 
Source: author’s archive
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This Is the Voice of America
CZECHOSLOVAK SERVICE WITHIN VOICE OF AMERICA, 
THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA’S GOVERNMENT 
BROADCASTER
Voice of America (VOA) and Radio Free Europe (RFE) were two of the most popular external 
radio stations prior to November 1989. The history of Voice of America’s Czechoslovak 
service and its past popularity in Czechoslovakia are unfortunately somewhat forgotten 
now.

PROKOP TOMEK

Voice of America policy
Voice of America started broadcasting 
on 24 February 1942, not long after the 
United States got involved in the Sec-
ond World War. As a  state-controlled 
American external radio station, 
it was initially a  part of the United 
States Foreign Information Service 
and, from June 1942, the Office of War 
Information. Naturally, the purpose of 
the broadcasting was the support of 
the war effort. The station rapidly in-
creased its programmes and went on to 
broadcast in more than forty languag-
es in the course of the war.
The Czechoslovak programme on VOA 
was one of the first in 1942. It was 
popular during wartime primarily 
thanks to the involvement of actors 
and comedians Jan Werich and Jiří 
Voskovec, who had been in exile in the 
USA since January 1939 and had previ-
ously worked for the BBC.1 The involve-
ment of these two artists shows clearly 
that just a part of the programming at 
the time was dedicated to news ser-
vice, other anti-Nazi propaganda and 
strengthening of the national spirit 
of the listeners back in the occupied 
homeland.
After the war had been won, the VOA 
seemingly lost the rationale for its 
existence. As a  result, its budget was 
radically cut and many national of-
fices were soon closed. Isolationism 
was still quite alive and well in the 
USA.2 In addition, the radio business 

in general was mostly privately held. 
In addition to being a news service, it 
served primarily for entertainment and 
advertising. Unlike in wartime Europe, 
listening to external radio stations was 
a  phenomenon largely unheard of in 
the United States.
Considering the perceived Soviet 
threat and the developing cold war, 
broadcasts met with massive sup-
port again during the latter half of the 
1940s. The federal piece of legislation 
intended to encourage the dissemi-
nation of information about the USA 
across the globe and international edu-
cational exchange and to contribute 
towards understanding of the goals 
of the US’s  international policy, also 
known as the Smith-Mundt Act, was 
the first signal of change in the US’s at-
titude to international propaganda. It 
was enacted in 1948.3

Ever since the post-war years, the 
VOA’s  principal task was to present 
the American policy and life in the 
US in general across the border. It 
was definitely a  state-controlled sta-
tion and as such it was funded from 
the public purse. Hence, its primary 
focus was not on the developments in 
the countries where it broadcast. This 
distinguishes it from RFE for which the 
developments in the target countries 
were crucial. However, this neutral 
stance changed markedly over time.
The US Government established the 
United States Information Agency 

(USIA) on 1 August 1953 and included 
the VOA in its structure. The purpose 
of this move was to separate the in-
formation apparatus from the US De-
partment of State. With effect from 
1954, VOA was headquartered at 330 
Independence Avenue in Washington 
D. C. It had broadcast from New York 
prior to that. It had been a part of the 
State Department, the United States’ 
foreign ministry. VOA was also an in-
strument in the struggle for the human 
mind, though. At any rate, its princi-
pal scope of business encompassed 
news and information about the USA, 
also with the intent to respond to the 
popular beliefs and to the communist 
propaganda. VOA was also part of the 
psychological war. It was supposed to: 
1) become a  steady, credible and au-
thoritative source of news while being 
precise, objective and comprehensive; 
2) represent the US as a whole, offering 
a  balanced and comprehensive image 
of the American thinking and Ameri-
can institutions; and 3) as the official 
radio outlet, present the US’s policy as 
well as the discussion and opinions on 
the policy clearly and efficiently.
Edward Barrett, the first head of the 
USIA, defined the agency’s  four steps 
in pursuit of taking over the initiative 
in the psychological offensive of the 
cold war.4 All of them were related to 
the security of the USA. The steps were 
to: 1) create an atmosphere of trust in 
the free world craving peace; 2) pres-
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ent the proper image illustrating the 
moral and psychological strength of 
the country and its desire for peace; 
3)  negate the Soviet disruptions ob-
structing the psychological prepara-
tion of the USA for a potential war; and 
4) suppress the Soviet influence.5

The analysis USIA Broadcast Policy for 
Czechoslovakia illustrates the program-
ming principles in 1957. This policy calls 
for eventual “liberation of the captive 
peoples” through the encouragement of 
evolutionary development and peaceful 
change. Emphasis on evolutionary devel-
opment is required by the need to recon-
cile ultimate liberation of the Satellite 
States with US determination to preserve 
the peace and to deter nuclear warfare 
which could threaten the survival of West-
ern civilization as we know it. Although 
the ultimate objective for the area is gov-
ernments and institutions of the peoples’ 
own choosing, the immediate objective 
and emphasis is on loosening the ties 
binding Czechoslovakia to the USSR and 
on evolutionary development contributing 
to eventual achievement of the long-range 
goal. The role assigned to VOA … is deter-
mined by the official character of VOA. In 
fulfilling this role, it is essential that VOA 
broadcasts place even greater emphasis 
on straight news and factual information.6

VOA’s  later official mandate is laid 
down in the VOA Charter and Journalis-
tic Code. President Gerald Ford signed 
the document defining the principles of 
the station’s activity on 12 July 1976. It 
demonstrates that the principal ideas 

have not changed: The long-range inter-
ests of the United States are served by 
communicating directly with the peoples 
of the world by radio. To be effective, the 
Voice of America must win the attention 
and respect of listeners. These principles 
will therefore govern Voice of America 
(VOA) broadcasts. Firstly: VOA will serve 
as a  consistently reliable and authorita-
tive source of news. VOA news will be 
accurate, objective, and comprehensive. 
Secondly: VOA will represent America, not 
any single segment of American society, 
and will therefore present a balanced and 
comprehensive projection of significant 
American thought and institutions. Third-
ly: VOA will present the policies of the 
United States clearly and effectively, and 
will also present responsible discussions 
and opinion on these policies. Signed: 
President Gerald R. Ford, July 20, 1976.7

Hence, the principal mission of VOA as 
the government radio station was to 
inform listeners in the world about the 
American policy and life in the USA. In 
day-to-day operation, precisely defined 
political criteria of the treatment of 
specific events were not applied. The 
attitude to them undoubtedly reflected 
the political atmosphere in the USA at 
the time. This is why, in particular in 
the 1950s, we can attribute much more 
to VOA than just the role of a news ra-
dio station. It played a role in the cold 
war as well.
According to 1983 figures, more than 
100 million listeners listened to VOA 
programmes around the world every 

week. The annual budget was about 
150 million dollars and the broadcaster 
employed 3,000 people. But it was not 
until the Reagan administration that 
major investments in obsolete equip-
ment were made. Approximately 35% of 
transmitters had been in operation for 
thirty or more years at the time. Some 
equipment even dated back to before 
World War II.8 It was the first half of the 
1980s that brought true development of 
VOA as a station that actively addressed 
listeners in countries behind the iron 
curtain.
The Czechoslovak service of Voice of 
America remained single and bilingual 
until the split of the country in 1993. 
Based on tables, 32 people were sup-
posed to work there in the 1980s. In re-
ality, the actual headcount was lower 
by up to eight people in 1985, for ex-
ample.9

The relatively small number of em-
ployees matched the economical style 
of work. Editors usually wrote and 
recorded their own material as well 
as editing the supplied sound record-
ings. Editors would read the news as 
well as their own texts. There were 
no specialised announcers working 
at the office. Positions were accumu-
lated: director-editor or announcer-
editor. Roughly six senior editors had 
the right to check and approve texts 
for broadcasts (they were referred to 
as “okay guys”), a  practice similar to 
that in place at RFE. Naturally, this was 
proofreading rather than censorship of 
political views, at least by the period 
standards.10

Voice of America co-workers
Freelancers participated in the prepa-
ration of VOA programming11 but their 
contribution was by far not as high as 
it was at RFE. It was limited by the fi-
nancial resources. Despite that they in-
clude many attractive names. The writ-
er and exile publisher Josef Škvorecký 
(1924–2012) was an important contrib-
utor. Beginning in the 1970s, he intro-
duced listeners to interesting books 
from the American continent that were 
generally not published in Czechoslo-
vakia. He eventually published his lit-
erary reviews for VOA as a book titled 
Hlas z Ameriky12.
Ivan Medek (1925–2010) started 
working with the office in late 1978 
following his forced exile. He supplied 
reports about the situation in Czecho-

VOA – the genuine America of the 1940s and 1950s. � Source: author’s archive
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slovakia obtained from his own sourc-
es via the office of Ron Pemstein, VOA 
representative in Vienna. However, it 
took about two years for Washington 
to recognise him as a permanent, regu-
lar and paid co-worker.13 Later on, his 
ever-current reports about the opposi-
tion and its persecution in Czechoslo-
vakia became a  popular and appreci-
ated information source. Ivan Medek 
worked with Voice of America until the 
1990s.14

Martin Čermák’s  Sunday Notebook, 
a regular and very popular programme, 
certainly deserves a  mention. It was 
there for listeners for a  full 39 years 
from October 1949! The nom-de-plume 
stood for a  co-worker of the office, 
journalist and politician Ivo Ducháček 
(27 February 1913 – 1 March 1988). He 
graduated in law but focused primar-
ily on journalism in the pre-war era 
Czechoslovakia, working as a  Lidové 
noviny correspondent in London and 
Paris. After the war, he contributed to 
the People’s Party’s weekly, Obzory. He 
gained prominence as an active mem-
ber of the National Assembly for the 
People’s Party prior to February 1948. 
He chose to leave the country after Feb-
ruary 1948 and joined the Council of 
Free Czechoslovakia and the Czecho
slovak Society for Arts and Sciences. 
He was a  professor of the New York 
College and wrote many papers. He 
was one of Ferdinand Peroutka’s close 
friends in the USA. He bid his listeners 
farewell in a  brave manner before he 

died of a  severe illness.15 He revealed 
his identity in his last Notebook broad-
cast. He spoke about his incurable ill-
ness and about the life of an exile in 
the USA. The recording was broadcast 
shortly after his death.

Development of the content 
broadcast
The days of February 1948 can serve as 
an example of VOA’s early working style. 
For example, the thirty-minute broad-
cast from 9:30 p.m. (CET) on 21 Febru-
ary 1948 contained an overview of news 
from Czechoslovakia in Czech and 
Slovak and a summary of the US press 
and radio commentaries on the topic. 
A  cultural commentary followed. On 
26 February VOA aired a Czech report-
age from Prague prepared by Seymour 
Freidin, the New York Herald Tribune 
correspondent, and more news about 
Czechoslovakia from the press at 6:49 
p.m. A Czech overview of the American 
press commentaries on the develop-
ments in Czechoslovakia aired at 6:42 
p.m., Slovak news aired at 6:30 p.m., 
and Czech and Slovak commentaries 
on the developments in Czechoslovakia 
from around the world were broadcast 
at 9:30 p.m.16 On 29 February 1948 VOA 
announced at 6:50 p.m. that with effect 
from 1 March 1948 the station would air 
three Czechoslovak broadcasts: fifteen 
minutes at 5:00 p.m. (also transmitted 
by the BBC), half an hour at 6:30 p.m. 
and fifteen minutes again at 9:30 p.m.17

Since the early 1950s VOA held a promi-

nent position among all external ra-
dio stations broadcasting to Czecho
slovakia. RFE, or Radio Free Europe, 
did not start trial operation until 4 July 
1950 and regular broadcasts until 1 May 
1951. The extraordinary importance of 
VOA is also confirmed by a 1951 report 
of the Ministry of the Interior concern-
ing Czechoslovak émigrés. Accord-
ing to the report, the western powers 
dedicated the radio station fully to 
anti-Czechoslovak propaganda, aiming 
to discredit the regime in Czechoslova-
kia. VOA allegedly played the leading 
role, denouncing and attacking, often 
quoting Czechoslovak émigrés living 
in the USA. All the leading personali-
ties of the Council of Free Czechoslo-
vakia spoke on air – Ján Papánek, Petr 
Zenkl, František Hřebík, Jozef Lettrich, 
Jaroslav Drábek, Arnošt Heidrich, Ivo 
Ducháček, Juraj Slávik, Ferdinand Per-
outka, Antonín Hasal et al. The pro-
gramme made references to the First 
Republic era and the major anniversa-
ries of the democratic state.18

In the 1970s and 1908s (until 1985) 
VOA broadcast in Czech and Slovak for 
a total of four hours a day in four ses-
sions: 5:30–5:45 a.m., 6:30–6:45 a.m., 
5:30–6:00 p.m. and 9:00–10:00 p.m. 
(CET), in shortwave bands of 16, 19, 25, 
31, 41, 48, 49 and 75 metres as well as 
in the medium wave band of 251 me-
tres.
The fifteen-minute morning broad-
casts included detailed news and 
overviews of the day’s most important 

Various graphic designs of the Voice of America logo / The building at Independence Avenue in Washington, D.C. where the station has resided since 1954. � Source: author’s archive



28 articles and studies

events. Correspondents’ articles and 
commentaries on the important events 
followed. The thirty-minute and one-
hour evening broadcasts were made up 
of regular programmes:
Mondays: Not Just for Ladies; Science 
and Technology (plus Postcards from 
America in the 1980s), American Eng-
lish Course and Sport
Tuesdays: Culture in America, Eco-
nomic Overview (later titled From the 
World of Labor and Business) and About 
Jazz and from Jazz (later American Jazz)
Wednesdays: Man, Technology and 
Nature, Cultural Overview and Focus 
on Youth
Thursdays: News from America’s Mu-
sic Scene, Reportage from America 
(later This is America; and later still 
History in addition) plus a repeat of 
the American English Course
Fridays: School and Education, Sport 
(Decorative Art instead of Sport in the 
1980s), From the World of Labor and 
Business, and Of Books and Reading
Saturdays: Czechs and Slovaks in 
America, Week in the World, Interview, 
Horizons of the Arts
Sundays: Environment (discontinued 
in the 1980s), Religious Programme, 
Weekly Press Overview, Martin 
Čermák’s Sunday Notebook, American 
Music Scene and Popular Music from 
Studio 20.
In addition, VOA also broadcast a pro-
gramme in English to Europe. This was 

thirty minutes of news every hour from 
3:00 a.m. to 7:00 a.m. and continuous 
programmes on various topics from 
5:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m.19 Overall, VOA 
broadcast in forty-two languages to 
the whole world. Curiously enough, 
the Czechoslovak service was the only 
bilingual programme.20

The Czechoslovak desk received the 
news content from the shared pool. 
The editor was the one who decided 
on the final selection of the news to be 
featured. As a result, it was possible to 
add an important piece of news from 
correspondents concerning the tar-
get country of the broadcast. The US 
Government’s  stand on the current 
developments was a regular and man-
datory part of the programme. These 
contributions were a somewhat boring 
– and hence somewhat less popular – 
item on the agenda for both the editors 
and the listeners.21

When Pavel Pecháček took the posi-
tion of the head of the Czechoslovak 
desk on 29 September 1985 the allot-
ment of broadcasts was increased to 
three hours a day. News still account-
ed for a major part of the programme, 
totalling more than one hour per day 
now. Other, new programmes proved 
to be much more important. Every 
week, the office staff prepared a  ra-
dio play or an adaptation of a  liter-
ary work as part of a new series titled 
From Uncensored Literature.22

The testimony to the uncommon skills 
and élan of the VOA’s Czech desk staff 
is the fact that they won the Grand 
Prize of the 7th Pater International TV 
and Radio Festival in Brisbane, Austra-
lia in 1988. The Australian Academy of 
Broadcasting Arts and Sciences grant-
ed its prize for the Slovak adaptation 
of George Orwell’s Animal Farm in the 
“drama” category. The competition was 
very strong – there were more than 300 
radio stations from all over the world 
participating with more than 1,600 
programmes! The Slovak translation 
of the Animal Farm was provided by 
Vladimír Machajdík, it was adapted 
and directed by Ernest Stredňanský, 
and Stanislav Ďuriš was the assistant 
director and technician. The cast in-
cluded Daniela Kočvarová, Miroslav 
Dobrovodský, Ján Kočvara, Vladimír 
Machajdík, Juraj Sever, Erik Stražan 
and Ernest Stredňanský.23

The broadcasts existed in this extend-
ed form until the end of the 1980s and 
this is when they earned the greatest 
popularity among listeners.

Programming areas
The structure of the broadcasts was 
very varied in terms of content. Un-
fortunately, almost nothing from VOA 
broadcasts has survived in the form 
of sound recordings because nobody 
archived them. Former employees own 
just rare snippets of recordings and 

The photo from 1983 shows how obsolete transmission equipment VOA was using at the time. � Source: USIA
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written broadcast scripts. Listeners in 
Czechoslovakia have saved some of the 
programmes to this day by recording 
them on tapes. The content was also re-
corded in written form by the Czecho-
slovak monitoring stations that provid-
ed recordings for the regime’s security, 
political and propaganda machinery.
Certain important and typical areas 
among the wide variety of topics de-
serve mentioning.

Czechoslovak-American relations
VOA as a  part of the US public diplo-
matic apparatus worked with the US 
State Department and with the Em-
bassy of the USA in Prague. Both in-
stitutions supported each other. For 
example, on 10 September 1986 VOA 
broadcast an interview with the newly 
inaugurated American Ambassador 
to Czechoslovakia, Julian Niemczyk.24 
The US Embassy in Prague also collect-
ed valued reactions of the general pub-
lic to VOA broadcasts and forwarded 
them to the USIA.
The broadcasts regularly included 
programmes about the fact that the 
US Army in fact liberated the west of 
Bohemia in May 1945, which was sup-
pressed by the propaganda, and com-
memorated US airmen who perished 
on the territory of Czechoslovakia 
during World War II. This is also il-
lustrated by a  State Security report: 
The employees of the USA Embassy in 
Prague led by Ambassador J. Niemczyk 
laid wreaths on the graves of the US air-
men who died in WWII in the districts 
of Uherské Hradiště, Gottwaldov and 
Kroměříž on 19 and 20 September 1987. 
The Ambassador delivered addresses 
in the Czech language at all locations, 
commemorating the victims of the war 
and the US’s strife to achieve better un-
derstanding among the nations of the 
world. The 1st Secretary Norman then 
spoke about the US airmen’s mission in 
WWII. Taking place in eight locations on 
the basis of a schedule broadcast by the 
Voice of America radio station, the cer-
emonies included on average 55 Czecho-
slovak citizens. The members of the 
“preparatory committee of the Society of 
Friends of the USA” also laid a wreath at 
the memorial of the dead airmen in the 
municipality of Napajedla.25

The format of certain programmes was 
very unusual and dictated by the cir-
cumstances. A  listener whose daugh-
ter was ill responded to a programme 

about a new medication for the treat-
ment of cancer developed in the USA. 
Subsequently, VOA broadcast an inter-
view with an expert who described the 
medication and the possibilities for its 
application in detail on 27 June 1986. 
The inquiry did not arrive directly by 
mail – it was mediated by the US Em-
bassy in Prague.26

In the same year, the summer dou-
ble issue of the USIA World monthly 
published a  photo of a  huge crowd 
on Prague’s  Tržiště Street with the 
following caption: Czechoslovaks with 
John Updike’s  books standing in line 
along the US Embassy library in Prague. 
They learned about Updike’s visit only in 
correspondence with the library or from 
the VOA broadcasts, which are locally 
referred to as ‘Prague Three’.27

The surviving telegrams between the 
USIA and the US Embassy in Prague 
demonstrate that the two offices main-
tained lively correspondence.

Religion
Religion was an important topic 
covered by the broadcasts. As this 
sphere of life was largely suppressed 
in Czechoslovakia, it was very impor-
tant for listeners. For example, the 
overview of news from the religious 
world was a very varied and rich mix 
of information from the life of various 
religions and religious Czechs and Slo-
vaks in exile, news of anniversaries 
and the obituaries of premier clergy-
men. Despite its specific focus, VOA 
gave ample room to the persecution of 
religious people in the Eastern Bloc. 
For example, on 11 June 1984 Pavel 
Pecháček prepared a  story on the US 
Senate hearing on religious persecu-
tion in Eastern Europe and Czechoslo-

vakia. Broadcasts frequently featured 
interviews with Evangelical priest 
Blahoslav Hrubý and his wife Olga. 
The Hrubýs produced the Religion in 
Communist Dominated Areas magazine 
published since 1966. In 1984 Pavel 
Pecháček interviewed Olga and Blaho-
slav Hrubý at a Washington, D.C. con-
ference on religious and national op-
pression in the Soviet Union. VOA also 
dedicated a lot of space to news about 
the travels and statements of Pope John 
Paul II. The election of the pope who 
came from a communist-ruled country 
had a huge political impact. Washing-
ton was well aware of this political po-
tential. The pope came to the USA in 
October 1979 and VOA was also there 
covering his journey.28

Religious reports were not confined only 
to Catholicism or Christianity. True to 
its mandate, the station covered the ex-
tensive range of religions of US citizens 
including Islam and Judaism as well as 
the customs, teachings and the manifes-
tations of religious life in the USA.
Religion was given more space in par-
ticular during major holidays. For ex-
ample, Karel Skalický, a  major Czech 
theologian, spoke about Easter from 
Rome on 5 April 1984. In 1973 there 
began a  Christmas tradition on VOA 
of broadcasting edited ecumenical ser-
vices for Czech and Slovak expatriates 
held in the Lutheran church in Bethes-
da on the outskirts of Washington. 
Listening to Czech Christmas carols 
as well as other (often original) musi-
cal programmes performed by major 
artists, being broadcast from the USA, 
could have been quite an experience 
for listeners in Czechoslovakia.
A major religious event of importance 
for Czechs and Slovaks took place in 
Rome on 6 January 1983 as two bishops 
were ordained for the spiritual care of 
the exiles. One of them was Monsignor 
Jaroslav Škarvada, the former personal 
secretary of Cardinal Beran and papal 
delegate for pastoral care of exiled 
Czechs. Pope John Paul II ordained 
him the Titular Bishop of Litomyšl af-
ter a  discontinued episcopate in Bo-
hemia. The other was papal delegate 
for exiled Slovaks Monsignor Dominik 
Hrušovský from the Slovak Institute of 
St Cyril and Methodius. Pavel Pecháček 
covered the ceremony in Rome as the 
VOA reporter. At the time, he even got 
to meet Pope John Paul II who was keen 
to know about Voice of America.

Few knew his face but many knew his voice: 

Ivan Medek, Voice of America, Vienna. 

Source: Medek family archive
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The religion-oriented broadcasts rep-
resented another opportunity for 
informing about the developments in 
Czechoslovakia. VOA aired a review of 
Rozhodl jsem se. Odvaha k víře (I Made 
a  Decision. Courage to Believe), a  book 
by Charter 77 signatory and priest Jo-
sef Zvěřina introduced at the Frankfurt 
Book Fair, as part of the Horizons pro-
gramme on 24 December 1980. Broad-
casts on 4 and 5 March 1985 featured 
two pieces by VOA reporter Jolyon 
Naegele on the relations between the 
church and the state and about the ne-
gotiations led by the Vatican delegation 
in Czechoslovakia.29

Sports
Even if it comes as a bit of a surprise, 
sports in the free world formed an im-
portant part of the broadcasts as well. 
It was especially true in 1984 when the 
Summer Olympics were held in Los An-
geles. The news coverage of the Olym-
pics by VOA met with a great response 
among listeners in Czechoslovakia and 
the US Embassy in Prague noticed this 
as well. It is a known fact that the So-
viet Union and its satellites boycotted 
the LA Olympics as retribution for the 
West’s boycott of the Moscow Olympics 
in 1980. The USA originally decided to 
make this gesture as a protest against 
the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan 
in 1979. For Moscow, the boycott was 
a big blow in terms of both propaganda 
and finance. As a result, sports fans had 
hardly any opportunity to watch the 
Olympics in Los Angeles on Czechoslo-
vak Television. This made the radio cov-
erage on Voice of America even more 
sought-after.30

Czechs and Slovaks made their mark 
in the USA primarily in two sports: 
ice hockey and tennis. Pavel Pecháček 

regularly commented on matches of 
the US/Canadian National Hockey 
League, in particular the local Wash-
ington Capitals team. The broadcasts 
met with huge success among listeners 
in Czechoslovakia. This was not just 
because of the interest in the league, 
which was only sporadically covered 
by the official Czechoslovak media for 
ideological reasons at the time. There 
were also many excellent Czech and 
Slovak ice hockey players active in 
hockey clubs in the USA and Canada 
and fans at home were interested in 
their achievements. Pavel Pecháček 
covered the key moments of the match-
es with his own commentaries and also 
conducted interviews with the players. 
Due to the time zone difference the 
hockey match coverage was broadcast 
to Czechoslovakia several hours after 
the matches had ended.
Some of the Czechoslovak ice hock-
ey players stayed abroad without 
the permission of the Czechoslovak 
authorities; at the same time, there 
were also Czechoslovak players who 
were involved in the NHL legally with 
the domestic authorities’ approval. The 
regime capitalised on this ideological 
concession in hard currency. The pos-
sibility that players released to the 
NHL would emigrate was obviously 
a  nightmare for the Czechoslovak re-
gime. On the other hand, the income 
from the West resulting from the play-
ers’ involvement was very welcome. 
This is why the Czechoslovak Ice Hock-
ey Federation attempted to solve the 
problem in 1981 by executing an agree-
ment with the NHL that would prevent 
the players from participating in the 
league for eighteen months after their 
potential emigration. The agreement 
was strongly criticised by the media 

and the general public on the Ameri-
can continent since it was interpreted 
as bargaining with human rights. This 
was also covered by a VOA broadcast 
on 17 December 1981. Sports were very 
much a  political matter in that era. 
Without a doubt, the hidden agenda of 
the ice hockey match recordings and 
interviews with Czechoslovak hockey 
players was to serve as a  bridge to-
wards those listeners whose focus was 
not primarily political or who were 
distrustful of external radio stations. 
Through listening to officially sup-
pressed information about ice hockey 
and popular players they may have 
found their way to Voice of America.
The other sport with Czech repre-
sentatives in the USA was tennis. 
“Pavel Skála” informed about Martina 
Navrátilová’s  success at the Forest 
Hills tournament in the broadcast of 
4  September 1975. Shortly thereafter, 
on 8 September, he informed about 
Martina Navrátilová’s  application 
for asylum. She applied for it at the 
end of the tournament. The head of 
VOA’s European Division Jones forbade 
Pecháček to read this piece of news on 
air. As a result, the sentences our edi-
tor Pavel Skála speaking and this was 
our editor Pavel Skála are crossed out 
in the script. This detail is a good illus-
tration of VOA broadcasts’ relation to 
events directly connected with Czecho-
slovakia to which the regime’s  nega-
tive response was to be expected.31

The sporting ties between Czecho-
slovakia and the USA were, perhaps 
surprisingly, a  much more varied and 
extensive topic. VOA broadcast a  re-
markable piece on 4 October 1982 as 
part of Themes: This is America. “Pavel 
Skála” and “Zdena Zámecká” (Zdena 
Vozáriková) spoke about the influence 

The ideological struggle took place on either side of the iron curtain. Two cartoons derogating VOA broadcasts; left – by Vilém Reichmann, 1951, right – by Miloš Nesvadba, 1952. � Source: Dikobraz
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of Czechoslovak gymnasts on the suc-
cessful development of gymnastics in 
the USA. The report included an inter-
view with Jody Fountain, the owner of 
the Marveteens gymnastics school in 
Maryland. Fountain highly rated the 
influence of the Czech Sokol and Ger-
man Turnverein movements. These 
associations were brought to the USA 
by immigrants many years earlier and 
there they became the foundation and 
model for contemporary American 
gymnastics. Without any connection 
to Bohemia, Fountain knew a surpris-
ing amount of facts about Sokol as well 
as a lot of technical terms used at So-
kol. The fifth Sokol gathering in exile 
took place in Vienna in June 1982. VOA 
mentioned it in an interview with Ma-
rie Provazníková, the ninety-one-year-
old principal of Sokol and with Dagmar 
Filová from Washington who was the 
author of the set of exercises prepared 
for the occasion. In addition to being 
a  specific type of sports association, 
Sokol was a  tie to fellow countrymen 
overseas, and this was obviously a top-
ic for VOA to cover.
An interview with Richard Konkolski 
aired on 28 February 1982. The popular 
Czech sea voyager related the reasons 
why he had escaped to the USA along 
with his entire family. In addition to 
the interview, Konkolski’s letter to the 
Czechoslovak TV office in Ostrava was 
read on the broadcast. It was a  quite 
convincing account of the nonsensical 
obstacles with which the regime hin-
dered the citizens’ self-fulfilment. VOA 
would repeatedly cover Konkolski and 
his participation in sailing regattas.
VOA introduced many fellow country-
men who made a big mark in the world 

to the Czech listeners who had barely 
any knowledge of them. On 16 Septem-
ber 1982 it aired Pavel Pecháček’s  in-
terview with Dr Věra Komárková, 
a botanist from the University of Colo-
rado in Boulder who had immigrated 
to the USA in 1968. As a  member of 
the US female Himalaya expedition in 
1978, she and Irene Miller were the 
first women and the first Americans to 
conquer Annapurna. Komárková later 
led another US female climbing expe-
dition to Dhaulagiri in the Himalayas 
and another female expedition to Tibet 
in 1984.32

Exile
Despite the markedly reserved attitude 
to the issue of covering the exile poli-
tics openly in VOA broadcasts (and, for 
that matter, in RFE broadcasts as well), 
the life of the exiles and fellow coun-
trymen became a  natural part of the 
broadcasting. Space was also offered 
to the prominent exile activities such 
as the Society for Arts and Sciences 
(SVU) congress in Toronto in Decem-
ber 1984. Pavel Pecháček conducted 
interviews with František Janouch, the 
Chairman of the Charter 77 Founda-
tion, and Josef Škvorecký. Of course, 
the granting of the Nobel Prize to Jaro-
slav Seifert, poet and Charter 77 signa-
tory, did not pass unmentioned. VOA 
also aired an SVU declaration on the 
40th anniversary of the end of the war 
in Europe, a  programme about Czech 
exile literature in the USA, a  report 
from the festival of forbidden Czech 
films in Toronto and a report from the 
celebration of the 135th anniversary of 
T. G. Masaryk’s birthday on 14 March 
1985 in Washington, D.C. On 19 March 
1985 VOA also broadcast a  recording 
of a part of opera diva Jarmila Novot-
ná’s  performance during the celebra-
tion.
In 1982 Pavel Pecháček conducted an 
extensive interview with the legendary 
Dr Karel Steinbach who remembered 
T. G. Masaryk, Jan Masaryk, Karel 
Čapek, Jiří Voskovec and Jan Werich. 
VOA broadcast Pavel Pecháček’s inter-
view with the writer Arnošt Lustig on 
23 and 24 October 1985; later an inter-
view with Tomáš Baťa; and on 9 April 
1984 an interview with Vojtěch Mast-
ný, a  historian and Boston University 
Professor, on East-West relations.33 
It remembered the anniversary of the 
Rudolf Slánský et al. trial in November 

1982. Agneša “Havranová” Jergová and 
Pavel “Skála” Pecháček conducted an 
interview with Evžen Löbl, one of the 
people convicted in the trial who had 
survived and had been living in Ameri-
ca. It aired in two instalments.34

Developments in Czechoslovakia
The focus on developments in Czecho-
slovakia and on the Czechoslovak ex-
iles showed an increasing tendency 
in the broadcasts. Every year, VOA in-
cluded programmes on the anniversary 
of the occupation of Czechoslovakia in 
August 1968; the broadcast of 26  Au-
gust 1988 included the reading of Char-
ter 77 documents: a letter to the work-
ers on strike in Poland and a letter to 
the Democratic Union in Moscow with 
thanks to the Soviet citizens for their 
solidarity shown with a demonstration 
on Pushkin Square in Moscow on the 
anniversary of the military interven-
tion in Czechoslovakia on 21 August 
1988.
The position of VOA was peculiar. On 
the one hand, it broadcast – quite freely 
– a wealth of information and materials 
from the areas that were not permitted 
by the official Czechoslovak regime, 
and on the other hand it did interviews 
with representatives of Czechoslovak 
diplomacy, business and culture. For 
example, on 2 September 1986 it aired 
a keenly monitored telephone call be-
tween Pavel Pecháček and pop singer 
Waldemar Matuška who had just been 
granted asylum in the USA, and on 13 
July 1987 it covered the legitimate tour 
of Prague’s  Vinohrady Theatre to To-
ronto.
Jolyon Naegele came to Vienna in the 
mid-1980s; he could speak Czech and 
would visit Prague. For example, in De-
cember 1986 he prepared coverage of 
the trial with the Jazz Section leaders. 
At the time, Naegele had spoken to the 
defendants’ counsel Dr Josef Průša. In 
December 1988, shortly after the first 
permitted demonstration of civic ini-
tiatives, he recorded an interview with 
Jiří Dienstbier that aired on 14 Janu-
ary 1989. The way that Jolyon Naegele 
described the meaning and popularity 
of VOA broadcasts may have been too 
optimistic in October 1987: The latest 
conversations with the leading Czech 
and Slovak intellectuals suggest that 
the coverage of developments in Czecho-
slovakia by the VOA’s Czechoslovak sec-
tion has greater influence on the party 

Most VOA programmes have not survived; just a few were 

lucky to survive on records and cassettes. 

� Source: author’s archive
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and government decisions than the par-
ty press has. My opinion: the authorities 
that originally treated me as a  notori-
ous spy prefer prudent treatment now. 
Masses listen to us religiously; authori-
ties grudgingly respect us. We have no 
match, domestic or international. It 
appears to be in someone’s interest (an 
unknown Czechoslovak Gorbachev lurk-
ing deep inside the Central Committee 
building?) to let VOA operate in Czecho-
slovakia, forcing the domestic media to-
wards greater openness.35

Listeners’ responses
Listeners’ responses to Voice of Amer-
ica broadcasts were telling. For exam-
ple, Alex Černý from České Budějovice 
who was visiting his son in Singapore 

wrote to “Martin Čermák” aka Ivo 
Ducháček: Dear Mr Čermák! Cordial 
regards from Singapore. I  am here on 
an invitation from my son who works 
as a geophysicist (an émigré). Why am 
I  writing? I  have been meeting you for 
years, every Sunday evening at 9:00 
p.m. I never miss your broadcasts! They 
are intelligent and intriguing stories 
written in true Czech. Your Czech is ex-
cellent, along the lines of Čapek’s style, 
rich, witty and to the point. I tip my hat 
to you! In effect, we hear our cultured 
mother tongue from America whereas 
back at home we have to make do with 
prefab phrases in awkward Czech. I like 
listening to the well-informed sports 
commentaries by Pavel Skála. His Olym-
pics coverage from Los Angeles, uncov-

ering the pathetic attempts of Eastern 
reporters at incriminating the Olympics, 
deserves an underlined A-grade. I would 
also like to extend my greetings to Jana 
Šrámková, Eva Passerová and other an-
nouncers. [...] Mr Čermák, along with 
the entire Czechoslovak team at Voice 
of America, please accept my best re-
gards and a word of recognition for your 
praiseworthy work in the field of objec-
tive information.36

Listener Jan Mašek from Prague in his 
letter of 28 December 1988 asked VOA 
for a  copy of the sermon by reverend 
Pavel Pecháček broadcast as part of the 
Czech ecumenical Christmas service 
in Washington, citing its rich content, 
Biblical spiritual depth and high theo-
logical standard. It must have been the 
sermon titled “Stand thou by My good 
pleasure, and thou shalt suffer no loss” 
delivered by Pavel Pecháček during 
the Christmas service in the Lutheran 
church in Bethesda on the outskirts 
of Washington on 18 December 1988. 
However, not all letters reached VOA. 
Although they were sent to cover ad-
dresses, the State Security could easily 
foil this ruse. As part of censoring the 
correspondence sent abroad, it would 
catch letters sent to VOA. One of those 
who were interrogated for sending such 
a  letter, a  railroad worker and a Com-
munist Party member, had asked for 
photographs of American astronauts 
that were offered in VOA broadcasts. In 

The report by VOA correspondent Jolyon Naegele and its treatment for broadcasting shows both the editorial work with 

sources and the interest in developments in Czechoslovakia. � Source: National Archive

Voice of America even made it to postal stamps. Shown 

here is a five-cent with the collectors’ seal on the first day 

of issue, 1 August 1967. � Source: author’s archive
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the record of his interrogation made on 
11 December 1975 by the State Security, 
he signed the following sentences: I am 
sorry for my actions and I  fully realise 
the danger of ideological influence on our 
citizens by international radio stations, 
which in certain cases try to disparage 
or dispute the policy of the CPC and/or 
our national economy. I  will henceforth 
refrain from listening to those stations, 
and I  have done this purely in order 
to find out details about space flights, 
which is my hobby. I  will try to make 
up for my actions so that if I  encounter 
or learn of similar actions on the part of 
anyone else, I will explain the way it was 
explained to me and, potentially, report 
this to the security authorities, including 
any potential problems that could impair 
our policy or national economy.37

There was more evidence of the effect 
of VOA broadcasts. The Federal Min-
istry of the Interior’s  summary report 
from 1971 states: The showing of films 
in the US Embassy building in Prague, 
planned by the Americans until 9 Feb-
ruary 1971, was prolonged to the end 
of February 1971. Approximately 6,000 
to 7,000 Czechoslovak citizens visited 
these film showings between 1  Febru-
ary and 14 February 1971. An additional 
4,000 persons will see the films by the 
end of February. The filmgoers come 
from various social strata and age 
groups. The significant rate of child film-
goers is not negligible. The visitorship 

increased after 10 February 1971 when 
the Voice of America radio station aired 
a broadcast informing the listeners that 
they could obtain free photographs of 
the Apollo 14 crew by either visiting the 
US Embassy in Prague or upon written 
request addressed to the Embassy. Since 
then, a  significant number of Czecho
slovak citizens have been coming to 
the US Embassy. Some visitors express 
a great deal of gratitude and liking for 
the United States as well as derogatory 
statements against the USSR.38

Another report follows: In Status Up-
date No. 59 of 17 February 1971 we re-
ported that the Voice of America radio 
station had broadcast a  programme 
where it announced the possibility of 
obtaining certain photographs of Ameri-
can astronauts. The announcement met 
with a  great response among the citi-
zens. A total of 1,437 citizens wrote in for 
a photograph between 11 and 17 Febru-
ary 1971. Registered letters and 50 other 
standard ones were released for trans-
port; the 1,322 others were excluded 
from transport.39

‘Excluded’ means illegally destroyed. 
A  total of 341 letters arrived at Voice 
of America’s  Czechoslovak service in 
1986. The vast majority was song re-
quests. The various difficulties involved 
in letters from listeners are described 
in a memorandum from the Head of the 
Czechoslovak Service, Pavel Pecháček, 
intended for the editors: As soon as any 

interesting information appears in a  let-
ter, I will inform you in a memorandum. As 
a rule, though, I receive interesting infor-
mation via telephone more than via mail. 
If a letter mentions an individual, the per-
son will certainly learn about it. I do not 
inform you about silly stuff, so for example 
you have not heard about the listeners’ 
request to raise funds for their car among 
ourselves because we are loaded with 
money, or about an invitation to a village 
on the Slovak-Soviet border for “our neph-
ew” Ronald Reagan. My experience from 
the Prague radio and other media is the 
majority of what you receive is weird stuff 
coming from weird people. So, being self-
critical, I admit that I’m not really sorry 
that we don’t have a world record in terms 
of the number of letters received. (Certain-
ly, this is also due to the fact that there 
is still a communist regime in Czechoslo-
vakia that cited listening to the Voice and 
collaboration with us as an aggravating 
circumstance in trials [author’s  note: 
court trials with the regime’s opponents] 
in December and this month.) We have no 
right to nourish our vanity with requests 
that people openly write to our VOA ad-
dress, citing the sender address. We don’t 
walk in their shoes and if they are to risk 
it must be entirely voluntary on their part. 
By the way, many letters from Czecho-
slovakia will, without a doubt, not arrive 
because they are withheld by the postal 
censorship.40

The responses were quite straightfor-

The personal audience with Pope John Paul II took place during Pavel Pecháček’s trip to the Vatican on 6 January 1983 

when Jaroslav Škarvada was ordained a bishop for pastoral care for Czechs abroad. Pictured from left: Pope John Paul II, 

Jaroslav Škarvada, Pavel Pecháček and Father Vojtěch Vít, a Czech priest from Chicago. � Source: author’s archive

VOA employee ID card. 

Source: Pavel Pecháček’s archive
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Two of our famous fellow countrymen – US émigrés 

whose stories were aired on Voice of America: tennis 

player Martina Navrátilová (photographed with Elton 

John) and seafarer Richard Konkolski. 

Source: Martina Navrátilová’s archive, author’s archive

Every listener to Voice of America knew his excellent Czech. Jolyon Naegele greets President Václav Havel during 

a meeting with international journalists who witnessed the November 1989 events in Czechoslovakia, Prague, 

17 November 1999. � Source: Czech News Agency
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ward sometimes: A member of the Jazz 
Section committee called our Vienna of-
fice yesterday morning and, on behalf of 
the J.[azz] S.[ection], thanked Voice of 
America for the broadcast on the Sec-
tion and its trial. He said literally that 
we had “saved the Jazz Section” with our 
broadcast and that we “cannot have the 
slightest idea of how important the in-
fluence of [y]our broadcast on the trial 
and all developments regarding the Jazz 
Section was.41

The results of the Czechoslovak ser-
vice of VOA were demonstrable in the 
latter half of the 1980s. This showed 
in a  number of internal awards. The 
station management bestowed the 
1987 Regional Language Broadcasting 
Award on Pavel Pecháček in 1988 for 
his direction of the Czechoslovak ser-
vice and the excellent rating of the pro-
grammes in Czechoslovakia. The award 
rationale says, among other things, 
that a  telegram of the US Embassy in 
Prague referred to VOA’s Czechoslovak 
programme as a  highly efficient and 
credible tool for addressing Czechoslo-
vaks.42

The Czechoslovak service as a whole re-
ceived a special award from VOA’s Eu-
ropean Division and two programming 
awards in July 1987; six programmes 
made it to the finals of VOA’s internal 
ratings in their respective categories.

StB and Voice of America
The State Security’s  interest in VOA 
was by far not as intense as when it 

comes to Radio Free Europe.43 Unlike 
with RFE, the Czechoslovak intelli-
gence service did not open an object 
file for VOA. VOA employees were “cov-
ered” on an individual basis and large-
ly in different contexts. The reason for 
this lies most likely in the openly gov-
ernmental nature of the broadcaster, 
its geographic distance, and perhaps 
also a shortage of agency facilities for 
monitoring. This is not to say, however, 
that the State Security gave up on find-
ing out about VOA’s  plans and activi-
ties. For example, the intelligence ser-
vice says in a well-informed report from 
1989, among other things, that Pavel 
Pecháček, the Director of the Czecho-
slovak Section of Voice of America, said 
at the end of May this year among his 
close friends in Washington, D.C. that 
the BIB [author’s note: Board for Inter-
national Broadcasting] had informed 
him officially that he was appointed the 
Director of the Czechoslovak Section of 
RFE. He should assume his position on 
1 August 1989.44

More attention was focused on the in-
fluence of VOA broadcasts in Czecho-
slovakia and listeners’ responses. For 
example, the StB Directorate in Hra-
dec Králové opened at least eight op-
erational files for listeners who wrote 
to VOA between 1975 and 1976; they 
were all based on the letters sent to 
the editorial office’s  cover address of 
Vladimír Mácha, Box 777, Washington 
DC 20044. Without a  doubt, this was 
the result of the thematic censorship of 

correspondence. All cases ended with 
a  “preventive-educative measure”, 
meaning intimidating interviews. Lis-
teners usually asked for postcards cap-
turing the natural beauty of the USA 
and for astronaut photographs.45

Unlike RFE, Voice of America benefited 
from the fact that it was not jammed 
by Czechoslovak technologies most of 
the time. The broadcasts were jammed 
in Czechoslovakia between 1950 and 
1964. The number of jammed broad-
casts was reduced thereafter. VOA was 
jammed again, along with other radio 
stations, in August 1968 (initially using 
the means of the Warsaw Pact armies), 
and this lasted until 1973. Since then, 
the signal of VOA as a government sta-
tion was not jammed in Czechoslova-
kia. Without a  doubt, this influenced 
the success of the broadcasts where 
the real number of listeners was a ma-
jor indicator.

Numbers of audience of the 
international broadcasts
RFE’s internal audience rating survey 
from 1978–1979 includes the results 
for the other international radio sta-
tions as well. The most popular radio 
station in our country following RFE 
(35%) was Voice of America listened 
to by 24% of Czechs and Slovaks older 
than fourteen years (i.e. 2.75 million 
people). This was also the highest 
percentage of VOA listeners in all the 
target countries surveyed (the survey 
also included Poland, Hungary, Roma-
nia and Bulgaria). Another surprising 
figure was the result of Austria’s  ra-
dio station, listened to by 23% (2.62 
million people) in Czechoslovakia, by 
far the highest percentage in all five 
countries surveyed. The other results 
also indicated that Czechoslovaks 
sought various sources of free infor-
mation: 22% (2.1 million) listened to 
the BBC; 15% (1.77 million) listened 
to Radio Luxemburg; 15% (1.7 mil-
lion) listened to Deutschlandfunk 
(DLF); and 5% (0.57 million) listened 
to other Western radio broadcast-
ers.46 According to subsequent sur-
veys made abroad, Voice of America 
gained a significant edge over Radio 
Free Europe in terms of the number of 
listeners within several years.
A singular survey directly from Czecho-
slovakia is available as of 7 June 1986. 
A  group of independent sociologists 
(dissidents) conducted it with 342 re-

Enthusiastic readers waiting for an autograph by John Updike, about whose visits they learned from VOA broadcasts, in 

front of the US Embassy in the summer of 1986. � Source: National Archive
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spondents. The sample was relatively 
small, plus those were probably people 
with above-average education. The 
survey found a high rate of internation-
al radio listeners at 86% of the respon-
dents. One-quarter of them listened 
regularly, and one-half listened often. 
VOA reigned supreme and the BBC had 
one-half fewer listeners. Only then fol-
lowed RFE, Vienna, Western German 
broadcasters and others.47� Å

RFE’s internal rating department sub-
mitted the results of another in-house 
survey to the management in Sep-
tember 1988. The results came from 
questions asked of 1,539 visitors from 
Czechoslovakia who came to the West-
ern countries between June 1987 and 
March 1988. VOA was the leader once 
again: � Å

Another RFE survey for the period 
from June 1988 to January 1989 was 
based on the replies of 1,081 adult 
Czechoslovaks. VOA’s  listenership 
had increased by 12% (!) to 51%, i.e. 

5.7 million listeners. The BBC’s listen-
ership had increased by 5% to 25% of 
listeners. Given the basically identi-
cal number of the hours broadcast, 
RFE’s  Czechoslovak service had the 
same result as in 1987, i.e. 35% of lis-
teners to international broadcasts, 
or about 3.9 million Czechoslovak 
citizens. The number of listeners to 
Deutschlandfunk decreased by 1% to 
10%. Vatican Radio also scored a ma-

jor result with 10% of citizens listen-
ing to its broadcasts. About two mil-
lion citizens listened to Austrian radio 
and 1.8 million listened to Radio Lux-
emburg.49

These results can be confronted 
with the results of the official sur-
vey conducted by the Institute for 
Public Opinion Research (“ÚVVM”) 

in Czechoslovakia in 1982 under the 
title “Opinions of Czechoslovak Citi-
zens on Certain Aspects of Ideologi-
cal Efforts of the Western Television 
and Radio Stations”. The report cites 

five premier external radio stations: 
RFE, VOA, BBC, Deutschlandfunk and 
Vatican Radio, and the ARD and ZDF 
TV channels (of Germany) as well as 
the first and sometimes also the sec-
ond channel of Austrian TV (ORF). 
Data collection in the field took place 
between 12 and 25 October 1982 in 
Czech, Slovak and Hungarian. 1,752 
respondents aged over fifteen replied 
to questions. 25% of respondents lis-
tened to external radio in 1978 and 
36% did so in 1982. Almost one-tenth 
of the citizens, i.e. 1.2 million, listened 
to some of the above stations every 
day. VOA was mentioned most fre-
quently – by 23% of respondents, fol-
lowed by RFE with 16%, BBC with 10%, 
Vatican Radio with 7%, and Deutsch-
landfunk with 6%. 32% of respondents 
listened to or watched external radio 
or TV at least once a  week, and 13% 
did so less often than once a  week. 
35% of citizens were informed about 
the content of the broadcasts by other 
citizens and just 20% of respondents 
had no contact whatsoever with ex-
ternal broadcasts(!). This means that 
not just the total number of listeners 
but also the frequency of listening in-
creased between 1978 and 1982. Ex-
ternal radio stations reached some 1.1 
million Czechoslovak citizens in 1978 
and 2.9 million in 1982.50

In 1988 the ÚVVM conducted its re-
search titled “Czechoslovak Citizens 
on Mass Media and Rudé právo”. The 
survey found the percentages of people 

Czechoslovak office of Voice of America in Washington, D.C., 1989 (farewell to Director 

Pavel Pecháček leaving for Radio Free Europe in Munich). Left to right: Ján Kočvara, 

Miroslav “Oravec” Dobrovodský (the director of the Slovak office after the split of 

Czechoslovakia in 1993), Luděk “Březina” Čižinský, Pavel “Skála” Pecháček, Eva Šašeková, 

Peter von Freiburg (né Cvach), Štefan Anderko, Eva Límanová, Libor Rouček (later 

a member of the European Parliament), Jarmila Čechová, Procházka, Štěpán Tomšů covered 

in the back, Hana Palcová, and Eva Neničková. � Source: Pavel Pecháček’s archive

National Voice of America Museum of Broadcasting in Bethany Station, Ohio, USA. 

� Source: author’s archive

Listening to VOA RFE BBC Vienna FRG radio For Poland48  Other

Regularly 24.8% 5.6 9.9 7.9 3.2 5.8  2.3

Often 24.5 13.4 13.4 7.3 4.7 5.3  1.5

Occasionally 36.5 28.9 29.2 10.8 13.7 10.5  7.0

Exceptionally/not at all 13.1 51.1 45.9 72.5 76.6 76.6  82.7

Station Hours broadcast 
per week

(% of listeners)

1984 1985 1986 1987

RFE 144 hours 37 34 34 35

VOA 21 hours 38 37 39 39

BBC 20.5 hours 21 20 18 20

DLF 24 hours 10 9 11 11
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aged over 15 listening to external radio 
stations to be as follows:51� Å

This is important information with-
out a doubt, in particular considering 
that this was a state-organised survey, 
which according to the ÚVVM’s  ex-
press reservation was distorted by the 
respondents’ fear of answering politi-
cally sensitive questions. The percent-
ages of listeners found by the ÚVVM 
differ materially from the survey 
results presented by RFE – they are 
about one-half lower. This degree of 
distortion is not surprising. The sub-
stantial circumstance is that the ratio 
of the results of the surveys on either 
side of the iron curtain is virtually the 

same – with either side confirming the 
popularity of VOA.

Surveys conducted both in the West 
and in the East show considerable in-
terest among the citizens of Czechoslo-
vakia in western radio broadcasts and 
the long-term leadership of Voice of 
America among external broadcasters 
despite understandable distortion on 
both sides (which is why they should 
be understood as just an approximate 
guide). The total percentage of listeners 
who tuned in to external stations grew 
over time, indicating citizens’ distrust 
of the regime’s media policy and their 
growing interest in information and in 
public matters.

Conclusion
VOA did a great deal to inform citizens, 
break through the censorship block-
ade in culture, promote human rights, 
and pursue gradual political change in 
Czechoslovakia. Of external radio sta-
tions, it probably had the most common 
traits with RFE. To an extent, the sta-
tions even competed. From the 1960s 
onwards VOA benefited from the fact 
that its broadcasts were not jammed. 
Over time, it would include an increas-
ing amount of coverage connected with 
Czechoslovakia. Despite a  relatively 
small number of broadcast hours, its 
programme offered a  varied palette of 
topics. This is how Voice of America be-
came a radio station that was close to 
Czechoslovak listeners. Along the way 
there were many locally unknown or 
forgotten personalities whose work and 
life mediated news and ideas from the 
other side of the iron curtain to listen-
ers in Czechoslovakia.
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One of the still extant transmitter pylons in Poděbrady used for the long-range jamming of RFE broadcasts to the USSR. � Source: Prokop Tomek
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Halt the Jamming of the Blue  
Right Away
THE HALTING OF RADIO FREE EUROPE JAMMING IN 1968
Radio stations broadcasting from the West to communist bloc countries became an 
important means of exerting ideological influence on their citizens. Radio waves radiated 
freely and without restriction through the ether across the Iron Curtain dividing Eastern 
and Western Europe. The communist rulers of Soviet Bloc states tried, therefore, to create 
a kind of aerial parallel to the Iron Curtain to run along the Western borders of their 
countries. Its designers intended the network of mutually supplementary jamming centres 
to become, thanks to international cooperation, an impenetrable barrier preventing as much 
as possible the citizens of communist states from receiving the signals of Western radio 
stations. 

MILAN BÁRTA

The most important and successful 
radio station broadcasting from West-
ern Europe into Communist Czecho
slovakia was Radio Free Europe (RFE).1 
The leadership of the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia was keenly inter-
ested in the station’s  activities and 
combating its broadcasts was a prior-
ity of the country’s  security services 
from the early 1950s until the fall of 
communism in 1989.2 The radio broad-
casts were not perceived as solely an 
instrument of propaganda but also as 
an effective means of contact between 
the US intelligence services and their 
collaborators in Czechoslovakia.3 
The jamming of radio signals in 
Czechoslovakia – “radio defence” in 
the period terminology of the commu-
nist system – began in 1952 in reaction 
to an intensification of Western radio 
stations’ broadcasts in Czech and Slo-
vak and in particular to the launch of 
RFE’s activities. On the basis of a deci-
sion of the political secretariat of the 
Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of Czechoslovakia (ÚV KSČ), the 
construction of a network of jamming 
transmitters was begun under a secret 
operation codenamed “R-405”.4 The 
first stage of the construction of jam-
ming stations was to have been com-

pleted by the end of 1953 and was, ac-
cording to the government decision, to 
have been followed by a second stage 
of construction.5 On the basis of bilat-
eral treaties the network of jamming 
stations built in Czechoslovakia was 
to be linked to similar networks on the 
territory of the Soviet Union, Poland 
and Hungary. At the same time, the 
Czechoslovak delegation attempted re-
peatedly and without success to raise 
the issue of halting radio propaganda 
against the Czechoslovak Socialist Re-
public (ČSSR) on the floor of the United 
Nations. They referred to UN resolu-
tion no. 110 of 1947, under which any 
propaganda carried out against anoth-
er country was in contravention of the 
UN Charter. 
From the beginning of the 1960s a re-
view of the security policy of commu-
nist Czechoslovakia took place. The 
focus of operations was to switch to 
what were referred as external adver-
saries, meaning foreign intelligence 
services’ networks of agents and their 
local collaborators (however, this by 
no means meant an end to repression 
of the domestic opposition, referred 
to as internal adversaries). The secu-
rity apparatus’s  activities were to be 
streamlined (and subject to far tighter 

control by senior communist leaders). 
The Ministry of the Interior (MV) re-
peatedly informed top party and state 
functionaries that there was a decline 
in listening to “hostile” Western radio 
stations, insisting the existing jam-
ming stations were sufficient to com-
bating such broadcasting. The drafting 
of a new plan of defence against West-
ern radio broadcasts was also spurred 
by the fact that Poland had abrogated 
a  treaty on jamming broadcasts in 
1956. Hungary followed suit in 1964. 
The blocking of a  number of stations 
(Radio Canada International, Radio 
Luxembourg, BBC, Voice of America, 
etc.) gradually came to an end (though 
their activities continued to be moni-
tored and jamming could have been re-
newed at any time). The capacity saved 
was available for use in the jamming 
of other stations. Hitherto blanket jam-
ming of Vatican Radio and Radio Ma-
drid was to be replaced by selective, 
targeted jamming of particular “hostile 
broadcasts”. However, the jamming of 
Radio Free Europe, which had the big-
gest listenership in Czechoslovakia 
and was regarded as the most danger-
ous, was to continue at the hitherto 
level. As a result of these changes, the 
number of active jamming stations was 
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reduced. Gradually only local jamming 
stations remained in large popula-
tions centres, i.e., Prague, Bratislava 
and Brno. The remaining stations 
were closed, with their absence to be 
filled by the launch of new, more effec-
tive long-range centres in Pilsen and 
Košice fitted with high-powered trans-
mitters. Long-range jamming centres 
in the Soviet Union also contributed 
to the defence of Czechoslovak terri-
tory, with Czechoslovakia repaying the 
USSR through the long-range jamming 
of Western radio broadcast from trans-
mitters in Litomyšl, Poděbrady and 
Rimavská Sobota.
The situation in Czechoslovakia at 
the end of the 1960s crystallised in 
a  reform process that was named, in 
view of the hope it engendered and its 
short duration, the Prague Spring. The 
influence of Western radio stations, 
which prior to the abolition of censor-
ship were regarded as one of the few 
sources of accurate information, is 
attested to be a  statement from Alex-
ander Dubček, who commented that 
information on the January session of 
the ÚV KSČ had by means of foreign ra-

dio stations quickly spread throughout 
the entire country.6 On the other hand, 
such broadcasting had become a thorn 
in the side of the conservative pro-
Moscow leaders of Soviet Bloc states, 
who frequently asserted that they were 
“malignant”. At a  meeting in Dresden 
in March 1968, Władysław Gomułka 
upbraided Czechoslovak communists 
for preaching socialism according to 
a RFE recipe.7

In the course of the Prague Spring, the 
MV (the State Security in particular) 
became the target of sharp criticism 
from media now freed of censorship, 
with the public and even some lead-
ing communist politicians adding their 
condemnation. The lawlessness of the 
1950s, but also later cases such as 
a brutal intervention against students 
at the Strahov dorms in October 1967 
and the alleged monitoring of oppo-
nents of president and ÚV KSČ first 
secretary Antonín Novotný, came in for 
particular denunciation. These voices 
also pointed to the inappropriateness 
and unlawfulness of jamming foreign 
radio broadcasts and demanded a halt 
to the practice. 

In mid-March 1968 the minister of the 
interior, Josef Kudrna8, was dismissed. 
On 25 March the collegium of the MV 
(its advisory body) charged the 7th Di-
rectorate of the MV (the communica-
tions directorate, under which defence 
against Western radio stations fell) 
with preparing a proposal to terminate 
the jamming of Western radio stations 
on Czechoslovak territory. Seventh Di-
rectorate staff had likely expected such 
a  commission, because in a  short pe-
riod they prepared several alternative 
approaches to termination that were 
sent to the leadership of the Ministry 
with a recommendation to get the ap-
proval of leading ÚV KSČ functionaries 
for some of them as quickly as possible 
as there was an expectation that voices 
pointing to the unlawfulness of jam-
ming would intensify.9 
A meeting of representatives of the MV 
and the Central Communications Direc-
torate was held on April 12, 1968.10 Both 
sides committed to producing a report 
on the situation surrounding the termi-
nation of the jamming of foreign radio 
broadcasts that would be presented to 
the government with a  recommenda-

Map of jamming of Radio Free Europe, 1952. � Source: Security Services Archive
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tion to halt such jamming as quickly 
as possible. On agreement with Soviet 
representatives, some Czechoslovak 
transmitters would remain in operation 
for the purpose of interrupting West-
ern radio stations broadcasting to the 
territory of the USSR. The subsequent 
report acknowledged problems linked 
to jamming, the continuation of which 
it said would not be politically feasible. 
It stated that the jamming system was 
approved in a  period of marked hostile 
propaganda and that it was not possible 
to achieve domination in the ideologi-
cal sphere by means of passive defence 
against broadcasting alone. It recom-
mended proceeding by active methods, 
primarily with the help of effective 
counterpropaganda and making the 
public better informed through improved 
work by the Czechoslovak media. It also 
pointed to technical problems (the in-
appropriateness and obsolescence of 
technology used, the low effectiveness 
of jamming, particularly at some times 
of day), the political circumstances (the 
political situation had changed consid-
erably since the early 1950s when it 
was launched, jamming was in contra-
vention of international treaties signed 
by Czechoslovak representatives) and 
other problems stemming from the 
practice (operating the system was fi-
nancially demanding, it required a con-
siderable number of qualified staff, 
experts pointed to health risks linked 
to operating jamming stations in large 
cities and it reduced the quality of re-
ception of official Czechoslovak televi-
sion and radio broadcasts). In view of 
the complicated nature of the whole 
subject, the Ministry of Culture and In-
formation was also asked for its views.11 
How did radio jamming actually oper-
ate in 1968? According to reports from 
the delegated centres, it ran successfully 
all day in Prague, Brno and Bratislava, 
while in other parts of the country it 
was, thanks to long-range defence, rela-
tively effective during the day but had 
little effect in the mornings and eve-
nings (in particular with regard to high 
frequency broadcasts). In July 1968 some 
156 people (147 civilians and nine MV 
officials) were officially engaged in de-
fence against Western radio stations and 
the related monitoring of their content. 
In reality, however, there were only 129 
civilian staff and nine Ministry officials. 
Sixty-four 1kW transmitters (41 were of 
the new KRV 1 type and 23 of the older 

KSV 1 type) and 16 20kW transmitters 
(KSV 20) were connected to the radio de-
fence system. At that time the MV had at 
its disposal separate shortwave jamming 
stations in Prague (29 1kW transmitters), 
Bratislava (19 1kW transmitters) and 
Brno (16 1kW transmitters). Transmit-
ters for long-range jamming were locat-
ed in Pilsen (8 20kW transmitters) and 
Košice (also 8 20kW transmitters). The 
monitoring of Western radio broadcasts 
for the needs of the counterintelligence 
and intelligence services also took place 
in Prague. All the stations also served as 
communications nodes for units of the 
security forces. Long-range transmit-
ters to jam Western radio broadcasts 
to the territory of the USSR existed in 
Poděbrady (5 KUV 18/30 transmitters), 
Litomyšl (10 KUV 18/30 transmitters) 
and Rimavská Sobota (6 KUV 40/50 and 
6 KTV 50 transmitters). Alongside the 
MV, the Central Communications Direc-
torate played a smaller role in the jam-
ming, operating seven medium-wave 
transmitters in Radomyšl, Karlovy Vary, 
České Budějovice, Mnichovo Hradiště, 
Brno’s  Komárov, Banská Bystrica and 
Prešov.12

The new leadership of the MV, headed 
by Josef Pavel13, a  staunch supporter 
of reformist thinking, did not support 
the jamming of foreign radio broad-
casts. The hitherto system of jamming 
did not square with Pavel’s  idea of 
radically overhauling the work of the 

Ministry, which was to be transformed 
into a modern and highly effective se-
curity service. In addition, defence 
against foreign radio broadcasting was 
transferred to the Central Communica-
tions Directorate under a  MV action 
plan (based on that of the Communist 
Party of Czechoslovakia) that was to 
serve as the ideological basis for a re-
form of the security service.
At a  press conference on 6 May 1968, 
Pavel announced that apart from cer-
tain RFE broadcasts no Western radio 
stations were being jammed in Czecho-
slovakia, adding that a  proposal had 
been presented to the government to 
also terminate the jamming of RFE. 
However, either Pavel did not interpret 
the prepared documents correctly or 
they were incorrect. A proposal to end 
jamming was in fact just being prepared 
for the government at that moment. 
Furthermore, selected jamming of Ra-
dio Madrid broadcasts was still taking 
place. A  fortnight after the press con-
ference, the deputy commander of the 
7th Directorate, Ladislav Sýkorovský, 
issued an order to halt the jamming of 
the station after consultation with the 
Ministry leadership.14 
The drafting of a  proposal to end the 
jamming of Western radio broadcasts 
dragged on, held up in particular by 
the necessity of consulting with all 
the other departments concerned (the 
Ministry of Culture and Information 

Radio Free Europe pylons in Germany. � Source: Security Services Archive
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and the Central Communications Di-
rectorate). The eventual report was 
not discussed by the MV collegium un-
til 27  July. In its first point, the report 
stated unequivocally that the Minis-
try wished to halt the jamming of RFE 
broadcasts, thereby bringing all such 
jamming to an end on Czechoslovak ter-
ritory.15 In connection with this, dis-
cussions were to be held with Soviet 
Union on halting the transmission of 
jamming signals to Czechoslovakia 
from its territory. The issue of the use 
of Czechoslovak transmitters in the 
“radio defence” of the USSR was to 
be resolved by a  bilateral agreement. 
Modern transmitters were to be held in 
reserve in case of some extraordinary 
event (24 employees were to maintain 
them with the rest transferred to posts 
corresponding to their qualifications). 
The remaining transmitters were to 
be provided to different ministries 
with the most obsolete possibly being 
decommissioned. Under the proposal, 
potential demands for the renewal of 
radio jamming in extraordinary cir-
cumstances were to have been dealt 
with in cooperation with the Central 
Communications Directorate and the 
Ministry of Culture and Information, 
possibly with the technical assistance 

of the Soviet Union. At the same time, 
a decision was taken to carry on moni-
toring foreign radio stations for the 
requirements of the Czechoslovak se-
curity services.16

On the orders of the MV, 7th Directorate 
staff had already drawn up a timetable 
of work necessary for the termination 
of the jamming of Western radio sta-
tions, while the text of a Ministry order 
explaining the move was also prepared. 
Naturally it was not possible to keep 
such preparations secret and many 
rank-and-file employees left of their own 
accord a job they regarded as having no 
future. At the start of August the final 
version of the proposal to halt jamming 
of foreign broadcasts (in practical terms 
this only concerned the jamming of RFE) 
was presented to the Czechoslovak gov-
ernment. If it approved the proposal, it 
was then to have been discussed with 
the Soviet Union. However, the govern-
ment returned the proposal for rework-
ing, pointing to insufficient substan-
tiation and the fact that it had not been 
discussed with the Ministry of National 
Defence. In cooperation with the lead-
ership of the MV, Seventh Directorate 
staff began preparing a  new proposal. 
Nobody anticipated that the jamming of 
RFE would be ended earlier than expect-

ed; however, the situation was to last 
far shorter than they could have imag-
ined. At that time, after all, the troops 
and military hardware of five Warsaw 
Pact states were being assembled on the 
Czechoslovak border…
On the night of 20 and 21 August, the 
invasion of Czechoslovakia began. It 
was the biggest military operation in 
Europe since the end of WWII. While 
the occupation of the surprised coun-
try was on the whole smooth, the po-
litical plans of the rulers of the Krem-
lin and its satellites did not pan out so 
well. Apart from a handful of collabo-
rators from the ranks of senior politi-
cians and State Security officials, the 
overwhelming majority of both the 
public and the political leadership con-
demned the invasion.17

The majority of State Security officers, 
headed by Minister Josef Pavel, also op-
posed the occupation and proclaimed 
allegiance to the legal leadership of the 
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia 
and the state – at least in the first days 
of the invasion. Staff of the 7th Director-
ate, including senior functionaries and 
members of the department Communist 
Party organisation, also condemned it. 
Naturally the invasion also seriously 
disrupted the activities of the State Se-
curity. On 21 August, the crew at the 
jamming station in Poděbrady reported 
problems with occupying soldiers, the 
station in Pilsen was occupied by Soviet 
troops, who barred staff from entry, and 
the centres in Brno and Ostrava were 
also later occupied. Deputy Minister 
of the Interior Viliam Šalgovič18, who 
headed a pro-Moscow group at the Min-
istry tasked with ensuring the invasion 
went smoothly, attempted to win the co-
operation of the commander of the 7th 
Directorate, Col. Oldřich Šebor. Šalgovič 
asked him for help in disrupting legal 
radio broadcasts relaying the supreme 
state organs’ rejection of the occupa-
tion. However, Šebor steadfastly re-
fused to work in any way with collabo-
rators or occupiers. His situation was 
unenviable. During the first day of the 
invasion he had received practically 
only one order from the MV leadership: 
to follow the orders of the legal leader-
ship of the Ministry (in which Šalgovič 
no longer figured) and the government. 
It was courageous of him then to begin 
taking independent action. He issued 
an order to end all radio communica-
tions between Soviet representatives 

Czechoslovak-made jamming transmitter, 1952. � Source: National Archive
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in Czechoslovakia and their mother 
country (and communications with the 
ministries of the interior of other states 
taking part in the occupation) and de-
spite repeated demands refused to re-
new them, insisting that would consti-
tute collaboration. With or without the 
knowledge of their commanders, 7th 
Directorate staff played a role in the or-
ganisation of passive resistance to the 
occupiers and in the activities of the le-
gal organs of the Communist Party and 
the state. This included cooperating in 
the production of anti-occupation flyers 
and printed materials and in the op-
eration of Czechoslovak radio stations 
and television, maintaining radio com-
munications for senior state and party 
organs and arranging their cooperation 
with the media. 
On 22 August at 7:00 a.m., Col. Šebor is-
sued an order to halt the jamming of the 
blue right away, meaning RFE’s broad-
casts in Czech and Slovak (jamming 
of Russian broadcasting was to con-
tinue)19. He justified the order by say-
ing that it was necessary to free up the 
transmitters to support the broadcast-
ing of the official programme schedule 
of Czechoslovak Radio and the jamming 
of the Vltava occupation station (the 
intermittent jamming of Vltava was 
actually launched on the afternoon of 
22 August). Just five minutes after that 
order was given, the commander of the 
Bratislava Regional Directorate of the 
MV complained to Šalgovič (he was 
not dismissed as deputy minister for 
the State Security until 24 August)20. 
He in turn protested to Šebor that such 
a step was inappropriate to the situa-
tion, calling on him to reconsider his 
termination of the jamming. Soon af-
terwards the secretary of the ÚV KSČ 
Drahomír Kolder (one of the signato-
ries of the so-called letter of invitation, 
which called on the Soviet leadership 
to intervene against the counterrevo-
lution in Czechoslovakia and served 
as a  pretext for the invasion) called 
Šebor. In the latter’s own words, he re-
fused to meet Kolder, saying he had to 
carry out important tasks entrusted to 
him by his superior Josef Pavel.21 Soviet 
representatives also demanded that 
jamming restart, referring to a Soviet-
Czechoslovak treaty. Šebor replied that 
the treaty had been signed in normal 
circumstances that no longer applied 
when people in Prague were dying un-
der the wheels of Soviet tanks.22

In reaction to this, Soviet soldiers be-
gan to occupy jamming stations.23 
While the order to halt broadcasts 
explicitly stated that the jamming of 
broadcasts targeted at the USSR was to 
continue, such jamming was switched 
off after the Soviet soldiers occupied 
the technical centres.24 In some cases 
bearing weapons, the soldiers drove 
out the Czechoslovak employees, some 
of whom they briefly interned and in-
terrogated, and shut off transmitters 
and connecting technology. The occu-
piers forced their way through locked 
doors and the theft of service and pri-
vate items and damage to equipment 
occurred. Two days later, after learn-
ing that the HQ of the 7th Directorate 
was also to be occupied by Soviet sol-
diers, Col. Šebor and his staff moved to 
other departments. 
However, the closing of Czechoslovak 
jamming stations did not automati-
cally mean an end to the jamming of 
RFE. The Soviets continued long-range 
jamming, which they gratuitously ex-
tended to all Czech and Slovak broad-
casts without consultation with the 
Czechoslovaks. Unprompted by the 
Czechoslovak authorities, the jamming 
of Czech and Slovak broadcasts of the 
BBC, Radio Tirana, Deutsche Welle, 
Vatican Radio, Radio Paris and Voice of 
America began on Hungarian territory. 
On 27–29 August 1968, Soviet soldiers 
gradually withdrew from occupied 
jamming stations and their employees 
returned. Dealing with the damage and 
preparing to restart operations took 
some time. On 9 September Soviet rep-
resentatives received information that 
preparations for the relaunch of jam-
ming of Western radio stations on the 
territory of the USSR had been com-
pleted. A  jamming schedule was re-
quested. It was turned in the following 
day and the stations gradually went 
back into operation.25 Contractually 
agreed jamming for the Soviet Union 
was fully renewed. 
The Soviets repeatedly complained 
that their broadcasts were being 
jammed and demanded cooperation 
from the Czechoslovak side. Šebor re-
sponded that it would continue as the 
illegal Vltava station (located in the 
GDR) was continuing to broadcast in the 
same offensive vein.26 
On 20 September the deputy com-
mander of the 7th Directorate, Lieut. 
Col. Ladislav Sýkorovský, and the com-

mander of the 1st section, Lieut. Col. 
Miroslav Šulc, met representatives of 
the Soviet Army and the KGB. They 
again highlighted problems connected 
to jamming, its relative ineffectiveness, 
the obsolescence of the equipment, the 
purely passive nature of that method 
of combating enemy propaganda and 
above all the fact that only the Czecho-
slovak government could decide to re-
launch it. Šebor informed them that he 
had repeatedly suggested transferring 
the jamming of Western stations to the 
Central Communications Directorate, 
pointing out that in the USSR such ac-
tivities fell under the Ministry of Com-
munications.27

At the end of September 1968, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs received 
a  memorandum from the Soviet Em-
bassy warning of Czechoslovakia’s  de-
fencelessness against hostile radio 
broadcasting and calling for the renew-
al of “radio protection” against West-
ern radio stations.28 
Responding to the memorandum, 
at a  meeting on 25 September the 
government presidium tasked the in-
terior minister with outlining within 
a week Czechoslovakia’s options with 
regard to meeting the Soviet pro-
posal. The new interior minister, Jan 
Pelnář29, presented the government 
with a proposal drafted by the MV, the 
Central Communications Directorate, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
the Office for Press and Information 
containing a summary of the situation 
at the defence against foreign radio 
broadcasting section. Long-range de-
fence of the USSR was carried out at 
three stations (Poděbrady, Litomyšl 
and  Rimavská Sobota) with 27 trans-
mitters with a  combined output of 
1060kW. The MV also operated further 
transmitters in Prague, Bratislava and 
Brno (64 transmitters in total, each 
with an output of 1kW) and in Pilsen 
and Košice (16 transmitters all togeth-
er, each with an output of 20kW). The 
Central Communications Directorate 
had 3–30 kW transmitters for medi-
um-wave jamming in Radomyšl, Kar-
lovy Vary, České Budějovice, Mnichovo 
Hradiště, Brno’s Komárov, Banská Bys-
trice and  Prešov. The Soviet Union at 
that time continued to jam Czech and 
Slovak broadcasts from RFE. Without 
the consent of the Czechoslovaks, it 
carried on jamming the BBC, Radio Ti-
rana, Deutsche Welle, Vatican Radio, 
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Radio Paris and Voice of America from 
Hungary. 
The report tabled was actually a  re-
worked version of Pavel’s  proposal to 
the government but adapted to the al-
tered conditions and not stating that 
ending jamming was the only option 
not under consideration. In essence 
the report summarised the develop-
ment of defence against foreign radio 
broadcasts, stated that there had been 
a relaxation in that area since the start 
of the 1960s and repeated objections 
to continuing jamming (the negative 
impact on the health of the population 
and on the quality of the television and 
radio signal in big cities). On the basis 
of a government declaration, the MV, in 
cooperation with the Central Communi-
cations Directorate, therefore drafted 
a  proposal to halt the jamming of for-
eign radio stations (but keeping it in 
reserve in case of necessity). If it was 
to continue to work, the jamming of for-
eign radio stations should, the proposal 
stated, be based on legislation and rele-
vant measures made public. In this way 
Pelnář highlighted the impossibility 
of fulfilling the USSR’s demand for the 
jamming of all major Western stations 
in view of Czechoslovakia’s technologi-
cal limitations and the international 
commitments that jamming would 
contravene. If jamming was to be ex-
panded, it would be necessary to invest 
large amounts in building new jamming 
stations – and with an uncertain out-
come to boot. He proposed the selective 

jamming of broadcasting on the orders 
of the Office for Press and Information, 
which the government approved.30

At the end of October the MV handed 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
USSR a reply to its memorandum in the 
form of an analysis (again drafted in 
cooperation with the Central Communi-
cations Directorate). It pointed out that 
despite efforts to use current means as 
quickly and fully as possible, jamming 
was restricted due to technical con-
ditions to selective jamming, carried 
out in accord with Czechoslovak law 
on the defence of society’s  interests. 
Jamming was therefore to be targeted 
at broadcasts disturbing the peaceful 
coexistence of nations, inciting war; 
proclaiming national, ethnic, racial or 
religious or intolerance; defaming the 
nation, race or persuasion of popula-
tion groups, the ČSSR or other states 
of the world socialist system and their 
representatives; inflaming opinion 
against the ČSSR and its allies; spread-
ing alarm or pornography; inciting 
crime; spreading reports against the po-
litical and ideological line of the state; 
and threatening the honour and rights 
of citizens of the ČSSR or their social-
ist coexistence.31 The MV subsequently 
called several times for the issuing of 
a government edict that would compre-
hensively elucidate activities that con-
travened interests of society.
Discussions with the Office for Press 
and Information on selecting broad-
casts to jam dragged on, as did the 

drafting of an edict legalising jamming. 
The General Public Prosecutor’s Office 
and the Ministry of Justice had major 
reservations. Nevertheless, in the sec-
ond half of November 1968 the jam-
ming of RFE broadcasts on the territo-
ry of Prague, Bratislava and Brno was 
launched using local resources. All of 
its programming was jammed. Protests 
were raised by the public, the Academy 
of Sciences, the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs and the Municipal Directorate of 
the Public Security in Prague, whose 
activities were restricted by it.32 Ac-
cording to listenership research car-
ried out by Czechoslovak Radio in 
spring 1969, RFE was the most listened 
to foreign station broadcasting in 
Czech and Slovak with 40% listener-
ship, followed by some distance by the 
station Vienna and the BBC. 
Some days after the renewal of jam-
ming, Col. Šebor informed his superi-
ors that it was working well on some 
frequencies but less well on others. He 
again made the point that from the per-
spective of potential negative influence 
on citizens of the ČSSR the broadcasts 
of RFE and Vltava were the same. The 
only difference was of approach – one 
was attempting to destabilise the situa-
tion in Czechoslovakia by proclaiming 
right-wing views, the other left-wing 
propaganda. At the same time, neither 
broadcast information that it was ille-
gal to disseminate in the ČSSR.33

It was clear that a decision on the fate of 
jamming Western radio stations would 

Oldřich Šebor, commander of the 7th Directorate of the 

MV in 1968 who issued the order to halt the jamming 

of RFE.

Source: Security Services Archive

Ladislav Sýkorovský, deputy commander of the 7th 

Directorate of the MV in 1968. 
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Miroslav Rous, commander of a special department at the 

7th Directorate of the MV, was sentenced to 12 months in 

prison in 1971 for abuse of office in August 1968.

Source: Security Services Archive
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be predominantly a  political one.34 In 
view of the rapid advent of normalisa-
tion in Czechoslovakia and the fact that 
the new party leadership had become 
an obedient instrument of Moscow, it is 
unsurprising that RFE soon began to be 
again described as one of NATO’s main 
weapons in the ideological battle against 
socialist countries and an enemy of the 
ČSSR’s  socialist system, the proletariat 
international and representatives of the 
KSČ, the government of the ČSSR, which 
broadcasts bare-faced, scathing anti-
communist propaganda aimed at over-
turning the socialist system. Even offi-
cial communist materials were forced 
to admit that RFE’s  broadcasts for 
Czechoslovakia were the most exten-
sive time-wise, the most pronounced in 
terms of content and the most effective 
when it came to impact on listeners in 
the ČSSR. 
The MV continued in its attempts to 
transfer the jamming of Western radio 
stations from itself to the Communi-
cations Directorate, finally achieving 
this after protracted and complicated 
negotiations in 1977. At the same time, 
financial difficulties put a  kibosh on 
plans to further develop the network of 
jamming transmitters.
Meanwhile, there had been complicated 
developments at the MV. After August 
1968 it became clear that the Soviet 
troops would not be leaving Czechoslo-
vak territory any time soon and within 
a few months it was obvious that a con-
tinuation of the policies of the Prague 
Spring was unrealistic. Senior party 
functionaries lost their posts; reformers 
were removed, replaced by people will-
ing to meet Moscow’s demands. The MV 
was one of the first where “normalisa-
tion” was achieved. 
A  special commission was established 
within the Inspectorate of the MV (later 
transformed into a  separate depart-
ment) to investigate the actions of indi-
vidual functionaries and whole sections 
in 1968 and 1969.35 This investigation, 
in conjunction with what was called an 
exchange of party ID cards (intended to 
help expel those “guilty” in 1968 of a pos-
itive attitude to the reform movement 
and standing up to the invasion of War-
saw Pact troops), led to extensive purges, 
particularly in leadership positions. It is 
estimated that around 3,000–4,500 were 
forced to leave the MV in 1969–1974. 
Many others were punished in different 
ways, most commonly by demotion.36

Within the framework of this screen-
ing process, developments at the 7th 
Directorate in August 1968 were par-
ticularly scrutinised. The investigators 
stated that senior officials had adopted 
a  position at odds with the fundamen-
tals of proletarian internationalism and 
avoided all cooperation or even negotia-
tions with Soviet Army representatives; 
in so doing they influenced the activities 
of subordinates and issued orders in con-
travention of legal norms.37 According to 
the conclusions of the investigation, the 
ending of jamming was unjustified and 
contributed in its consequences to the fur-
ther stirring up of the political situation.38 
In a report for the MV of 19 November 
1968, Oldřich Šebor nevertheless stated: 
I regarded and still regard the incursion of 
foreign soldiers as a violent and unneces-
sary action and on that basis conducted 
my behaviour and orders to subordinates 
until the signing of the Moscow Commu-
niqué.39 It is no surprise therefore that 
the investigators focused their attention 
on the commander of the 7th Director-
ate. On 15 May 1969 he was relieved of 
his duties until the conclusion of the in-
vestigation. On 15 September that year 
his file was handed to the chief military 
prosecutor. On 31 October 1969 he was 
stripped of his rank and a medal by a de-
cision of the minister of the interior.40

However, Oldřich Šebor did not give 
in and continued to defend his stance. 
When he was charged with not only re-
fusing in August 1968 to halt Czechoslo-
vak Radio broadcasts but, on the con-
trary, providing technical means for the 
extension of broadcasting (7th Director-
ate staff supplied some of the equipment 
for the operation of legal Czechoslovak 
radio stations), he defended himself by 
saying he identified with the content of 
the broadcasts and was merely relay-
ing the orders of the then legal lead-
ership of Czechoslovakia. In his view, 
this was linked to the issue of jamming 
RFE, which in August 1968 essentially 
transmitted only the official broadcasts 
of Czechoslovak Radio.41 He repeatedly 
made solicitations in his own defence, 
saying he had not done anything illegal. 
He even wrote a letter about his case to 
the former leading representative of the 
Prague Spring, Alexander Dubček.42

The most radical proponents of nor-
malisation at the MV demanded ex-
emplary punishments for the Prague 
Spring’s  protagonists, culminating in 
the trial of its former leadership, headed 

by Josef Pavel. That plan was eventually 
dropped and only a few former State Se-
curity officers were tried, receiving for 
the most part suspended sentences.
On 26 February 1971 the main hearing 
in the case of former staff of a special 
section at the 7th Directorate, who 
had in August 1968 played a  role in 
printing anti-occupation leaflets, took 
place at the Supreme Military Court in 
Příbram. For abuse of public office and 
in some cases collusion in the abuse of 
public office suspended sentences were 
handed to Miroslav Rous (12 months) 
and Zdeněk Souček (10 months), while 
Zdeněk Stehlík and Oldřich Pekárek re-
ceived six-month jail terms.43

One of the most severely punished for-
mer MV officials was Oldřich Šebor. On 
19 January 1972, the Supreme Military 
Court in Příbram found the former com-
mander of the 7th Directorate guilty of 
abuse of public office, stating that as 
commander of an important MV unit 
he had given orders limiting and later 
precluding the communications of sev-
eral users of an important telephone net-
work (this concerned the order to termi-
nate the communications of five states 
involved in aggression against Czecho-
slovakia with their home countries) and 
had issued an order halting of defence 
transmissions against the radio station 
Radio Free Europe; in this way he had 
as a public official deliberately harmed 
others, partly by exceeding his powers 
and partly by exercising his powers in 
a manner contravening the law. For this 
he received an unconditional sentence 
of 20 months in prison. 
Interestingly, the military prosecutor 
had recommended a  conditional sen-
tence only for Šebor. The defence had 
proposed the charges be dropped as 
the danger of the crime had passed, or 
suggested that mere disciplinary mea-
sures be imposed. The judges, as they 
stated in the verdict reasoning, in the 
end came to the view that the degree 
of danger in the defendant’s  actions 
had, according to expert assessment, 
been considerable. He had in August 
1968 unequivocally taken a right-wing 
stance, betraying his military oath and 
the working class in general. The ver-
dict states word for word that in this 
critical period he left our country com-
pletely open to seditious Free Europe 
broadcasts, in so doing intensifying the 
disorientation of citizens. In essence he 
gave the green light to enemy ideologi-
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cal diversion. The court’s  response to 
Šebor’s  defence that the government 
had in 1968 been preparing to discon-
tinue jamming Western radio broad-
casts is also interesting. The judges’ 
statement says that the proposal still 
envisaged its existence in extraordi-
nary situations. And an extraordinary 
situation had occurred in August 1968. 
Therefore, according to the court, Šebor 
had erred in this mater too; instead of 
acting to boost radio defence, he ap-
proved completely contrary measures.44 
The State Security also took an interest 
in him as a  former leading “exponent 
of the right at the MV”. A  special de-
partment was even set up at the State 
Security to pursue “exponents of the 
right from among former state appa-
ratus staff”, i.e., people who had been 

engaged in some manner in 1968 and 
subsequently had to leave their jobs 
under normalisation purges. It focused 
particular attention on former MV em-
ployees, attempting, above all through 
secret collaborators, to monitor their 
activities closely. 
On 15 June 1971 – when information on 
Šebor’s crimes was still being gathered 
for future usage in court – a monitoring 
file was opened on him with the regis-
tration number 2139 and the codename 
“Olda”. It was in place until 1989 and 
destroyed shortly after the Velvet Revo-
lution, when intensive shredding took 
place at the MV. 
From the files of former colleagues 
of Šebor’s  at the 7th Directorate it is 
clear that they stayed in touch during 
the normalisation period.45 However, 

despite heightened attention, State Se-
curity officers were unable to find evi-
dence that Šebor conducted anti-state 
activities. 
In 1990 Oldřich Šebor again entered ser-
vice at the MV, also receiving out-of-court 
rehabilitation. At that time, the jamming 
of RFE broadcasts on Czechoslovak ter-
ritory had been discontinued for almost 
two years, specifically since December 
1988. 

This article is adapted from the paper Die 

vorübergehende Einstellung der Störungen 

des Empfangs von Radio Free Europe in der 

Tschechoslowakei im Jahr 1968, which was 

delivered in Munich on 29 April 2011 at the 

conference “Stimmen der Freiheit – westliche 

Provokation? 60 Jahre Radio Free Europe in 

München und Prag”. 
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A broadcast from the first Radio Free Europe studio in Munich. � Source: RFE/RL
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In July 1946, K. Gottwald – already as prime minister – paid a visit to generalissimos J. V. Stalin.� Source: Czech News Agency
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Communists before the Courts
ON SOME ASPECTS OF POLITICAL TRIALS IN 
CZECHOSLOVAKIA IN THE EARLY 1950s
Sixty years ago, on 27 November 1952, the trial “of the leadership of the anti-state 
conspiracy centre led by Rudolf Slánský” was concluded in Prague. The revealed “crimes” 
of until recently leading representatives of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia and the 
extent of the sentences shocked the world. Klement Gottwald “wrung the necks” of not only 
the factual or potential adversaries of the regime established in February 1948 but this 
time, evidently under the Soviet influence, also of his faithful collaborators and in many 
cases personal friends. 

JAN KALOUS

How was it possible that the projection 
of hitherto determined creators of new 
tomorrows changed so radically? Why 
did the most faithful sons and daughters 
of the communist movement turn into 
despicable monsters at the incitement 
of the media? There are many answers 
to these questions. At the same time, 
it is necessary to draw not only on the 
Czechoslovak context but to also take 
into account the reality and context of 
international political events as well as 
what was happening inside the Soviet 
Union and inside the Eastern bloc. 

“SOVIET MODEL”
By coincidence, it was also in November, 
though 95 years ago, when the Bolshevik 
regime was born in underdeveloped Rus-
sia, which had been unsuccessfully fight-
ing on the fronts of WWI for three years. 
Social deprivation had reached its peak 
at the beginning of the year 1917 (there 
was a  shortage of basic foods, supplies 
mostly in the cities were problematic 
and wartime success did not happen) 
and it led to the dethronement of Tsar 
Nicholas II. In this complicated situation, 
the Provisional Governments (there were 
four by November 1917) were trying to 
create mechanisms in the Russian condi-
tions which would lead to establishment 
of democracy (for example, elections to 
the Constituent Assembly were planned 
for December 1917). However, they faced 
a  deep social crisis (economic, social, 
military and political).

In November (in October, according to 
the old Russian calendar) 1917, Bolshe-
viks led by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin and 
Lev Davidovich Trotsky seized power. 
Their visions were extremely ambitious. 
Nevertheless, it soon turned out that 
Lenin’s promises (including the abolish-
ment of money, the traditionally consti-
tuted army and the secret police) were 
not viable. In order to defend its position, 
the Bolshevik regime needed a  strong 
army as well as a suitable secret police. 
It is remarkable how swiftly the party ap-
paratus penetrated the state structures, 
mastered them and used them to its ad-
vantage. 
The peace promised by the Bolsheviks did 
not happen either. They only transferred 
the fighting from the WWI Eastern front 
to the front of a civil war. The bloodshed 
continued in the same extent, the hard-
ships and persecution of the civilians did 
not end but went on continuously from 
the moment the Bolsheviks seized pow-
er until their demise in December 1991. 
It is certainly possible to trace certain 
phases of strengthening or loosening of 
the regime’s grip; the forms, extent and 
depth of the rendered repressions were 
also changing. But what did not change 
by definition of the regime was the co-
ordinating role of the Bolshevik (later 
Communist) party. Society was bound by 
omnipresent control – from censorship of 
the media and a refined system of propa-
ganda to surveillance of the regime’s op-
ponents by the secret police (including 

the use of agency operative measures), 
and the elimination of whole classes in 
the society on the basis of race or class to 
the overwhelming party apparatus. 
In his theoretical work The State and Rev-
olution Lenin outlined the vision of a dic-
tatorship of the proletariat as a  sort of 
a transition phase on the way to a class-
less society, including the use of violence 
against the defeated classes. However, 
violence and terror were accepted by 
the new Bolshevik society as its integral 
part. From conquering power to the civil 
war and the 1920s, violent elimination of 
kulaks in the countryside and the forced 
collectivization and industrialization, 
the Russian (Soviet) society staggered to 
the 1930s, to the time of the monstrous 
Stalinist trials. From the red terror at the 
beginning of their reign, to the elimina-
tion of the political, religious, intellec-
tual and economic elites to the creation 
of a perfect systematized and centralized 
system of repression and persecution 
of their own people. Tens of millions of 
dead were the tax paid for establishing 
and sustaining the Bolshevik regime.
The Moscow trials in the 1930s did not 
emerge incidentally or randomly. They 
were a  result of the previous social ex-
periments and the systematic pressure 
imposed by the power and security ap-
paratus centralized in the hands of Iosif 
Vissarionovich Stalin and his closest 
collaborators. The shots at Kirov in De-
cember 1934 initiated a merciless purge 
within the Bolshevik party, the army, the 
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security and the society as a whole. The 
Moscow trials – these unchallenged hu-
man tragedies which even then the whole 
world watched in disbelief – of course af-
fected all layers of society. They became 
infamous for the elimination of the old 
party nomenclature, Stalin’s  opponents 
within the apparatus, his potential ad-
versaries as well as dangerous witnesses 
of activities (and failures) of the “great 
leader”. But we also need to realize that 
apart from the communist victims whose 
names we know (and we also know their 
previous careers, etc.), there are also non-
communist victims whose numbers were 
many times higher and about whom it is 
impossible to learn more without deep 
and systematic research. 
It has been estimated that at the time of 
the Moscow trials, the ratio was one im-
prisoned communist to five imprisoned 
non-communists. In 1937 alone, the ra-
tio of people affected by the purges was 
5-7  percent of all inhabitants, which at 
that time equalled 8-11 million people. 
About 1 percent of arrested (but not ob-
jectively guilty) people were executed. In 
the years 1927-1938 alone, 13.8 million 
people died due to the repressions un-
leashed and more millions were forcibly 
sent to the Gulag labour camps. Czech 
historian Václav Veber quotes in this 
context that solely in the period between 
January 1935 to the outbreak of war in 
June 1941, the repressions hit at least 
19,840,000 people, of which about 7 mil-
lion were shot dead.1 It has been estimat-
ed that as a result of the Stalinist purges, 
a total of 28 million people were affected 
between 1930-1953.2

The Moscow trials did not end in August 
1938 with the execution of Yezhov and 
the taking over of Beria as the head of 
the NKVD. The repressions continued, 
a little hidden from the eyes of the world 
even during WWII. However, Stalin soon 
stopped any considerations about possi-
ble liberalization of the regime after the 
victory over fascism.
New victories in WWII and the position 
that the Soviet Union won brought with 
them a new danger which Stalin and his 
faithful circle understood and which con-
sequently was under the scrutiny of the 
security forces. Newly designed political 
trials aimed once again at the army (the 
Zhukov case) and as usual into Lenin-
grad (the Leningrad secretary Kuznetsov 
was sentenced to death and executed 
in the autumn of 1950 for alleged party 
opposition), at non-Russian nations and 

ethnic groups (a continuation of trends 
from the war times, now also aimed at 
Jews).3 Probably the most interesting 
post-war case was the absurd case of 
the “white coats” in the years 1952-1953, 
who were doctors of a Kremlin hospital 
accused of having systematically killed 
representatives of the Soviet regime 
since the 1930s.
Stalin, who was living in a state of con-
stant threat to the interests of the USSR 
from without as well as from within, 
imposed a  campaign against different 
“isms” on the Soviet public. In his opin-
ion, the communist world was then 
facing a threat of a new, third world war 
which would mean a  conflict with the 
Western democracies, a global conflict of 
the former allies in the anti-Hitler coali-
tion.4 At the same time, it was necessary 
to find people who were responsible for 
the problems within the Soviet society 
(e.g. in agriculture, in supplies to people, 
etc.) not only outside the Communist par-
ty, but logically also inside.
Stalin’s  Soviet Union found itself in 
a  permanent state of danger. Different 
adversaries, real or imaginary, were 
mercilessly exterminated by a system of 
refined judicial and extrajudicial repres-
sion. After the end of WWII, the influence 
of the USSR extended into Central and 
South-Eastern Europe. Thus, it was only 
logical that the newly established com-
munist rulers in those states copied and, 
under Moscow’s  coordination and con-
trol, practiced “proven” Soviet models 
and methods. This also involved the 
construction and work of the party, se-
curity and judiciary apparatus. All these 
aspects and the so called Soviet experi-
ence played a part in the construction of 
the political trials5 of the late 1940s and 
early 1950s.

REALITY IN CZECHOSLOVAKIA
In February 1948, the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia (CPC) concluded its 
long-term effort to seize political power 
in the country. Gradual dissolution of 
democratic traditions followed together 
with curtailment and later elimination of 
human and civil rights. The CPC carried 
out purges in state institutions through-
out the whole society by means of so 
called de-activating. Non-communist po-
litical parties got their “new”, non-con-
flicting leaderships and their influence 
was marginalized within the National 
Front. Unyielding citizens lost their jobs 
and they either left the country volun-

tarily (when it was still possible), or if 
they did not make it in time, they were 
persecuted and often deprived of their 
personal freedom, imprisoned and some 
of them even executed. 
What preconditions existed in Czecho-
slovakia that allowed for the communist 
seizure of power? From the long-term 
perspective, the favourable results of the 
Communist Party were due to the refle-
cion and trauma of the Munich agree-
ment of 1938 together with negative ex-
perience with the Western democracies. 
There were no doubts about Soviet readi-
ness to help Czechoslovakia although we 
know today that the interests of the USSR 
were different and definitely not unself-
ish. It was particularly the Soviet politi-
cians who were hopeful in September 
1938 that the imperialist war in Czecho-
slovakia would change into a proletariat 
revolution. The real military possibili-
ties of the USSR helping Czechoslovakia 
under Hitler’s threats had serious limits 
(purges within the Soviet army, the ques-
tion of the corridor do the CSR, synchro-
nization of armaments, etc.) However, 
the pure substance of the Soviet alliance 
in the critical period just after September 
1938 was not doubted during the war or 
right after it. President Edvard Beneš to-
gether with representatives of non-com-
munist parties played a  significant role 
in this as they agreed with the foreign 
policy concept of alliance with the USSR, 
manifested, among others, by the Košice 
Government Programme of April 1945.
Another moment which needs to be tak-
en into account was the traditional Czech 
Russophilia – the belief in the grand Slav-
ic linden tree which would protect the 
weak nations in Central Europe against 
the aggressive Pan-Germanism. The ad-
miration for the USSR was also helped 
by the fact that the Soviet troops liber-
ated a huge part of the CSR, as well as 
the fact that no-one or hardly anyone 
had any immediate negative experience 
with the nature of the Russian Bolshe-
vik (after November 1917) regime. It was 
evident that the Soviet Union had made 
immense human sacrifices for the libera-
tion of Europe from fascism. Czechoslo-
vak communists, apart from overstating 
their anti-fascist resistance during WWII 
(they adequately tried to marginalize the 
western resistance in London), promoted 
the public picture of the USSR as a safe-
guard of the future independence of the 
state and a  selfless ally ready to help 
whenever necessary. 
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All the above mentioned factors helped 
to strengthen the political influence of 
the CPC in the society after the end of 
WWII under the conditions of limited 
political competition. Let me remind you 
that the CPC was in fact established like 
a faction within the Social Democracy. In 
1921, it split the Social Democracy in two 
and started its own political existence. 
However, democratic principles and pro-
cedures within the CPC began to collide 
with the conditions that the party had 
adopted by entering the Communist In-
ternational established and controlled by 
the Bolsheviks. Disagreements about the 
form of the party later resulted in instal-
lation of a clearly pro-Moscow leadership 
led by Klement Gottwald in 1929. From 
that moment on, the Communist Party 
and its leadership rigidly subordinated 
to interests and tasks from Moscow. 
In the years 1945-1948, the communists 
concentrated on gaining control over 
all key positions in the state. This con-
cerned political as well as economic and 
security (i.e. intelligence and state secu-

rity) areas. Based on this, the CPC appa-
ratus collected all sorts of information 
about the functioning of the state as well 
as information concerning activities and 
plans of their political adversaries who 
were carefully surveyed and monitored 
by the agencies. Provocations were car-
ried out against non-communist persons 
which were supposed to damage their 
personal reputations and positions in 
the eyes of the public as well as draw at-
tention to dishonest practices of the non-
communist parties. The legitimate party 
leaderships were to be gradually discred-
ited and replaced by helpful executors of 
the communist tyranny. 
We also have to consider the fact that 
there was no unified anti-communist op-
position. There were a lot of internal dis-
putes within the non-communist parties 
which were also not able to get over par-
ticular interests. They relied on the per-
sonality of President Edvard Beneš and 
well-established, traditional democratic 
mechanisms. They had underestimated 
the threat of communism for many years 

and even though they initiated a crucial 
power clash with the CPC in February 
1948, at the given moment they failed 
to mobilize the public as efficiently and 
openly as the communists.
After February 1948, the Communist Par-
ty of Czechoslovakia focused on strength-
ening of the acquired power. Apart from 
the party apparatus, communist cadres 
in the security were used in order to 
purge the state institutions; they were 
later used in construction of the first po-
litical trials. The State Security became 
a  feared power-political organ. It was 
necessary to compromise the represen-
tatives of the non-communist parties, 
selected diplomats, Czechoslovak Army 
officers, church representatives, etc. The 
State Security, an obedient tool of the 
CPC gradually built for persecution of un-
bending citizens, “got to work” and using 
“its own methods” it created and refined 
the mechanism of the state lawlessness. 
Provocations, physical and psychological 
violence, omnipresent humiliation in the 
prisons, and finally the arrival of the So-

Klement Gottwald with Rudolf Slánský (left) and other guests at the construction site of the Klement Gottwald Vítkovice steelworks in Ostrava, September 1950.�

Source: Czech News Agency



56 articles and studies

viet advisors in the autumn of 1949, led to 
unprecedented creation of monster trials. 
But why did the CPC design them? The 
developments in the international situa-
tion were definitely an important aspect. 
I have already mentioned the Soviet mod-
els and concepts which Czechoslovakia 
happily adopted. The tense relations be-
tween the USSR and the West also played 
their part (the 1st Berlin crisis, from the 
early 1950s on the war on the Korean 
Peninsula); some motives could surely be 
due to the change in the relations with 
Israel, or in the just opened, intense con-
flict within the Soviet bloc in Yugoslavia. 
The reasons within were due to the ef-
fort on the part of the Communist Party to 
break any, be it only potential, resistance 
and subordination of the society. The he-
roes of the 1st and 2nd resistance, the in-
tellectual elite of the society, opponents of 
collectivization and the CPC policy, faced 
loss of their personal freedom, torture, 
loss of dignity and humiliation. The CPC 
had more than 240 of them executed. The 
terror unleashed in the early 1950s con-
cerned literally every citizen. Apart from 
the national cases with extraordinary 
propagandistic effects, local trials were 
also carried out whose exemplary mean-
ing was related to the specific local con-
ditions. Consequently, the trials served 
as a warning and were meant to educate 
people as well as stabilize the society.6

Another aspect of construction of the tri-
als was connected to the expectations 
that the Communist Party had invoked 
in the public before and after February 
1948 (realistic, less realistic and totally 
unrealistic promises). But soon after 

February 1948 the CPC found out that it 
was not able to fulfil its visions. At the 
beginning of the 1950s, the regime found 
itself in an economic, social and political 
crisis.7 It was necessary to find someone 
who could be made responsible for fail-
ing to fulfil the set targets. Thus a strong 
wave of repressions became the catalyst 
of a crisis. First, the regime logically fo-
cused on adversaries outside the Com-
munist Party. Later, with direct Soviet 
assistance it took up purges within the 
Communist Party. Hitherto unquestion-
able representatives of the regime were 
now introduced in a  new constellation 
and interpretation; however, this also 
caused a  huge shock within the party 
apparatus and an avalanche effect in an 
environment represented by the tried 
communists. The trials designed in this 
way fulfilled the propagandist as well as 
mobilization functions.
With respect to the analysis of the im-
pact of the judiciary persecution upon 
a  certain layer of the public, the com-
munists must not be seen as the main 
target group. According to Jan Foitzik, 
who mainly draws on data presented by 
Karel Kaplan, communists made up only 
0.3 percent of those convicted, while at 
the same time they made up 6 percent of 
all people executed for political reasons.8 
The importance of the trials against com-
munists lies in the impact their arrests 
and trials caused within the party. They 
were people directly involved with the 
regime, with its functioning so far, with 
repressions, and, as propaganda had it, 
with the achievements and failures of 
the movement. 

Now, the arrested communist represen-
tatives were discredited in the eyes of 
the public. How was it possible that they 
had been hiding their anti-state activi-
ties for so long? How would it affect the 
change in the policy in the given branch 
with respect to the work of the arrested 
and now condemned communists? What 
would happen to cadres who until then 
had been carrying out their decisions 
consistently and without any doubts? 
Would they also have to cope with the 
consequences of the mistakes made by 
the condemned CPC leaders? Where and 
at what level of the apparatus would as-
suming responsibility stop?
The arrested and tried communists repre-
sented the elite of the party at that time. 
They belonged to the crème de la crème 
of what the CPC had at hand, they were 
battle-proven, trusted by the Soviets, and 
that was why they occupied responsible 
positions in the state apparatus. On the 
other hand, they were no “poor devils” 
upon whom the purges “had befallen by 
mistake”. Many of them were actively and 
remorselessly involved in the purges in 
the society. Many of them knew how the 
trials proceeded in the Soviet Union in 
the 1930s. They knew the comrades who 
were tried then and they even might have 
known that they had not committed any 
of the crimes they stood accused of. And 
finally, they personally participated in the 
establishment of the repressive system 
which they were now to experience as its 
victims.
Let me remind you that trials of repre-
sentatives of the Communist Party did 
not happen only in Czechoslovakia, 

Celebration of Rudolf Slánský’s 50th birthday, 31 July 1951. �

Source: Czech News Agency

Klement Gottwald and Rudolf Slánský at a ceremonial reception at Prague 

Castle, 24 October 1951.� Source: Czech News Agency
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though here they were the largest as to 
their extent and impact. Already in June 
1949, general secretary of Albania’s Com-
munist Party, deputy prime minister and 
minister of the interior, Koci Dzodze was 
executed for allegedly planning a seces-
sion of the country from the alliance with 
the USSR. In October 1949, Lázsló Rajk, 
member of the politburo of the Hungar-
ian Communist Party and minister of for-
eign affairs (formerly the minister of the 
interior), was sentenced and executed 
for alleged anti-state activities. In De-
cember 1949, Traicho Kostov, secretary 
of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party and deputy prime minister, 
was executed in Bulgaria. Purges within 
the apparatus of the communist parties 
were also carried out in Yugoslavia and 
Poland. 
However, in Czechoslovakia, several 
aspects coincided. The range of the 
arrested and later tried members of the 
“anti-state conspiracy centre” was enor-
mous; it truly involved the whole society. 
There were people from the party appa-
ratus, from diplomacy, foreign trade, the 
economic sphere, as well as representa-
tives of the army, security and mass me-
dia. There were people who (unluckily 
for them) decided to go and fight in 
Spain in the 1930s and later on served in 
the West during WWII; people of Jewish 
origin (who were abused in a  distaste-
ful manner in the Slánský trial as well 
as in some others); people with links to 
Tito’s  Yugoslavia (so called “Titoists”) 
or who had to undergo self-criticism 
procedures within the party before the 
war. They faced incredible, even fantas-

tic accusations, they were found guilty 
and mercilessly executed. However, they 
were not (as I have mentioned before and 
want to underline) innocent. They were 
witnesses and direct actors in many com-
munist crimes. 
Let’s  take a  brief look at the head of 
the conspiracy depicted by the Soviets. 
Rudolf Slánský was an important figure 
within the CPC. He was a close collabo-
rator and friend of Klement Gottwald. 
He belonged among the trustees and 
enjoyed Gottwald’s  full trust. It is evi-
denced by the fact that when an arrest 
warrant was issued for Gottwald in 1934 
when he was hiding in Moscow, Slánský 
and Šverma took over the leadership of 
the party. Slánský was at the side of the 
CPC chairman during WWII too. After 
the war he became second in command 
in the CPC. He held the post of the gen-
eral secretary from May 1945 to Septem-
ber 1951. This position gave him control 
over the party apparatus. He was heav-
ily responsible for the establishment of 
the communist regime. He organized 
provocations against non-communists 
in the security apparatus, was in charge 
of communists within the security ap-
paratus, and coordinated activities of 
different departments of the party’s Cen-
tral Secretariat. It is also due to these 
competencies that Slánský’s  role in the 
February events must not be marginal-
ized. February 1948 and Gottwald’s elec-
tion for president further strengthened 
his position. He acted authoritatively, 
often with reference to the Soviets and 
Gottwald. He was also one of the commu-
nist representatives who were most re-

sponsible for introduction of repressive 
measures and unleashing of the wave of 
political trials and mass injustices. Per-
haps he understood the instability of his 
position the moment he was demoted 
from the post of general secretary and 
was appointed deputy prime minister. 
He might have considered it even be-
fore that. At the time when the Kremlin 
ignored his 50th birthday or when, with 
his help, the hunt for the “enemy” within 
the CPC was unleashed. 
I  would like to mention one more ab-
surdity of the early 1950s. In the times 
when the first arrests and accusations of 
communist cadres had taken place, their 
future cellmates and co-accused were sit-
ting in meetings approving the methods 
of the security and the party (unanimous-
ly, of course). Perhaps they were able to 
admit privately that a person whom they 
had known was not capable of commit-
ting the deeds he was accused of. But 
they were happy that they were not in 
their shoes, that it did not concern them. 
However, they were not aware of the big 
game being staged behind the scenes at 
the end of which their deep self-criticism 
before the plenum (or retirement) would 
not suffice and they would be lucky to get 
out alive. 
The system they had been working for 
happily and unscrupulously for many 
years no longer had a need for them and 
so disposed of them. Some of the tried 
communists realised this fact. Before his 
execution, Slánský said: I got what I de-
serve. Others left this world despairing at 
what their party had done to them. 

	 NOTES
1	 VEBER, Václav: Stalin. Stručný životopis (Stalin. A Brief Biography). Karolinum, Prague 1998, p. 108.
2	 On the other hand, Christian Gerlach and Nicolas Werth quote figures which are lower by several orders of magnitude. According to them, 1 to 1.2 million 

Soviet people were executed between the early 1930s and the year 1953. They also state that most capital sentences were carried out at that time based on 
extrajudicial decisions and 75 percent of them were carried out between July 1937 and the end of 1938. See GERLACH, Christian – WERTH, Nicolas: State 
Violence – Violent Societies. In GEYER, Michael – FITZPATRICK, Sheila (eds.): Beyond Totalitarianism. Stalinism and Nazism Compared, Academia, Prague 2012, 
pp. 240-241.

3	 The highlighted anti-Semitism was connected to the change in relations between the USSR and Israel. The USSR had supported the establishment of this state. 
Stalin had supposed that he might use it as means of enlarging the influence of the USSR into the territory of the Middle East. But when Israel had demonstrated 
its independence in foreign affairs, the Soviet policy changed completely. Israel shifted to the position of an enemy of the USSR, Jewish organizations within 
the USSR were dissolved and their members persecuted. Anti-Semitism in the USSR gained momentum. However, this was nothing really new in the Soviet 
repressive policy. As proof that this was a continuation of trends started in the late 1930s we can mention the case of a trial with members of the allegedly anti-
state Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee which was conducted in Moscow between May and July 1937.

4	 The disputes between the USSR and the West were probably best seen in defeated Germany (the failed Soviet blockade of Berlin, among others). However, Stalin 
misjudged the US interest in the post-war development in Europe, evidenced by the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. He was also taken by surprise by 
the departure of the French (and later also Italian and Belgian) communists from the respective governments. The necessity to coordinate further steps within 
the communist movement led him to the idea to renew the international organization clearly controlled by Moscow, the so called Information Bureau. However, 
this was not able to prevent further conflicts within the communist bloc either. 

5	 In my opinion, a trial becomes a political trial (i.e. procedurally flawed) if political power intervenes in the investigative phase or into the very trial itself. Its aim 
is not only to influence who is to be arrested and of what he/she will be accused but also the course and result of the trial. All these attributes are evidenced in 
trials into which fascist and communist parties intervened throughout the 20th century. 

6	 According to Karel Kaplan, the stabilization function of the trials was related to intimidating the public against the consequences of opposition activities; after 
1956, however, the same trials became a destabilizing factor. See KAPLAN, Karel: Politické procesy 50. let v Československu. In: PERNES, Jiří – FOITZIK, Jan (eds.): 
Politické procesy v Československu po roce 1945 a “případ Slánský”. Sborník příspěvků ze stejnojmenné konference pořádané ve dnech 14.–16. dubna 2003 v Praze, 
ÚSD AV ČR – Prius, Prague – Brno 2005, pp. 107–114.

7	 All these aspects have been looked into by Jiří Pernes. See PERNES, Jiří: Krize komunistického režimu v Československu v 50. letech 20. století. CDK, Brno 2008.
8	 FOITZIK, Jan: Souvislosti politických procesů ve střední a východní Evropě.  

In: PERNES, Jiří – FOITZIK, Jan (eds.): Politické procesy v Československu po roce 1945 a “případ Slánský”, p. 11.
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Prague May 25th 1949. First meeting of newly elected Central Commitee of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia.  
Commitee members from left: Václav Kopecký, Marie Švermová, Antonín Zápotocký, Klement Gottwald and Rudolf Slánský.� Source: Czech News Agency
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Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev en route to Prague Castle, July 1957, Krasnoarmějců (Red Army) square (today Palach square). � Source: Czech News Agency
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The Gensek’s Visit 
THE GENERAL SECRETARY OF THE CENTRAL 
COMMITTEE OF THE COMMUNIST PARTY OF 
THE SOVIET UNION AND CHAIRMAN OF THE 
SUPREME SOVIET LEONID ILYICH BREZHNEV IN 
CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 19781

A visit by a Soviet gensek2 to Czechoslovakia was always an extraordinary event. 
The preparation, course and sometimes consequences were reminiscent of an 
emperor’s inspection tour of distant governorates where vice-regents ruled by his grace. 
Such visits can be used to map the transformation and nature of Czechoslovak-Soviet 
relations, various methods of mobilising society and the pacification of political opponents 
in authoritarian regimes. This was clearly visible in the visit of Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev in 
1978, which is the main subject of this paper. It was of great significance, coming as it did 
shortly before the tenth anniversary of the August 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia.

PETR BLAŽEK

THE VISITS OF SOVIET 
EMPERORS 
If we overlook Lenin’s  visit to Prague 
before WWI3, the first leader of the 
Soviet Bolsheviks to visit Czechoslo-
vakia arrived several years later, after 
local Communists had seized power. 
In June 1954, the first secretary of the 
Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union (CC CPSU) Ni-
kita Sergeyevich Khrushchev headed 
a large delegation that flew to Prague 
to take part in the 10th congress of 
the Communist Party of Czechoslova-
kia (KSČ). On the eve of its opening, 
Khrushchev made a  symbolic visit to 
the mausoleum of Klement Gottwald to 
bow before the embalmed remains of 
the founder of Czechoslovakia’s  com-
munist regime.4

Khrushchev subsequently visited 
Czechoslovakia three more times, in 
1957, 1961 and 1964. In each case the vis-
it lasted several days and involved trips 
to selected regions outside Prague. His 
host Antonín Novotný, who from 1957 
combined the posts of first secretary of 
the Central Committee (ÚV) of the KSČ 

and president of Czechoslovakia, held 
several gala events in honour of the So-
viet leader. He also prepared a  private 
programme for his guest that took in 
hunting, Khrushchev’s  favourite pas-
time. Khrushchev’s  final trip to Prague 
occurred in August 1964. Two months 
later he was forced out of office and re-
placed by Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev. The 
new gensek first visited Czechoslovakia 
at a time when internal disputes in the 
KSČ were coming to a head. His impro-
vised two-day visit in December 1967 
did not deliver the hoped for unity. On 
the contrary, the situation became more 
acute, resulting in the departure of 
Antonín Novotný from the post of leader 
of the KSČ, where he was replaced by 
Alexander Dubček.5 
Brezhnev returned to Prague in Febru-
ary 1968, taking part in celebrations of 
the 20th anniversary of the KSČ’s  sei-
zure of power in February 1948. At 
a ceremonial conference, he presented 
the Czechoslovak comrades with a gift 
– a model of the battle-cruiser Aurora. 
This, said Brezhnev, was to become 
a  symbol of the martial friendship of 

the communist parties of our countries 
and the indissoluble, eternal friendship 
of our brother countries, going hand in 
hand towards the bright future of com-
munism.6 What kind of joint future the 
Soviet leadership had in mind became 
clear a few months later. Brezhnev ap-
peared on Czechoslovak territory at the 
turn of July and August 1968 when he 
travelled to Čierná nad Tisou in a bid to 
force the KSČ leadership to put a halt to 
reforms. The form the four-day meeting 
took speaks volumes about the charged 
relations. Brezhnev and other members 
of the Soviet delegation arrived at the 
border town in a special train on which 
they returned every evening to the 
USSR.
These bilateral talks culminated in 
a  meeting in Bratislava on 3 August 
1968 attended by representatives of 
the communist parties of Bulgaria, 
the GDR, Poland and Hungary. This 
diplomacy by intimidation did not pro-
duce results7 and within three weeks 
units from five Warsaw Pact states set 
off for the Czechoslovak border and 
Brezhnev’s  name became for many 
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Czechoslovaks a  hated symbol of the 
1968 occupation.8

The frequency of Brezhnev’s  visits to 
Czechoslovakia subsequently eased off. 
The first time the Soviet leader came af-
ter the 1968 occupation was in May 1970, 
for the 25th anniversary of the end of 
WWII. On that occasion he signed a new 
treaty of alliance between Czechoslo-
vakia and the Soviet Union, along with 
the chairman of the USSR’s  Council of 
Ministers, Alexei Nikolayevich Kosygin, 
the first secretary of the ÚV KSČ, Gustáv 
Husák, and the prime minister of the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (ČSSR), 
Lubomír Štrougal. Brezhnev’s  doctrine 
of limited sovereignty was evident in its 
preamble, in a  passage in which both 
parties confirmed that the maintenance, 
reinforcement and defence of socialist 
achievements, achieved by the heroic ef-
forts and unselfish work of the people, are 
the shared international duty of socialist 
countries.9 On this occasion, President 
Svoboda bestowed the honorary title of 

Hero of the Czechoslovak Socialist Re-
public on Brezhnev for exceptional ser-
vice in the liberation of Czechoslovakia 
and cooperation between the ČSSR and 
USSR nations.10 
Brezhnev subsequently took part in the 
14th Congress of the KSČ in May 1971, 
at which the conclusive defeat of the 
reformists was clear. In January 1972, 
Brezhnev visited Prague in connection 
with a  meeting of representatives of 
the Warsaw Pact states. The gensek 
also appeared in Czechoslovakia in 
February 1973, taking part in celebra-
tions of “Victorious February” with lo-
cal comrades. On that occasion he trav-
elled to Prague on a special train which 
made several stops along the way. At 
a ceremonial gathering at Prague Cas-
tle on 22 February 1973 Brezhnev pre-
sented Husák with the Order of Lenin 
on the occasion of his 60th birthday.11

After 1973 Brezhnev was not seen in 
Czechoslovakia for some years. His 
visit in 1978 was, therefore, of great 

significance. This was – as previously 
stated – intensified by the approaching 
anniversary of the August 1968 occupa-
tion. Most importantly, it was the first 
official independent visit by the Soviet 
leader to Czechoslovakia, as previously 
he had come unexpectedly (as in 1967) 
or with delegations from Soviet satel-
lites. Brezhnev later came to Prague, 
for the last time, in April 1981 for the 
16th Congress of the KSČ, when he was 
already in poor health. 
The last ever visit by a Soviet gensek 
to Czechoslovakia took place in 1987. 
It was unique for several reasons. 
By contrast with Brezhnev’s  visits, 
Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev’s  stay 
in Czechoslovakia was linked to ex-
pectations of political change and a re-
evaluation of the 1968 occupation. Peo-
ple in Prague and Bratislava welcomed 
the Soviet leader with spontaneous 
enthusiasm as a proponent of political 
perestroika and glasnost. As swiftly be-
came apparent, their expectations did 

Typical picture from a welcoming ceremony for a gensek, frequently the subject of jokes in the past. Brezhnev and Husák kiss in comradely fashion at Prague airport. ČSSR president 

Ludvík Svoboda looks on from left, 24 January 1972. � Source: Czech News Agency
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not correspond to reality. Some months 
later, Gustáv Husák was replaced as 
general secretary of the ÚV KSČ by 
Miloš Jakeš, whose famous statement 
suggesting the party and himself were 
akin to a lonely fence-post left to over-
come hardships alone subsequently 
became a symbol of the breakdown of 
the entire system.12 

POTEMKIN SYNDROME 
According to archival documents, 
Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev was invited to 
Czechoslovakia in November 1975 by 
Husák during a  visit to Moscow. After 
long negotiations, Moscow agreed and 
the gensek flew to Prague at the turn of 
May and June, 1978. During a  four-day 
stay, the Soviet delegation was to visit 
not only Prague but also spend a day in 
Bratislava.13

On 19 May 1978, Brezhnev’s  pro-
gramme was approved at a session of 
the leadership of the ÚV KSČ, whose 
members made small but important 
changes to the draft. Among other 
things, they dropped a  point in the 
programme under which the represen-
tative of the Soviet “proletariat” was 
to meet workers (specifically a  tour 
of a  Bratislava electro-technical plant 
scheduled for 1 June 1978). The pro-
gramme consisted almost exclusively 
of traditional official ceremonies: the 
laying of wreathes at Vítkov, Olšany 
and the Slavín pantheon and at a me-
morial to the Slovak National Upris-
ing, a  visit to the V.I. Lenin Museum, 
an honours ceremony and ceremonial 
gatherings, receptions and lunches. 
The sole exception was a  tour of the 
recently opened Prague metro, which 
the Soviets had supplied with trains.14

Preparations for Brezhnev’s visit were 
carried out in a manner typical in au-
thoritarian regimes. This could be 
dubbed, with some exaggeration, the 
Potemkin Syndrome, as the Czechoslo-
vak governors did their best to make 
sure the visit made a positive impres-
sion on the Kremlin leader. Places the 
Soviet delegation was to visit were 
spruced up well in advance. Frequently 
this literally involved painting the fa-
cades of buildings that were otherwise 
in disrepair. In addition a detailed plan 
for the visit was put in place, including 
the deploying of pioneers and citizens 
to “spontaneously” welcome the Soviet 
delegation. Simultaneously the secret 
police also carried out a “clean-up”; as 

well as being tasked with protecting 
the guests during their visit15, they 
were ordered to keep dissidents quiet 
and ensure they did not protest in any 
way against the abysmal situation in 
Czechoslovakia.16

As the spokespersons of Charter 77 
summed it up in a  statement issued 
on 3 June 1978, during Brezhnev’s vis-
it the security apparatus carried out 
measures which significantly exceeded 
the framework of operations usually 
carried out during similar state visits in 
their scope and the character of meth-
ods used.17 Even before Brezhnev’s ar-
rival the secret police had arrested 
several persons, including Charter 77 
signatories.18 The majority were taken 
to Ruzyně prison on the outskirts of 
Prague where they spent 48 (in some 
cases more) hours in preliminary cus-
tody cells. It was indicated to the pris-
oners during questioning that they 
could expect similar and more drastic 
operations in connection with the ap-

proaching anniversary [August 1968], 
read the Charter 77 statement in ref-
erence to the threats of State Security 
(StB) officers.19 Many of the detainees 
were formally released after 48 hours, 
only to be immediately rearrested after 
leaving the prison grounds and again 
placed behind bars. Among them was 
the philosopher Ladislav Hejdánek, 
who protested against the secret po-
lice’s action in a letter addressed to the 
ČSSR’s minister of the interior, Jaromír 
Obzina.20 
The preventative arrest of those who 
had done nothing unlawful was to 
become routine practice during vari-
ous events in subsequent years (most 
frequently during anniversaries of the 
1968 occupation). It is a paradox that 
such an approach was not peculiar to 
authoritarian regimes. When in Octo-
ber 1971 Brezhnev flew to France on 
an official visit, the French police de-
tained selected Eastern European ex-
iles during his stay. By contrast with 

Visits by Soviet leaders were always carefully organised, including mass welcomes. Around 5,000 workers came to greet 

the Soviet leader at a station in Ostrava on 22 February 1973. � Source: Czech News Agency
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Charter  77 signatories they did not 
end up in preliminary custody cells but 
in a  hotel on a  Mediterranean island, 
drinking cognac at the expense of the 
French government and expressing 
their grievances to journalists who 
subsequently criticised the Elysee 
Palace for succumbing to Soviet influ-
ence.21 
The arrival of the Soviet delegation 
was preceded by a massive propagan-
da campaign in the domestic media, 
carefully orchestrated by ÚV KSČ staff 
according to an approved scenario. 
Reports on the planned visit gradually 
pushed other events off the front pag-
es almost entirely. On 30 May 1978 the 
main ÚV KSČ newspaper Rudé právo 
carried only articles on that subject 
on its front page. Its headlines spoke 
volumes: We welcome you warmly, 
dear comrades! (in the daily’s  mast-
head), A great day for our nation (a ser-
vile lead on friendship with the Soviet 
Union), Comrade L. I. Brezhnev (a pan-
egyric biography with a large portrait 
photo), The lilac embrace of Prague 

(a  phrase bringing to mind the end 
of WWII) and Rich fruits of friendship 
(an overview of how the Soviet press 
was covering the planned visit). The 
laudatory articles were supplemented 
by reminiscences from cosmonaut 
Vladimír Remek about his space mis-

sion in 1978 and his subsequent re-
ception with Brezhnev (For peace on 
the blue planet). The final text on page 
one was a  one-dimensional poem by 
Jaroslav Mucha reminiscent of lame 
rhymes from a school reader (Glory to 
you, sons of the Soviets).22

Charter 77 statement on National Security Corps measures linked to the visit of Leonid 

Brezhnev to Czechoslovakia, 3 June 1978. � Source: Libri prohibiti

Charter 77 spokesman Ladislav Hejdánek wrote a complaint about the behaviour of State 

Security officers at Ruzyně prison itself, 2 June 1978. � Source: Libri prohibiti

Pavel Tigrid, an editor of the exile magazine Svědectví (Testimony), remembered with 
amusement the internment of selected Eastern European émigrés by the French secret 
service in connection with Brezhnev’s visit to France in October 1971:
Like every service, the French Interior Ministry had lists of emigrants who were active 
against the governments of other countries. Prior to the official visit of Leonid Brezhnev 
the Soviet secret service, the KGB, requested that such people be “removed”, as it was 
called officially. One morning the French police simply took us to Corsica. I was in a dark 
suit because I was meant to fly to London for some conference and suddenly at 6 in the 
morning two policeman arrived and said: “You’ve got to come with us to Paris, it won’t 
take long.” The kids were small and they cried. Nobody knew what was going on. It wasn’t 
until the evening that my wife heard the radio and found out what it was all about. The 
funniest thing was that the police kept apologising to us profusely. Otherwise, it was great 
on Corsica – we played volleyball and drank and whole TV crews travelled to us, lots of 
journalists. The entire French political scene was indignant and articles appeared with 
titles like The KGB also rules in France. Some of us got off Corsica sooner than the others. 
Imagine, in Marseille we were transferred from a police plane to a civilian one and at that 
moment one runway across Brezhnev was boarding his plane, so we waved at him and fell 
about with laughter. 

PEČINKA, Bohumil – TIGRID, Pavel: Marx na Hradčanech. Barrister & Principal, Brno 2001, p. 22.
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KISSES AND OTHER RITUALS 
In 1974 Brezhnev’s  health deterio-
rated seriously when he suffered two 
strokes in succession. His medication 
negatively impacted his ability to ful-
fil his senior party function. He spent 
most of his time sleeping or watching 
TV. He loved watching football and 
ice hockey games. Unlike previously, 
politburo meetings were short and 
by and large informal. Other polit-
buro members gradually gained influ-
ence, in particular the triumvirate of 
Yuri Vladimirovich Andropov, Andrey 
Andreyevich Gromyko and Andrei 
Antonovich Grechko. They were united 
by loyalty to the gensek, whose cult of 
personality grew despite the decline in 
Brezhnev’s  physical strength. In 1977 

Brezhnev was elected chairman of the 
presidium of the Supreme Soviet.23

Brezhnev’s  worsening health in his 
later years curtailed his foreign travel. 
Leaders of satellite states were disqui-
eted by the fact that the last vehicle in 
cavalcades was always fitted with resus-
citation equipment, the historian Karel 
Duman wrote in his excellent book on 
the gradual fall of the Soviet empire.24 It 
is not known from the available archi-
val documents whether the cavalcade 
in Prague in spring 1978 also featured 
such a vehicle. It is certain that the pro-
cession was long, as the Soviet gensek 
landed on 30 May 1978 in an Ilyushin 62 
M shortly before 10 a.m. at Prague’s old 
Ruzyně airport with a  sizable delega-
tion.25 When they alighted on the red 

carpet they were welcomed by Czecho-
slovak comrades led by Gustáv Husák 
with the traditional kisses (a favourite 
target of sarcastic jokes) as well as 
a guard of honour from the Prague army 
garrison, the national anthems of both 
states and a 21-gun salute. Even at the 
airport the visitors were “spontaneous-
ly” welcomed by around 4,000 citizens 
who had in actual fact been transported 
there on organised buses during work 
hours from many factories and offices.26

After the airport welcoming ceremony, 
broadcast live on Czechoslovak Tele-
vision, the Soviet delegation drove in 
black limousines with motorcycle out-
riders along Lenin St. (today Evropská, 
or European, St.) to the centre of Prague. 
The route was lined with another crowd 
consisting largely of school pupils with 
colourful crepe paper “wavers” and 
signs.27 The cavalcade’s destination was 
Prague Castle. When they arrived, nu-
merous rituals combining national cus-
toms and communist traditions awaited 
the Soviet delegation at Hradčanské 
náměstí. Brezhnev received bouquets of 
lilacs from pioneers in ceremonial folk 
costumes before youths in national folk 
costumes welcomed him with bread 
and salt. Rudé právo reported that 
songs of Soviet and Czechoslovak par-
tisans accompanied Brezhnev and his 
companion Katusha as they made their 
way to the Castle’s Matyáš Gate. In the 
first courtyard the Internationale was 
performed before Brezhnev and Husák 
undertook an inspection of the Castle 
Guard. The Soviet delegation were then 
taken to the residence at Prague Castle, 
where they were to be accommodated.28

Unfortunately, stenographic records of 
the negotiations of the two delegations 
have not been preserved in the archive 
of the ÚV KSČ. Only partial documents 
are accessible29, Husák’s  barely leg-
ible notes, a  recording of pre-prepared 
speeches (naturally there is a question as 
to whether more serious discussion also 
took place) and official communiqués 
containing nothing but woolly phrases. 
Furthermore, the published memoirs 
of participants do not provide any im-
portant information on the meetings.30 
The first meeting of the delegations’ 
leaders was scheduled to take place as 
soon as the Soviets got to Prague Castle. 
Brezhnev and Husák had lunch together 
at the same time in the Green Room. The 
subsequent programme corresponded to 
the slow pace the gensek was used to in 

Front page of Rudé právo, 30 May 1978. � Source: National Archive
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that period. The next event began at 5 
p.m. when the first negotiations between 
the delegations took place at Prague 
Castle’s  White Dining Room. They did 
not last long, with only Brezhnev31 and 
Husák32 speaking. Two hours later a cer-
emony traditional during the official 
visits of representatives got under way 
in Žižkov: the laying of a wreath at the 
tomb of the unknown soldier and bou-
quets at the tomb of Klement Gottwald 
and in the Soviet Army Hall. The laying 
of bouquets continued at a memorial to 
Soviet soldiers at the Olšany Cemetery. 
According to the programme, that was 
to be followed by a  private dinner and 
the screening of films, though the titles 
are not recorded.33

The main point of the second day of 
the visit was a  ceremonial gathering 
at the Spanish Hall at Prague Castle. 
It was preceded by a private breakfast 
and began at 10 a.m. The two-hour 
programme consisted primarily of 
formal speeches full of phrases about 
Czechoslovak-Soviet friendship. The 
meeting got underway with national 
anthems and a  speech by Lubomír 
Štrougal, a  member of the leadership 
of the ÚV KSČ and prime minister of 
the ČSSR. This was followed by pre-
prepared speeches from a  worker, 
a  farmer, a  scientist and a  student, 
the approved schedule records. In ad-
dition, cosmonaut Vladimír Remek, 
whose space flight was frequently re-

ferred to as a  shining example of co-
operation between the two countries, 
made an obsequious speech. This was 
followed by the two main orators, Gus-
táv Husák and Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev. 
In his address, the general secretary of 
the ÚV KSČ highlighted the Soviet role 
in 1968: We will never forget that it has 
been the Soviet Union that has stood 
faithfully by our side, when necessary 
providing a helping hand without hesi-
tation. It was that way ten years ago 
when the very existence of socialism in 
Czechoslovakia was under threat. Years 
later, we again highly appreciate the in-
ternational help of the Soviet Union and 
other socialist countries.34

Like his main host, the Soviet leader 
read his speech from cards on which 
individual passages were printed in 
large letters. He paid tribute to the 
role of Czechoslovak communists after 
WWII: It was necessary to overcome the 
results of the war and fascist occupa-
tion, to rebuild society on new, socialist 
principles, to ensure economic expan-
sion and improve in every way work-
ers’ living conditions. This huge work of 
construction had to be carried out amid 
a  dogged battle against class enemies. 
They were audible for a long time. And in 
1968 the opponents of socialism carried 
out a  broadly conceived attack on the 
revolutionary achievements of the work-
ing class. When at the end of his speech 
Brezhnev wished every Czech family 
happiness and satisfaction, the entire 
hall stood and prolonged applause 
rang out. Brezhnev, betraying signs of 
approaching dementia, with his hand 
raised and fist clenched, delivered 
his concluding slogans: Long live our 
common goal – the brotherly friendship 
of the Soviet Union and Czechoslova-
kia! Long live peace! Long live commu-
nism!35 The gathering concluded with 
the mass singing of the Internationale, 
which virtually all those in attendance 
took part in, the TV footage suggests.36

Another point on the programme 
stemmed from Brezhnev’s  notorious 
thirst for official honours.37 He brought 
two high Soviet honours for his hosts, 
presenting them at the Coronation 
Hall immediately after the end of the 
ceremonial gathering. The gensek 
presented Gustáv Husák with the Or-
der of the October Revolution before 
bestowing on Vasil Biľak – who for 
many had become the personification 
of collaboration with the Soviet leader-

Gustáv Husák’s notes for negotiations with Brezhnev.� Source: National Archive
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ship after August 1968 – the Order of 
Lenin38. 
Ordinary citizens were denied the op-
portunity to experience this live. The 
Prague Castle gathering was to have 
been broadcast by Czechoslovak Tele-
vision on its first channel but a tech-
nical glitch put paid to that. This led 
the leadership of the KSČ to subse-
quently order an extensive investiga-
tion into whether sabotage had been 
carried out; the concluding report of 

a commission set up expressly for that 
purpose said that the failure had been 
due to weak fuses at a  substation at 
Prague Castle, which had not been 
detected during a test run: During the 
broadcast itself a disproportionate bur-
den was placed on the substation, which 
was confirmed by the overheating of 
the circuit and an electricity blackout. 
Czechoslovak Television staff were 
identified as the main culprits, for not 
properly checking distribution equip-

ment or ensuring the broadcast by 
means of a  direct telephone connec-
tion. Nevertheless, the commission 
indicated that there may have been 
political motives for the breakdown. It 
emphasised in its report that the de-
partment investigated had the lowest 
level of party organisation at Czecho-
slovak Television, suggesting that as 
well as buying two new units the sta-
tion should carry out suitable “person-
nel measures”.39

LENIN’S PORTRAIT AND TWO 
GOBELINS
Following the presentation of honours 
to the Czechoslovak comrades, a final 
lunch was held, after which the Soviet 
leader took a rest. At 5 p.m. the Soviet 
delegation, accompanied by members 
of the presidium of the ÚV KSČ and 
the chief secretary of the municipal 
KSČ organisation in Prague Antonín 
Kapek, were given a  tour of the new-
ly open Gottwaldova metro station40. 
From there they went on a  special 
train to the Muzeum station, where af-
ter a tour Brezhnev signed the visitors’ 
book. On exiting the metro, the delega-
tion boarded waiting cars and set off 
for Hybernská St. and a  short visit to 
the V. I. Lenin Museum. There Brezhnev 
handed over a Soviet gift (a large paint-
ing of Lenin) and received two gobelin 
tapestries, depicting the friendship of 
the Soviet and Czechoslovak peoples 
and the V. I. Lenin Museum building.41

After the visit to the museum of the 
founder of the Bolshevik empire, the 
Soviet delegation travelled to the air-
port where, accompanied by Gustáv 
Husák, Vasil Biľak and several other 
local comrades, they flew to Bratislava. 
On landing they experienced a similar 
welcome to in Prague, the only dif-
ference being that the pioneers bore 
red carnations rather than lilacs.42 
A closed meeting with selected Soviet 
party and government representatives 
was held in their honour at Bratislava 
Castle the following day at 10 a.m. The 
Soviet leader was welcomed by Jozef 
Lenárt, first secretary of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of 
Slovakia. Brezhnev delivered the main 
speech, highlighting the rise in living 
standards in Slovakia in recent de-
cades. As in his address at the Spanish 
Hall, he paid tribute to economic coop-
eration and recalled the events of 1968: 
Around the world at present, friends and 

Official photo from a meeting at Prague Castle, 30 March 1978. � Source: Czech News Agency

Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev’s visit to Czechoslovakia differed from previous events of that kind. The Soviet leader went 

on a walkabout in the centre of the capital with a smile, speaking with Prague citizens. In a photograph from 9 April 1987 

he is seen in a pedestrian zone near Jungmann square. � Source: Czech News Agency
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enemies of Czechoslovakia, each in their 
own way, are approaching the tenth an-
niversary of the events of 1968. Czecho-
slovak émigrés, right wingers, and their 
imperialist paymasters are, as they say, 
crawling out of their skins in order to 
denigrate the present, to disparage the 
all-round successes of the ČSSR, inflat-
ing any shortcomings whatever.43 
After the meeting wreathes were laid 
from 11 a.m. at a  tomb of Soviet sol-
diers at the city’s  Slavín pantheon, 
accompanied by the playing of the 
March of the Fallen Revolutionaries, 
and later at a  memorial to the Slo-
vak National Uprising. At 4:30 p.m. 
a late lunch was held, beginning with 
toasts from Brezhnev and Lenárt.44 At 
6:30 p.m. the Soviet delegation flew 
back to Prague. There they had a pri-
vate evening, listed as free time in the 
programme.45 
The last day of the visit began at the 
Coronation Hall, where Husák pre-
sented his guest with the Order of 
Klement Gottwald.46 Brezhnev’s boor-
ishness was again apparent during 
this ceremony. Before making an-
other speech honouring his hosts he 
tested whether the microphone was 

working in an unusual manner, ap-
proaching it and banging it roughly 
with his fist. While he was thanking 
Husák for the bestowal of the honour 
he began to have trouble expressing 
himself and his speech became an 
incomprehensible roar.47 From 10:30 
a.m. negotiations involving selected 
members of the delegations took 
place, concluding with the signing of 
declaration on cooperation at Prague 
Castle’s Music Room.48 Brezhnev then 
met the heads of Czechoslovak dip-
lomatic missions, with whom he had 
a glass of wine, at the Brožík Room.49 
At 1 p.m. a final reception was held at 
Prague Castle’s Spanish Hall. Around 
500 people attended and Husák and 
Brezhnev made ceremonial toasts.50

According to the prepared scenario, at 
2:45 p.m. staff were to take their places 
at the old [Ruzyně] airport.51 The Soviet 
delegation left for there after a ceremo-
nial farewell with a guard of honour in 
the first courtyard of Prague Castle. 
A final ceremony was held there with 
military honours and broadcast live on 
the main TV channel. On 2 June 1978 at 
3:45 p.m. Brezhnev and his delegation 
returned home.52

CONCLUSION
Brezhnev’s visit at the turn of May and 
June 1978 spoke volumes about the to-
tal deference of the domestic regime 
to Moscow. For the general secretary 
of the ÚV KSČ, Gustáv Husák, who 
had been for several years after his 
accession under pressure from con-
servatives53, it meant a symbolic affir-
mation of his post. He remained party 
leader until December 1987 (and was 
president of the ČSSR for two years 
longer). 
In connection with Brezhnev’s  1978 
visit, a  number of open critics of the 
“normalisation” regime, chief among 
them Charter 77 signatories, were re-
peatedly arrested for 48 hours. Other 
aspects of the gensek’s stay in Czecho-
slovakia were at least in part reminis-
cent of the totalitarian period of the 
early 1950s, which has been impre-
cisely referred to as a  period of cult 
of personality. In Brezhnev’s  case, it 
also contained elements that pointed 
to the deep crisis and subsequent col-
lapse of the Soviet Bloc. 
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Leonid Brezhnev and Gustáv Husák in Moscow, June 1969.� Source: Czech News Agency
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Fidel Castro speaking at a rally in Santiago de Cuba, 1960.� Source: Czech News Agency 
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Our Comrade in Havana
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF CZECHOSLOVAK RESIDENCY 
AND CO-OPERATION WITH THE CUBAN SECURITY 
SERVICE
In the second half of 1959, the policy of the Soviet Union and its satellites towards Cuba 
changed. An irreplaceable role in this process was played by the Soviet intelligence service, 
the 1st Chief Directorate of the KGB attached to the Council of Ministers of the USSR, 
headed by General Alexander Mikhailovich Sakharovsky1, which also engaged the security 
services of Soviet satellites into the complicated foreign operation to obtain an important 
beachhead in the western hemisphere. However, the scope of Czechoslovak assistance in the 
area of ​​security and the influence of the Czechoslovak State Security in Cuba have remained 
basically up to now on the edge of professional interest.2

PAVEL ŽÁČEK

On 25 January 1960, the Foreign In-
telligence Service Directorate of the 
Ministry of the Interior submitted 
a  proposal to Rudolf Barák, Minister 
of the Interior, Deputy Prime Minister, 
and a member of the Political Bureau 
of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of Czechoslovakia to es-
tablish a new residency in the capital 
city of Cuba. Col. Jaroslav Miller, Chief 
of the 1st Directorate of the Ministry 
of the Interior, pointed out normali-
zation of mutual diplomatic relations 
after the fall of General Fulgencio 
Batista’s  dictatorial regime, extraor-
dinary political and economic impor-
tance of Cuba, as well as a  proposal 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to 
establish a  Czechoslovak embassy in 
Havana. The development of the cur-
rent economic and political situation 
in Cuba clearly indicates that Cuba is 
the most progressive and democratic 
state in Latin America and, in terms 
of our overall political interests, it 
has become one of the most important 
countries in this region.
One of the main tasks of the residen-
cy was detection of planned econom-
ic and political measures of the USA 
against Cuba. Using this knowledge, 
it was supposed to execute influence 
policy to discriminate (sic) against 

activities of the USA and further con-
tribute to the growth of nationalism 
and the growing efforts of Latin Amer-
ican states to achieve independence. 
The Czechoslovak intelligence service 
wanted to use both political and eco-
nomic reports to take active measures, 
together with the 1st Chief Directorate 
of the KGB, with whose leadership the 
proposal to establish residency was 
naturally discussed.3

In the annex to the document, signif-
icant achievements of Cuban revolu-
tionary forces were appreciated, in 
particular the consistent cleansing of 
the old state and military administra-
tion, confiscation of Batista supporters’ 
property, and implementation of the 
land reform act. It can be stated that 
Cuba, based on its current attitude, has 
a  great influence on the growing re-
sistance to existing dictatorial govern-
ments in Latin America, which are sup-
ported by the USA. The development of 
events in Cuba also has an impact on 
the growth of the nationalist move-
ment in Latin American states, which 
begin to act more resolutely against 
the economic domination of the USA 
in Latin America, and the struggle of 
the countries from this region for eco-
nomic independence and autonomy is 
growing stronger.

Minister Barák approved both primary 
and secondary tasks of the residency 
in Havana. They included monitoring 
of the political situation in Cuba, eco-
nomic and political relations in the 
region and in connection to European 
countries; informing on the influence 
of the USA and activities of pro-US 
“elements”; methods and forms of work 
of the US FBI in Cuba and its agents; 
accusations of the Cuban government 
of communism by the USA and the 
background and objectives of these 
campaigns; dictatorial regimes in the 
Dominican Republic, Haiti, and Nicara-
gua as tools of the USA in the prepa-
ration of the intervention against Cuba 
[…]; the Fifth Column in US govern-
ment offices and institutions, revealing 
both individuals and groups; activities 
of Batista supporters in Florida. Ap-
propriate attention was supposed to 
be paid to the US military bases in the 
region. Secondary tasks included mon-
itoring of the economic and political 
situation in the Dominican Republic 
and Venezuela, as well as their rela-
tions with the USA and Cuba.
According to the preliminary systema-
tization, the residency was supposed to 
consist of a  resident (legalized as the 
3rd ambassadorial secretary) and two 
members (a  bookkeeper and a  cipher 
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clerk of the embassy). For the second 
half of 1960, its operations were grant-
ed a budget of 6,500 pesos.4

Before the decision of the Politburo of 
the Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party of Czechoslovakia concern-
ing the proposal of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs to appoint the ambassador 
Vladimír Pavlíček to the Czechoslovak 
embassy in Havana, the Czechoslovak 
intelligence service proposed to ap-
point, as the 3rd secretary, Cpt. Zdeněk 
Kvita (codenamed “Peterka”), an officer 
of the 1st Section of the 1st Directorate 
of the Ministry of the Interior, acting 
for the fourth year in the residency in 
Mexico. In addition, the 15th Section of 
the 1st Directorate of the Ministry of 
the Interior expects to have one officer 
at a non-diplomatic post at the Czech-
oslovak embassy in Havana. And it is 
natural that the cipher clerk will also 
be an officer of the 1st Directorate of 
the Ministry of the Interior.5

 

COMMENCEMENT OF ACTIVITIES
On 19 April 1960, Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” 
was sent, based on an order of the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs and the head-
quarters of the Czechoslovak intelli-
gence service, to Cuba, with the task to 
talk with one of the leading represent-
atives of the Cuban government about 
the proposals of Dominicana (Domin-
ican Republic – author’s  note) to es-
tablish diplomatic relations, to inform 
Cuba of the Czechoslovak view, and to 
ascertain Cuba’s  official opinion. As 
part of his mission, he was to familiar-
ize himself with the agent environment 
and help find the most suitable official 
building in Havana in terms of security 
aspects.
With the help of Flavio Bravo (com-
rade “Julio”), a member of the Central 
Committee of the Popular Socialist 
Party of Cuba, Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” 
met the Defence Minister Raúl Castro 
Ruz at the General Staff of the Cuban 
(Revolutionary) Army on 26 April 1960 
after midnight. In the presence of his 
adjutant, Cpt. Juan Escalona, Cpt. Kvi-
ta – “Peterka” informed him of the Do-
minicans’ initiative and the opinion 
of the Czechoslovak government, and 
eventually asked him to communicate 
everything to his brother, Prime Minis-
ter Fidel Castro.
On the night of 3 May 1960, there was 
further negotiation at the General Staff. 
Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” was accompa-

nied by Cpt. Eduard Fuchs (codenamed 
“Dominik”), a  resident from Mexico 
who talked with R. Castro about the 
assistance during the operation GNOM 
– transport of Ramón Mercader, a So-
viet agent codenamed “Raymond” and 
the murderer of Leon Trotsky, from the 
Mexican prison, through Havana, to 
Prague (and subsequently to the Soviet 
Union).6

On 8 May 1960, on the eve of the 
Czechoslovak National Day, after the 
termination of the operation “Gnom”7, 
the third meeting with R. Castro took 
place between 4 and 11 p.m., which 
was attended, among others, by Os-
valdo Sanchez and Fabian Escalante, 
members of the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party responsible for 
political work in the Security Service 
and army, as well as by commanders of 
the intelligence service and the coun-
terintelligence service. It has been con-
firmed again that Cuban officials have 
special affections for the USSR, Czech-
oslovak Republic, People’s Republic of 
China, and the entire socialist camp, 
from which they expect mainly help in 
their difficult struggle. On the follow-
ing day, the future resident, along with 
1st Lt. Oldřich Novický (codenamed 
“Neužil”) and Cpt. Fuchs – “Dominik”, 
returned to Mexico.
In his report on Cuban officials, Cpt. 
Kvita – “Peterka” said: I  have the op-
portunity to contact these persons 
when arriving in Cuba. I shall use it in 
order to monitor facts and events im-
portant for us and to obtain addition-
al data for preparing a plan of intelli-
gence work in Cuba with regard to all 
the circumstances and peculiarities of 
the development of the Cuban revolu-
tion. Within the analytical summary, 
he emphasized that the main effort of 
the residency in Havana should focus 
on the fight against the USA in order to 
deepen its disputes with Latin Ameri-
can countries. In addition, through 
agents (even based on collaboration 
with the officers of the Cuban intelli-
gence and counterintelligence servic-
es), the residency should act against 
the US embassy and its allies in Ha-
vana (Latin American embassies and 
diplomats, embassies of England, West 
Germany, Yugoslavia, etc.), as well as 
independently of the Cuban author-
ities, by sending agents from Cuba to 
spy centres in the USA working against 
Cuba and other Latin American coun-

tries. Within Cuban subjects of inter-
est, he recommended working mainly 
in the form of legal intelligence, using 
the screened members of the Commu-
nist Party. Agents were only supposed 
to be recruited to perform the tasks 
overtly directed against the USA in 
order to elaborate clearly US subjects 
so that no revelation could interrupt 
Czechoslovak-Cuban relations. From 
the intelligence perspective, the fol-
lowing subjects were considered as the 
most interesting: Instituto Nacional de 
Reforma Agraria (INRA), Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Ministry of National 
Defence, primarily the bodies of mil-
itary intelligence and counterintelli-
gence (Dirección de Investigaciones 
del Ejército Revolucionario), embas-
sies of Latin American countries, and 
the news agency Prensa Latina.8

The residency was formally estab-
lished on 17 May 1960, simultaneously 
with the commencement of the activity 
of the Czechoslovak embassy in Cuba. 
Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” was assigned to 
Havana as of 1 June 1960.9 On 20 June 
1960, the resident was warmly greeted 
by Major Václav Louda (codenamed 
“Linhart”), Chief of the 1st Section of 
the 1st Directorate of the Ministry of 
the Interior. We, as well as our friends, 
believe that our new residency in Ha-
vana is of great importance. Therefore, 
we expect that the residency will be 
gradually expanded. If we take into 
account that the co-operation between 
Cuba and the countries of the socialist 
camp displays an upward trend in eco-
nomic, technical, and scientific areas, 
we conclude that Cuba appears to us 
to be a  key country in Latin America 
in terms of political influence. This will 
have to be reflected in the work of our 
residency, for which I  wish you good 
luck.10

The following day, Cpt. Kvita – “Peter-
ka” was contacted by Cpt. O. Sanchez 
with the request of the Minister of 
Defence to enable Gen. Ramiro Valdés 
Menéndez, a  young commander of 
the Cuban counterintelligence and 
intelligence services and the closest 
collaborator of Castro brothers, to un-
dergo a  specialist training. Sanches 
recommends to perform this request 
and to focus the training on counter-
intelligence (how to deal with the US 
intelligence service, how to organize 
defence, conspiracy work with agents, 
use of technology and defence against 
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it, etc.). The Communist Party of Cuba 
assumes that intelligence activities 
will be co-ordinated with the Czech-
oslovak Republic, in the territory of 
Latin America, in the fight against the 
USA. […] Cubans expect that the re-
quest will be performed.11

Col. Miller, Chief of the 1st Directo-
rate, informed Minister Barák about 
the request of training for Gen. Valdés 
on 28  June 1960, during a visit of the 
Cuban delegation to the Czechoslovak 
Republic. Comrade Minister, we have 
ensured that Comrade Peterka accom-
panies Raúl CASTRO and Ramiro VAL-
DEZ in a  special plane to Prague. We 
have also ensured that Comrade Peter-
ka is included in the official entourage 
of the Cuban guests during their ap-
proximately three-week stay in Czech-
oslovakia.12

In his overview of intelligence work, 
Major Louda – “Linhart” also stressed 
that the main task of the residency was 
to assist in the defence of the Cuban 
Revolution, focusing on the use of le-
gal intelligence and influence policy at 
the highest level possible; agent work 
was to be carried out by the residen-
cy exclusively within the elaboration 
of American subjects; active measures 
were to be taken in direct collabora-
tion with the Cuban intelligence and 
counterintelligence services; and, with 
respect to future, conditions for send-
ing agents from the Cuban territory to 
the USA were to be created. Col. Miller 
also reminded the Chief of the 1st Sec-
tion not to forget about intelligence in-
formation exchange.13

TRAINING IN PRAGUE
In the evening of 7 July 1960, Col. Josef 
Kudrna, the 1st Deputy of the Minister 
of the Interior, had a meeting with the 
Chief of the Cuban State Security in the 
building of the Ministry of the Interior 
in Letná, Prague. Gen. Valdés said that 
he was charged by Defence Minister 
R. Castro to provide the Czechoslovak 
representatives with detailed informa-
tion on the organizational structure of 
the subordinate apparatus operating 
under the Ministry of National De-
fence, as well as on methods of work, 
deployment, cadres, etc. Its officers, 
with the exception of arresting officers, 
do not wear uniforms. The Staff, head-
ed by Ramiro Valdez as Chief, is the 
highest organizational unit. Individual 
sections, established to correspond to 

various sectors of political, economic, 
and public life in Cuba, come under 
the Staff. The sections are divided into 
departments. Both sections and de-
partments are headed by chiefs who 
manage their work. One section has 
approximately 700 cadre officers, of 
which, however, only a small portion is 
paid directly by the Ministry of Nation-
al Defence, while most work in the Se-
curity Service and also have different 
jobs. Each section has its own archive. 
The offices of the Staff, sections, and 
departments, as well as all other parts 
of the Cuban State Security are kept 
secret. In its activities, the Cuban State 
Security apparatus uses agents, mostly 
persons dedicated to the Revolution. 
They are aware that they make the 
most significant mistakes in building 
the agency and in the way they main-
tain contact with the agents.
Gen. Valdés also mentioned some suc-
cessful operations of the Cuban coun-
terintelligence service, including the 
liquidation of “counter-revolutionary 
conspiracy” at the end of the previous 
year, organized from the Dominican 
Republic, and the expulsion of two US 
diplomats (including the alleged head 
of the FBI for the Caribbean region), af-
ter they were caught in a meeting with 
counter-revolutionaries.
Based on this talk, Col. Kudrna sug-
gested that Gen. Valdés was provided, 
in the form of discussions, with in-
formation not revealing the working 
methods of the Czechoslovak State Se-
curity, but showing the activities of the 
USA and Vatican in economics, church, 
and individual issues related to terror, 
assassinations, and sabotage. Last but 

not least, the importance of conspiracy 
and the way of building a  network of 
agents was supposed to be presented 
in this way.14

Minister Barák made a  decision to 
grant the request, and charged his 
first deputy to perform the training. 
The first part took place from 11 to 17 
July 1960, mostly in the safe house of 
the Chief of the 1st Directorate of the 
Ministry of the Interior in Barrandov, 
Prague. Col. Kudrna personally car-
ried out four trainings focusing on the 
political approach to security work, 
cadre work in the armed forces (how 
to prevent enemy infiltration into the 
army and Security Service, selection 
and screening of officers, and training 
and education of cadres), organization 
of security work management (co-ordi-
nation of work of individual sections, 
co-operation of the headquarters with 
regional directorates, work of region-
al directorates, inspection tasks), ar-
chives and operative records (types of 
archives and operative records, their 
organization, and protection against 
enemy penetration).
Col. Miller, along with Major Louda – 
“Linhart” clarified to Gen. Valdés, in 
two parts, the role and significance of 
intelligence, selection and training of 
cadres, both good and bad experience 
from Czechoslovak post-revolutionary 
development, organization of intelli-
gence in the enemy territory (the role 
of embassies abroad and their use to 
cover cadre agents), bases, selection 
and elaboration of types, recruitment 
meetings, management, education, and 
screening of agents, conspiracy, elab-
oration of subjects, connection with 

Minister of the Interior Rudolf Barák. 

Source: Czech News Agency 

Cuban Defence Minister Raúl Castro Ruz.

Source: Czech News Agency 
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agents and residencies. In discussing 
this point, General Ramiro VALDEZ 
requested assistance in organizing 
the connection between their head-
quarters with residencies. He stated 
that their ways of communication are 
primitive. They do not have any secret 
cipher, and they know that what they 
have can be easily deciphered by the 
enemy. If they want to keep a piece of 
information or an instruction secret, 
they only use a  personal connection, 
which is obviously very time consum-
ing. Col. Miller explained to the Chief 
of the Cuban State Security Service 
that this issue requires a  comprehen-
sive approach, particularly obtaining 
reliable cadres for the headquarters 
and residencies, as well as developing 
perfect defence systems at embassies. 
Assistance in resolving this issue will 
be one of the tasks of our comrades 
who will work in Havana.15

On 13 July 1960, Raúl Castro invit-
ed Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” and Cpt. Jan 
Stehno (codenamed “Skořepa”), Chief 
of the 2nd Department of the 1st Sec-
tion of the 1st Directorate of the Min-
istry of the Interior, to his “residence”, 
where Gen. Valdés was also present. 
He asked them to arrange a reception 
by Minister Barák on 16 July 1960. The 
Cuban officials were planning to go on 
a three-day trip to the Soviet Union in 
the morning of the following day to 
join the other members of the delega-
tion who were supposed to arrive in 
Moscow on 15 July.16 Castro wanted to 
ask Barák to extend training to include 
two more members of the Revolution-
ary Armed Forces of Cuba and to send 
two legalized Czechoslovak advisers 

for the issues of the Cuban intelligence 
and counterintelligence services.17 In 
an accompanying letter to the Minis-
ter of the Interior, Major Jan Příhoda 
(codenamed “Pražský”), Deputy Chief 
of the 1st Directorate of the Ministry 
of the Interior, also stated that Castro 
wanted to submit a proposal for co-op-
eration between Czechoslovak and 
Cuban intelligence and counterintelli-
gence services.18

On Saturday, 16 July 1960, a  meeting 
of Minister Barák, Castro, his per-
sonal secretary Luis Mas Martin, and 
Gen. Valdés was held, where Castro 
really initiatively presented the plan 
of co-operation between Czechoslovak 
and Cuban security services. Comrade 
Minister Barák stressed that we are 
willing to provide Cuba with our best 
experience gained in the fight of our 
Security Service with the US intelli-
gence service, pointing out that it is 
the experience of the fight under our 
Czechoslovak conditions, and that the 
application to the Cuban conditions de-
pends on Cuban leaders. Cubans also 
learned that in relation to imperialism 
both countries have common interests 
and that helping them is considered an 
international obligation.
Barák responded to Castro’s  proposal 
as follows: It would be possible to start 
co-operating immediately, in the form 
of exchange of messages obtained by 
Czechoslovak and Cuban intelligence 
services about US policy. In order to 
support co-ordination, he generously 
offered to inform the Cuban friends of 
all Czechoslovak operations against 
the USA in Latin America. Castro said 
that Cuba would also inform the Czech-

oslovak Republic of its operations en-
couraging revolutionary movements in 
other Latin American countries. At the 
same time, however, he said that there 
was no need to know of all Czechoslo-
vak operations, only of those that were 
directly related to Cuban interests. The 
Minister also promised to help in oth-
er areas, including further training of 
officers, as well as to consider sending 
other Czechoslovak officers to Cuba. 
In connection with the departure to 
Moscow, Barák expressed his belief 
that they would be able to negotiate 
with responsible representatives of 
the Soviet State Security Service, and 
Castro expressed interest in meeting 
the President of the KGB attached to 
the Council of Ministers of the USSR. 
Comrade Minister Barák promised, 
and when asked by Minister CASTRO 
replied, that it would be quite natural 
if he informed Comrade Shelepin of 
the content of the negotiation with the 
Czechoslovak Ministry of the Interior.19

LIMITS OF CZECHOSLOVAK 
ASSISTANCE
On 18 July 1960, Minister Barák’s com-
mand to send two officers of the 1st 
Directorate of the Ministry of the Inte-
rior on a fact-finding trip to Cuba was 
discussed at the level of Col. Miller and 
his deputy, Major Příhoda – “Pražský”. 
The Directorate Chief selected Major 
Louda – “Linhart” and Cpt. Stehno – 
“Skořepa”. As soon as possible, the Cu-
ban residency was to be joined by 1st 
Lt. Bedřich Kubeš (codenamed “Rogl”) 
from the residency in Mexico. At the 
command of Comrade Minister, sever-
al officers of the 1st Directorate have 
been proposed, five of whom will be 
selected to begin an intensive Spanish 
course on 1 August 1960, along with 
five counterintelligence officers in 
orde to be able, if necessary, to immedi-
ately go to Cuba. At this point, the fol-
lowing officers have been proposed to 
attend to course: Cpt. Karel Brus (code-
named “Zelenka”), 1st Lt. Ferdinand 
Viduna (“Jaroš”), Lt. Josef Hegenbart 
(“Hruban”), Major Jaromír Kábrt (“Klič-
ka”), Cpt. Lubomír Valčík (“Vašata”), 
Cpt. Lubomír Šefrna (“Šumavský”), and 
Cpt. Milan Rybníkář (“Rabas”). Speedy 
replacement of 1st Lt. Kubeš – “Rogl” 
and his transfer to the legalization 
post of the 2nd ambassadorial secre-
tary at the embassy in Havana was to 
be discussed with the leadership of the 

Cpt. Zdeněk Kvita – "Peterka".

Source: Security Services Archive

1st Lt. Bedřich Kubeš – "Rogl".
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6th Section of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (however, the August term cer-
tainly was not met).20

From 21 to 29 July 1960, the second 
part of the training was held. Chiefs 
and their deputies from the 2nd Direc-
torate of the Ministry of the Interior 
(counterintelligence), Col.  Vladimír 
Matoušek and Major Jaroslav Saksl, 
from the 3rd Directorate of the Minis-
try of the Interior (political counterin-
telligence), Col. Jaroslav Bartoň and Lt. 
Col. Bohumil Souček, and from the 4th 
Directorate of the Ministry of the In-
terior (economic counterintelligence), 
Col. Jiří Rybín, acquainted, in two 
parts, Gen. Valdés with the tasks and 
work organization of the counterintel-
ligence units, including co-operation 
with the intelligence service. In both 
trainings, particular attention was 
paid to the “former people” and forms 
of fight against their enemy activities. 
Representatives of other central units 
of the State Security Service outlined 
the tasks of the military intelligence 
service, surveillance, security guards, 
and operative technology manage-
ment. Gen. Valdés, as recorded by Cpt. 
Stehno – “Skořepa”, paid maximum 
attention to all the trainings provided. 
Finally, Gen. Valdés told Col. Kudrna 
that all the trainings provided were 
very useful, emphasizing that he would 
make every effort to implement all the 
experience gained within the work of 
the Cuban intelligence and counter-
intelligence services, and thereby to 
contribute to the defence of the Cuban 
Revolution and the fight against North 
American imperialism. He also prom-
ised to inform Fidel and Raúl Castro 
about the content of the training.21

From 28 July to 22 August 1960, Ma-
jor Louda – “Linhart” and Cpt. Stehno 
– “Skořepa” stayed in Cuba, with the 
task to assess the internal political, 
economic, and foreign political situa-
tion, as well as the strength of the rev-
olutionary government, and to prepare 
a  summary report which would help 
identify a specific framework for co-op-
eration in the security area.
On 6 August 1960, on the eve of the 
public announcement that large US 
companies were nationalized, the se-
cret service agents were received by R. 
Castro. The Defence Minister consid-
ered the situation in Cuba as the worst 
since the assumption of power. He said 
that they expected that the new gov-

ernment measures would cause further 
differentiation of hesitating elements, 
mainly from the ranks of the bourgeoi-
sie, and their departure from the Rev-
olution, as well as the resignation of 
some ministers and other senior gov-
ernment officials. They also expected 
activation of American and pro-Amer-
ican elements within the country, 
resulting in an increase in sabotage 
and espionage activities, possibly in 
the form of various minor uprisings 
organized by internal reactionaries, 
supported by the USA, or, possibly, by 
different saboteurs sent from abroad. 
Above all, however, they assumed that 
there would be a direct or indirect US 
intervention.
A  week later, Gen. Valdés introduced 
his deputies, Gen. Manuel Piñeiro 
Losada, who shortly afterwards left, 
via Prague, for the Soviet Union in or-
der to attend a  training, and Wilkins 
del Rio, 29-year-old intelligence service 
chief, legalized as an ambassador and 
Head of the Latin American Section of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to both 
Czechoslovak comrades.22 They also 
learned that Fidel Castro had been in-
formed about the course of the train-
ing in Prague. He informed him (Castro 
– author’s  note) about the part of the 
talks in which Comrade Rudolf Barák, 
Minister of the Interior, offered, within 
mutual co-operation, transmission of 
information related to Cuba, obtained 
by the Czechoslovak intelligence ser-
vice in capitalist, particularly Latin 
American, countries. At the last meet-
ing, on 16 August 1960, Gen. Valdés 
said that the Castro brothers and he 
were personally very happy to accept 
the offered help. It was pleasing to hear 
that General Valdez, along with Min-
ister Raúl Castro, were beginning to 
apply experience gained in the Czech-
oslovak Socialist Republic in practice.
The Chief of the Cuban State Securi-
ty Service, among other things, asked 
for help in using secret inks and mi-
crodots. They would solve, at least 
partially, their most pressing problem 
– communication with agents working 
both abroad and in the US Guantana-
mo base, which is relatively far from 
Havana, and therefore they have diffi-
culties receiving messages from agents 
quickly and reliably. He also requested 
that the sending of Czechoslovak of-
ficers to Cuba, as well as further co-op-
eration in intelligence and counterin-

telligence, are consulted with the KGB 
to avoid duplication, which could be 
harmful both professionally and polit-
ically.
In his view, as well as in the view of 
Major Louda – “Linhart” and Cpt. Steh-
no – “Skořepa”, the fundamental con-
dition of the successful collaboration 
(and mainly the correct political ori-
entation of the work of Czechoslovak 
officers in Cuba) consisted in perfect 
work co-ordination and division of re-
sponsibilities between the Czechoslo-
vak Ministry of the Interior and the So-
viet friends. Based on the indications 
of Gen. Valdés, they understood that 
the issue of sending experts via intel-
ligence and counterintelligence servic-
es was also discussed with the Soviet 
friends.
Col. Miller also acquainted Minister 
Barák with the intention to send three 
other officers of the 1st Directorate of 
the Ministry of the Interior to the resi-
dency in Havana: 1st Lt. Kubeš – “Rogl” 
(December 1960) and, after the comple-
tion of the language course, Cpt. Brus 
– “Zelenka” and Cpt. Kábrt – “Klička” 
(January 1961). The special Spanish 
language course was also attended by 
Lt. Col. Bohumil Šimáček, Chief of the 
3rd Section of the 2nd Directorate of 
the Ministry of the Interior, Cpt. Emil 
Filip, Chief of the 1st Department of 
the 3rd Section of the 2nd Directorate 
of the Ministry of the Interior, Lt. Col. 
Jiří Syrovátka, Chief of the 4th Section 
of the 3rd Directorate of the Ministry of 
the Interior, Major Karel Cibulka, Chief 
of the 2nd Section of the 3rd Directo-
rate of the Ministry of the Interior, and 
Cpt. Richard Hochman, Chief of the 1st 
Department of the 1st Section of the 
4th Directorate of the Ministry of the 
Interior. Their prospective task was to 
provide consultations to assist in the 
development of the Cuban counter-
intelligence apparatus and operative 
work of the counterintelligence ser-
vice. Further focus of their work was to 
be determined individually, based on 
the substantive decision specifying the 
number of sent officers and their pow-
ers after consultations with the Soviet 
friends.23

Through the residency in Mexico, the 
resident Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” received 
a report on the training of US officers 
in Chicago to be deployed against Cuba 
and, based on the instruction, he pre-
sented it to Gen. Valdés (alias “Din”) on 
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15 September 1960. He simultaneously 
informed me of the arrest of a group of 
US spies, managed most likely by the 
US diplomat ROBERT DONALD WIE-
CHA, who were caught planting bugs 
in a building where the SINHUA news 
agency from the PRC was based.
On the following day, in the safe house, 
Gen. Valdés introduced the Czechoslo-
vak resident to Section Chief Raynald 
Rodriguez (alias “Demetrio”), who rep-
resented Gen. Piñeiro in his absence in 
the office of counterintelligence chief. 
Shortly after the introduction, DIN left, 
saying that he was very busy before Fi-
del’s departure to the UN, and promis-
ing that we would see each other after 
his return from the USA.
On 22 September 1960, Rodriguez 
requested a  meeting with Cpt. Kvita 
– “Peterka”. The deputy head of the 
Cuban counterintelligence service in-
formed the resident of a  subversive 
group, managed by the US diplomat 
Wilkins, dealing with the preparation 
of assassinations against the leaders of 
the Popular Socialist Party of Cuba and 
government officials. They apparently 
had irrefutable evidence of the diplo-
mat’s activities, including photographs 
and film footage, revealing his contacts 
with the group members, as well as 
weapons and explosives. The matter 
was complicated by the fact that the 
overwhelming majority of the “subver-
sive group” members were ideological 
collaborators of the Cuban State Se-
curity Service. Gen. Valdés requested, 
from New York, realization of the diplo-
mat, his expulsion, and political use of 
the case against the USA. DEMETRIO 
said that upon the realization of the 
group mainly Cuban Security Service 
agents would be revealed, who would 
then be useless for further work, and 
rather than monitoring Wilkins he pre-
ferred to follow him in order to reveal 
other relevant facts and find the real 
counter-revolutionaries.
Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” said he did not 
know all the details and relevant facts 
of the case, and therefore he could not 
present final judgments. He stressed 
that consideration and decision were 
only up to them. At the same time, 
however, he said that the command of 
the superior should be carried out.24

On the following day, Major Louda – 
“Linhart” instructed the resident in 
Havana: In this case, however, perform 
the contact with the utmost caution in 

the safe house, and insist that your Cu-
ban friends from the Security Service 
meet you in civilian clothes. With the 
exception of Comrade O. Sanchéz, nev-
er contact the officials of the Popular 
Socialist Party of Cuba. If you come 
into contact with any of the officers of 
the Cuban Security Service, it is very 
important that you do not act as a con-
sultant yet!25

At the turn of September and October 
1960, a  five-member expert delega-
tion was created in Prague, composed 
of Col. Miller (head), Lt. Col. Saksl, 
Deputy Chief of the 2nd Directorate 
of the Ministry of the Interior, Major 
Vratislav Podzemský, Deputy Chief of 
the 9th Directorate of the Ministry of 
the Interior, Lt. Col. Ján Majer, Depu-
ty Chief of the Main Directorate of the 
Public Security in Prague, and Cpt. 
Stehno – “Skořepa”, as a  secretary 
and interpreter. Their first task was 
to transport the requested technical 
material and related documentation in 
diplomatic baggage (weighing 100–120 
kg). Above all, the 1st Directorate of 
the Ministry of the Interior assumed 
that after their arrival in mid-Octo-
ber 1960 the residency status in Cuba 
would be fundamentally changed, and 
it would be oriented to consulting ac-
tivities, i.e. to assistance in defending 
the Cuban Revolution against the ma-
jor common enemy, the USA, and its al-
lies, undermining US positions in other 
Latin American countries, discrediting 
US policy in the eyes of Latin American 
public, and helping in building the Cu-
ban intelligence apparatus and intelli-
gence operative work.
In addition to active assistance in the 
organization of counterintelligence ac-
tivities, a detailed analysis of the situa-
tion in the use of operative equipment 
in Cuba (mainly residential eavesdrop-
ping, secret technical inspection (“vý-
jem”), photo, and phone tapping) was 
to be conducted. To examine and show 
how to deal with enemy technology, es-
pecially that used by Americans. The 
length of stay of Col. Miller and Cpt. 
Stehno – “Skořepa” was estimated to 
be two to three weeks, while the stay 
of other comrades could be extended, 
if necessary, until the beginning of Jan-
uary 1961, until the arrival date of per-
manent consultants.26

On 6 October 1960, Cpt. Kvita – “Pe-
terka” reported the following: I talked 
to DIN, and he would welcome a visit 

of our experts, provided that it is car-
ried out on the basis of co-ordination 
with the Soviet friends. DIN said that 
they need help both from us and from 
friends, and that both forms are greatly 
appreciated. Minister Barák, who had 
already been informed of the inten-
tions of the Soviet intelligence service, 
told the Chief of the 1st Directorate 
of the Ministry of the Interior: a/ that 
Soviet comrades would deal with the 
issues related to Cuba themselves, b/ 
that our delegation would not be sent 
there, c/ to send a  personal letter to 
Valdés via our comrade, but I first want 
to read it!27

A  week later, Col. Miller presented 
a draft letter for Gen. Valdés to the Min-
ister for comments, but it was all too 
clear why the Czechoslovak delegation 
had not gone to Cuba. After a thorough 
consultation with our Soviet friends, it 
has been decided that, within co-oper-
ation, they would provide you with all 
necessary assistance. We have come to 
this conclusion based on the belief that 
the most effective form of this co-op-
eration and the resulting assistance, 
which we all wish to provide you with, 
will be co-ordinated based on one cen-
tre, i.e. it will be properly operative, 
fast, and, in our opinion, as efficient 
as possible. I  believe that this deci-
sion will bring you the most effective 
assistance of comrades who also have 
the most extensive experience in this 
work. I am glad that it will be provid-
ed by Soviet comrades, because their 
sincere assistance is well known to us. 
With regard to our intelligence service, 
I assure you that we will still provide 
you with all information that is inter-
esting and useful for you, which I shall 
send you via our comrade in Havana.28

Minister Barák only approved the sec-
ond version of the letter on 19 October 
1960. There was no hint of collapse of 
Czechoslovak ambitions. On the con-
trary, Col. Miller tried to assure Gen. 
Valdés that all arrangements from 
Prague still held. We shall regularly 
provide you with all messages that are 
interesting and useful for you, which 
I shall send you via our comrade in Ha-
vana. […] As regards the issue of con-
sultants, by mutual agreement with the 
Soviet comrades, we would like you to 
consider using one party in this area – 
for example, we recommend using the 
Soviet comrades. However, this does 
not alter the agreed collaboration or, 
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more precisely, your requirements re-
lating to other general assistance.29

It was not until 24 October 1960 that 
the letter from “Comrade Mašek” to 
“Din” was sent by 1st Lt. Jiří Stejskal 
(codenamed “Borecký”), Deputy Chief 
of the 1st Section of the 1st Directorate 
of the Ministry of the Interior, by cou-
rier mail. This was a clear message to 
the resident in Havana: not to perform, 
in any form, any consulting or other 
operative activity unless given a  spe-
cial instruction. In contact with Gen. 
Valdés (“Din”), or R. Castro (“Raul”) 
and Cpt. O. Sanchez (“Rafael”), he was 
to act friendly and unobtrusively so as 
not to make them feel that we want 
to persuade them or push them into 
something; act completely spontane-
ously, present them our suggestions to 
be considered so that they themselves 
may decide eventual realization, etc. 
We do not want to give the impression 
that we impose ourselves on them; we 
want to help them in everything, if our 
Cuban friends are interested, and if 
they ask us for help or advice in the fu-
ture.30 The accompanying instruction 
also said the following: Let me add that 
the opinion contained in the letter is 
final and cannot be changed…31

INVASION OF CUBA
In the report of 6 October 1960, the 
headquarters asked the resident to im-
mediately seek DIN and tell him that 
on the previous day the Czechoslovak 
embassy in Paris had been visited by 
Flora Diaz Pareado from the Cuban em-
bassy, along with the agent Ramon Aja, 
and asked for an appointment with 
the head of the Soviet embassy. At the 
meeting, the Cubans announced that 
an American invasion of Cuba was be-
ing prepared and asked for advice. The 
claim is based on information from an 
Irishman who was recruited by Amer-
icans and is now in Paris, attending 
a training. It was apparently an airman 
who was informed by an American in 
Barcelona that he would be flying over 
Cuba where he would drop weapons 
and American instructors. After talk-
ing with another Irishman, who gave 
the impression that the Irish prefer Cu-
bans over Americans, he decided to in-
form the Cuban embassy of the whole 
matter.32

On 8 October 1960, Cpt. Kvita – “Peter-
ka” informed Gen. Valdés. The whole 
case is new to him. Valdés did not ex-

clude American provocation, although 
he stated that they had information on 
the termination of preparation for the 
invasion. The centre is in Guatemala, 
but the invasion is to start from the 
British Isles area. Moreover, there was 
a  military uprising in the Escambray 
area about 3 months ago, supported 
by weapons dropped from aircraft. 
This uprising is already completely 
crushed.33 Two days later he added that 
on 5 October 1960 Cuban exiles from 
the USA landed on the eastern coast 
of Cuba, near Baracoa. The group was 
immediately dispersed. It also included 
three Americans. Some of them were 
arrested. A  trial of 102 captured con-
spirators from Escambray and then of 
a group from the USA is being prepared 
for the coming days. Most of them will 
be sentenced to death by military tri-
bunals.34 DIN said, answering the resi-
dent’s question, that they had the main 
centre of the foreign opposition in 
Guatemala largely under control. The 
Cuban intelligence service obtained 
telegrams of anti-Castro groups from 
Central America and deciphered them. 
He showed me one of these telegrams 
(encrypted), written on the headed 
notepaper of the anti-Castro organiza-
tion (Movimiento de Recuperación Rev-
olucionaria) with slogans “Long live 
Eisenhower”, “Death to F. Castro”, etc.
On 15 October 1960, the resident 
learned from Cpt. Sanchez about in-
ternal disagreements in the leader-
ship of the security apparatus which, 
to a certain extent, adversely affected 
the work of the State Security Service. 
Wilkins del Rio, intelligence service 
chief, apparently behaved like an un-

disciplined bourgeois element, abus-
ing Sanchez’s personnel changes made 
during the “Din’s” stay in Czechoslovak 
Socialist Republic, and constantly men-
tioning his contacts with Major Louda 
– “Linhart” and Cpt. Stehno – “Skořepa” 
in asserting his proposals of the intel-
ligence organization and cadre policy. 
He keeps reinforcing DIN’s objections 
to the Popular Socialist Party of Cuba, 
abusing DIN’s commander self-conceit. 
The Party is starting to believe that his 
actions are motivated by counter-rev-
olutionary interests. WILKINS is of 
bourgeois origin, he does not enjoy 
full trust of the Party, and, in the Par-
ty’s opinion, he should not work in the 
Security Service.35 Minister Barák de-
scribed the situation as complicated 
and demanded that our comrades did 
not interfere in it.36

On 19 October 1960, Gen. Valdés re-
ported that the Cuban State Securi-
ty Service was arresting members of 
commander Morsano’s  counter-rev-
olutionary group that had been ap-
parently preparing an uprising in the 
province of Las Villas. He also charged 
Cpt. Sanchez to maintain contact with 
the Czechoslovak resident. The reason 
for DIN’s decision – as SANCHEZ later 
confirmed to me – was his overload of 
work along the counter-revolutionary 
line. By the end of the month, Cpt. Kvi-
ta – “Peterka” had acquainted him with 
the contents of eleven telegrams.37 In 
contact with Sanchez, I  use the code-
name ANTONIO. Sanchez uses the 
codename RAFAEL. His rank in the 
Security Service, where he was sent by 
the Central Committee of the Popular 
Socialist Party of Cuba, is captain, and 

Cpt. Jan Stehno – "Skořepa".

Source: Security Services Archive

Major Václav Louda – "Linhart".

Source: Security Services Archive
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he is also a member of the General Staff 
of the Cuban Security Service, headed 
by Minister Raul Castro. Within the Se-
curity Service, he works, as DIN’s adju-
tant, at the post of co-ordinator.38

On 2 November 1960, the resident in-
itiated a  meeting with Cpt. Sanchez 
to give him a message from the head-
quarters. It was a telegraphic message 
from Mexican nationalist circles about 
the preparation for an invasion of Cuba 
before the US election and on Peru’s ef-
forts to achieve a postponement of the 
Pan-American Conference, planned for 
March 1961 in Quito. Two days later, 
Sanchez visited Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” 
unexpectedly in his flat to tell him that 
he was going on an inspection tour of 
local Security authorities in the prov-
ince. He also conveyed a very positive 
assessment of the Czechoslovak intel-
ligence service’s reports by the leader-
ship of the Party. He said, answering 
my question, that FIDEL is given our 
reports together with the sources…39

At noon on 5 November 1960, the res-
ident initiated a  meeting with Gen. 
Valdés. At the meeting, I  told DIN 
that I  had received a  very serious, 
important, and fast message that, at 
Comrade Rudolf’s  command, I  had to 
immediately pass directly to RAUL as 
minister of the armed forces. DIN told 
me that RAUL was in Sierra Maestra, 

and found out that in about 1  hour 
there was a  flight to Santiago de 
Cuba… Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” decided 
to ask for an appointment with Fidel 
Castro. DIN explained to me that FIDEL 
would be difficult to find at night, as he 
was inspecting militia camps…40

The meeting with Prime Minister 
Castro was held at midnight of 9/10 
November 1960 in the INRA building. 
He listened to the contents of the tele-
grams No. 26 and 32 sent by the head-
quarters, relating to the activities of 
the Brazilian ambassador and interests 
of the Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs in Havana, with great attention.41 
He promised to immediately make the 
necessary arrangements to interrogate 
the head of the Brazilian embassy and 
to identify his informant based on our 
information.42 Castro wondered about 
the Brazilian interest in the executions 
of counter-revolutionaries and the 
status of political prisoners, because 
he considered it as nothing secret, as 
something everyone could read about 
in newspapers. The only things in Cuba 
that he considered secret were weap-
ons and army training. In this context, 
he said that the issue of weapons is 
concealed to such an extent that even 
if one of his ministers was an agent, 
he could not provide the enemy with 
relevant information. The resident 

described the meeting as friendly, 
happening in cordial atmosphere. Fi-
del’s  entire behaviour shows that he 
highly respects Czechoslovakia.43 The 
assessment of the 1st Directorate of 
the Ministry of the Interior for Minis-
ter Barák was clear: … the meeting be-
tween our resident and FIDEL helped 
further consolidate the position of our 
residency among the leaders of the Cu-
ban Revolutionary Security Service.44

Before the end of November 1960, the 
headquarters praised Cpt. Kvita – “Pe-
terka” for the successful development 
of co-operation with the Cuban friends, 
in particular for the exchange of in-
formation. You have not achieved any 
concrete results yet in terms of the 
elaboration of the base of foreign na-
tionals in the territory of Cuba, par-
ticularly foreign diplomats. […] I stress 
again, avoid any discussion of specific 
cases elaborated by the Cuban Securi-
ty Service without a command from the 
headquarters. Tell the Cuban friends 
clearly that you are not authorized to 
discuss similar issues.45

At the meeting on 28 November 1960, 
in Raul Castro’s house, RAFAEL told the 
Czechoslovak resident, in the presence 
of DIN, that he was charged to acquaint 
him with some internal issues. After 
Din left, I  was informed of how Raul 
very well solved the conflict emerging, 
due to Wilkins, between party cadres 
and Din, who renewed the right rela-
tionship to the Popular Socialist Party 
of Cuba after condemning Wilkins’s in-
triguing activities […]. He was very sat-
isfied with Raul’s steps to solve the in-
ternal crisis in the intelligence service, 
especially because they contributed to 
the rapprochement between him and 
Din and the fact that commander Piňei-
ro was appointed intelligence service 
chief, which, according to Rafael, would 
contribute to a  substantial improve-
ment of the overall work.46

MANUEL PIÑEIRO IN PRAGUE
On 29 November 1960, after a  three-
month security training in Moscow, 
Gen. Piñeiro, the present Deputy Chief 
of the Cuban State Security Service, 
arrived in the Czechoslovak Socialist 
Republic. Even before the departure to 
the Soviet Union, he visited V. I. Lenin 
plant in Pilsen, Pilsen brewery, exem-
plary collective farm in Dušovice, and 
several museums, including the Pet-
schek Palace. On the day after his re-

Fidel Castro embraced by Nikita Khrushchev at the UN meeting, 20 September 1960.

Source: Czech News Agency 
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turn, he was present at an ice-hockey 
match between Spartak Praha Sokolo-
vo and Stalinovy závody Litvínov.47

On 2 December 1960, Col. Miller in-
vited Gen. Piñeiro to a French restau-
rant at the Intercontinental Hotel, to 
a  party attended by Cpt. Jan Paclík 
(codenamed “Novák”), Chief of the 5th 
Section of the 1st Directorate of the 
Ministry of the Interior, 1st Lt. Kubeš 
– “Rogl”, a  future resident in Havana, 
and 1st Lt. Novický – “Neužil”. The 
Chief of the 1st Directorate of the Min-
istry of the Interior informed the guest 
of the division of competences between 
the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic 
and the USSR in assisting revolution-
ary Cuba in security, in the spirit of 
his previous letter to DIN. Gen. PIŇEI-
RO received the information and said 
that he had been informed in a similar 
spirit by the Soviet friends in Moscow. 
He even spoke with the head of a group 
of Soviet consultants who had gone to 
Cuba to take up their posts. During the 
discussion of operative matters, he 
also agreed with the possibility to use 
Cuba as a platform to send agents-ille-
gals (technicians) to Latin and North 
America and, if necessary, promised 
help of the Cuban Security Service.
Gen. Piñeiro said that Gen. Valdés 
would also leave for Moscow in Feb-
ruary or March 1961 to attend a three-
month intelligence and counterintel-
ligence training. The Czechoslovak 
representatives interpreted this that it 
would be him who would lead the Cu-
ban Security Service during these sev-
eral months and would, therefore, be 
in close contact with the new Czecho-
slovak resident.48

From 3 to 8 December 1960, the Soviet 
friends from the 1st Chief Directorate of 
the KGB arranged for Gen. Piñeiro a vis-
it to Berlin, where, at R. Castro’s com-
mand, he was to meet representatives of 
the East German State Security Service. 
The aim of this meeting is to gain ex-
perience, especially from specific East 
German security issues concerning ​​bor-
der security and Berlin, which in some 
ways resemble problems of GUANTAN-
AMO, an American military base in the 
Cuban territory.49

On 9 December 1960, after the return 
to Prague, there was a fifty-minute talk 
with Minister Barák. Cmd. PIŇEIRO 
expressed great satisfaction with all 
his stay, and he especially appreciat-
ed the course of training in the USSR. 

He also stressed that the experience 
he had acquired during his week-long 
stay in Berlin would help both him and 
the Cuban counterintelligence service 
throughout the work. He said that dur-
ing his stay in the USSR he had learned 
a  number of interesting things that 
were completely new to him, and that 
it would be very important to properly 
apply the theoretical knowledge ac-
quired at the training in the USSR to 
Cuban affairs.
The Minister of the Interior informed 
the Chief of the Cuban State Security 
Service that during his stay in Moscow 
he had regularly met a leading official 
of the Central Committee of the Popu-
lar Socialist Party of Cuba. During the 
talks, which took place with the par-
ticipation of the Soviet friends, they 
came to the conclusion that the danger 
of direct military intervention was not 
as serious, but that it could be certain-
ly expected that imperialists would 
primarily use such methods of fight 
against Cuba as economic sabotage, 
terrorism, and very active espionage 
activities, all in order to create chaos 
in Cuba and cause discontent, which 
they could then use to organize direct 
counter-revolutionary operations and, 
finally, to create a  strong opposition 
movement against the current revolu-
tionary government.
After the historical excursion into 
the early 1950s, Barák presented an 
important role of the intelligence ser-
vice to inform of signals of the enemy 
operations preparation. Therefore, in 
his opinion, it was necessary for the 
Cuban friends to attach the utmost im-
portance to intelligence. Gen. Piñeiro 
said that he was aware of future trou-
ble, and complained that the Cuban in-
telligence service did not have enough 
prepared and trained cadres to work 
abroad. Comrade Minister admitted 
that the issue of personal preparedness 
is very important, but the development 
of the intelligence apparatus must be 
based primarily on the fact that the 
most important thing is, and always 
will be, that each agent is wholeheart-
edly committed to the Cuban Revo-
lution. All other things must then be 
gradually acquired and learned.50

INTENSIFICATION OF CO-
OPERATION
In mid-December 1960, the headquar-
ters conducted the assessment of the 

residency’s activities in Havana, sum-
marizing all its positive and negative 
aspects. Until today, the resident has 
not reported to us any interesting and 
valuable contact among foreigners liv-
ing in Cuba. Establishing contacts with 
leading Cuban representatives in the 
initial period of the residency’s  exist-
ence in Havana is one of the prereq-
uisites of good co-operation with the 
Cuban friends in the area of ​​security. In 
October, the resident joined the Asso-
ciation of Diplomats in Havana, estab-
lishing some initial contacts with Peru-
vian, Swedish, and English diplomats, 
the last of whom being the chairman of 
the Association.
Essentially, all planned active meas-
ures (SOPKA, DIPLOMAT, PLUTO, 
BISKUP, NEPTUN, and MACEO) have 
been assessed as unsuccessful. It will 
be necessary that the resident again 
discusses co-operation with the Cuban 
friends in the implementation of active 
measures, because their position im-
plies that they do not attach due impor-
tance to these operations yet, and do 
not understand, to the full extent, their 
significance.
The resident has built a good personal 
position with senior representatives 
of the Cuban government and Securi-
ty Service. He has successfully carried 
out the first part of the operation of 
revealing and detaining the emigrant 
Zdeněk MATOUŠEK.51 However, in 
co-operation with the Cuban Security 
Service, the cases of the Czechoslovak 
emigrants Maximilián Lom and Karel 
E. Golombek were elaborated unsuc-
cessfully.52

From September to 5 December 1960, 
the Cuban friends were sent 37 agent 
reports through the residency in Ha-
vana, mostly relating to the work of Cu-
ban reactionary emigration and prepa-
ration of armed aggression of the USA 
and its allies. Conversely, the resident 
in Havana received 16 agent reports. 
The representatives of the Cuban Secu-
rity Service received a Spanish transla-
tion of a brochure on criminology. The 
residency’s  activities were negatively 
affected by the insufficient staffing of 
the embassy in Havana. The resident 
was the only employee who, apart from 
the ambassador, had experience with 
running an office abroad. He accom-
panied R. Castro during his trip to the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, and 
irregularly also travelled from Havana 
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to Mexico to perform a variety of oper-
ative activities.
It wasn’t until August 1960, after the 
arrival of Cpt. Stanislav Šroubek, a ci-
pher clerk (codenamed “Švarc”), that 
the residency’s own cipher connection 
was created. And it was only at the be-
ginning of September that the mutual 
regular courier connection was estab-
lished. All this has caused that the 
work of the residency in Havana is not 
sufficiently systematic and displays 
certain chaotic elements.53

Until then no defence work, except 
minimum passive defence of the em-
bassy, had been sufficiently performed; 
however, the headquarters still wasn’t 
fully informed of the overall security. 
There was still no counterintelligence 
(“K”) agent at the embassy. There were 
only an agent codenamed “König” at 
the economic department from July 
1960 and an agent codenamed “Franta” 
working among short-term delegates, 
but they were not directed by anyone.54

After the extension of the residency, 
the resident or (in his absence) his 
representative was to remain in con-
tact with the leaders of the Cuban Se-
curity Service. Regular conspiratorial 
contacts with DIN, as head of the Se-
curity Service, AJA (Gen. Piñeiro – au-
thor’s note), as his deputy and head of 
the intelligence service, and RAFAEL, 
as a Party worker in charge of work in 
the Security Service, will be continued. 
The most important information, re-
ports, and proposals will be discussed 
directly with Raul CASTRO, as has 
been done up to now.
Co-operation with the Cuban Security 
Service was to be motivated, as in the 

past, by efforts to support, to the max-
imum extent, the “Cuban Revolution”, 
as well as by the intention to use its 
possibilities to provide the residen-
cy and the headquarters with a  large 
amount of information, i.e. to acquire 
information that the Czechoslovak in-
telligence service could operatively 
use in other residencies, particularly 
in Latin America.55

On 27 December 1960, the headquar-
ters sent the resident a  recommenda-
tion to establish a  regular connection 
with Cuban Security Service officials. 
The contacts with DIN, DEMETRIO, and 
RAFAEL have reached a level where it 
is possible to ask them for regular, e.g. 
weekly, meetings and agree with them, 
based on their working conditions, on 
a suitable and quick way of arranging 
a meeting to communicate urgent mes-
sages. In terms of conspiracy, I also do 
not consider it appropriate to meet DIN 
in his private flat, because you said 
that his villa was, for some time, under 
the control of counter-revolutionaries 
preparing DIN’s assassination.56

Two days before the end of the year, 
Gen. Piñeiro said that RAFAEL had been 
charged with different tasks, both in the 
Security Service and in the Party, and 
that he himself would replace RAFAEL 
in maintaining contact with the Czecho-
slovak resident. PIŇEIRO explained that 
this change had been implemented due 
to the improvement of the organization 
and system of work of the Cuban Secu-
rity Service, and introduced himself as 
the new head of the Cuban intelligence 
service. He indicated that he also main-
tained contact with the representative 
of friends along this line.

At the following meeting, on 1 January 
1961, the resident assured himself that 
any negotiations between Fidel Cas-
tro and the future US President John 
F. Kennedy were absolutely out of the 
question. […] Piňeiro also pointed out 
that at the time when there was again 
a risk of US aggression and when peo-
ple were being mobilized to armed 
struggle the entire security apparatus 
was focused on the task of armed de-
fence.57

Five days later, Gen. Piñeiro (“Maxim”) 
informed of the landing of a  US mer-
cenary group in the province of Pinar 
del Rio and of the obtaining of valua-
ble material left by the group on the 
shore. The encirclement of the group is 
currently being completed; the group 
will be destructed in a few days. In ad-
dition, he contacted the Czechoslovak 
resident, asking for advice in connec-
tion with the current reorganization of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.58

On 11 January 1961, the resident tele-
graphed to Prague that Cpt. O. Sanchez 
had died in a  plane crash two days 
before. According to the preliminary 
report, his plane was apparently shot 
down by Cuba’s  own air defence.59 
Based on the headquarters’ request, 
the resident asked Gen. Piñeiro for in-
tercession with Fidel Castro regarding 
an interview with Jiří Hochman, a spe-
cial correspondent of the daily Rudé 
právo, providing him with the pro-
posed questions.60

On 21 January 1961, in the safe house at 
the corner of the Linoa y Pasco street, 
Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” was acquainted 
with the draft plan of work of the Cu-
ban intelligence service. The plan was 

ORGANIZATION OF INTELLIGENCE AND STATE SECURITY ACTIVITIES IN RELATION TO CUBA FROM 1960 TO 1961

Name Codename Position From To

Rudolf Barák RUDOLF Minster of Defence 14 September 1953 23 June 1961

Col. Josef Kudrna 1st Deputy of the Ministry of the Interior 16 April 1956 25 April 1965

Col. Jaroslav Miller MAŠEK Chief of the 1st Directorate of the Ministry of the Interior 1 October 1953 21 November 1961

Major Jan Příhoda PRAŽSKÝ Directorate Deputy Chief 1 July 1960 30 September 1966

Major Václav Louda LINHART Chief of the 1st Section 1 February 1958 9 July 1962

1st Lt. Jiří Stejskal BORECKÝ Section Deputy Chief 1 February 1958 31 December 1960

Cpt. Jan Stehno SKOŘEPA Chief of the 2nd Department 15 October 1958 30 April 1961

Cpt. Zdeněk Kvita PETERKA Havana Residency Chief 1 June 1960 29 March 1961

1st Lt./Cpt. Bedřich Kubeš ROGL Havana Residency Chief 27 January 1961 2 July 1962

Cpt. Stanislav Šroubek ŠVARC Havana Residency Cipher Clerk 1 September 1960 5 August 1961
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not fully completed. Due to the fact 
that it could serve for our orientation 
in terms of obtaining messages impor-
tant for Cuba, I  asked AJA to provide 
me with one copy of the plan after its 
completion. After the meeting, he vis-
ited a  nearby café with Gen. Piñeiro, 
where they were joined for a while by 
Fidel Castro and his personal secretary 
José Abrantes.61

At the end of the month, the resident 
received a message that 1st Lt. Kubeš 
– “Rogl” would come to the residency 
in February. You will remain at the post 
of resident until your departure, wrote 
1st Lt. Stejskal – “Borecký”, authorized 
Chief of the 2nd Section of the 1st Di-
rectorate of the Ministry of the Interior. 
I expect that you will gradually provide 
Comrade Rogl with all your experience 
and personal contacts gained in Cuba 
and, based on co-operation, you will 
create the best conditions for the suc-
cessful implementation of the difficult 
plan of the residency for this year.62

The resident informed the headquar-
ters that after 20 January 1961, when 
the general mobilization ended, life 
in Cuba returned to “normal”. How-
ever, he complained that despite all 
his efforts he still had not managed 
to remove the spasmodic and chaotic 
character of the co-operation with Gen. 
Piñeiro. There were several reasons: 
first of all, it was an abnormal situation 
that made Aja busy mainly in the area 
of ​​counterintelligence. In the period, 
Aja was also involved in organization-
al and cadre problems associated with 
the development of the Cuban intelli-
gence apparatus. He showed symp-
toms of fatigue and overwork.63

Before the end of January 1961, the last 
meeting between Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” 
and Fidel Castro was held; Fidel Cas-
tro personally directed the operation 
of 40,000 soldiers of Cuban army and 
militia armies against two large groups 
of insurgents (about 500 men), made 
up of former Batista soldiers and other 
“criminal elements” in the Escambray 
Mountains in the central part of Cuba. 
This is where our resident in Cuba con-
tacted him and personally received in-
formation from him about the uprising 
and the plan for its destruction. The 
Prime Minister of the Cuban govern-
ment informed the resident that in the 
spring of 1961 he was going to visit the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic and 
other countries of the communist bloc. 

He wanted to combine the visit with at-
tending the celebration of our country 
liberation, connected with the military 
parade held on 9 May.64

At the reception held on 8 February 
1961 by the ambassador Pavlíček (alias 
“Marta”), Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” intro-
duced his successor, 1st Lt. Kubeš – 
“Rogl” to Raul Castro.65 Four days later, 
the meeting at the Ministry of Defence 
was also attended by Lt. Col. Josef Lédl, 
Deputy Chief of the Investigation Di-
rectorate of the Ministry of the Interi-
or, sent under the codename “Lukeš” 
to Havana with a personal letter from 
Minister Barák and a  task to end the 
“Operation Matoušek”. Minister Raúl 
CASTRO carefully read the content 
of the letter and showed substantial 
agreement with our proposed solution 
[…], i.e. to investigate and sentence 
MATOUŠEK in Cuba. During the talk, 
Castro asked Lt. Col. Lédl to acquaint 
Cuban investigative authorities with 
some experience from his investigative 
practice.66

MUCH CLOSER RELATIONS
At the last meetings, Gen. Piñeiro 
self-critically admitted that the Cuban 
intelligence service was still in the 
stage of infancy, obtaining information 
both via collaborators in the Cuban 
diplomatic corps and from Party sourc-
es. At the moment, the intelligence 
service has some collaborators among 
Cuban diplomats abroad. Cadres are 
being trained in two special schools to 
work abroad. The intelligence service 
has agents among counter-revolution-
ary emigrants abroad. They have been 

sent there without specific tasks, and 
there is virtually no connection with 
them. He informed that government of-
ficials are considering the creation of 
a separate Ministry of the Interior, as 
in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic. 
AJA asked for help, i.e. for basic in-
formation about the organization, ob-
jectives, and scope of activities of our 
Ministry of the Interior.
At the meeting with both residents on 
17 February 1961, Gen. Valdés once 
again returned to the issue of profes-
sional inexperience of leading cadres, 
mentioning the idea that, for a transi-
tion period, he would consider it appro-
priate and beneficial for the Cuban se-
curity apparatus if some of the leading 
posts are temporarily held by selected 
experienced members from either the 
USSR or the Czechoslovak Socialist Re-
public, who would practically lead the 
relevant sections. According to Din, 
the objective is that, under the guid-
ance of our staff, professionally profi-
cient leading officials will be trained 
among Cubans in a short time. At the 
end of the meeting, Cpt. Kvita – “Peter-
ka” said that it would be appropriate to 
respond to Miller’s (Comrade Mašek’s) 
letter from 16 January. Din said that the 
letter had been recently requested by 
Raul.67

On 20 February 1961, Cpt. Stejskal – 
“Borecký” ordered the Havana resident 
to gradually hand over the leadership 
of the residency to 1st Lt. Kubeš – 
“Rogl”, including his valuable contacts. 
One of the new work forms of the resi-
dency was to be the elaboration of suit-
able persons from among progressive 

1st Lt. Jiří Stejskal – "Borecký".

Source: Security Services Archive

Cpt. Stanislav Šroubek – "Švarc".

Source: Security Services Archive
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non-communist emigrants from other 
Latin American countries residing in 
Cuba (Guatemalan, Dominican, Nica-
raguan, etc.). The aim of this measure 
is to obtain suitable persons with the 
prospect of working at leading posi-
tions in various Latin American coun-
tries after the successful anti-imperi-
alist and anti-American democratic 
revolution. Probably the last task of 
Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” was to ensure, 
through “Aja”, assistance in obtaining 
an overview of the groups of political 
emigration in Cuba.68

At the turn of February and March 
1961, as a  result of overwork, Cpt. 
Šroubek – “Švarc”, the residency cipher 
clerk, had a  nervous breakdown, and 
the doctor ordered him absolute rest. 
The headquarters lost radio contact 
with Havana for three days, organized 
until then in two daily sessions. For the 
expanding residency, which was, in 
terms of the amount of telegrams and 
cipher work, the fourth largest, after 
residencies in Vienna, Paris, and Lon-
don, the situation was not acceptable. 
Cpt. Stejskal – “Borecký” proposed to 
send the second cipher clerk, namely 
1st Lt. Ladislav Šůs – “Konečný”, orig-
inally intended for the residency in 
Buenos Aires. If approved, Comrade 
Konečný was supposed to go to Havana 
within a month.69

On 6 March 1961, Gen. Castro sent 
a personal letter to R. Barák in which, 
in addition to greetings and thanks 
to Antonín Novotný, President of the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, he 
sincerely thanked for twenty trained 
dogs with instructors (who were to be 

employed in searching for insurgents), 
mentioning the meeting with Lt. Col. 
Lédl. Having accepted all this evidence 
of effective and immense solidarity and 
invaluable assistance that we receive 
from you, we wish you good health and 
personal achievements and your be-
loved people new victories in building 
socialism in the struggle for progress 
and peace among nations. Homeland 
or death! We shall win!70

Before Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” returned 
to the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, 
the headquarters conducted an analy-
sis of the situation in Cuba, concluding 
that the Cuban friends […] were inter-
ested in a  much closer relationship 
than established by the agreement 
between the two ministers. The Czech-
oslovak resident thus found himself 
in a difficult situation, because his re-
fusals to provide expert consultations 
relating to fundamental issues of con-
struction and organization of the Se-
curity Service and to solve specific, op-
erationally complex, cases aroused an 
impression in the Cuban friends that 
he avoided active and sincere co-oper-
ation.
In contrast, the leaders, including R. 
Castro, showed sincere efforts to ful-
ly meet Czechoslovak requirements. 
Especially in recent weeks, they have 
provided us with valuable informa-
tion about the counter-revolution and 
preparation made by the USA, offering 
us all materials of the Pan-American 
military junta, super-secret Pentagon 
materials left there after BATISTA’s es-
cape … Over the past two months, the 
Czechoslovak intelligence service pro-

vided the Cubans with over a hundred 
major current political-military pieces 
of information intended to inform the 
Prime Minister and the Central Com-
mittee of the Popular Socialist Party of 
Cuba.
The headquarters believed that also 
the 1st Chief Directorate of the KGB in 
Cuba probably only limited its activity 
to the exchange of information and did 
not fill the posts of consultants with 
their comrades, advisors at individual 
sections of the security apparatus, as 
originally proposed. Or the Soviet resi-
dent inadequately explained to the Cu-
ban partners that the issues of building 
and organization of the Security Ser-
vice fell exclusively within their com-
petence. We have found that the entire 
collaboration between General PIŇEI-
RO and the Soviet residency lies in the 
fact that he meets the Soviet agent in 
the safe house on a case by case basis, 
as with us.
The analysis concluded that the Cuban 
friends have not moved forward in the 
organization and cadre building of its 
Security Service over the past year, 
and therefore continue to count on ac-
tive, specific, and effective Czechoslo-
vak assistance.71

On 17 March 1961, the headquarters 
told Cpt. Kvita – “Peterka” that the 
ambassador Pavlíček (“Marta”), along 
his line, informed the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs that assassinations of him, 
head of the Soviet embassy, and Fidel 
Castro were being prepared. The head-
quarters requested information as to 
whether he knew anything about it, 
who informed MARTA about it, etc. The 

Col. JUDr. Zdeněk Kvita (born on 17 April 1931), graduated from University of Political and 
Economic Sciences, from 1 September 1953 attended intelligence school of the 1st Director-
ate of the Ministry of the Interior, from 1 December 1954 desk officer at the Latin American 
Section (1st Department), October 1956 – April 1960 resident in Mexico, June 1960 – March 
1961, resident in Cuba, later senior desk officer (SR) at the 2nd Department, in October 
1962 member of a  delegation to Cuba, December 1962 – March 1964 deputy resident in 
Brazil, later SR at the 1st Department, in 1965 served 2 months as a deputy resident in 
Cuba, 1 October 1965 relocated to the Secretariat of the Ministry of the Interior, at the end 
of March realized, with commander of the 1st Directorate of the Ministry of the Interior 
J. Houska, withdrawal of a member of the Intelligence Directorate of the General Staff from 
Washington in Havana, 1 July 1968 deputy commander (ZN) of the 1st Department for Latin 
America, 1 June 1969 ZN of the 4th Department of Directorate A (preparation to the position 
of the resident in Washington), 1 April 1971 ZN of the 52nd Department, 1 July 1971 ZN of 
the 47th (African-Asian) Department, 10 April 1978 – 7 July 1978 board study of the 6th run 
of a specialized course at the Intelligence School of the 1st Main Directorate of KGB USSSR 
in Moscow, 25 February 1978 senior desk officer – specialist of the 17th Department, from 
1 July 1980 commander of the 17th Department, from 1 June 1984 consultant at the Office 
of the Ministry of the Interior CSSR, from 22 July 1987 in active reserves, 31 July 1990 dis-
missed from service. Holder of a number of medals, incl. the badge Honorary Co-operator of 
the State Security of the USSR No. 0122/1960.
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report also said that the Czechoslovak 
ambassador complained to Jiří Hájek, 
the 1st Deputy of Foreign Affairs, about 
the resident, namely about his attend-
ance, about the fact that he ignored 
him and the like. […] We would like to 
add that communication with MARTA 
must be strict, fair, and uncompromis-
ing, so that he has no reason to com-
plain, but in any case he must respect 
the resident.72

On 30 March 1961, Cpt. Zdeněk Kvita – 
“Peterka” returned to Prague.73 Accord-
ing to the final assessment, his stay 
abroad was influenced by fluctuation 
and changes in residencies. In Cuba, 
he was able to establish a  residency, 
find out possibilities of intelligence 
work, from political and operative 
viewpoint, and crucially contribute 
to the establishment of collaboration 
with the Cuban friends at the highest 
level. He was less successful in terms 

of elaborating the major enemy’s bases 
in Cuba. On the whole, his mission in 
Cuba was successful.74

The first Czechoslovak resident in 
Havana was thus at the beginning of 
a  long collaboration that the Czecho-
slovak State Security apparatus con-
ducted under the control of the Soviet 
KGB, in favour of the “world revolu-
tion” and imminent threat to the terri-
tory of the major enemy – the USA.
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An over-sized figure of Fidel Castro at a hill near Santiago de Cuba on the 22nd of February in 1974.� Source: Czech News Agency 
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Karel Vaš in Žilina in 1945. � Source: Post Bellum
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Karel Vaš in the USSR
A PRISONER AND COLLABORATOR OF THE 
PEOPLE’S COMMISSARIAT FOR INTERNAL AFFAIRS
Investigation file No. 29064 on Karel Vaš was preserved in the State Archives of the 
Transcarpathian Region. It contains a large amount of interesting information about 
his activities in the inter-war period as well as his internment in the USSR. The presented 
edition of documents from the file is supplemented by the transcription of an interview with 
Karel Vaš on this topic.

ADAM HRADILEK

In the early years of the Second World 
War thousands of people fled from oc-
cupied Czechoslovakia to the Soviet Un-
ion, hoping to be saved and to be able 
to join the resistance movement. Among 
the refugees were many Jews escaping 
the growing anti‑Semitism. The largest 
group by far consisted of the inhabitants 
of Carpathian Ruthenia, which was occu-
pied after 1938 by the Hungarian army. 
In most cases, the refugees were arrest-
ed and tried immediately after crossing 
the border, typically for illegal border 
crossing and “espionage”. The length of 
sentences was usually 3 to 5 years, and in 
rare cases up to 8 years. The refugee wave 
from Czechoslovakia coincided with the 
launch of many new industrial and con-
struction projects throughout the USSR. 
For example, there was an increase in 
mining of coal in the Vorkuta and Pechora 
region, oil on the Ukhta River, and pre-
cious metals in Norilsk and on the Kolyma 
River. In November 1939, in a letter to the 
Politburo, Lavrentiy Beria complained of 
a shortage of labour in the Gulag camps.1 
This was to be partly solved by refugees 
from the former Czechoslovakia, who 
were typically sent to slave labour in the 
above mentioned places.
In addition to archival materials docu-
menting the Czechoslovak experience 
with the Gulag camps, a number of tes-
timonies of former prisoners have been 
preserved. The Oral History Group of the 
Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Re-
gimes has talked to dozens of witnesses 
and obtained dozens of other testimo-
nies from collections around the world. 

With respect to specific persons, the Oral 
History Group is currently seeking and 
finding materials of the NKVD from the 
period of their internment in the USSR. 
The survivors of Soviet labour camps 
whose files were found among the NKVD 
materials also include Karel Vaš.
Karel Vaš was born on 20 March 
1916 in Uzhhorod, into the family of 
a  Hungarian-speaking lawyer of Jewish 
descent. It was already during his stud-
ies at an Uzhhorod gymnasium in 1933 
that he secretly joined the Communist 
Party of Czechoslovakia (KSČ). After com-
pleting secondary school he enrolled at 
the Faculty of Law of Charles Universi-
ty in Prague. During his studies he was 
actively involved in the activities of the 
communist movement, for which he was 
also punished. In 1936 he was sentenced 
to two weeks in prison for causing a dis-
turbance during a demonstration. Shortly 
after graduation in February 1939, at the 
command of the Communist Party, he 
went to Uzhhorod, which was occupied 
by Hungarians from November 1938, and 
joined the Communist resistance move-
ment. In 1940, fearing arrest, he decided 
to escape to the Soviet Union, where he 
experienced the same fate as thousands 
of other young people from Carpathian 
Ruthenia who sought refuge there from 
the Hungarian occupation. Shortly after 
crossing the border he was arrested by 
Soviet border guards and imprisoned. 
He spent over six months in prisons in 
Nadvirna, Stanyslaviv and Poltava. The 
preserved archival materials show that 
at that time, in an effort to be released, 

he attempted to make contact with the 
leadership of the NKVD and the Commu-
nist International in Moscow. Although 
in his requests he referred to himself as 
“an iron Bolshevik” who had devoted 
his life to communism, for which he is 
always “ready to sacrifice his life”, on 
10 February 1941 he was sentenced to 
three years of forced labour in one of the 
labour camps in the autonomous region 
of Komi in northern Russia by the Spe-
cial Tribunal of the NKVD. From the Pol-
tava prison he was sent to the Kedrovyi 
Shor agricultural camp2 which produced 
food for the nearby camps around Inta.3 
He spent nearly two years there. While 
the camp experience eroded the faith of 
many prisoners in the Soviet Union, for 
Karel Vaš it was a place where he started 
collaborating with the NKVD, which he 
also later admitted: Even in isolation in 
the USSR I didn’t stop being a communist, 
not only that I  thought as a  communist, 
but I also proved that by my actions. Even 
in isolation I showed my love for the USSR 
by helping the Soviet security authorities 
identify enemy elements, subversive crim-
inals.4 On 4 January 1943, after two years 
in prison, he was released from the camp, 
based on the amnesty for Czechoslovak 
citizens, and went along with several oth-
er liberated Czechoslovaks5 to the Czech-
oslovak military unit in Buzuluk.
Thanks to the collaboration with the 
NKVD after his release from the camp 
and during his service in the Czechoslo-
vak army, he was assigned to the 2nd 
(Intelligence) Department of the Staff of 
the 1st Czechoslovak Separate Brigade 
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in the USSR. In January 1945 he became 
the deputy of Bedřich Reicin in the newly 
created Defence Intelligence (OBZ). He 
continued to collaborate with the NKGB 
even after the war and participated in 
a  number of illegal activities related to 
the preparation of the seizure of power by 
the Communist Party in Czechoslovakia 
after 1945 and its consolidation after 
1948. In February 1948 he was appointed 
deputy of the Chief Military Prosecutor in 
Prague. Based on the instructions of the 
Soviet intelligence service, he applied to 
be transferred to the military department 
of the State Prosecutor’s Office in order 
to influence the investigation of General 
Heliodor Píka. General Píka, who as the 
leader of the Czechoslovak military mis-
sion in the Soviet Union contributed to 
the release of Czechoslovaks from Soviet 
camps, was sentenced to death in 1949 – 
with a contribution from Karel Vaš.
Karel Vaš himself was arrested on 11 Au-
gust 1951, as a result of a power struggle 
within the ruling party. On 31 July 1953, 
after two years in custody, he was sen-
tenced to life imprisonment for high trea-
son, espionage and complicity to murder. 
In 1955, based on the amnesty, his sen-
tence was reduced to 25 years. In 1956 
he was acquitted and released. After his 
release he studied history at the Faculty 
of Arts of Charles University and worked 
for the Klement Gottwald Military Politi-
cal Academy. In 1963 his membership in 
the Communist Party was restored. Be-
fore he retired, he was an editor of the 
Central Council of Trade Unions.

After the fall of the communist regime, 
Vaš applied for judicial rehabilitation, 
but his application was rejected by the 
Higher Military Court. On 10 June 1991 he 
was rehabilitated by the Regional Court of 
the Transcarpathian Region in the case of 
illegal border crossing in 1940. In 1998 he 
was accused of misconduct that led to the 
death penalty of General Heliodor Píka. 
In February 2001 he was charged with 
murder and on 15 June 2001 sentenced 
to seven years’ unconditional imprison-
ment. On 15 January 2002 the High Court 
reversed the judgment and the prosecu-
tion was discontinued due to limitation.6 
As a result of increased interest in Karel 
Vaš and his prosecution, a  comprehen-
sive set of documents relating to him ti-
tled Sluha dvou pánů (A  Servant of Two 
Masters) was published in 1999.7 An in-
terview with Karel Vaš and a set of doc-
uments are presented here as a  supple-
ment to this publication, which touches 
on the period of Karel Vaš’s  internment 
in the Soviet Union only tangentially. The 
documents come from the investigation 
file of the NKVD preserved in the State 
Archives of the Transcarpathian Region 
in Uzhhorod, Ukraine.8 The original file 
has a total of 43 pages. It covers the pe-
riod from the arrest and imprisonment in 
Nadvirna, Stanyslaviv and Poltava, and 
includes a release report from the labour 
camp and materials related to the rehabil-
itation from 1991. In addition to the docu-
ments related to the persecution of Karel 
Vaš in the USSR (report on detention for 
illegal crossing of the USSR state border, 
description of the things seized during 
the search, extract from the report of the 
Special Tribunal of the NKVD based on 
which Karel Vaš was sentenced, and pris-
on release report), we also present mate-
rials that are related to Karel Vaš’s activ-
ity before escaping to the Soviet Union 
or that show his views and actions (in-
terrogation report of the NKVD prison in 
Stanyslaviv of 1 October 1940 and Karel 
Vaš’s  application for release sent to the 
Moscow leadership of the NKVD and the 
Communist International in Moscow from 
the NKVD prison in Poltava, Ukraine, on 
2 January 1941). A copy of the file and its 
translation are deposited in the archive of 
the Oral History Group of the Institute for 
the Study of Totalitarian Regimes.
The published documents are supple-
mented with the transcription of an 
interview with Karel Vaš from January 
2012.	
Karel Vaš died on 8 December 2012.

KAREL VAŠ 
* 20 March 1916 in Uzhhorod 

† 8 December 2012 in Prague

—— Since 1933 a member of the Com-

munist Party

—— Graduated from the Faculty of Law 

of Charles University

—— From 1938 to 1940 he worked in the 

communist resistance movement in 

Carpathian Ruthenia

—— In 1940 he fled to the USSR, where 

he was arrested and sentenced to 

three years for illegal border cross-

ing

—— In 1943 released from the Gulag, as 

an active collaborator of the NKVD

—— Joined the Czechoslovak military 

units in the USSR, assigned to the 

2nd Department of the Staff of the 

1st Czechoslovak Separate Brigade 

in the USSR

—— From January 1945 deputy of Bedřich 

Reicin at the Defence Intelligence 

(OBZ)

—— After the war he joined the military 

department of the State Prosecu-

tor’s Office, where he was involved 

in the condemnation and judicial 

murder of General Heliodor Píka

—— In 1951 arrested, sentenced to life 

imprisonment, expelled from the 

KSČ, released in 1956

—— Since 1963 a member of the Com-

munist Party again

—— In 2001 sentenced to seven years 

for murder; in 2002 the judgment 

was reversed by the High Court and 

the prosecution discontinued due to 

limitation

Title page of Karel Vaš’s investigation file kept by the 
NKVD.� Source: DAZO

Source: Post Bellum
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Document No. 1
[USSR], 1940, 26 August – Report on detention of Karel Vaš by NKVD members after crossing the Soviet border

Report on detention 
for illegal crossing of the state border 

of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

Done on 26 August 1940 at border base No. 1 of NKVD headquarters 95 of border district 30 

1.	 Surname, first name, father’s name Vash Karol Ignatevich

2.	 Year, month and place of birth 1916, 20 March, Uzhhorod, Uzhhorod district /Hungary/

3.	 Nationality Hungarian

4.	 Citizenship Hungarian

5.	 Permanent residence address Uzhhorod, Uzhhorod district, Tyeleki (?) 5

6.	 Education university, graduated from university

7.	 Profession and specialisation articled clerk

8.	 Last place of employment and position or field Uzhhorod, Uzhhorod district, articled clerk

9.	 Social origin officials

10.	 Property has nothing

11.	 Marital status single

12.	 Relation to military service 
	 (where and when he served, rank, position)

has not served in the army

13.	 Criminal record (whether he was sentenced  
and investigated, where, when, what for, judgment)

tried for participation in a political demonstration, 14 days
Signature: Karol Vash

14.	 Membership in the party member of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia since 1933 to 
this day

15.	 Time and place of detention (hour, minute, day, 
month, year, place of detention, territory of the 
municipal committee and district, distance from 
the border where detention was conducted)

26 August 1940, 1:30 p.m., coordinate 8802, in the territory  
of Rozhnyativ district, Stanyslaviv region

16.	 Time and place of border crossing border crossed on 26 August 1940 at 9:30 a.m. at coordinate 
8606, base 15

17.	 How and under what circumstances the person was 
detained

detained by border guard

18.	 Reason for illegal border crossing border crossed due to persecution by Hungarian authorities

19.	 Who helped the person cross the border and why border crossed without anyone helping him

20.	 Accompanying person(s) when crossing the border

21.	 Manner of crossing the border (using artifice, 
resistance, attempts to hide from border guards)

border crossed without using any artifice

22.	 What was found during body search of the detainee Hungarian money – 221, 3 documents, 1 photograph, 1 gold 
watch, 1 wrist watch, 2 folding knives, 1 ballpoint pen, 1 shaving 
razor, 1 pair of scissors, 5 topographic maps, 1 torch, hiking boots

23.	 Detained by (surnames, first names, father’s names) Aboimov Fyodor, Mikulchik Vladimir Yakovlevich, Bebchiya Mikhail

24.	 Special statement of the detainee the detainee lived under three names in Hungary:  
1. Akerman, 2. Hardstein, 3. Steiner

25.	 Documents confirming identity of the detainee none

Detainee’s signature Karol Vash

Signature of the person who drew up the report signature

Translator’s signature ...................................
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Document No. 2
[USSR], 1940, 26 August – List of things seized in the body search of Karel Vaš

List of things seized in the body search
	 At the command of the 95th NKVD border guard No. ......... of ......... 194...,
	 we, the employees of the 95th border guard Grek (?)		  in the presence of the recorder Gobko (?),
	 have made a list of things that were seized from Vash Karol Ignatevich residing at: ..............................

Name of seized thing Quantity (pcs), weight and metres Quality

1 Hungarian money 221 (two hundred and twenty-one and 00 fillers)

2 Yellow metal watch No. 1543178 1

3 Wristwatch 1

4 Compass 1

5 Photograph 1

6 Folding knife 2

7 Shaving razor 2

8 Scissors 1 (small)

9 Topographic maps 4

10 Torch 1

11 Glasses 2

12 Wallets 2

13 Keys 1

14 Ballpoint pen 1 (old)

15 Documents 3

	 Signature of the searched person .......................................... Karol Vash
	 Witnesses ............................... signature
	 Search conducted by the NKVD officer ........................................ signature
	 Copy received by ...........................................
	 ............................................................194...

Document No. 3
Stanyslaviv, 1940, 1 October 1940 – Transcription of the interrogation of Karel Vaš in the NKVD prison

Interrogation Report
of the Accused Karol Ignatevich Vash Town of Stanyslaviv, 1 October 1940

Interrogation commenced at 8:35 p.m. Ended at 12:40 a.m. (sic)

Question: Tell us briefly about your life.

Answer: I was born in Uzhhorod in 1916, father Ignatiy Karlovich, a lawyer, died in 1938, mother Hedviga, 54 years old, house-
wife, sister Katerina, 28 years old, housewife, her husband Martin Silberstein – salesman, lives somewhere in America. 
Until 1922 I was at home, from 1922 to 1927 I attended national school and completed 5 years, from 1927 to 1934 I stud-
ied at a gymnasium in Uzhhorod and completed 8 years, from 1934 to 1939 I studied at the University of Law, which 
I completed and was given the degree of Doctor of Law and Political Science. After completing university in Prague 
I returned home to Uzhhorod, I did not have a job, because the Hungarians who came didn’t employ Jews as lawyers; 
moreover, they knew me as a communist, so nobody employed me.

Question: Do you have any relatives or friends in the territory of the USSR?

Answer: I don’t have any relatives in the territory of the USSR. I have an acquaintance, Leikfelder, who lives in Kamyanec-Podol-
sky, Kirova 11. He left Uzhhorod for Poland and then moved to the USSR.

Question: Do you have any relatives abroad?

Answer: No, I don’t.

Question: Have you ever been a member of any party or organisation?



95behind the iron curtain

Answer: From 1933 to 1938 I was a member of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, after the arrival of the Hungarians the 
Party went underground, and until the last moment I was a member of the illegal Communist Party of Hungary. In 1933, 
when I was still a gymnasium student, I became a member of the Communist Party. I had read Marxist literature before, 
and the Party charged me with conducting agitation among students, and we distributed communist leaflets twice or 
three times at night. After completing the gymnasium in 1934 I went to Prague, where I joined the student organisation 
of “poor, but progressive students”, I went to meetings and demonstrations. I joined that organisation with the permis-
sion of the Party. At one of the demonstrations in 1934, which was a demonstration organised by the Communist Party 
against war and fascism, for a united work front, I was charged with shouting slogans in the crowd, which I did, and 
therefore I was arrested by the Czechoslovak police and then spent 14 days in prison. After leaving Prague I was tasked 
with establishing the “Union of Friends of the Soviet Union” in Uzhhorod and other major towns in the Transcarpathian 
Ukraine, and I was in contact with the central organisation in Prague. I managed to establish organisations in Uzhho-
rod, Mukachevo, Berehovo and Khust. As I am from the family of a lawyer and as I myself studied at university and had 
acquaintances among intellectuals, I collected money for the organisation. At the meetings of the Communist Party 
I (illegible – translator’s note) for the work for the “Union of Friends of the Soviet Union” and received orders regarding 
... more work. We managed to build a strong organisation, there were gatherings at which we talked about the Soviet 
Union, and we also sent delegations to the Soviet Union, which after arrival in their hometowns provided information 
about what they had seen in the Soviet Union. In 1934 I was a delegate of Carpathian Ruthenia at a conference in 
Prague. Before the Hungarians came, I worked as a secretary of the “Union of Friends of the Soviet Union”. We published 
a newspaper entitled “Svět sovětů” (The World of Soviets) in English and in Hungarian. I was also a correspondent for 
other newspapers, I wrote international reports and articles about the Soviet Union. During the events in Spain I was 
tasked with founding the “Society of Friends of Democratic Spain”; we collected money, food and clothes and sent them 
to Spain, and we also organised rallies of solidarity with Spain and published the newspaper “Španělsko” (Spain), 
which I edited. When I studied at university in Prague, I didn’t have to work for the Party, but then suddenly I received 
a letter in which I was asked to contact the Central Committee in relation to various issues, which I did. After the arrival 
of the Hungarians, our Communist Party didn’t break up, but went underground. The organisation has the structure of 
five-member groups, I was in Yura Steiner’s five-member group, I led my three-member group, we did illegal work the 
whole time, I collected money from the supporters of the Communist Party and passed it to Yura Steiner, and based 
on his authorisation I wrote articles for illegal newspapers published by the organisation. In April 1940 members of 
the illegal Communist Party began to be arrested. In Uzhhorod and even in Hungary mass arrests of the members and 
supporters of the organisation started. The leader of the five-member group to which I belonged was arrested, and as 
I feared arrest I had to flee from Uzhhorod, went to Budapest, where I spent 14 days underground, but then I heard that 
people were also arrested in Budapest. In Budapest I met a member of our organisation, whose name I can’t remember 
and who was released for ransom even before the court started, and he informed me about who was arrested and what 
they said, and he also told me that the organisation had been revealed by somebody called Turan, who was one of the 
leaders of the Budapest organisation.

Question: Whose is the document that we seized from you in the search?

Answer: I stayed underground, hiding from the police, from April 1940. From Budapest I went to Miskolc, spent a few days there, 
and from there I went to Mukachevo, where I stayed under the name of my friend who a long time before that went to 
London – Akerman, I spent three weeks there and then I went back to Miskolc, where I changed my surname to Hard-
stein. I stayed there until 23 August 1940, hiding from the police. They wanted to recruit me into the Hungarian army 
and there was a danger that I might be revealed, so I decided to go to the Soviet Union.

Question: Tell us how you got to the border.

Answer: In Miskolc, with the help of my colleagues, I got a false ID in the name of D. Steiner, and thanks to this document I could 
get to the mountains as a tourist, that is to the border. On 23 August 1940 I left Miscolc and went to Khust, and from 
Khust I took a coach to get to Synevyrska Polyana, I spent the night there, in the morning registered as a tourist and 
got permission to go to the tourist hostel in the village of Cherna-Ryka, and because I didn’t know the way, they gave 
me a guide who took me to the (illegible name – translator’s note) mountain and then went back. On the mountain I met 
a shepherd who took me to the border, for which I paid him 15 pengő. I crossed the border and went further into the 
territory of the Soviet Union, where I was detained by border guards near the border village of Piskovo and sent to their 
workplace.

Question: Why did you come to the USSR?

Answer: I came to the USSR to hide from the police and to work and live in the Soviet Union.

Question: You are charged with illegal crossing of the state border from Hungary to the USSR. Do you admit your guilt?

Answer: Yes, I admit my guilt that I illegally crossed the state border from Hungary to the Soviet Union.

Question: What can you add to your testimony?

Answer: I have nothing to add to my testimony.

The report correctly records my words; it has been read to me aloud in a language which I understand, 
in witness whereof I affix my signature. 

Karol Vash
Interrogation led by the investigator .................................. signature
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Document No. 4
Poltava, 2 January 1941 – Karel Vaš’s application for release from prison

Karel Vaš’s personal application for release from prison

НАРОДНЫЙ КОМИСАРИАТ ВНУТРЕННИХ ДЕЛ МОСКВА
PEOPLE’S COMMISSARIAT FOR INTERNAL AFFAIRS, MOSCOW
Application of Karel Vash for examination of his past and immediate release
Name: Vash Ignatevich Karel, born: Uzhhorod, Transcarpathian Ukraine (currently Hungary), 1916, Jewish national
My whole life and my whole communist work are detailed in the reports in my files.
I have devoted my life to the communist movement. I came to the Soviet Union because my work for the communist movement in 
Hungary was no longer possible, as the police had issued a warrant against me, and if caught I would have been sentenced to death.
I  came to the USSR not only to save my life and to work for communism, but also, based on the instruction from my arrested 
comrades-colleagues, to inform the competent authorities of mass arrests of leading officials and of the reason for such arrests, name-
ly that one of Hungary’s leading officials from the mother country, comrade Turay, is an agent of the police and that he informed the 
Hungarian police of our comrades and organisations. These mass arrests were conducted in April 1940 in the whole Hungary, mainly 
in Transcarpathian Ukraine. I came to the Soviet Union as a member of the Communist Party who was unable to conduct work within 
the communist movement in Hungary, because I was facing the death penalty, and being aware of the fact that the Communist Interna-
tional ensures the right of asylum in the territory of the USSR for such a meritorious communist. I have been arrested for six months 
and cannot be released before my whole political past is entirely clear. I know that many thousands of people have crossed the borders 
of the USSR without permission and that it is necessary to investigate their past. However, I also know that you are not indifferent to 
my fate, because I am an iron Bolshevik who has devoted his life to communism, for which I am ready to sacrifice my life. I came to the 
USSR, because I followed the directives of the Comintern.
With respect to my interrogation report, I would like to add that there are the following comrades currently living in the USSR who 
know me personally or at least by hearsay: Engineer Langfelder, address: Kamanec-Podolsk, Elektrostantsiya, Kyrov Street 11 (he 
knows me personally and he also knows my work in the Union of Friends of the USSR and in the Society of Friends of Democratic 
Spain). Wasserman Samuel Karolovich, art critic at the museum in Lviv, address: Lviv (Lemberg), Museum, who is my uncle and who is 
married to the sister of Béla Kun9, a leading Hungarian communist. Deputy Borkanyuk10, a former deputy of the Prague Parliament for 
Carpathian Ruthenia. Comrade Turyanitsa11, former secretary of the Red Unions in Transcarpathian Ukraine, a personal acquaintance 
from Uzhhorod. Comrade Varga, secretary of the Communist Party in Transcarpathian Ukraine, a personal acquaintance from Uzh-
horod. Comrade Václav Sinkule12, editor of Rudé právo, a prominent newspaper of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia in Prague, 
a personal acquaintance from Prague. Comrade Klement Gottwald13, the leader of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, a personal 
acquaintance from 1937, when he was flying by aeroplane from Prague to Moscow via Uzhhorod, his plane had a puncture over Uzh-
horod, he was forced to land, slept one night in Uzhhorod, at the “Berzheni” hotel, I took him from the café to the communist Workers’ 
House, where I had a long conversation with him about the result and causes of the Spanish civil war.
I hope that the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs of the USSR will not be indifferent to my fate. I request that my political past 
be investigated as quickly as possible and, consequently, that I be immediately released so that I can work again for communism, to 
which I have devoted my life and for which I am always ready to sacrifice my life.
I did cross the border illegally, but in accordance with the directives of the Comintern, which is obliged to have me at its disposal and 
to investigate my political past. I request that the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs of the USSR turn to the Czechoslovak and 
Hungarian branches of the Comintern.
I hope that my request will be immediately granted, and I will be immediately released to be at the Comintern’s disposal.
With Bolshevik regards,
� Vaš Karel Ignatěvič
� Poltava, prison
� 2 January 1941

FOR THE ATTENTION OF THE COMMUNIST INTERNATIONAL – THE CZECHOSLOVAK SECTION, MOSCOW
Application of Karel Vaš to investigate his past.
My name: Vaš Karel Ignatovič
Born: in Uzhhorod (Czechoslovakia, Carpathian Ruthenia) on 20 March 1916. Jewish nationality.
Job: articled clerk.
My life: Having completed primary school in Uzhhorod, I attended the Czech gymnasium in Uzhhorod. I passed the school leaving 
examination in 1934. As the seventh gymnasium student, based on my political maturity, I was accepted as a full member of the Czech-
oslovak Communist Party in Uzhhorod. My membership began in 1933. In 1934 I enrolled at the Faculty of Law of Charles University 
in Prague. I was awarded a doctorate in February 1939. All that time I lived in Uzhhorod and just before my examinations I stayed in 
Prague for 3–6 months. As a university student, I was a member of the “Unity of Poor and Progressive Students” in Prague. As such, 
I conducted communist agitation at my university and actively participated in the activity of the Prague communist movement. Since 
my permanent residence was the town of Uzhhorod, I continued to be a member of the Communist Party in Uzhhorod, and when 
I stayed in Prague for the purpose of passing examinations, I always had permission from my Party. In 1934 I received an order from 
the Party to organise branches of the “Union of Friends of the USSR”14 in Uzhhorod and in Carpathian Ruthenia. I managed to organise 
branches in Uzhhorod, Mukachevo, Berehovo and Sev... (illegible). I was secretary of the Uzhhorod branch and regional secretary of all 
branches of the “Union of Friends of the USSR” in Carpathian Ruthenia. As a result of my activity, the Uzhhorod branch became the 
best performing branch in the entire Czechoslovak Republic. In 1936 (1935), at the national conference of the branches of the “Union 
of Friends of the USSR” in Prague, I represented Carpathian Ruthenia as its regional secretary. I was also a correspondent and distrib-
utor of “Svět sovětů” (The World of Soviets)15. There was successful propaganda of the USSR in Uzhhorod and in Carpathian Ruthenia, 
mainly thanks to my personal effort, because I devoted all my time to this (struck through) matter.
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At the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, I was charged by the Party with establishing a branch of the “Society of Friends of Democratic 
Spain” in Carpathian Ruthenia.
I established branches in Uzhhorod, Mukachevo and Berehovo. I successfully organised propaganda of democratic Spain. I also organised 
material aid for the republican government. I was a correspondent and distributor of the magazine “Španělsko” (Spain). In 1936 I represent-
ed Carpathian Ruthenia at the national congress of branch secretaries as the Uzhhorod branch secretary and also as the regional secretary 
in Carpathian Ruthenia.
After the split of the Czechoslovak Republic I stayed in Uzhhorod, which passed to Hungary. The organisation was reorganised, because the 
Party became illegal. A thorough purge of unreliable members was conducted. I continued to stay in the Party in Uzhhorod. I was the head 
of one unit and I was tasked with conducting specifically heavy tasks such as distribution of leaflets, immediate agitation in villages, agita-
tional work among intellectuals, organisation of financial aid for ... among the progressive intelligentsia. In addition, I became an editor of 
the illegal Hungarian newspaper “Munkás Újság” (Workers’ Newspaper), which was the successor of our official institution in Carpathian 
Ruthenia.
In April 1940 mass arrests of our members in Uzhhorod, Mukachevo, Berehovo, Khust, Košice and all of Carpathian Ruthenia as well as in the 
Hungarian homeland were conducted. Luckily, I managed to avoid arrest and I lived under false names until August 1940 in various locations 
in Hungary. The police issued a warrant against me and they also had my photograph. My colleagues from Uzhhorod were arrested, taken to 
Budapest and brought before a military court, which according to Hungarian laws means a sentence of at least 10 years or life imprisonment, 
or even the death penalty, because they were all charged with high treason, connection to a foreign power, espionage, illegal communist 
propaganda and organisation, etc. As even my “participation” in this activity was proved (the comrades were tortured for so long that they 
finally confessed), I faced a sentence of at least 10 years. In August, Hungary mobilised its army against Romania, introduced a statarium, 
i.e. martial law status, and I was also inducted into the army. My comrades-colleagues who were arrested sent me a message, through one 
comrade released on bail, to keep hiding, and since it became impossible for me to continue to work in the communist movement, to resort 
to the Soviet Union and inform the competent authorities of these mass arrests of leading officials and of the reason for the arrests, namely 
that one of Hungary’s leading officials from the mother country, Turay, is an agent of the police and that he informed the Hungarian police 
of our comrades and organisations. When I considered the fact that I could not do more for the Party in Hungary and that I was facing arrest 
and a sentence of at least 10 years and, after the commencement of the state of emergency, a death penalty if I failed to report to the army, 
and then especially after receipt of the message from my arrested colleagues I illegally crossed the border of the USSR, disguised as a tourist, 
under a false name and holding a false tourist ID. I was arrested by a Soviet military patrol on 20 August 1940, and I have been in custody 
since then.
I came to the Soviet Union as a member of the Communist Party who was unable to conduct work for communism, because I was facing the 
death penalty, and being aware of the fact that the Communist International ensures the right of asylum in the territory of the USSR for such 
a meritorious communist. I have been arrested for 6 months and cannot be released before my whole political past is entirely clear.
I would like to add that there are the following comrades currently living in the USSR who know me personally or at least by hearsay: 
Engineer Langfelder, his address: Kamanec-Podolsk, Elektrostantsiya, Kyrov Street 11 (he knows me personally and he also knows my work 
in the Union of Friends of the USSR and the Society of Friends of Democratic Spain16). Wasserman Samuel, art critic at the museum in Lviv, 
address: Lviv (Lemberg), Museum, who is my uncle and who is married to the sister of Béla Kun, a leading Hungarian communist. Comrade 
deputy Borkanyuk, a former deputy of the Prague Parliament for Carpathian Ruthenia. Comrade Turyanitsa, former secretary of the Red 
Unions in Transcarpathian Ukraine. Comrade Varga, secretary of the Party in Transcarpathian Ukraine. Comrade Václav Sinkule, editor 
of “Rudé právo”, a personal acquaintance from Prague. Comrade Klement Gottwald, the leader of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, 
a former deputy; a personal acquaintance from 1937, when he was flying by aeroplane from Prague to Moscow via Uzhhorod, his plane had 
a puncture over Uzhhorod, he was forced to land, slept one night in Uzhhorod, at the “Berzheni” hotel, I (we) took him from the café to the 
Workers’ House, where I had a long conversation with him about the result and causes of the Spanish civil war. I hope he remembers me: I am 
short and I wear glasses. He complained to me in the Workers’ House that he did not feel well due to the puncture and the aeroplane crash.
etc.

Dear comrades!
I hope that you are not indifferent to my fate. I appeal to you to as quickly as possible provide the competent Soviet authorities with 
information about my past to help me be released in order to be able to work again for communism, to which I have devoted my life 
and for which I am ready to sacrifice my life at any time. Thank you.

Poltava,	 With Bolshevik regards
1 February 194017	 Vaš Karel Ignatěvič

Postscript: In the November or December issue of the magazine “Španělsko”, year 1936, there is a photograph of the aforementioned 
congress of the “Society of Democratic Spain”, which was held at the Trade Unions’ House in Perštýn, Prague. In the photograph I am 
in the corner, far right, I have glasses and a moustache.18 I also gave a presentation at the congress. I hope comrade Prof. Nejedlý 
remembers me.

Turn!!!
Additional request: Since I do not have more paper and time, I appeal to you, dear comrades, to convey and submit this request to the 
Hungarian section of the Communist International or, as the case may be, to other bodies of the Comintern in charge of the territory 
of Transcarpathian Ukraine (former Carpathian Ruthenia).
I do not ask for a favour or for favouritism. It is your Bolshevik obligation to investigate and clarify my political past so that I will be 
released as soon as possible and, as before, I will fight with you for the victory of communism throughout the world. Thank you.

Poltava prison,	 Honour work.
2 January 1941	 Vaš Karel Ignatěvič
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Document No. 5 
Stanyslaviv, 10 February 1941 – Decision of the special session of the NKVD on the imprisonment of Karel Vaš

Extract from Report No. 18  
of the Special Tribunal of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs of the USSR  

of 10 February 1941

PERSON INTERROGATED DECISION

Case No. 29046/UNKVD of the Stanyslaviv region 
regarding the charge of VASH Karol Ignatovich, born 
1916 in Uzhhorod /Hungary/, Jewish, Hungarian 
citizen, from the family of a lawyer, doctor of law 
and political science

Karol Ignatovich VASH shall be imprisoned for ille-
gal crossing of the state border in a labour camp for 
THREE years, commencing on 26 August 1940.

USSR – 7/13, 12034 of 21 February 1941
Vorkuta-Pechora labour camp

Stamp

Chief of the Special Tribunal Secretariat
of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs of the USSR

Signature

Document No. 6
Inta, 4 January 1943 – Certificate of Karel Vaš’s release from the Inta labour camp to Buzuluk

NKVD-USSR

Main Directorate of Railway 
Construction Camps

INTA LABOUR CAMP AND 
CONSTRUCTION

2nd department

4 January 1943

No. 521160

CERTIFICATE
The applicant, Karol Ignatovich Vash, born 1916 in Uzhhorod, Hungary, as 
a Czechoslovak citizen, shall be granted amnesty, based on the regulation of the 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR of 19 November 1942. He may live freely 
within the territory of the USSR, with the exception of border zones, restricted areas, 
military areas and towns with a special regime of the first and second categories.
The citizen K. I. Vash shall be sent to the selected place of residence in Buzuluk, 
Chkalovsk region.
The certificate shall be valid for THREE months and it shall be issued in exchange for 
a passport.
The above has been confirmed by a signature and stamp.
Deputy Commander of the Intinstroy NKVD Directorate
First Lieutenant of State Security Service /Satyukov/
Commander of the Department for Records and Dislocation of Prisoners of Intinstroy 
NKVD /Fedorenko/ signature

Certificate of Karel Vaš’s release from the Gulag of 4 January 1943. Source: DAZO
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Document No. 7
Prague, 2012, 3 January – Transcription of an interview of Adam Hradilek with Karel Vaš about his internment in the USSR

You come from Uzhhorod. What has 
stuck in your mind about the town?
The town is beautiful, with the Uzh 
River going through its centre. There 
is a  bridge in the centre across the 
river and an artificial left bank under-
neath. During the Hungarian occupa-
tion, I and another boy went there on 
the boat at night, we had red paint and 
a brush, and we wrote a slogan on the 
bank: There will be the first of May! 
The following day they made a  fuss 
about it in town, a big one. But nobody 
was caught. There were military vehi-
cles passing around, so we would put 
nails on the main roads. Or we would 
cut telephone wires. We would do all 
sorts of things like that.

What do you remember about your 
parents?
We lived at the Masaryk Square in the 
centre of Uzhhorod. My father was 
a  lawyer. He defended insignificant 
people. He died of a heart attack before 
the war. He didn’t care about politics. 
He was a  petty bourgeois. As for my 
mother, I  only know vaguely that she 
came from somewhere near Brno. She 
was taken to Auschwitz in 1944 togeth-
er with my sister Kateřina and they 
both died there.

Did you celebrate Jewish holidays at 
home?
No, we didn’t. My father was progres-
sive. We didn’t even keep kosher.

When did you decide to go to the 
Soviet Union?
The resistance against the occupying 
Hungarian regime was so strong that 
the Hungarian authorities moved on to 
repression. They arrested my comrades 
in arms who participated in the illegal 
resistance. I was in danger of being ar-
rested too. So I  ran away through the 
Carpathians. I  knew something about 
the mountains. I  was careful, and 
I knew the alphabet of illegal activity. 
I crossed the border into Poland, occu-
pied by the Soviet army.

How were you received by the 
Soviets?
They arrested me in the woods. Then 
they took me to a  small town. I  de-

scribed to the Soviet authorities fair-
ly and honestly everything I did. And, 
honestly, they didn’t touch me. They 
were polite to me, following their rules. 
But I had to be a good boy and do what 
they wanted.

Did they question you for a long 
time?
I don’t know, it wasn’t that long. They 
were inexperienced young people. In 
training.

How long were you in prison?
Please, don’t forget that I have Parkin-
son’s disease. I just forget some things. 
I  know I  was briefly in Kiev. I  was 
standing in the cold in the courtyard 
all night, wearing only summer clothes 
and low shoes. Then they took me 
through Kiev to the north tip of Komi. 
When we got off the train, we walked 
in the snow to the camp. We went for 
a day or two, I don’t know. I walked in 
the snow just in low shoes. I didn’t have 
anything else. But we got Soviet boots 
in the camp after some time. Felt boots.

What did the camp look like?
It was what they called an experimen-
tal agricultural cooperative. There 
were no fences. We lived in dugouts. 
I remember that the sun didn’t go down 
there. It was always kind of dark, night 
and day.

How many people lived in a dugout?
That varied. A hundred, a hundred and 
fifty, fifty, depending on the size.

Can you describe what such a dug­
out looked like inside?
There was a stove and bunk beds, kind 
of wooden structures. That was bad.

Why was it bad?
Because if you didn’t have a  coat or 
clothing, you had nothing underneath 
but boards.

You didn’t have mattresses or at 
least hay?
You have to realize one thing. 
Everything was just being created and 
made, and it was in a state of war. Af-
ter all, the Soviet Union was attacked. 
Everything was first for the army and 
only then for the people. They suffered 
too. And we were only prisoners.

How many prisoners approximately 
were in the camp?
Where I  was, there were about nine 
hundred to a  thousand prisoners, 
including about a  hundred women. 
Some were there for several months, 
several years, and there were also 
people who got ten years. I remember 
that the hardest punishments were 
ten, fifteen years.

Karel Vaš’s photograph taken in the NKVD prison in Nadvirna shortly after his arrest in 1940. � Source: DAZO
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Did you talk to each other about 
why you were imprisoned?
Well, no. But sometimes we heard that 
it was for political reasons.

Did women live together with men 
or did they have a separate depart­
ment?
No, but there were separate male and 
female dugouts. And contact between 
them wasn’t prohibited.

Did interrogations continue in the 
camp?
No. At least not where I  was. But the 
situation there was interesting. The 
camp was partially controlled by the 
prisoners. And there was a state author-
ity above them. The highest economic 
body, the team leader, was a Ukrainian 
nationalist. But state power in the camp 
was represented by an NKVD lieuten-
ant.

What was the daily routine in the 
camp?
We worked ten to twelve hours. It de-
pended on the season. You have to 
realize that where I  was winter was 
long. Actually, there was no spring and 
autumn. We grew potatoes and miscel-
laneous crops. They tried agricultural 
production in heavy weather condi-
tions. They even grew tobacco. The 
transition between summer and winter 
was really fast. In the afternoon, at six 
or seven it was still warm, and at nine 
it suddenly started freezing. And when 
the winter period began, it wasn’t dark, 
but gloomy. We went to work either in-
dividually or in groups. Every group 
was always guarded by a sentry. I was 
never physically insulted or tortured. 
But I  know that there was a  solitary 
confinement unit in the camp.

What did the solitary confinement 
unit look like in the camp?
I  have no idea. But I  know what it 
looked like in Czechoslovakia. I  expe-
rienced it at Ruzyně, where I lost eight-
een kilos.

What kind of work did you do in 
winter?
We cut down trees and then prepared 
agricultural products for the warm-
er period. It was still cold, and we al-
ready started to grow seedlings in the 
dugouts. And as the weather began to 
change, we planted them outside.

What did hygiene look like in the 
camp?
There was what was called a banya. We 
had no running water, of course. When 
a bath was ordered, everybody received 
a wooden bucket of hot and cold water. 
We were very careful about every decili-
tre of water. This was done three times 
a month.
What did you wear?
It depended on the season, whether 
it was summer or winter. In winter 
we wore quilted jackets and trousers. 
Women had exactly the same clothes. 
There were no buttons, just laces in-
stead of buttons.

Was there a hospital in the camp?
There was a  “vratch”, a  person that 
was something between a  nurse and 
a doctor who practiced medicine.

Were there also children of the 
prisoners in the camp?
There were some children, but I don’t 
know whether they were the children 
of the prisoners or of the free citizens. 
Someone was, for example, sentenced 
to a  year and a  half. Then he was 
freed, but had to remain in the place 
and mostly did the same job. It wasn’t 
like now when you can go wherever 
you want. You couldn’t just leave the 
place where you had your permanent 
residence and move away. You needed 
a permit. It just wasn’t possible.

Was it difficult to obtain such a per­
mit?
Yes. It was hard to get the documents. 
But can you live without them today?

I have a passport and can travel 
freely anywhere in the world, maybe 
with the exception of North Korea.
Well, you mention North Korea. But 
please go on. There was Tsarist Russia. 
And was it possible in Tsarist Russia? 
There was a district administrator. He 
went around his area day and night 
and kept watch over every whisper. 
This is how one can tell if you have 
read some literature. Gorky describes 
it absolutely masterfully.

You want to justify repressions in 
the Soviet Union by the situation in 
Tsarist Russia?
No, I don’t. But you have to know the 
history, the local traditions and, espe-
cially, the practice.

Did you make ​​friends with anyone?
I slept on the bunk bed next to a Polish 
colonel. He was a  decent, educated, 
intelligent man of a certain standard. 
I also had a girlfriend there, she got 
ten years. Because she was married 
to an accountant who was convicted 
of embezzlement. And her conviction 
was justified by the fact that it was 
for her personal benefit. So ten years 
for personal benefit. She was pretty, 

The first page of Karel Vaš’s application for release 
addressed to the Moscow leadership of the NKVD.
Source: DAZO

The first page of Karel Vaš’s indictment for illegal crossing 

of the border of the Soviet Union prepared on 2 October 

1940 in Stanyslaviv.� Source: DAZO
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very decent, intelligent, understand-
ing.

What was her name?
I can’t remember.

Was she from Czechoslovakia?
No. Russian or Ukrainian, I don’t know 
exactly. This was the time when the 
Ukrainian language was already, so to 
speak, wiped out by Russian. So only 
a  few Ukrainian intellectuals could 
speak correct Ukrainian.

Do you know the name of that Polish 
officer? Do you remember his name?
I  don’t know. I  only remember his 
interesting square hat.

Why was he in the camp?
I  don’t know. But in my opinion and 
judging from my experience he got 
there by accident, simply a  blunder, 
mistake, oversight by the NKVD bod-
ies deciding his fate. What happened 
to the cream of the Polish Army? You 
know that, I don’t have to tell, because 
that’s an open secret.

Do you know what happened to your 
girlfriend from the camp?
I don’t know. I was released and I was 
happy that I got to Buzuluk, and I didn’t 
think about it. She was neither the first 
nor the last woman I had a relationship 
with in my life. Life went on.

When did you find time for each 
other? You worked ten to twelve 
hours every day ...
She was assigned to agricultural work. 
She did hoeing, planting. In winter she 
prepared sowing. But we didn’t work 
on Sundays. Later we had Saturday 
afternoons off. And this is when we 
could socialize.

Did it happen that some of the 
women gave birth in the camp?
There were such cases, but they were 
isolated in hospitals, and they got 
special food, milk, etc. Milk and fine 
food. We got brown bread, and they got 
white bread. They had a special alloca-
tion of milk. Our camp had stables for 
horses and cows.

Your girlfriend didn’t become preg­
nant in the camp?
I’m sorry, but your question suggests 
that you don’t know basic things. The 

way of life in the camp didn’t provide 
the conditions for a woman to become 
pregnant.

Why?
Well, ask a doctor. I’m not a doctor. The 
women in the camp didn’t menstruate.

For many people the experience of 
labour camps challenged the belief 
in the Soviet regime. When they saw 
that there were thousands of people 
imprisoned for no reason. Did you 
have any doubt?
No.

I have spoken with a number of 
Ruthenians who fled to the Soviet 
Union as communists ...
People who fled to the Soviet Union 
from Carpathian Ruthenia were most-
ly non-political. The Soviet experience, 
the Soviet reality turned them into 
thinking people. Some opted for it, that 
was the majority, and the others were 
against.

For a lot of people it was shocking 
to discover that the Soviet regime 
was able to build such a repressive 
system that imprisoned innocent 
people.
Innocent people? How do you know 
that they were innocent people? The 
question is whether they wanted a real 
democracy or they wanted to achieve it 
using violence.

Wasn’t it the Soviet Union that re­
shaped society by violent means? It 
imprisoned millions of people in the 
camps. You weren’t shocked by that 
experience?
No. I  found some things positive and 
some not. But I always looked for the 
ultimate goal. And what was the ul-
timate goal? Drive the Nazis out of 
democratic Czechoslovakia. Do you 
believe that Masaryk’s Czechoslovakia 
worked absolutely correctly? Do you 
believe that no one was shot at various 
political events, demonstrations and 
strikes?

You got to one of the camps that was 
part of an extensive system through­
out the Soviet Union where a huge 
number of innocent people were 
imprisoned. Some were there for 
political reasons, but a considera­
ble number of them were completely 
innocent.
And how do you know that? Do you 
know it because you experienced it 
yourself?

This phenomenon is also de­
scribed by official historians in 
today’s Russia.
I don’t know what phenomenon you’re 
talking about. But you have to know 
the Soviet past, the situation in Tsarist 
Russia, read the classics of Tsarist Rus-
sia. Every period requires explanation. 
It requires an analysis from different 

Karel Vaš’s KSČ membership card signed by KSČ Chairman Klement Gottwald and Central Secretary Rudolf Slánský.

Source: Post Bellum
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aspects. But you can’t predict the out-
come of the findings. You need to have 
perfect knowledge of the essence.

That’s why I talk to people who 
experienced that period.
You have to realize that there were 
about fifteen to twenty thousand peo-
ple who left Ruthenia for the Soviet Un-
ion. You know the opinions of several 
hundred. I  grew up among them, and 
I carried the same burden. And I’ll tell 
you one thing. When I came to Buzuluk, 
I had to register in the Party organiza-
tion. Do you know who voted for me? 
The Ruthenians who judged me by my 
work. And they outvoted those who 
then pretended to be the representa-
tives of the majority.

How did you get to Buzuluk?
When I expressed the wish to join the 
army, the Soviet authorities released 
me. So I  didn’t serve my three years, 
because I  was released to the Czecho-
slovak army before the end of the sen-
tence. There was a group of us from the 
sovkhoz going by a normal train. We got 
bread, salt, salted fish and a little sugar 

for the journey. And the Soviet stations 
provided anyone who wanted with “ky-
pyatok”, boiling water, for free. You 
could make tea if you wanted to.

Some people, such as František 
Polák and Karel Goliath, went back 
to camps after being released to 
Buzuluk. Do you remember these 
people?
Of course, I do.

There are archival materials signed 
by Ludvík Svoboda, who handed 
these people over to the NKVD. 
Why were they handed over to the 
NKVD?
Everyone has to form his own opinion. 
If I tell you that they were like this or 
like that, someone will misuse it. Obvi-
ously, I have my own opinion. I’m also 
a historian.

You said in the past that you 
collaborated with the NKVD in the 
camp in detecting enemy elements. 
What form did the collaboration take?
No, please, I  don’t know what you 
mean, but I assume what you mean.

How many years was your girlfriend 
in the camp sentenced to?
Ten years, because her husband – ac-
cording to the court that tried and con-
victed him – committed embezzlement 
at work and she benefited from that. 
Ten years. As a lawyer, I must say that 
there’s something wrong about it.

This information didn’t raise doubts 
in you about the Soviet system?
No, not at all.

There were millions of such people. 
You didn’t find it strange?
You have to realize that different coun-
tries, different nations have different 
traditions.

After 1948 this tradition and this 
practice were transferred to Czecho­
slovakia. Thousands of innocent 
people were affected. You were 
involved in it too and you were also 
imprisoned. That’s why I’m wonder­
ing why you have that unshakeable 
conviction that the regime was good.
And was tsarism good or not? When you 
gain more experience, when you get 

Meeting of the Society of Friends of Democratic Spain in Perštýn, Prague. Karel Vaš sitting far right, with moustache. This is the photograph Karel Vaš refers to in his letters from prison 
to the NKVD, see Document No. 4.� Source: Španělsko, No. 8, 1937
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a broader view of things, your opinion 
of everything will change accordingly. 
Nothing is permanent. Nothing is here 
forever. People and opinions change. 
I’ve told you many things that you defi-
nitely don’t like. I’m not used to saying 
something different from what I think. 
If I find new facts, I might change those 
views. I’m convinced of my views. And 
if you give me another fact, a  major 
one, I’m always willing to change my 
views.

I haven’t come to convince you of 
some other truth. On the contrary, 
I’ve come to hear your experience 
with Soviet camps and find out what 
kind of impact it had on you.
But don’t forget that I’m trained, rela-
tively trained, maybe not at everything, 
but a  relatively trained intellectual. 
A  thinking creature. And I’m always 
willing to change my views. What re-
sult do you think your work will lead 
to? Do you think you’ll change the sit-
uation?

I’m not here to do that, to change 
the situation.
You’ve set yourself some impossible 
goals, impossible hopes?

No, my goal is to find people who 
have experience of the Soviet labour 
camps.
To get experience ...

And to convey it to others. I have no 
other ambition.
I  don’t think about that any more. 
That’s  passé. Sir, have a  nice day, 
I wish you all the best.
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We Are Where We Were
AN INTERVIEW WITH THE HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVIST 
AND FORMER SOVIET DISSIDENT VLADIMIR 
BUKOVSKY. 
The Volvox Globator publishing house together with the Institute for the Study of 
Totalitarian Regimes have published memoirs of Vladimir Bukovsky (* 1942), in which 
he describes his experience as a dissident in the Soviet regime in the 1960s and 1970s, 
including his stays in camps and psychiatric clinics. In 1976, the Kremlin exchanged 
him with the West for the Chilean communist Luis Corvolán. On the occasion of the 
publishing of his book, Vladimir Bukovsky visited Prague in March 2013 and we asked 
him a few questions.

PETR PLACÁK and ADAM HRADILEK

Which event, which moment was 
decisive for you getting involved in 
politics and the dissident move­
ment?
For my generation, the turning point was 
the year 1956. First Khrushchev’s speech 
about Stalin’s crimes came and then the 
Hungarian revolution and the way they 
crushed it – they crushed it exactly the 
same way Stalin would have done it. We 
suddenly realized that Stalin’s era had 
not finished, that it persisted. This real-
ization was truly something that woke 
up our whole generation.

What defined your relationship to 
the regime – Khrushchev’s condem­
nation of Stalin’s cult or the events 
in Hungary?
The Hungarian uprising, for sure. We 
slowly realized that Stalin was a criminal 
because a  huge amnesty had been 
granted in 1955. Khrushchev released 
hundreds of thousands of political pris-
oners who described in detail what had 
been happening in prisons and in the 
camps. So we knew that millions of peo-
ple had been imprisoned for no reason at 
all and many had been executed. 

How did you feel about Stalin’s death?
I was 10 and it was the biggest shock 
of my life because he was not supposed 
to die! They had been telling us that he 

was a  god and when a  god suddenly 
dies, you realize that something is not 
quite right. At his funeral I was sitting 
on the roof of the National hotel and 
saw the whole panorama. I realized it 
was all wrong – people trampling over 
each other and fighting in the streets 
to see the dead god! It was nonsense. 
At that moment I realized that the ma-
jority could be wrong. 

How did the older generation cope 
with it?
The whole older generation lied to us 
when they had been telling us that he 
was a  god. It caused an intergenera-
tional rift. Sons stood against their fa-
thers. After that we did not believe the 
older generation anymore.

How was the society affected by 
the return of a huge mass of people 
from the Soviet camps?
It made people look reality in the face. 
I  haven’t studied it in more depth but 
I  believe that my parents and their 
generation did consciously lie to them-
selves; they got disconnected from it 
and simply did not pay any notice to mil-
lions of people being executed because 
it was impossible to live with something 
like this. They had to suppress it com-
pletely, not admit that such things were 
actually happening. But it did not help. 

Because when these people returned it 
was not possible to say that it had not 
happened anymore – these people were 
suddenly there. It was an apparition; it 
was a shock. The society could not go 
on denying that it had happened. And 
that was important.

Stalin’s death, the return of hun­
dreds of thousands of people from 
the Gulag and the year 1956 were 
important milestones. But when 
did you personally decide to openly 
stand up against the system?
It happened a  little later. The year 
1956 was a turning point, at that very 
moment a  certain mental limit was 
crossed but we still did not know what 
to do and how to do it. We put together 
some kind of resistance groups. We 
were ready to use violence if necessary 
but we had no arms. Then my friends 
and I had the idea to start reading poet-
ry on a square somewhere in Moscow. 
Why? It was a way to find people who 
shared our opinions. Today it is not 
a problem, you have the Internet, you 
create a website and anyone can join 
you. We did not have any such thing. 
How could we look for people with 
similar opinions when nobody was al-
lowed to speak openly? So we took up 
reading poetry. 
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How did the power respond?
It was absolutely legal, they could 
not ban it but they did not like what 
we read at all. It was mostly poems by 
authors who had been executed or im-
prisoned so they tried to stop us at all 
costs. They sent Komsomol members at 
us and we had to fight them. It led to an 
open confrontation. Then mass arrests 
started. In 1961, five of our friends 
were tried at court and sent to pris-
on. Others were arrested and expelled 
from schools. And that is how it ended. 

What happened to you?
I fled from Moscow – why should I wait 
for them to come and arrest me? I had 
friends who were geologists so I head-
ed for Siberia. I  expected they would 
not go on looking for me there. I spent 
half a year making my way there. That 
was 1962, I was 19.

Had an arrest warrant been issued 
in your name?
Yes.

How did it all end?
It ended when after half a  year of 
travelling in Siberia I said to myself that 

I  did not want to run away from them 
for the rest of my life. I  decided to go 
back to Moscow and I  was quite sure 
I  would be arrested. They did not bust 
me immediately, they first shadowed 
me to see who I was connected to. But 
I knew about them. It was like a game of 
hide and seek. In the end they arrested 
me. Officially I was accused of keeping 
a prohibited book. That was enough to 
arrest and imprison me. They probably 
hoped they would break me and turn 
me into an informer and when I refused 
to answer their questions they did not 
know what to do – to take me to court 
for one prohibited book was a little too 
much in Khrushchev’s times. They held 
me in a  solitary cell for three days in 
Lubyanka. After that the head of the 
Moscow KGB sent for me. He quite open-
ly tried to recruit me. He showed me the 
arrest warrant and said that if I would 
tell him everything, he would simply tear 
it to pieces and let me go. And if I were 
to refuse, he would sign it and I would go 
to prison. It was that easy, he said. I an-
swered in quite a rude way saying he was 
a motherfucker and so on. He did not say 
a word and simply signed. I was sent for 
a psychiatric examination in the Serbski 

Institute. They had mastered psychiatry 
so I was pronounced a madman and sent 
to a special psychiatric ward which was 
part of the prison hospital in what was 
then Leningrad. I  was there for about 
a year and a half. 

Did you meet people there who had 
been abused by the regime in the 
same way?
Well, of course, there were many. At 
that time they had changed their tactics 
and started sending political prisoners 
to madhouses. Once they asked Khrush-
chev while he was on a  visit abroad 
whether there were still any political 
prisoners in the Soviet Union and he 
said, of course not – that maybe a  few 
people could be found who did not un-
derstand the Soviet political system, 
but those people were mentally ill. And 
that was it. Of course the authorities 
took it as an order and started to send 
people arrested for political offences to 
closed psychiatric wards. 

How was the madhouse different 
from a camp?
There was a  huge difference; special 
madhouses were much worse. You 

Bukovsky in Prague, spring 2013. � Source: Přemysl Fialka
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Vladimir Bukovsky grew up in turbulent 
times at the turn of the 1950s and 1960s 
when, under the rule of Nikita Khrush-
chev, Stalinism was rejected, and political 
prisoners were released from the Gulag la-
bour camps and rehabilitated. The libera-
tion process started, part of which was dis-
cussion about economic changes, political 
repressions and further development of the 
Soviet Union. While the older generation ap-
proached the liberation of the circumstanc-
es cautiously, the young, adolescent gener-
ation was electrified. Many illegal societies 
of the youth of different political and phil-
osophical orientation emerged around the 
whole Soviet Union. People met in secret, 
led discussions, published papers. Different 
ethnic minorities, dissolved by Stalin’s gen-
ocidal policy into one “soviet nation” also 
contributed to the seed of opposition think-
ing. Ukrainians, Latvians, Crimean Tatars 
and others started to become aware of their 
identity and demanded the right of self-de-
termination. Like everyone else in the Soviet 
Union, Bukovsky also had a  clearly deter-
mined central line of life starting with the 
pioneer organization, Komsomol and the 
communist party, which were supposed to 
make him into a  full-fledged Soviet citizen. 
Thanks to the atmosphere of the times and 
his own judgement, the plan floundered at 
the very beginning. Something emerged in 
him, which was later diagnosed by foren-
sic psychologists as one of the symptoms 
of “slowly developing schizophrenia”. After 
he had been forced as a pioneer to publicly 
submit one of his less conscious classmates 
to criticism, he realized the monstrosity 
of his conduct and his classmate’s  morti-
fication. He was flooded with a  sense of 
shame and decided never to tie the pioneer 
scarf around his neck again. He started to 
“thirst for truth”. He read everything that he 
came across. In 10th grade he established 
a satirical magazine with his classmates and 
was consequently forced to leave school. 
Thanks to his interest in poetry and litera-
ture he soon became a  member of a  circle 
of intellectuals that decided to renew un-
official readings of poetry by the statue of 
Vladimir Mayakovski in the centre of Mos-
cow. This tradition had started already in 
1958 but was later banned by the authori-
ties. In 1963, Bukovsky was arrested for the 
first time for organizing recitation meetings. 
But instead of prison he was sent to a psy-

chiatric clinic. At the time of Stalinist purg-
es, being pronounced insane and placed in 
a psychiatric ward might have been a wel-
comed alternative to the Gulag camps. But 
in the 1960s the situation changed. The 
Soviet power started new tactics against 
the increasing number of dissidents, public 
trials and interest of the West – pronounc-
ing inconvenient persons mentally ill. Daniil 
Linc, a psychiatrist at the Serbski Institute 
in Moscow, played an infamous role in this. 
It was him who diagnosed dissidents with 
“slowly evolving schizophrenia” and did not 
hesitate to use it on a large scale. He decid-
ed on hundreds of cases of arrested people 
whether they should face a trial or be placed 
for an undetermined period of time in a spe-
cial psychiatric hospital, generally known as 
“psykushka” where enemies of the regime 
could be held without trial until they “recov-
ered.” Lunc also pronounced Bukovsky men-
tally ill. After half a year of observations in 
a psykushka in Moscow he was transported 
to the Leningrad clinic of special psycholo-
gy. Here, like in other psykushkas, the treat-
ment consisted of different psychiatric medi-
cation and patients being tied to the bed, put 
in a solitary cell, put in a straight jacket and 
various other methods, depending on the im-
agination of the “attending” doctor. 

Many brave men and women who chose 
different ways of protest against the occu-
pation of Czechoslovakia in 1968 suffered 
a  similar fate to Bukovsky’s. Two partic-
ipants in the best known protest – the 
demonstration at Red Square on 25 August 
1968 – Viktor Fainberg and Natalia Gor-
banevskaya, were also held in psychush-
kas. Viktor Fainberg spent a  total of five 
years in the Leningrad clinic of special 
psychology. During this time he spent 
a  lot of time in a solitary cell, was tied to 
the bed and when on hunger strike they 
fed him forcibly through the nose. Natalia 
Gorbanevskaya spent two years in a prison 
psychiatric hospital in Moscow and later in 
Kazan where she was treated with strong 
psychiatric medication. General Piotr 
Grigorenko, who together with a  teacher 
Ivan Iakhimovich issued a  statement crit-
icizing the occupation of Czechoslovakia, 
was sentenced to stay in Chernyakhovsk 
special psychiatric hospital. His colleague 
Ivan Iakhimovich spent several months in 
prison and in the psychiatric clinic in Riga 

where he met Elijahu Rips. This young stu-
dent of maths decided, following the model 
of Jan Palach, to self-immolate on 13 April 
1969 in order to protest against the inva-
sion to Czechoslovakia. He survived the 
protest and was consequently sent to a psy-
chiatric clinic. He was released in 1971 fol-
lowing international protests. Aldis Cilin-
skis, a printer from Latvia who wrote many 
protest inscriptions in public places in 
Riga in a protest against the occupation of 
Czechoslovakia and Latvia in 1968, spent 
four years in a psychiatric clinic.

Bukovsky personally knew or met in prison 
many of these people, who were punished 
for expressing solidarity with occupied 
Czechoslovakia. After having served his 
first sentence in 1965, he was arrested again 
at the end of the year for organizing protests 
against imprisonment of the writers Andrey 
Sinyavsky and Juliy Daniel. Consequently, 
he spent several months in two psykhuskas 
in Moscow. Half a year later he was arrested 
for a  protest against imprisonment of the 
poet Yuri Galanskov, which he organized 
together with the future participant in 
the demonstration on Red Square, Vadim 
Delon. The minutes of the subsequent trial 
in which Bukovsky was sentenced to three 
years in prison were taken and circulated in 
samizdat by Pavel Litvinov, another organiz-
er of the protest on Red Square. After he was 
released in 1970, Bukovsky decided to in-
form the West about the abuse of psychiatry 
in the USSR. He gave several interviews and 
provided many documents concerning this 
topic which proved that the Soviet judiciary 
abused psychiatry. This was the last straw 
for the Soviet authorities. He was arrested 
again in 1971. In 1972, he was sentenced to 
two years in prison, five years in camps and 
five years of banishment. In the labour camp 
Potma he met Yakov Suslenskiy and Iosif 
Meshener, teachers from Moldova who were 
sentenced to seven and six years, respec-
tively, for circulating an open protest letter 
against suppression of the Prague Spring. 
In the camps, a  merry-go-round of hunger 
strikes, punishments, protests and threats 
followed, which resulted in Bukovsky’s emi-
gration to Great Britain in 1976. 

Adam Hradilek
Extract from the afterword to the Czech publi-
cation of the book A vítr se vrací

Piotr Grigorenko, Ivan Iakhimovich, Viktor Fainberg, Elijahu Rips, Aldis Cilinskis and Natalia Gorbanevskaya were imprisoned in “psykhuskas” for involvement in protests against 
the occupation of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Vladimir Bukovsky informed about their fates at the International Psychiatry Congress in 1971.
Source: Latvian State Archive, the Memorial association – Moscow, and Sakharov’s Archive
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could not protest, you could not de-
fend yourself – you were mentally ill. 
So if you were for example on a  hun-
ger strike, they said it was another 
symptom of your mental illness. And 
they treated you with some neurolep-
tics and again you could not complain 
because you were mentally ill. When 
they beat you it was of course because 
you had been behaving badly. Noth-
ing could happen to them even if they 
killed you, because you had been offi-
cially, “medically” labelled as aggres-
sive and dangerous. That’s  how they 
used to put it down. A man was totally 
helpless there. And on top of that the 
“treatment” with medicaments. Lucki-
ly, there was not much choice at that 
time. They only had a few drugs which 
made you really sick but otherwise did 
not have any other effect. But later on 
they developed other medicines with 
really nasty side effects. They gave 
these to Gorbanevskaya, haloperidol 
and such. I did not get it; they did not 
have it at that time. But she did. 

Does the Serbski Institute still exist?
Yes, it does but they do not deal with 
political cases any more. But back in 
2007 they still had a few political cases. 
I was informed about them and we then 
revived our campaign from the 1970s. 
It went through the same connections, 
i.e. through psychiatric organizations 
in Britain and the United States, which 
raised protests immediately. Authori-
ties in Moscow got scared and released 
them, five or six cases, and stopped it. 

Was anyone held responsible for all 
that?
No, no, no. They did not even dismiss 
them. I  am not bloodthirsty. I  do not 
want them to get arrested but at least 
they could have taken their diplomas 
away. What sort of doctors are they?! 
They are still professors, academics 
now. They should have taken all that 
from them. No one has been taken to 
court, no one has been punished. 

During Yeltsin’s era you managed 
to acquire a lot of documents which 
proved that psychiatry had been 
abused in the Soviet Union. 
Yes. A  lot of them. A  whole archive. 
I  used most of the documents I  got 
hold of in the book Judgement in Mos-
cow from 1994. And it did not concern 
only psychiatry, but also international 

relations and international terrorism. 
I published it all. 

You were able to obtain some of the 
documents concerning abuse of psy­
chiatry already at the beginning of 
the 1970s. How did you manage it?
It was a  huge variety of different 
documents. Firstly, opinions of medical 
committees. I  received them from bar-
risters, advocates, who always made 
a  copy which they gave me. That was 
one possibility. Then there were testi-
monies given by the aggrieved persons. 
I  found several people who had been 
sentenced to different institutions in 
different times and persuaded them to 
write down their experience – where 
they were, what it was like, who was 
involved and so on. 

Was the abuse of psychiatry in the 
Soviet Union something that evolved 
spontaneously as part of violation of 
human rights on a massive scale or 
was it decided in the highest places?
From the very beginning we knew 
that it had been decided in the highest 
places in the state hierarchy even 
though we of course did not have ac-
cess to the secret documents; that was 
not possible. But in the 1990s I  found 
a bunch of documents which confirmed 
our assumptions – the order really did 
exist. A decision had been issued that 
psychiatry should be used in political 
cases. The preserved documents clearly 
confirm this. 

How did you manage to transport the 
gathered documents to the West?
Through foreign journalists. I  was 
a  sort of spokesman for the dissident 
movement because I could speak a  lit-
tle English and my task was to speak to 
foreign journalists, pass on documents 
to them, samizdat, The Chronicle of Cur-
rent Events by Gorbanevskaya and so 
on. My English was not as good as today 
but it was enough. So it was through 
journalists that I also sent the collection 
of documents I had gathered abroad.

How did the international psychiat­
ric public react to your report?
Very well. They started organizing 
committees which were supposed to 
lead campaigns against the abuse of 
psychiatry in the Soviet Union. It was 
their profession, they had to defend it. 
A working group was created in every 

country in the West, and the groups led 
a  campaign against the Soviets. The 
Soviets were members of the World 
Psychiatric Association and psychiatric 
associations from the western coun-
tries asked for them to be expelled. 
First, they were officially reprimanded 
for abusing their profession and when 
they were supposed to be expelled in 
1983, they rather decided to leave. So it 
was our complete victory. Psychiatrists 
in the West were wonderful, they took 
it seriously. And not only them. Other 
people were also very helpful. Western 
intellectuals adopted the issue, which 
really surprised me. When I  started to 
organize this campaign I thought it was 
futile, that no one would believe that 
somewhere in a faraway country some 
people were mentally healthy while psy-
chiatrists claimed they were mentally 
ill. But the West took it really seriously. 
Leading intellectuals of the time joined 
the campaign. When I  arrived in the 
West in 1976, the British committee 
which fought against abuse of psychia-
try had the most celebrated intellectu-
als in the country – Tom Stoppard, Iris 
Murdoch, Yehudi Menuhin. Simply, the 
people with the greatest fame, for in-
stance also Vanessa Redgrave, etc. And 
they were very efficient, they did a lot. 
So I  have to say that in this respect 
western society showed itself in the 
best possible light. It was a  complete 
victory. 

Did the situation in the psychiatric 
hospitals improve after that?
Yes, it did. Some things changed imme-
diately. For example, I described one of 
the punishments, so called “ukrutka”. 
They wrapped you in wet sheets which 
then started to dry up and contract. It is 
really very painful. Thanks to our cam-
paign, “ukrutka” was banned around 
the world. They simple stopped doing 
it. I was really amazed by how effective 
the protests were. 

In your book you state that you were 
imprisoned with Suslenskiy and 
Meshener, who wrote a letter in 
Moldova protesting against the occu­
pation of Czechoslovakia in 1968. 
Could you tell us something about it?
The protest of eight demonstrators in 
Red Square was aimed at the public and 
was led in order to show the world that 
not all Soviet citizens supported the 
invasion. Yakov Suslenskiy and Iosif 
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Meshener were ordinary Soviet teach-
ers who protested by sending a  per-
sonal letter to the government. Conse-
quently, I only learned about their deed 
after they had been imprisoned. They 
did not ask for public appreciation, they 
only wanted to show their personal out-
rage and disapproval. There were may-
be thousands of people like them but 
no one knew about them. It was only 
in camps and prisons that the informa-
tion about who had been imprisoned for 
such protests began to spread. 

What was the worst thing about the 
camps, as you see it?
The camps were alright; I did not do so 
badly in them. The worst I had seen was 
a prison in Vladimir which at that time 
had the strictest regime in the Soviet 
Union. And then, of course, psychiatric 
hospitals. They were much worse. Be-
cause in prison you can defend yourself, 
you can go on hunger strike, you can 
write complaints; simply, you can still 
defend yourself. In psychiatric institu-
tions you are totally defenceless. 

You have mentioned western jour­
nalists in Moscow. Were they willing 
to cooperate with the dissident 
movement, or did they worry about 
their position in Moscow and the 
fact that they might be banished 
from the country?
They were worried about being banished. 
They were in a very difficult position be-
cause their superiors, their bosses, did 
not want them to get involved with us. 
So they did not only risk being banished 
from the country but also losing their 
jobs. They realized this very well and 
only some of them were willing to coop-

erate with us, most of them preferred to 
hold back. When they learnt about some-
thing, they wrote about it but they did 
not want to go further, they were afraid. 
And those who cooperated with us were 
later punished. 

Can you name any of them? 
Janson, the first man who did an inter-
view with me when I got back from the 
camp in 1970. He was with the Associ-
ated Press. When the Soviets fired him 
later, his bosses sent him to Vietnam 
– to the “exile” of the war in Vietnam. 
But he was a strong guy, he spent the 
time in Vietnam, he survived it all. 
I met him after many years in America. 
But he never built a career; he never 
got the chance... And many others lost 
their jobs. The best of them was an-
other friend of mine, Roger Redington, 
also with AP, a  young boy, a  sort of 
an adventurer, American. He simply 
quit journalism. I met him in 1977 in 
New York, he was married, had three 
kids. He ran a  health-food shop and 
had nothing to do with newspapers 
anymore. Some journalists helped se-
cretly. They reacted in the same way 
as Soviet people – it must be done dis-
creetly, so that no one knows about, 
other people will join in... That’s  hu-
man reaction. 

Could you compare Khrushchev’s era 
and Brezhnev’s era?
Of course they were very different. 
Under Khrushchev the situation was 
rather unstable. In 1961 and 1962, there 
was huge unrest in Novocherkassk, 
Rostov and Krasnodar. There was un-
rest all around the country, even close 
to Moscow, in Alexandrov and Murom. 

These were the famous uprisings of 
the year 1962 when the premises of the 
local party committees and police sta-
tions were vandalized. So the country 
was truly unstable. People wanted to 
get rid of communism. After Brezhnev 
took over, the situation calmed down, 
people started being apathetic. They 
realized they would not get rid of com-
munism, they would be living under 
it for the rest of their lives. And they 
started drinking. In a  terrible manner, 
I have never seen anything like it. Huge 
epidemics of alcoholism. Such was the 
popular reaction to Brezhnev. 

What do you think about Gorbachev?
Gorbachev was a communist who want-
ed to save the system. The West did not 
understand him at all. Even my good 
friend Margaret Thatcher believed he 
was a nice man. For seven years I argued 
with her that he was just a communist 
who was trying to save the system, that 
he was by no means a nice man. She was 
not able to understand, she really liked 
him. He was a liar, a typical bluffer, very 
much like Gogol’s Chichikov. 

How do you see the situation in 
today’s Russia?
What has happened in Russia is a trag-
edy. We could have started reconstruc-
tion of the country but they did not 
even try to get rid of the old regime. In 
1990-1992 I would go to Moscow to see 
the people around Yeltsin and try to 
persuade them that we needed a pro-
cess against the representatives of the 
communist regime, that unless we do 
it, it will come back. That we must show 
to people that the whole system was 
criminal. That we must prove it and 
render a  judgement otherwise people 
will be confused. They did not listen to 
me. Yeltsin used to say that we should 
not make waves, that the communists 
would never come back and nothing 
like that was necessary. And that was 
it. That time, Yeltsin had absolute pow-
er. Nothing happened unless you were 
able to persuade him. Today, eighty 
percent of all power positions in Rus-
sia are held either by former or current 
members of the KGB and its successor, 
the Federal Service. They have concen-
trated economy, money, power in their 
hands. They control everything now. So 
it is a  rather sad story. We are where 
we were.

Books by Vladimir Bukovsky were published in many languages, in Russian officially only in the early 1990s.
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Wladimir Bukowski on his desk in Bonn, 1978. � Source: Czech News Agency 
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Major Ladislav Bittman in Černé lake during the “Neptun” operation, 1964.
Source: Archive of L. Martin
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Defector in the Free World

Ladislav Bittman, a member of the Czechoslovak communist intelligence service 
(1st Directorate of the Ministry of the Interior) before August 1968, a specialist in 
disinformation, author of the autobiography The Deception Game and Špionážní oprátky 
(Espionage Nooses), settled in the United States under the name of Lawrence Martin 
after defecting following the occupation of Czechoslovakia; in the US he taught at Boston 
University. In his few published testimonies he did not speak much about what had 
happened to him after his arrival in the US. So we asked him:

PAVEL ŽÁČEK

Could you explain how you managed 
to escape from Vienna?
I appeared on Austrian TV a  few days 
after the occupation, which of course 
alarmed both Czechoslovak and Soviet 
intelligence services so I  soon found 
out that I  was being followed. I  ap-
proached a German journalist in Vienna 
who I knew was not one of our agents. 
I  think his name was Hochman. I  told 
him that I had decided to flee and that 
I would need to arrange a contact. He 
refused. He was worried that it might 
affect his career as a journalist and, if it 
leaked, it could prevent him from trav-
elling to the East. I did not expect that 
any western intelligence service was 
following me and I knew all Czechoslo-
vak tracking agents acting in Vienna. It 
was probably then when our resident 
turned to his Soviet colleagues. My wife 
and I discussed our future and she in-
sisted we should go to Sweden, which 
was totally unrealistic as we would not 
be able to survive there very long with 
my past. I also received a postcard from 
my daughter from my first marriage, 
who was on holidays with her mother 
and brother in Romania, saying that 
they were leaving for Israel. After a few 
days I  was able to persuade my wife 
that the only country where we could 
go was the United States. We set off on 
3 September. Unfortunately, her car, 
a small Fiat, had just broken down, so 
we had to use a company car. I did not 
like that because I knew they would say 
I had stolen it. Nevertheless, we set off 

at night, crossed the German border 
and continued to Munich. From Munich 
I called the US embassy and established 
contact with the Americans.

Where did the contact happen? 
Somewhere near Munich in a hotel?
Yes, in a  motel near Munich. It took 
several days; it was not an immediate 
contact. They explained to me that 
it would take a  while as the decision 
would have to come from Washington. 
Of course they knew straight away 
who I  was. The whole time I  paid for 
the motel with my own money. 

How long did it take before you 
moved to the United States?
A  couple of weeks passed. When the 
decision had come and they commu-
nicated the date of our departure to 
us, I contacted a CIA contact man and 
asked him to find a suitable family in 
Germany for our dog Tomáš, which my 
wife had got about three months before 
and of course had fallen in love with. 
I can still see him taking the dog away, 
Tomáš pattering after him. I  thought 
we would never see him again. About 
a week after we arrived in New York, 
a  CIA chief operative came and said: 
Something has arrived in the post for 
you. Which was complete nonsense, 
by post to a secret house! I went to the 
room where a huge box stood. I opened 
it and there was Tomáš! They had sent 
him from Germany so that we would 
feel good in America. It was an impor-

tant psychological move, especially for 
my wife, who doted on him. 

How did you communicate? In 
Czech?
Among those Americans who spoke 
German well there was only one CIA 
operative who spoke Czech. He also 
flew with us on a  civil flight to New 
York and then to Washington. Members 
of the debriefing team spoke German 
very well. Mainly the chief debriefing 
officer, he was fluent in German, but 
none of them spoke Czech.

Where did the debriefing take place, 
in some house in Washington?
Not exactly in Washington but out-
side Washington. The town is called 
Vienna. It was a  rented house under 
surveillance, there was a  cook and 
several other assistants who took care 
of everything. The debriefing was pro-
fessional and very intensive. In the 
first months it took about 8 to 9 hours 
a day. Very intensive. As I did not speak 
English at all, we also had an English 
teacher. Every day, after the interro-
gations finished, we had a lesson with 
her, usually 2 hours. Gradually, after 
several months, the intensity of de-
briefings decreased, we only talked for 
about 4 to 6 hours. We left the house 
after about 6 months and lived in mo-
tels. The whole process finished after 
about a year and then we were respon-
sible for our fate. 
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What did the Americans want to 
know about the Czechoslovak 
intelligence service? Could you 
deduce what they knew about it and 
whether they took it seriously as 
a professional rival?
It was of course a  typical debriefing, 
they were interested in how the intel-
ligence service worked, how it looked 
for new candidates, the school of espi-
onage, agents, their quality. 

Did they show you photographs of 
officers of the 1st Directorate, for 
example?
Yes, yes. When I  am thinking about 
it now, after 40 years, one thing was 
really surprising – they knew very little 
about disinformation and active meas-
ures. Not only in Czechoslovakia, but 
generally about disinformation by the 
communist bloc. And I think that in the 
first months they were surprised by its 
extent and quality. 

Were you able to tell, for example, if 
they knew about Czechoslovak resi­
dencies and supervision of agents?
I  was not able to say how much they 
knew, for example about the residency in 
Vienna. Naturally, they did not want me 
to learn what they knew and what they 
did not because in that way they would 
lose control over what you tell them. You 
must never know whether they know 
more. It is one of the methods for check-
ing whether the accounts are true. For 
example, after a month they would come 
back to the same subject from a different 
perspective and ask horizontally, verti-
cally in order to control the quality and 
veracity of the given information. But it 
was hard to judge from that how well in-
formed they were. 

Were you asked to describe the 
internal structure of the Czecho­
slovak intelligence service and the 
different working sections?
Yes. Debriefing was carried out by the 
same workers, they did not change. Al-
though it concerned a totally different 
part of security service work, the ques-
tions were asked by the same workers, 
not other experts. 

Did they also ask about the illegals, 
the illegal security service, for 
example?
I  knew very little about it, of course. 
My only source of information was 

a  former illegal Karel Petr, who was 
in Berlin in the early 1960s and then 
worked as an illegal in Germany and 
France and who was later withdrawn, 
for some reason or other, and later 
worked from Berlin. He was in touch 
with several illegals, Czechoslovak 
illegals. And Karel, we called him 
Charlie, talked very openly about the 
work of the illegals. From time to time 
he disclosed things he should not have 
talked about while other agents were 
present. So he was my only source of 
information about the illegals. 

Did they ask about Soviet advisors?
Well, of course they did. They asked 
about Soviet advisors and the system 
that was used. For instance, in the 
1950s any operation had to be dis-
cussed with an advisor. So for example 
when an operative wrote a  proposal 
for an operation, he first had to go to 
the advisor of the German department, 
discuss it with him, incorporate all 
his comments into the new revamped 
proposal and only then he was able to 
submit the proposal to the senior of-
ficer of the German department. If he 
approved it, the document was sent 
to the head of the intelligence service 
who again had his own advisor. There 
the process was repeated and if it was 
a very sensitive operation, it of course 
had to be presented to the minister of 
the interior, who again had his own ad-
visor. So the Soviets had a three-level 
control. It changed a little at the begin-
ning of the 1960s, when the number of 
Soviet advisors was reduced and they 
stopped paying attention to such banal 
daily operations. But the control and 
the system remained the same. And 
naturally, Americans where interested 
in the procedure. 

Can I go back to the work of the for­
mer department of active measures? 
Was it a Czechoslovak school, 
or was there some strong Soviet 
influence?
Each department, including the dis-
information department, had to have 
a  long-term plan. When the 8th De-
partment was established in Febru-
ary 1964, one of the first documents 
which had to be prepared was, I think, 
a 5-year plan of active measures. De-
scribe the main tasks in each region 
– in Europe, i.e. in Germany, Britain, 
France – describe the situation and 

decide what the intelligence service 
should do there. In the case of West 
Germany, for instance, to deepen the 
problems with western allies, primar-
ily with Americans, the British, the 
French as well as the Belgians and the 
Dutch. To create an image of West Ger-
many as a country with a real threat of 
neo-Nazism. To compromise the lead-
ers of the country, primarily with re-
spect to the United States, which were 
considered the enemy number one. 
In this way a plan was created which 
set up the general direction. And then 
each operative – also from residencies 
– was supposed to prepare a proposal 
for a special operation. This was one 
of the least popular things in the in-
telligence service. No one was eager 
to do it as it required the use of an 
agency, which meant the possible risk 
of putting an agent in danger if the 
action was carried out unprofession-
ally. But it was one of the duties and 
each operative was also regularly as-
sessed based on how many proposals 
for active measures he had submitted. 
The disinformation department then 
analysed and prepared actual plans 
for carrying out the operations; they 
were not responsible for realizing the 
operations but only for the prepara-
tion, control and assessment. It was 
the operative departments that were 
responsible for the realization. This 
double responsibility caused a certain 
tension between the disinformation 
department and the operative depart-
ments. 

Were your plans approved or 
pre-negotiated with your partners 
in the Soviet intelligence service?
In the majority of cases, proposals of 
active measures went all the way to 
the minister as these were extremely 
sensitive issues. In the case of a failure 
someone had to sign them. So in the 
majority of cases, proposals of active 
measures, such as “Neptun” or others, 
were sent to the minister. To approve 
anything that went against Soviet in-
terests was totally out of the question. 
Totally out of the question.

Was there any other operation 
more important than the “Neptun” 
action? With a larger impact?
The operation which had an enormous 
impact and finally ended up as a total 
disaster was Indonesia, which the intel-
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ligence service organized with the as-
sistance of several agents from among 
the journalists as well as the minister 
– an ex-ambassador from Prague or 
somewhere in Western Europe. In the 
mid 1960s, strong anti-American sen-
timents existed in Indonesia, which 
the disinformation department used 
to escalate the situation to a  state of 
hysteria. Phase one focused on the 
American resident, who was a  direc-
tor of US film companies, and an im-
port-export businessman in Indonesia. 
He was one of the prominent CIA oper-
atives. The situation escalated to such 
an extent that his life was in danger 
and he had to leave the country. In the 
next phase, the disinformation cam-
paign claimed that the Americans to-
gether with the British were preparing 
to invade from Malaysia and overthrow 
the regime in Indonesia. Naturally, the 
Soviet intelligence was also involved in 
the operation but we were not aware 
of its extent. In those days, the commu-
nist party with an orientation towards 
China decided that the time was ripe 
for a revolution. And what happened? 

Communists murdered four or five gen-
erals of the Indonesian army, and the 
army struck back and massacred the 
communist party. It is understood that 
after that nobody was interested in this 
action and the role of the Czechoslovak 
intelligence in it. 

How did you select collaborators for 
disinformation actions? How did 
you, for example, get in touch with 
the journalist and teacher Miroslav 
Hladký?
Through my second wife. She was 
a  journalist and at the same time 
studied journalism and later worked 
in TV for several years. Hladký was her 
boss. That is what brought us together 
and when we decided to go public with 
some information in connection with 
the “Neptun” operation, I was naturally 
thinking about the people I knew that 
could be used for that purpose. And we 
came to the conclusion that Hladký 
was the one. It was with Hladký that 
we wrote the first book Dirigent zákulisí 
(Backstage Conductor) about American 
operations in Czechoslovakia. 

Or rather about Charles Katek. 
What was the reason for writing 
this brochure? Was it part of broad­
er activities against Americans?
Yes, to undermine the image of the US 
intelligence service and influence in 
Czechoslovakia. I borrowed some files 
from the archives, for example the in-
vestigation of Jaromír Nechanský, and 
prepared the materials. I wrote the first 
version of the most sensitive passages 
and I then gave it to Hladký to edit it as 
a  journalist. And later a  second book 
was written, První zemřel kancléř (The 
Chancellor Died First), which directly 
concerned the alleged documents from 
the Černé lake. 

How many people worked at the 
department?
The disinformation department had 
around 25 to 28 people including the 
assistants. We did not have opera-
tives only for Germany or for Austria. 
One person was responsible for whole 
territories. The head of the disinfor-
mation department Jiří Stejskal, alias 
“Borecký”, was a  brilliant operative 

In his flat on the Atlantic Coast, Lawrence Martin dedicates himself to painting, 2012.		�   Source: Pavel Žáček
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when it came to creating compromis-
ing situation and disinformation con-
spiracies. I  suspected him of living, 
existing and sleeping in the world 
of conspiracies. All the time he was 
thinking about what could be abused 
and used and he was very successful 
at it. He was of course well aware of 
everything that was happening at the 
department and I  as his deputy also 
knew practically about all the main 
operations. 

Did you get hold of the file of 
Herman Rauscher, a top agent, who 
was involved in the abduction of 
the former chairman of the Czecho­
slovak Social democracy, Bohumil 
Laušman from Salzburg?
Rauscher’s cover names were “Maret” 
and “Leitner”, maybe some others too. 
For sure I  had the possibility to see 
his file before my departure for the 
residency. Originally, he was a senior 
official in one of the ministries. When 
I was in touch with him in Vienna, he 
celebrated, I don’t know, not the 20th, 
but maybe the 18th anniversary of co-
operation with the Czechoslovak in-
telligence service. He worked for the 
intelligence service for a  very long 
time. 

Rauscher was recruited practically 
already in 1946 or 1947. 
So, if I  remember correctly, in those 
days he celebrated his 20th anniversa-
ry of cooperation with the intelligence 
service. 

And do you not remember the “Alex” 
operation, Laušman’s abduction in 
December 1953, from his file?
I know that he was involved in it but 
he was not the person who transported 
him physically to Czechoslovakia. He 
only lured him out.

Rauscher brought doped Laušman 
to Vienna; he was brought to Prague 
by resident Miroslav Nacvalač with 
the assistance of KGB members. In 
autumn 1968, after your defection, 
he was withdrawn to CSSR where he 
lived for ten years until his death in 
a conspirative flat near the intelli­
gence HQ in Prague-Ládví. Did the 
fact that he cooperated for such 
a long time mean that he was an 
asset for the intelligence service?
If I  remember well, his reports were 
very well evaluated. In any case, he re-
ceived money. I think he was one of the 
best paid agents. He received a regular 
salary. In cash.

Wasn’t it dangerous to meet him in 
person?
I  always met him outside Vienna. 
Usually some 20, 30, 40 kilometres 
from Vienna in small pubs. That 
time, the Czechoslovak intelligence 
was sure about the situation in Aus-
trian politics, intelligence service, 
counter-intelligence, mainly thanks to 
the agent “Sedmička”. Austrians did 
not have enough resources and were 
not interested enough to deal with it. 

Did you also participate in con­
trolling the agent “Sedmička”?
No, I  only heard of him. The contact 
was carried out by the resident exclu-
sively. 

Were you in touch with the Soviets 
in the residency in Vienna?
The resident was in regular contact with 
the Soviet resident. That was a rule. For 
example, in Berlin I  got in touch with 
the Soviet press attaché Alexandr Bogo-
molov, who of course was an agent; we 
both liked diving and became friends. 
He was probably one of the cleverest 
people in the Soviet embassy. He came 

from a  diplomatic family, his German 
was excellent. You could not tell he was 
not a  German. He was a  WWII veter-
an, some 8 to 10 years older than me. 
A very liberally thinking operative, very 
liberal politically. As I remember, his fa-
ther was imprisoned under Stalin. Why 
do I mention this? The resident in Ber-
lin was not very happy about my close, 
relatively friendly relationship with Bo-
gomolov. At one of the receptions in the 
Soviet embassy, the resident Stanislav 
Tomeš got drunk, came to Bogomolov, 
and said: You can always rely on us, we 
are your best friends, blah, blah, and 
started to babble about the intelligence. 
Bogomolov was totally fed up and did 
not react in any way, of course. He 
wrote a report about it to the headquar-
ters, they wrote to Prague, and from 
Prague they scolded Tomeš terribly for 
how he had behaved. He had trespassed 
the basic rules of professional conduct. 

How do you remember the senior 
officers in the intelligence service? 
For instance the deputy head 
Bohumír Molnár?
Well, O.K. Molnár was a living example 
of a  police officer, who was aware of 
his power, a brutal, ruthless man. To-
tally ruthless. 

Why do you say “police”? Was he 
a bad intelligence officer?
He had long term practical experience. 
He knew the work, professional espio-
nage work. But he was not brilliant, for 
example when compared to the head of 
the German department Milan Michel, 
alias “Moser”. He was not able to do the 
operative work, the everyday operative 
work with the agency. He did not have 
the skills of close communication with 
people outside the intelligence ser-
vice. He knew his work and he knew 
he was perfect in theoretical prepa-
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rations of operations. But at a  diplo-
matic reception, for example, he was 
totally lost. He knew espionage and 
that was it. That was his world but he 
could not talk about it with strangers 
who did not belong to it. But when it 
came to preparation of operations, dif-
ferent conspiracies, he had a brilliant 
mind. Unlike Molnár, who did not have 
such skills and therefore was a  hard,  
police-type operative. I  got in touch 
with Molnár a  few times in connec-
tion with uncovering of Alfred Frenzel. 
I  was his control officer responsible 
for the case in the headquarters, I was 
responsible for the file “Anna” and of 
course, when the bummer happened, 
after his arrest, I participated in meet-
ings at the head of the Directorate. And 
Molnár was one of the actors in the 
drama. A totally ruthless man. In 1961, 
he was demoted due to some financial 
machinations and became a  head of 
the State Security in Prague. 

Did Soviet advisors participate 
in the meeting at the head of 
the Directorate concerning the 
uncovering of a top agent in the 
Bundestag?
Yes, they commented on it. The head 
advisor of the intelligence and the ad-
visor of the German department were 
both in Müller’s office. In the old build-
ing in Dejvice, in the “Dorm” as we 
used to call it.

Did they speak Czech?
A little. It was some kind of Slavic.

Could you compare Jaroslav Müller 
and Josef Houska as heads of the 
intelligence service? How did they 
differ? When I talked to people who 
knew him, they said he was not 
a real boss type.
During all the debates concerning 
“Anna”, for example, Müller always 
asked Molnár like he was his only source 
of information for the final decision. 
What does Molnár think about it, what 
decision should be taken etc. In one of 
the meetings about “Anna” we were sit-
ting in his office, the advisors, Müller, 
Molnár, Moser, me and all of a sudden 
the telephone rang. Minister Barák was 
calling Müller, who was quite embar-
rassed, did not know what to reply, so 
he covered the receiver and asked his 
deputy. The minister had asked whether 
it was our agent, something like that. 

Molnár said: Well, tell him that we are 
just going through it and we will let him 
know. Müller repeated it. It was clear to 
all of us that Barák scolded him for not 
knowing anything. An idiot, really. 

How was it possible that such a per­
son was head of the most important 
directorate of the ministry of the 
interior?
Because he survived the cleansings at 
the beginning of the 1950s. And he was 
one of the die-hard communists. 

I think there must have been other 
reasons. Why didn’t a “hawk” like 
for example Molnár become the 
head? Was Barák afraid of him?
I  think Barák was a  different cate-
gory than Molnár. Molnár was a Sta-
linist, Barák was on a  much higher 

level politically. Both Müller and his 
successor Josef Houska belonged to 
the same category of people. They 
got their functions because they were 
die-hard communists at the ministry 
of the interior in times when certain 
changes and crises were going on. 
They had always been pillars of Sta-
linism. Houska belonged to the same 
category but was on a  much higher 
intellectual level, he was also much 
more professionally efficient than 
Müller. He came from the position of 
the head of the regional directorate 
in Bratislava and before that he had 
been a  head of the musical chorus 
of the ministry of the interior, not 
a  band-master, but a  political head, 
so he also knew damn all about it. But 
Müller was a true idiot. 

Lawrence Martin, professor at Boston University, 1990.� Source: author's archive
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Did you have any problems with 
Houska? 
Yes. In the times when I  worked as 
a  deputy head of the disinformation 
department, it was agreed with the 
Soviets that every head, starting from 
the deputy head of a department, would 
need to study at the espionage school in 
Moscow. The leadership of the intelli-
gence service wanted to send me there 
and I was protesting vehemently. When 
I  accompanied Houska on a  one-week 
inspection tour of the residencies in 
Paris and Rome, which was a reward for 
the “Neptun” operation, he tried to per-
suade me several times to go to Moscow 
– saying that it was my future. As I was 
talking him out of it, a certain tension 
arose between us, he took it for some 
kind of bad discipline. Luckily I started 
distance study of journalism. Neverthe-
less, I had to leave the post of the dep-
uty head, also due to this. But for me it 
was much more interesting to go back 
to the German department. 

Your birth name is Ladislav 
Bittman, in the years 1954–1968 
you worked in the Czech intelli­
gence service under the cover name 
“Brychta”, the subcommittee in US 
Congress debriefed you under the 
name of Lawrence Britt and you live 
in the United States as Lawrence 
Martin. How does it feel to transfer 
from one identity to another?
During the debriefing, the CIA advised 
me to change my name for security 
reasons. I  chose Lawrence as it is the 
American version of Ladislav, and Mar-
tin was a  common Czech as well as 
American surname. Already at the first 
meeting with the CIA employees, when 
we talked about my motives, I explained 
to them why I had come to ask for asy-
lum. I said I would tell them everything 
I knew about communist espionage and 
that I did not want to stay in the busi-
ness and that, on the contrary, I wanted 
to be as far away from it as possible. It 
was a  kind of gentleman’s  agreement 
so when it ended, they thanked me, 
wished me good luck and from that mo-
ment I was responsible for my own fate. 
In the first months, during debriefing, 
I was paid as a consultant of the US gov-
ernment, which helped me financially. 

You didn’t get any other money?
I  already had experience of how in-
telligence services treat defectors so 

I wanted to avoid this from the very be-
ginning. When western defectors came 
to communist countries, the intelli-
gence service of course looked after 
them, gave them a salary, found them 
a  flat. For example, I  was for a  short 
time in touch with an agent who had 
been withdrawn to Czechoslovakia. 
I  think it was the agent who sent the 
package to the mayor of Strasburg 
and killed his wife. He lived in Prague 
under an assumed name, never learnt 
Czech, received money and was bored 
to death. I  knew I  would be getting 
some salary but that there would al-
ways be some suspicion that I was in 
touch with the communist intelligence. 
This is also why I wanted to get as far 
away as possible from espionage. 

How did you plan to make a living 
in the United States?
I  wanted to teach. That is what 
I  originally did in Czechoslovakia. 
I was thinking about that but of course 
it was not possible to leave the intel-
ligence service. I knew that New Eng-
land was one of the main centres of 
education so I  wanted to find some 
opportunity there. With respect to 
what was happening in Europe and in 
Czechoslovakia, they were interested 
in a study course about the Soviet in-
vasion from the perspective of a mem-
ber of the Czechoslovak intelligence. 
I  spent 10 months at Fletcher School 

of Law and Diplomacy, Tufts Univer-
sity in Medford and I  wrote it. Some-
time at the turn of 1969 and 1970 we 
discovered Rockport on the Atlantic 
coast and immediately fell in love with 
it. So we moved there, to a  small flat 
downtown. We borrowed I think 3,000 
dollars from a  prominent journalist, 
Everet Martin, a  Newsweek corre-
spondent, in order to set up a business. 
I  opened a  shop and because I  knew 
nothing about business, I  failed. The 
only really successful products were 
lamps which I  made from driftwood. 
I looked for wood on the beach and in 
forests and then made lamps from it. 
They sold well but it was not enough 
to make a living. After 8 or 10 months 
I went bankrupt. It took some 5 years 
before I was able to repay the loan. 

Can I ask you whether the CIA 
wanted anything from you after the 
debriefing was over?
In 1971 I  appeared before some sub-
committee in the Congress under 
the name Britt. It concerned active 
measures. The CIA contacted me and 
asked me to testify. But I do not remem-
ber any details. 

Was it the last contact?
They contacted me once or twice to 
warn me that an action was being pre-
pared against me.

When was it?
Sometime in the mid 1970s. But they 
did not give any details – who, when, 
where, how, what.

Wasn’t it connected to the trial in 
Příbram, at the High Military Court, 
where you were tried?
That’s possible. This was a little later. 
I  had been tried three times. At first 
I  got 7 years, like any other émigré, 
then a military court sentenced me to 
15 years and after an appeal by the 
military attorney in 1972, they changed 
the sentence to the death penalty. But 
the warning came later, a  few years 
later. 

How did you react? Where you 
scared or worried?
No, no. When I  came here I  thought 
I  would survive one year. When I  sur-
vived a year, I said to myself, I’d give my-
self one more year. Then 2 years... After 
about 7 years I said to myself, damn it, 

Ladislav Bittman’s book of memories The Deception Game 
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I will not count it anymore. But from the 
very first day when I started work at Bos-
ton University I informed them about my 
past. All the students knew who I was. 

When did you start work at the 
university?
In 1971. By chance I met the head of the 
chair of journalism, Dr. Whitt, and he 
offered me one lecture about the inter-
national press; after that they assessed 
it and after the first semester I started 
work as a  full assistant professor. 
The first years were hard because the 
dean of the College of Communication, 
when we discussed my work at the uni-
versity, wanted me to teach a  course 
on the history of US journalism for 
undergraduates. When I started teach-
ing them, I  was one lesson ahead of 
my students. After 6 or 7  years they 
extended my courses, I gave courses in 
international communications, prop-
aganda, methods of journalistic re-
search, the methodology was of course 
very similar, spies did more or less the 
same things as journalists. So this was 
quite close to my heart. 

Then you also started teaching dis­
information...
After 10 years at university, the dean 
approached me and said the universi-
ty would be very glad if I  could teach 
a course on disinformation. I was not 
particularly eager to do it but in the 
end I  realized it was an important 
subject, so sometime in 1980 or 1981 
I started teaching it. And then in 1985 
I founded the Center for Study of Disin-
formation. But I always remember the 
boy who raised his hand in one of my 
lectures and said: That’s all very nice, 
but why should I believe you when you 
are a  professional liar? But neverthe-
less, I can show you photographs of my 
students, some of them even received 
the Pulitzer price. For best investiga-
tive reporting...

I remember that when we did the 
first interview for Studentské listy 
on the phone in the spring of 1990, 
you still did not want to come back 
to Czechoslovakia. When did you 
stop being afraid? After the fall of 
the Soviet Union?

Only after I got a notice in 1994 that the 
military court had absolved me of the 
death penalty. Then I  invited my stu-
dents and other professors to celebrate 
my return to the society of ordinary de-
cent people. 

Until when did you work at the 
university?
Until 1996, when I turned 65. After that 
I worked part time for another 3 years 
before I had to quit. 

To conclude, can you estimate how 
much you harmed the Czechoslovak 
or Soviet intelligence apparatus? 
What was the effect of your defec­
tion?
That’s hard for me to say. I do not want 
to exaggerate my role but nevertheless 
I believe it significantly paralysed the 
area of active measures and disinfor-
mation for about 10 years. It also had 
a significant impact on the work of the 
intelligence in the area of operations 
with respect to the agencies in the 
German speaking countries. Natural-
ly, I knew nothing about Czechoslovak 
agents in America, Britain or France, 
but the German-Austrian department 
was paralysed to a  great extent. And 
in my time, it was one of the most suc-
cessful departments of the Czechoslo-
vak intelligence. 

Later, other colleagues followed – 
František August, Josef Frolík, to 
mention the best known names. 
Have you ever been in contact with 
them, even indirectly?
I have never met them. I do not even re-
member Frolík from the headquarters. 
But he contacted me once. When I was 
at the university, I  received a  letter 
from him in which he suggested that 
we should write a  book together. But 
I  replied quite sharply that I  was not 
interested.

Was it in reaction to his memories?
He invented things. He wanted to 
write a  book with me about one of 
the prominent Nazi officials who fled 
to Latin America; unfortunately I  do 
not remember who it was but it was 
one of the top prominent Nazis. And 
he wanted to write a book saying that 

the Czechoslovak intelligence was in 
touch with him and withdrew him to 
Czechoslovakia. 

Ex-minister Barták said in the mid 
1990s that it was the head of the 
Gestapo, Müller. 
I do not know now. I  spent almost all 
my career in the German-Austrian area 
so I would have heard about it. Never, 
not a  word. And in the case of Frolík 
I  did not want to write rubbish; he 
made things up. 

His book was quite popular.
Many things are true, but there are 
also many other biased, untrue state-
ments. Sometimes he made things up. 
I did not want to get together with him. 

In the case of your memories, did 
the CIA set any limits for you? Did 
they want you to be quiet about 
some things?
No. I must not forget to mention that 
I  was in touch with the Jamestown 
Foundation, which was established 
sometime at the beginning of the 
1980s. It was created in order to sup-
port defectors from communist coun-
tries, prominent defectors who came 
to the United States and wanted to 
find a  job. Of course, the majority of 
them had huge problems finding work. 
When you write a resume and if it is to 
be true, everyone will be scared of the 
communist past. Anyway, it remained 
on a  rather theoretical level as they 
had no financial and organization-
al abilities to help people find work. 
They mostly tried to do lobbying, to 
influence congressmen and in this 
way gain support for defectors. They 
asked me to give a lecture on the prob-
lems of defectors for the co-operators 
of the foundation and for prospective 
donors. Consequently, I was asked by 
one of the sub-committees in Congress 
to testify about defectors and their 
problems at one of its sessions. This 
was sometime in 1988. In this way 
I tried to help all “colleagues” from the 
Soviet bloc who were trying to solve 
their problems like I did 20 years be-
fore. 
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“There Was the Tailor from Bohemia”
THE NAZI “EUTHANASIA” PROGRAMME AND GERMANS 
FROM ČESKÝ KRUMLOV1

English journalist Gitta Sereny’s2 book of interviews with Franz Paul Stangl3, a participant 
in the Nazi “euthanasia” programme and the commander of the annihilation camps in 
Treblinka and Sobibór in occupied Poland, Into that Darkness: From Mercy Killing to Mass 
Murder4, was published in the UK and the USA in 1974. The extensive tome brought a direct 
testimony from one of the prominent perpetrators of Nazi crimes while touching on the 
involvement of Germans from Bohemia in the Third Reich’s annihilation programmes.

PAVEL ZEMAN 

In the book, Dietrich Allers5, one of 
the Nazi “euthanasia” organisers 
speaks about a  tailor from Bohemia 
who worked as a photographer for the 
“euthanasia” headquarters in Berlin. Da 
war dieser Schneider aus Böhmen (There 
was the tailor from Bohemia) is his brief 
mention.6 Gitta Sereny knew that the 
person was Franz Suchomel (3 Decem-
ber 1907 – 18 December 1979), a  na-
tive of Český Krumlov and a  tailor for 
ladies and gentlemen.7 His testimony 
about the annihilation of Jews in Poland 
was later also heard in the well-known 
documentary by French director Claude 
Lanzmann, Shoa, from 1985.8

Gitta Sereny most likely had no idea 
that Franz Suchomel was a member of 
a cohesive group of six Český Krumlov 
Germans closely connected by family, 
relation and friendly ties. They were 
all employed by the “euthanasia” head-
quarters in Berlin between 1940 and 
1941.
The Law for the Prevention of Here
ditary Diseased Offspring (Gesetz zur 
Verhütung erbkranken Nachwuchses) 
enacted on 14 July 1933 preceded the 
actual “euthanasia” programme in 
the Third Reich. Permitting the ste
rilisation of persons to whom children 
with hereditary defects could be born, 
this law was the first step towards the 
racial hygiene utopia of the National 
Socialists who dreamed of creating 

a sound and racially pure German so-
ciety.9

Social Darwinism and racial hygiene 
teachings on biological “enhance-
ment” of mankind had also been devel-
oped in other countries since the end 
of the 19th century and attention was 
paid to determining the differences be-
tween a healthy (“good”) and patholog-
ical (“bad”) genetic background. The 
discourse about the utilisation of the 
racial hygiene ideas in the search for 
rational solutions to the period’s social 
problems took on the most radical form 
in Germany in the throes of a  strong 
social and political crisis after World 
War I.10

Seeking to get rid of the severely men-
tally disabled and those crippled by 
the war, the 1920 book by lawyer Karl 
Binding and psychiatrist Alfred E. 
Hoche Autorization the Destruction of 
Life Unworthy of Life (Die Freigabe der 
Vernichtung lebensunwerten Lebens. 
Meiner, Leipzig 1920) met with the 
warmest reception in the “euthanasia” 
discussions in Germany after WWI. In-
troducing notions such as “useless eat-
ers” (unnütze Esser) and “ballast indi-
viduals” (Ballastexistenzen), which the 
Nazi propaganda later used extensive-
ly, the publication had a very negative 
impact across the German society.
Adolf Hitler shared Binding’s  and 
Hoche’s  views, speaking out against 

the incurably ill in Mein Kampf in 
192411, and in 1935 he notified the 
Reich Physician Leader (Reichsärzte
führer) Gerhard Wagner that with the 
commencement of the war he would 
give the instruction to launch the 
“euthanasia”.12

Adolf Hitler permitted “euthanasia” for 
children in 1939. Hitler’s  escort phy-
sician Karl Brandt13 and Phillipp Bou-
hler14, Chief of the Chancellery of the 
Fuehrer of the National Socialist Ger-
man Workers' Party (Kanzlei des Führ-
ers der NSDAP, further KdF) founded 
the Reich Committee for the Scientific 
Registering of Serious Hereditary and 
Congenital Illnesses (Reichsausschus 
zur wissenschaftlichen Erfassung von 
erb-und anlagebedingten schweren 
Leiden). For the sake of secrecy, 
everything was done under the aus-
pices of the Reich Committee. Howev-
er, the primary responsibility for child 
“euthanasia”15 was with the KdF that 
covered the Committee. 
In August 1939 physicians and mid-
wives were requested to register dis
abled newborns with local authorities. 
The duty of registration applied to 
German children suffering from idiocy 
or mongolism (in particular combined 
with blindness or deafness), micro-
cephalia or hydrocephalia, either severe 
or progressive, in particular missing 
limbs, head deformities, spondyloschi-
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sis, or physical defects caused e.g., by 
spasticity.16 It was also ordered that 
physicians overseeing children aged 
below three suffering from the above 
defects should report them to the lo-
cal authorities. The Reich Committee 
prepared special forms for their regis-
tration; once completed and returned, 
they were pre-classified and then se-
lected physicians would decide about 
the life or death of the disabled chil-
dren registered. The child “euthanasia” 
was extended to cover children older 
than three years at the end of 1940 and 
from 1941 registration applied to all se-
verely disabled minors.
Two years later, the project included 
Jewish children and children of other 
nationalities. The selected victims 
were killed with medication, injec-
tions, gas, starvation or hypothermia. 
Their parents were told causes of death 
that were fabricated. The number of 
victims of this wave of child “euthana-
sia” is estimated at 5,000.17

The KdF and the Reich Ministry of the In-
terior started organising the adult “eu-
thanasia” in the summer of 1939. Adolf 
Hitler personally signed the mandate 
to proceed with it in October 1939, an-
tedated as of 1 September 1939: Re-
ichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. Brandt, M. D., 
are charged with the responsibility of 
enlarging the authority of certain physi-
cians to be designated by name in such 
a manner that persons who, according to 
human judgment, are incurable can, upon 
a most careful diagnosis of their condition 
of sickness, be accorded a mercy death.18 
The mandate had the nature of an order 
and was written on Hitler’s personal let-
terhead to emphasise that it was a per-
sonal decision not intended for official 
publication and not of an adequate legal 
weight since it had no support in the 
existing Reich law. According to the law 
in force in Nazi Germany at the time, 
it was murder.19 The antedating as of 
1  September 1939 underlined that the 
war had changed the international sta-
tus of the Reich while also marking the 
beginning of Germany’s internal purge.
Many physicians, nurses, bureaucrats, 
technicians, policemen, photographers 
and other professionals were recruited 
to execute mass murders as efficiently 
as possible in a matter of months.20 At 
the same time, a  semi-governmental 
organisation was set up from three and 
later four institutions, working covert-
ly under the KdF.21 The Reich leader-

ship of the NSDAP (Reichsleitung der 
NSDAP) were in charge of financing the 
entire “euthanasia” system. The head-
quarters of the organisation resided in 
the centre of Berlin, in a former Jewish 
villa at Tiergartenstrasse 4, hence the 
code name T4.22

The T4 headquarters decided on 9 Octo
ber 1939 to murder the disabled using 
carbon monoxide instead of morphine 
and scopolamine injections. The kill-
ing procedure had been tested and 
recommended in early January 1940 
during the first trial gassing at a  for-
mer prison in Brandenburg, Branden-
burg. Following a  successful test, Karl 
Brandt concluded that the killing be 
done using carbon monoxide supplied 
in steel cylinders by the IG Farben plant 
in Ludwigshafen.23 In accordance with 
Hitler’s mandate, only physicians were 
authorised to kill the victims as part of 
the “euthanasia”.
In parallel with these preparations, the 
first mass murders of the mentally ill, 
Jews and others using guns, medication, 
carbon monoxide from steel cylinders, 
and the first mobile gas van started in 
October 1939 in Eastern Prussia, Pomer-
ania and Poznan.24 While these killings 
were done under the direction of the SS 
with Hitler’s  and Himmler’s  approval 
and had been initiated by the leaders 
of the district authorities in Pomera-
nia, Danzig–Western Prussia and the 
Wartheland,25 the organisers of the 
“euthanasia” were well informed about 
their preparation and course and Karl 
Brandt and Heinrich Himmler attended 
the murders.26

A  circular of the Reich Ministry of In-
terior requested the administrators of 
asylums, homes for the elderly and 
facilities for the disabled to complete 
questionnaires about the disabled in 
early October. In the forms, the future 
victims were divided into three cate-
gories. The first one included patients 
suffering from schizophrenia, epilepsy, 
senility, incurable paralysis, syphilis, all 
types of imbecility, encephalitis, Hun-
tington’s disease and other irreversible 
neurological conditions. The second 
one included patients who had been 
institutionalised for at least five years. 
The third group were foreign nationals, 
mentally ill convicts and people subject 
to the Nazi racial legislation.27 T4  re-
ceived the completed forms and sent 
them to the hired physicians – medical 
reviewers (Gutachter) who evaluated 
them cursorily then decided about the 
life and death of the patients. Their pro-
posals were subject to the approval of 
the ‘head experts’ (Obergutachter).28

The designated patients were killed at 
asylums or prisons transformed into 
annihilation centres with gas chambers 
(set up as mock showers) and cremato-
ria. 70,273 victims were murdered in six 
annihilation institutions in Grafeneck 
in Baden-Württemberg, Brandenburg 
in Brandenburg, Hartheim near Linz, 
Sonnenstein in Saxony, Bernburg in 
Saxony-Anhalt and Hadamar in Hes-
sen between January 1940 and August 
1941.29 The total number of victims is 
stated in the Hartheim Statistics, a T4 
brochure containing the numbers of the 
murdered discovered by the Americans 

Karl Brandt (1904–1948). � Source: author’s archive Phillipp Bouhler (1899–1945). � Source: author’s archive
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in Hartheim in June 1945.30 The original 
copy of the 39-page brochure is current-
ly deposited in the US National Archive 
in Washington, D.C.31

Although the “euthanasia” project was 
a  “Reich secret”, the mass murders of 
patients did not remain hidden from 
the German public.32 The protests of 
German citizens and the church incit-
ed Adolf Hitler to halt the project in 
August 1941.33 The Nazi political and 
military leaders needed “quiet on the 
home front” during the peak of their 
attack on the Soviet Union. 
The elimination of the disabled conti
nued even after the “centralised phase 
of euthanasia” had stopped, though. As 
part of “Action Brandt”, which is how 
it was named after its organiser, Reich 
Commissioner for Health and Sanita-
tion Karl Brandt, in an attempt at reviv-
ing the official status of the “euthana-
sia” programme after its central phase 
had been stopped in 1941, institutions 
were “vacated” and patients moved out 
until the end of the war, allegedly in 
order to provide accommodation facil-
ities, and patients were eliminated us-
ing medication and a lack of care and 
nutrition.34 The number of victims of 
both phases of the “euthanasia” from 
1939–1945 is estimated at 216,000 on 
the German territories of the Third 
Reich and at some 300,000 all over 
Europe.35

In addition, the killing technology of the 
“euthanasia” facilities was also used to 
eliminate selected groups of concen-

tration camp prisoners by a  decision 
of Reich Leader SS Heinrich Himmler 
in the spring of 1941. The selection of 
prisoners took place at concentration 
camps under the internal code 14f13, 
which meant “sick prisoner death” in 
the official speak of the Inspectorate of 
Concentration Camps (Inspektion der 
Konzentrationslager).36 Under the pre-
text of being taken to a sanatorium, the 
selected prisoners were transported to 
Sonnenstein, Hartheim and Bernburg 
where gas chambers and crematoria 
had remained operational.37 Between 
15,000 and 20,000 of them were killed 
there by November 1944. The victims 
included many Czech prisoners.38

The victims of both phases of the 
“euthanasia” included the patients of 
the psychiatric institutions on the ter-
ritory of the Reichsgau Sudetenland. 
At least 1,138 patients of the establish-
ments in Dobřany, Šternberk na Moravě 
and Opava were murdered in Sonnen-
stein and Hartheim (the precise figures 
are subject to ongoing research).39 The 
number of victims under the second de-
centralised phase of the “euthanasia” 
is unknown. Even though “Action T4” 
was, in principle, supposed to include 
Reich citizens only, it also affected per-
sons of Czech, Polish and Jewish ori-
gins. The Berlin headquarters of the T4 
discussed extending the “euthanasia” 
to the Protectorate patients of Czech 
nationality with the German leaders of 
the Protectorate in 1942. None of that 
materialised until the end of the war.40

The victims of the “euthanasia” and 
an unknown number of the victims 
of “Action 14f13” from the territory of 
pre-Munich Czechoslovakia died the 
same way as their counterparts from 
Germany, Austria and Poland. The 
Reich Post buses with covered win-
dows usually drove men and women 
separately from their home institu-
tions to “transit institutes” and then 
to the annihilation centres. Restless 
patients were administered sedatives 
before and during the trips.41 Upon ar-
rival at the annihilation centres, they 
were taken to the reception room, 
which also served as the undressing 
room. Undressed, they were measured 
and weighed; the physicians checked 
their identity and fabricated the in-
conspicuous pretended cause of death, 
which was later written in their death 
certificates. Patients with gold teeth 
were singled out. Subsequently, every-
body was labelled on the body by either 
a  stamp or a  self-adhesive tape with 
the annihilation establishment sig-
nature (A–E) and a number.42 Some of 
the naked patients with numbers were 
then photographed in a  special room 
for “scientific” purposes. Then they 
were suffocated by carbon monoxide in 
a gas chamber set up as a mock bath-
room. Most of the patients reportedly 
accepted the explanation to the effect 
that they would just take a shower. In 
reality, most of them suspected some-
thing was wrong. To pacify them, they 
were administered medication and vio-

Annihilation centre in Hartheim. � Source: NARAThe T4 questionnaire. � Source: LG Linz
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lence had to be applied often. Once the 
golden teeth were extracted, the bod-
ies were cremated in the crematorium 
and the remaining bones were crushed 
using a special bone crusher.43 The rel-
atives of the killed patients could re-
ceive urns with their remains but the 
urns contained the ashes of unknown 
victims since the cremators gathered 
everything that remained of the cre-
mated bodies in a  single heap.44 Vic-
tims included children and purely Jew-
ish transports were not exceptional.45

The photographing of the victims had 
a special place in the process. It served 
for “scientific documentation” and to 
legitimise patient selection.46 Three 
photographs of every person photo-
graphed – en face, profile and the entire 
stature – were sent to the Berlin head-
quarters for cataloguing. According to 
some post-war accounts, only medical-
ly interesting patients had been photo-
graphed; according to others, all had 
been. While some T4 photographers 
spoke about photographing about 35% 
of patients from every transport, oth-
ers mentioned up to 85%.47 To this day, 
only the photographs of two (sic) pa-
tients are known to have survived out 
of more than several tens of thousands 
of victim photographs, specifically 
from Vienna’s  Am Steinhof institu-
tion and from Sonnenstein in Saxony. 
In both cases, the photographs are of 
the portrait format.48 Out of more than 
70,000 medical files of the “euthana-
sia” victims, only about 30,000 have 

survived.49 They are deposited in the 
Bundesarchiv in Berlin.50 Why the pho-
tographic evidence is missing is not 
known.
Photographers were enlisted either 
via authorities in the towns where 
the annihilation centres operated or 
via the T4 headquarters in Berlin. The 
latter way was how Franz Suchomel 
and his cohorts from Český Krumlov 
and the surroundings, mentioned in 
the introduction to this study, got to 
do this job. Thanks to the depositions 
made by him and his compatriot Franz 
Wolf (9 April 1907 – ?) in the 1960s51, 
we know that they were both employed 
by the photography department of the 
T4 headquarters in Berlin as a result of 
the photographer Franz Wagner from 
Vyšné near Český Krumlov having put 
in a good word for them.
Native German Franz Wagner52 learned 
the photographer’s  trade with Josef 
Wolf, a  Český Krumlov photographer 
in the 1920s. Another native German, 
Franz Habada (24 June 1913 – ?) from 
Pernek near Horní Planá learned the 
photographer’s trade at another photo 
studio in Český Krumlov belonging to 
Josef Seidel53 a few years later.54

Franz Habada left for Germany in 
1932 as a  young Nazi official of the 
German National Socialist Workers’ 
Party (Deutsche Nationalsozialistische 
Arbeiterpartei – DNSAP) for fear of 
prosecution for his political activities 
in Czechoslovakia. He later joined the 
NSDAP in Germany.55 Franz Wagner 

left for Germany the same year. Prior 
to that, he had been a DNSAP member 
in Czechoslovakia from 1931. He joined 
the NSDAP in Germany in 1933.56

Both young men shared the same po-
litical and professional focus as well 
as being compatriots and very likely 
friends too. From 1939 they resided to-
gether at Habada’s address in Berlin.57 
Both also worked as photographers in 
Berlin58 and both were employed by T4 
as photographers during World War II. 
Franz Wagner was released from the 
Wehrmacht on the basis of the ordi-
nance on indispensability (being “un-
abkömmlich”)59 and became the head 
of the photographic department of the 
“euthanasia” headquarters in February 
1940.60 Franz Habada was his deputy.
The recruitment of new staff to the 
T4 usually depended on political reli-
ability, contacts and relations.61 Due 
to the shortage of documentary evi-
dence, we are forced to assume that 
the same factors played a  role in the 
recruitment of Wagner and Habada. 
NSDAP documents indicate that they 
were proactive Nazis.62 Some testi-
monies assert that Franz Wagner was 
referred to as Karl Brandt’s  personal 
photographer.63 That both must have 
enjoyed confidence on the part of the 
T4 headquarters in Berlin is confirmed 
by their jobs – the head and deputy 
head of the photography department 
at the T4 headquarters, which photo-
graphed patients in the annihilation 
centres and copied many important of-
ficial documents.64 It is not surprising, 
then, that four more compatriots from 
Český Krumlov worked at the T4 photo 
department as photographers and lab 
workers from November 1940 to Octo-
ber 1941 on the basis of Franz Wagner 
and perhaps Franz Habada having put 
in a good word for them. The stories of 
two of them, Franz Suchomel and Franz 
Wolf, have already been described in 
part in literature abroad.65 The stories 
of Thomas Steffl and Josef Wolf are less 
known. 
Thomas Steffl, born on 17 September 
1909 in Rojov (Roiden), a  German vil-
lage in the Kaplice area that no longer 
exists, was the first to join the T4 head-
quarters. He registered for residence in 
Berlin on 17 November 1940,66 having 
been recalled from the Wehrmacht.67 
Franz Wagner most likely recommend-
ed him to the T4 headquarters because 
Steffl had married his sister Aloysia in 

The bus used by T4. � Source: OÖLA
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1932.68 Nepotism is also likely to have 
played a role because, while a decora-
tor by vocation, he was employed by the 
photography department.69 His tenure 
at T4 until 1943 is sparsely document-
ed. It has been proven with certainty 
that he worked as a “photographer” at 
the annihilation centre in Hartheim in 
1940 or 1941.70

Photographer Franz Wolf71 whose father 
trained Franz Wagner in the 1920s72 
registered for residence in Berlin on 
5 January 1941. Having graduated from 
the forestry school in Aš, he also un-
derwent training in his father’s  studio 
from 1926–1929, then served in the 
Czechoslovak Army between October 
1929 and March 1931 and then worked 
at the family’s  photo studio in Český 
Krumlov until his Wehrmacht enlist-
ment. He was a member of the Sudeten 
German Home Front (Sudetendeutsche 
Heimatfront, SHF; from 1935 Sudeten 
German Party, SdP) in Český Krumlov 
from 18 November 1934 and in charge 
of visual propaganda for the party’s dis-
trict unit.73 He was also a  member 
of the League of Germans in Bohe-
mia (Bund der Deutschen in Böhmen) 
and the German Cultural Association 
(Deutscher Kulturverband). He joined 
the NSDAP late in January 1939.74 Fol-
lowing his military deployment in Po-
land and France from 1939–1940, he 
was recalled from the army and joined 
the T4 headquarters in Berlin in early 
1941.75 He photographed the “euthana-
sia” victims for T4 at the annihilation 
centre in Hadamar. Late in 1941 he was 
back at the T4 headquarters and then 
he provided photographic evidence of 
mentally disabled patients of the psy-
chiatric clinic in Heidelberg from late 
summer of 1942 to March 1943.76 
Following Franz Wolf, Franz Suchomel, 
a  ladies’ and gentlemen’s  tailor from 
Český Krumlov, registered for resi-
dence in Berlin on 5 March 1941.77 Hav-
ing graduated from the high school in 
Český Krumlov, he received training in 
tailoring from his father. Having served 
in the Czechoslovak army from the au-
tumn of 1927 to the spring of 1929, he 
worked at the family-run tailor shop 
until his Wehrmacht enlistment in 
March 1940.78 He was a member of the 
DNSAP from 1 June 1933 and, when the 
party was banned, an SHF member in 
Český Krumlov from 2 October 1933.79 
In addition, he was an active member 
of the Deutscher Turnverein in the 

town.80 According to Antonín Prokop, 
a  German from Český Krumlov who 
deserted the Wehrmacht, he was one 
of the premier local Nazis in the latter 
half of the 1930s.81 He was released 
from the military in November 1940 in 
order to manage his family business, 
but in early March 1941 he applied at 
the T4 headquarters in Berlin where he 
went on to work as a photo lab worker 
despite his former vocation. He worked 
in the same position at the Hadamar 
annihilation centre in the first half of 
1942, and then he was back at the T4 
headquarters again.82

Franz Wolf’s  elder brother Josef (26 
April 1900 – 14 October 1943) was the 
last to arrive at the T4 headquarters in 
Berlin. He too completed his photogra-
pher training at the family business 
and co-managed it from the latter half 
of the 1930s to his Wehrmacht enlist-
ment. Having been released from the 
military (1941) he lived in Berlin from 
29 October 1941.83 According to Franz 
Suchomel’s  post-war testimony, he 
worked as a photographer on the com-
mittees that mapped the various psy-
chiatric institutions.84

While the involvement of all the six 
Bohemian Germans in T4 is very diffi-
cult to map (as their job files have not 
survived), the sparse evidence shows 
clearly that they were recruited by the 
organisation with the help of personal 
contacts and political reliability. The 
benefits associated with the job also 

played a major role in their decision to 
accept it. Unlike others, they were not 
forced to go to the front and they were 
paid quite well too, as shown by the pay 
of Vinzenz Nohel, a cremator of the dead 
in Hartheim. As a qualified fitter, he had 
earned approximately 100 Reich marks 
a month prior to joining the T4, whereas 
in Hartheim his income including all 
bonuses was 290 marks a  month.85 In 
addition, he received a quarter litre of 
spirits per day as his cremator job was 
“difficult” and “depressing”.86 For hol-
idays, he was able to use T4’s  holiday 
house in Weissenbach near Lake Atter-
see in Austria.87

For Franz and Josef Wolf, Thomas Steffl 
and Franz Suchomel, who were all fa-
thers of three,88 the job at T4 must have 
been a  welcome source of income, as 
it must have been for Vinzenz Nohel, 
a  father of four. Even though Franz 
Suchomel testified that he had only 
been told that it was a  Reich secret 
upon his recruitment in Berlin and that 
he only learned about the true nature 
of T4 as he went, the exact opposite 
is most likely the truth.89 This is con-
firmed by the pledge of non-disclosure 
signed by both Suchomel and Franz 
Wolf on joining T4,90 binding them to re-
main tacit about everything concerning 
the “euthanasia”.91 Also, it is likely not 
true (contrary to what Franz Suchomel 
said92) that upon recruitment to T4 the 
new employees were under threats of 
imprisonment in a concentration camp 

A photograph of Elsa Toni W. likely taken on 23 November 1940 immediately before her murder at Pirna-Sonnenstein. 

Source: BArch
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or capital punishment in the event of 
breaching the non-disclosure obliga-
tion.
Post-war investigation did not disclose 
any case of anyone being executed, im-
prisoned or otherwise prosecuted just 
for refusing a  job at T4. Only cases of 
relocation to the front and relocation 
at one’s  own request are recorded.93 
Most employees accepted the tasks 
they were given and executed them 
without resisting.
It comes as no surprise that the an-
nihilation centres where employees 
“processed” the bodies of murdered 
patients every day gradually took on 
an unrestrained atmosphere where 
everything was permitted. Reports from 
the centres mentioned alcoholic orgies, 
sexual affairs, fights, bullying and theft 
of the “euthanasia” victims’ personal 
property.94 Under such circumstances, 
primarily the male staff of the institu-
tions solidified character traits that 
came in handy for the T4 leaders in 
view of the new tasks after August 1941.
At the time, the leaders faced the issue 
of maintaining the trained murdering 
staff and the killing technology of the 
annihilation centres ready for the po-
tential later re-launch of the “eutha-

nasia”. “Action 14f13” offered only part 
utilisation. Conversely, greater oppor-
tunities were offered with the plan for 
annihilation of European Jews that was 
under preparation in 1941. It started 
taking on a  more detailed form when 
Hermann Göring mandated Reinhard 
Heydrich with the total solution of the 
Jewish question in the German sphere of 
influence in Europe.95 In terms of organ-
isation, the plan was completed at the 
well-known conference in Wannsee on 
20 January 1942.96

On 15 August 1941 Heinrich Himmler 
saw a mass execution of Jews in Minsk 
and got sick.97 Following this experience, 
he reportedly required that “more hu-
mane” methods be used for murdering.98 
The killing of patients using gas, gun-
fire and explosives was tested in Minsk 
and Mogilev in September 1941.99 At the 
same time, the development of new gas-
sing vehicles using the exhaust gas for 
killing started in order to “relieve” the 
murdering units at the command of Re-
inhard Heydrich; the plan was to replace 
the “expensive” and difficult-to-trans-
port steel cylinders containing carbon 
monoxide.100 The first time they were 
used was on 8  December 1941 in the 
Chełmno annihilation camp.101

Viktor Brack102 from the KdF tried to 
maintain the T4 organisation in par-
allel with the above preparations. One 
of the options was to provide the per-
sonnel and the killing technology for 
the annihilation of Jews. According to 
his testimony during the Nuremberg 
trial, he was orally ordered to stop the 
“euthanasia” and send the T4 person-
nel thus released to the SS and Police 
Leader for the Lublin, Odilo Globoc-
nik, following an arrangement with 
Himmler.103 In the latter half of Octo-
ber 1941, Globocnik’s104 subjects were 
already looking for a  suitable loca-
tion to build the annihilation camp in 
Bełżec.105 At the same time, the Nazi 
authorities in occupied Poland and in 
the East knew that Brack’s gassing de-
vices were available for the elimination 
of Jews “incapable of work”.106 A meet-
ing of physicians and the represent-
atives of the technical staff of all T4 
annihilation centres concerning the 
annihilation of Jews in occupied Po-
land took place at the Sonnenstein 
facility with Brack’s participation one 
month later.107 From that moment on, 
the preparation of Action “Reinhard”108 
went full steam ahead; between March 
1942 and October 1943 the project 

The founder of the Wolf Photo Studio, Josef Wolf (first from right, standing) with his sons and co-workers, Franz Wolf standing third from left (?), 1930.  

Source: Regional Museum in Český Krumlov
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caused the death of at least 1,750,000 
victims at the Bełżec, Sobibór and Tre-
blinka annihilation camps.109

Several hundred SS and police staff and 
92 members of the T4 staff gathered in 
Lublin under Globocnik’s  command to 
build and operate the camps and pur-
sue other activities connected with an-
nihilation.110 The “specialists” from T4, 
still employed by the Berlin headquar-
ters, were in charge of building and 
operating the camps. Most of them were 
SS members and many were in officer 
ranks. Those who were not SS mem-
bers received at least the lance corporal 
rank and grey SS uniforms, only with-
out the SS runes on the rank badges.111 
In the camps, they usually worked as 
commanders, deputy commanders, and 
commanders of camp sections, and they 
oversaw the operation of gas chambers 
and led the Jewish work and guard 
groups.112 Along with a  relatively low 
number of German wardens (35 to 40 
people at Treblinka, about 30 at Bełżec 
and about 25 at Sobibór),113 there were 
120 Ukrainian, Latvian and Lithuanian 
guards and work groups of several hun-
dred Jews in each camp. Some of them 
buried the bodies of the murdered in 
the annihilation parts of the camps 
and cleaned the gas chambers. Others 
worked in the other parts of the camps. 
They were usually all murdered after 
several weeks as “inconvenient wit-
nesses” and replaced by newcomers.114

The Bełżec annihilation camp was 
the destination of the deportations of 
Jews from the Cracow and Lvov dis-
tricts; deportations from the Lublin 
district were directed to Sobibór; and 
Treblinka was the destination for de-
portations from Warsaw, Radom and 
Białystok. The denizens of Jewish 
ghettos and communities were, save 
for infrequent exceptions, transport-
ed in boxcars. Many of the deportees 
died along the way. Others were killed 
in the gas chambers except for those 
whom the camp staff selected for work 
at the camp. Those who were unable to 
walk to the gas chambers were shot in 
the “Lazarett”, a pit referred to as the 
hospital. As with “euthanasia”, they 
were told on arrival that they would 
take a shower before the next trip. In 
reality they were poisoned with ex-
haust gas from combustion engines 
after they had handed in their clothes 
and personal belongings including 
valuable items, and women’s hair had 

been cut.115 The annihilation was done 
in the same manner as during the cen-
tralised phase of the “euthanasia”, ex-
cept for the use of the combustion en-
gine exhaust gas instead of the “costly” 
carbon monoxide from steel cylinders.
Since the Action “Reinhard” camps 
were only intended for murdering Jews 
in occupied Poland, one can agree 
with Gitta Sereny that all personnel 
deployed there was selected careful-
ly.116 The chief factor for selection from 
more than 400 men of T4 was at least 
several months of experience in mur-
ders in the annihilation centres. This 
is confirmed by the life of the group of 
T4 photographers from Český Krumlov 
after the centralised “euthanasia” had 
been discontinued in August 1941. 
After his tenure at Hartheim (May – 
July/August?), Franz Wagner was the 
head of the T4 photography depart-
ment from August 1940 to August 
1943. In August 1943 he came back 
to Hartheim where T4 had relocat-
ed from Berlin to avoid air raids. He 
worked as a photographer there until 
the end of the war. He was probably 
more valuable for the T4 headquar-
ters in Berlin and Hartheim than in 
Poland. For his life after the war, all 
we know is that he was interrogat-
ed by the US military intelligence in 
Frymburk in the Šumava mountain 
range on 14 July 1945 on account of 
his activity in Hartheim and his role 
in T4.117 According to the findings of 
the former Federal Republic of Germa-
ny court authorities dated September 
1969, he lived in Miesburg near Han-
nover118 after the war and he reported-
ly relocated to Canada later.119

Franz Habada likely worked only at the 
T4 headquarters in Berlin from 1940 to 
1942. As a photographer, he also took 
part in various inspection visits to 
psychiatric institutions in Germany.120 
As a photographer, he was a member 
of the planning committee for “eutha-
nasia” in the Protectorate of Bohemia 
and Moravia in 1942.121 He enrolled in 
the Wehrmacht the same year. He lost 
his left arm in a grenade explosion in 
November 1943, was released from the 
army at the end of April 1944 and stud-
ied graphic design for one semester. At 
the end of the war he stayed with his 
sister in Český Krumlov122 and returned 
to Berlin in the summer of 1945.123 His 
further post-war whereabouts are not 
known for the time being.

The remaining members of the T4 
group of Český Krumlov photogra-
phers did not avoid the annihilation 
camps as part of “Action Reinhard” in 
occupied Poland. Franz Suchomel’s ex-
perience from the Hadamar annihila-
tion centre may have been the reason 
why he was reassigned to the Treblin-
ka annihilation camp in July 1942. The 
remaining three, Franz and Josef Wolf 
and Thomas Steffl, arrived in Sobibór 
sometime in the latter half of March 
or early April 1943. This is proven by 
Franz Wolf’s de-registration in Heidel
berg on 1 April 1943124 and the T4 of-
ficial record of 11 March 1943 to the 
effect that he was assigned to the 
Wehrmacht.125 Josef Wolf was the only 
one of the three who perhaps did not 
have direct experience in photograph-
ing “euthanasia” victims due to his 
later joining of the T4 in October 1941, 
and he may have relocated to Sobibór 
in connection with his brother. 
Josef Wolf and Thomas Steffl died 
during the uprising of the Sobibór 
prisoners on 14 October 1943.126 The 
known facts about their involvement 
in Sobibór are that they were not de-
ployed in the annihilation part of the 
camp, instead overseeing the working 
groups of prisoners and the sorting 
of the clothes and personal belong-
ings of the Jewish victims. They also 
oversaw the cutting of women’s  hair 
before the women were led to the gas 
chambers. In addition, as a  result of 
the low number of German wardens at 
Sobibór, they often assisted during the 
deportees’ arrivals and selection and 
took the victims to the gas chambers 
and the “Lazarett”. Considering the 
brutal conditions in all “Action Rein-
hard” annihilation camps,127 the notion 
that Josef Wolf and Thomas Steffl did 
not participate in the murders is out 
of the question. This statement is also 
supported by the fact that Franz Wolf 
and Franz Suchomel, who survived the 
war, were tried for their crimes com-
mitted at Treblinka and Sobibór in 
the 1960s. As a result, we know more 
about their activity in the camps. 
Franz Wolf and his brother Josef were 
in charge of gathering the clothes taken 
from the victims and overseeing the 
Jewish prisoners who sorted them at 
the Sobibór camp. Franz also oversaw 
the “forest commando” that used to go 
the forest to collect wood along with 
guards. He was eventually sentenced to 
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eight years in prison (the second high-
est sentence in the Sobibór trial) for 
his involvement in the murdering of an 
unknown number of persons not lower 
than 39,000128 by the Regional Court in 
Hagen on 20 December 1966. The inves-
tigation resulted in an account of his ac-
tivities in the camp. It was no different 
from the cynical and brutal behaviour 
of the other German wardens and his T4 
colleagues. In the camp, he was known 
for his servility towards his seniors and 
cruelty towards the prisoners; he used 
to punish them with a whip. They also 
feared him because he would turn them 
in to his superiors. Most likely he also 
participated in the shooting of the Jew-
ish forest commando members whose 
work he oversaw.129 He escorted female 
victims to the gas chambers saying: 
Quick, quick, my ladies; work makes life 
sweet.130

Franz Suchomel, sentenced to six years 
of imprisonment by the Regional Court 
in Düsseldorf on 3 September 1965 for 
complicity in the collective murder of 
at least 300,000 persons131, was report-
edly known as a more benevolent war-
den among the prisoners in Treblinka. 
However, his activity in the camp was 
not free from cynicism and brutal 
crimes. As the superior to “Goldjuden” 
(“Golden Jews”) he oversaw the gather-
ing and sorting of valuables found with 
the Treblinka victims. He also had to 
assist on arrival of transports due to 
the low number of German wardens, 
and he also used a whip and shot at the 
prisoners, as the other wardens did. 
He accompanied Jewish women to gas 

chambers saying Ladies, quick, quick, 
quick, or the water will turn cold.132 
When not assisting at transport “recep-
tion” and out of sight of other German 
wardens, he reportedly treated prison-
ers more decently. As a result, they re-
ferred to him as a “good German” (der 
gute Deutsche).133

This reference was not so surprising 
in a  camp where hundreds and even 
thousands of people were killed within 
one day and where all kinds of crimes 
including murders, beating, torturing 
and rape took place. In an environment 
where everything works the opposite 
way from normal society and where 
being inhumane is the principal stan
dard instead of humanity, any, albeit 
the smallest, display of a  normal hu-
man behaviour is understood as good. 
Werner Dubois succinctly described 
the conditions in annihilation camps, 
saying in 1967 that in Sobibór everyone 
from the T4 took these things as nor-
mal.134

When the “Action Reinhard” camps 
were discontinued, the personnel relo-
cated to the north of Italy in the autumn 
of 1943, headed by Odilo Globocnik 
and the annihilation camp inspector 
Christian Wirth135. Franz Suchomel and 
Franz Wolf along with the Ukrainian 
wardens and ninety other “euthanasia” 
and “Reinhard” veterans136 reinforced 
the Nazi presence in the Operational 
Zone Adriatic Coast (Operationszone 
Adriatisches Küstenland) in the au-
tumn of 1943. The Nazi authorities had 
formed the zone on 10 September 1943 
in the area involving Trieste and the Is-

tria Peninsula after the Wehrmacht had 
entered Italian soil in response to the 
ceasefire between Italy and the Allies 
in the summer of 1943.137 Trieste was 
the zone’s centre and it was also where 
the murderous mission of the T4 and 
“Reinhard” veterans, under the desig-
nation “Special Action Unit R” (Son-
derabteilung Einsatz R), was stationed. 
Their tasks included policing the area, 
combating the resistance and parti-
sans, pursuit of the Third Reich’s  po-
litical opponents, transporting Jews to 
Auschwitz, and tracking and seizing 
Jewish property. Supervised by Odi-
lo Globocnik, Highter SS and Police 
Leader in Trieste, and led directly by 
Christian Wirth (and Dietrich Allers 
after Wirth’s  death), they built a  po-
lice detention camp in San Sabba on 
the outskirts of Trieste for the R1 unit 
to reside in, out of a former plant (rice 
mill) in October 1943. Two more units 
designated R2 and R3 resided in Fiume 
(Rijeka) and Udine, respectively.
Prisoners from Trieste and the adja-
cent parts of Northern Italy, Slovenia 
and Croatia were held at San Sabba 
from early February 1944. The prison 
was known for the immense brutal-
ity of the Nazi staff. It also served as 
a  collection and transit camp for the 
transport of Jews to Auschwitz and 
Ravensbrück and as the barracks for 
the SS (Einsatz R) and the ancillary 
Ukrainian and Italian forces. In ad-
dition to executions by torture and 
shooting, a gas van was also used for 
killing there. A crematorium with the 
daily capacity of 8 to 12 bodies was 
tested there on 4 April 1944. It was 
built by the gas chamber builder for 
the T4 institutions and the Treblinka 
and Sobibór camps, Erwin Lambert.138 
It was operational until the end of 
April 1945. Approximately 15,000 peo-
ple went through San Sabba, including 
800 to 900 Jews. The number of victims 
tortured to death, executed and gassed 
in the prison is estimated to be three 
to four thousand. Group executions of 
40 to 100 people were conducted twice 
a week, during the night and early in 
the morning. Loud music covered up 
the victims’ screams. Individual execu-
tions took place every day. The ashes 
of the victims, cremated in the crema-
torium operated by the Ukrainian staff, 
were thrown into the sea.139

The two remaining units, R2 and R3, 
operated in Fiume and Udine with the 

 Franz Suchomel and Viktor Brack.�  Source: author’s archive, BArch
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same tasks. While organising trans-
ports to Auschwitz, they selected the 
mentally and physically disabled and 
killed them directly at San Sabba. In 
addition, they sought disabled people 
outside of Trieste as well, as confirmed 
by the case of deporting twenty men-
tally disabled people from Venice to 
San Sabba on 11 October 1944.140

Franz Suchomel was deployed as 
a member of the R3 unit in Udine and 
Turin.141 At the end of the war, he fled 
from Trieste; initially he was a captive 
of the Americans in Bad Gastein, then 
in Flossenburg and finally in Waiden. 
He was released from Waiden in the 
summer of 1945; he reunited with his 
family who had been deported from 
Český Krumlov in 1946, and then lived 
in Altötting in Bavaria until his arrest 

in 1963.142 Having reached Trieste, 
Franz Wolf served with the R2 unit in 
Fiume and was assigned to San Sabba 
at the turn of 1944 and 1945. Regard-
ing his activity in the north of Italy, he 
said that the tasks of their unit were 
recording and seizing Jewish proper-
ty, arresting Jews and other similar 
activities. He also confirmed the im-
prisonment of Jews and partisans. Al-
legedly, he only saw the annihilation 
facility in San Sabba from outside and 
it was not operational during his stay 
there (not later than early 1945).143 At 
the end of the war, he retreated from 
Trieste to Austria, was captured by the 
Americans and imprisoned as a prison-
er of war in Bad Aibling and Waiden. 
Released in August 1945, he reportedly 
worked as a  photographer for the US 

occupation forces until 1946. He also 
reunited with his family members who 
were deported to Bavaria in 1946 and 
lived with them in Upper Bavaria and 
later in Eppelheim near Heidelberg un-
til his arrest in 1964.144

Regarding their activity in the north of 
Italy145, both men’s  depositions to the 
investigation authorities were rather 
sparse and Franz Wolf expressly denied 
having known about the crimes com-
mitted in San Sabba. As with Sobibór 
and Treblinka, though, they lied in all 
probability. The crimes committed by 
the units with which they served there 
were extensive and intensive and it is 
unlikely that they did not take part in 
them.

Einsatz R personnel in Trieste. First from left is Erwin Lambert (1909–1976), the builder of the gas chambers in Hartheim, Pirna-Sonnenstein, Bernburg, Hadamar, Treblinka and Sobibór, 

and of the crematorium at San Sabba. � Source: StA Munich
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Former death camp at Treblinka in the summer of 1945.� Source: J. Gumkowski, A. Rutkowski: Treblinka 
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Ctirad Mašín at the Jamboree in France, August 1947. � Source: AZM
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From War to War 
THE ADOLESCENCE OF BROTHERS CTIRAD 
AND JOSEF MAŠÍN IN RECOLLECTIONS AND 
PHOTOGRAPHS 
In 2013 it was 60 years since the torturous journey of the Mašín brothers and their friends 
to West Berlin, which had been preceded by armed resistance operations. In this paper we 
would like to explore that preceding period, when the youths were coming of age. Somewhat 
overshadowed by those events, it nevertheless formed their values, opinions and attitudes. 

PETR BLAŽEK and JAROSLAV ČVANČARA

You don’t understand everything now, 
but when you’re older you surely will.
Josef Mašín, June 19421 

Our exploration of this subject is pri-
marily based on interviews we have 
carried out in the past with the Mašín 
brothers and others, including their 
schoolmates and friends and members 
of the Poděbrady Scout troop.2 We also 
had access to the personal archives 
of members of the Mašín family, from 
which come the majority of the by and 
large previously unseen photographs 
and documents. We also went through 
the written sources held at the Securi-
ty Services Archive3 and the National 
Archive4. We compared those recollec-
tions with several publications written 
about the Mašíns in the past, although 
most touched on our chosen theme 
only in passing.5 
 
YOUTH IN PRAGUE DISTRICT 
OF LIBOC
The Mašín brothers’ parents were 
extraordinary people and their fates 
greatly influenced their sons’ views. 
Lieut. Col. Josef Mašín, born in Lošany 
near Kolín on 26 August 1896, came 
from an old farming family and gra
duated from agriculture college. Dur-
ing the First World War he went over 
to the Russian side from the Austrian 
Army after being captured and was 
decorated several times in the Czecho-
slovak Legions. On 25 February 1919 he 
was promoted to captain. After return-

ing to his homeland he received the 
Czechoslovak War Cross with three lin-
den branches, the Czechoslovak Revo-
lutionary Medal and the Allied Medal. 
From spring 1929 he was deployed to 
the Jan Žižka of Trocnov 1st artillery 
regiment at Ruzyně, Prague, where he 
later became deputy commander. The 
family first lived in Prague’s  Břevnov 
before later moving to a single family 
home in Litovická St. in the Horní Li-
boc district, where Josef was close to 
the Ruzyně barracks. 
Zdena Mašínová (née Nováková) was 
born in Olomouc on 20 May 1907. After 
school she studied geometry (civil en-
gineering) at the Czech Technical Uni-
versity, becoming the first Czech wom-
an to obtain a diploma in the field. On 
15 June 1929 she married Josef Mašín. 
Three children were born to them: 
Ctirad on 11 August 1930 in Olomouc, 
Josef on 8 March 1932 in Prague and 
Zdena on 7 November 1933 in Prague. 
Josef was promoted for the final time 
that year, reaching the rank of lieuten-
ant colonel.6 Lieut. Col. Mašín was one 
of the most active members of the local 
Sokol patriotic sports organization. He 
also got his sons involved: We started 
going to Sokol in Liboc. I  remember it 
with fondness. We modelled ourselves 
on Brother Kučík. He always had great 
leggings and he was excellent on the 
gym apparatus. He had an air of com-
plete discipline. When on 15 March 1939 
German brigades rolled in from Ruzyně 
airport to Prague, we were banned from 

contact with them, but to no avail. On 
the Ruzyně road stood a convoy of cars 
and motorbikes as far as the eye could 
see. We were checking out a motorbike 
with a sidecar and crew. They were tak-
ing a break and drinking coffee. One of 
them cordially offered us coffee, saying: 
coff-y, coff-y. But we gave him a hostile 
look and ignored the offer. Then the 
Gestapo started to visit us. Every time 
they stole whatever they felt like taking 
from our flat… But back to the Sokol. 
Later in Poděbrady it was really broadly 
focused. An attractive programme for all 
levels and age categories. We went twice 
a  week and one of our instructors was 
the father of Zbyněk Janata7. I liked us-
ing the trampoline. Milan Paumer8 also 
used to go. We were in the same year. 
The exercise sessions were according to 
age. Milan’s  father went too. To me he 
was an old man. He had a bit of a belly 
but his leggings were always tight…9

Josef Mašín Sr. refused to hand over 
the Ruzyně barracks to the enemy and 
to the horror of some “realistic” of-
ficers began preparing to destroy the 
building. However, orders from above 
put the kibosh on his plan. He was 
demoted. In November 1939 he was 
pensioned off. In spring 1940 he went 
completely underground, joining a  le
gendary anti-Nazi resistance group that 
became known as the Three Kings10 
(Josef Mašín, Josef Balabán11 and Václav 
Morávek12). He saw his family sporadi-
cally and clandestinely. The children ex-
perienced nightly raids by the Gestapo, 
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who tried unsuccessfully to capture him 
for a long time. Radek or Radka, as Cti-
rad was called in the family, spent a lot 
of his time reading, a pastime that led 
him to adventure stories: At the start 
of the war I had a subscription to Young 
Reporter. Rapid Arrows, Rychlonožka, 
Štětináč. I  remember it all. The Boys 
from Beaver River, Stínadla. I  later read 
Karel May books. I read like crazy. Jules 
Verne: Captain Nemo, Twenty Thousand 
Leagues Under the Sea, Two Years’ Va-
cation. I liked reading about Hussite his-
tory. Jirásek’s  Brotherhood. All kinds of 
illustrated history books on the Czech na-
tion or the legends of castles and manor 
houses. There were things we couldn’t 
bring home on pain of death. Pulp paper-
backs and penny dreadfuls. Grandmother 
Emma said: “Get them out of here!” Then 
I got scarlet fever. I was in Bulovka hos-
pital and in the room there was a whole 
pile of pulp paperbacks. I read them all, 
though none since that time. But I  re-
member some lines, like: “Stranger, your 
Colt’s  hanging damn low!” They were 
something else…13 

THE OCCUPATION IN PODĚBRADY
In April 1940 the Protectorate author-
ities cut off Zdeňka Mašínová’s  hus-
band’s  pension and she and the chil-
dren were given 42 hours to vacate 
their state flat. They moved to a house 
on Na Chmelnici St. in the spa town of 
Poděbrady, where a family friend took 
them in. The elementary and secondary 
schools were in Poděbrady Chateau. 

Little Zdena, who suffered from a con-
genital disease of the joints and was 
reliant on assistance after a  series of 
operations, was wheeled to school and 
carried up its steps by her two broth-
ers. They later travelled with their sis-
ter to a grammar school in Nymburk.14 
On 18 February 1941, Mašín’s  moth-
er Marie died. He wanted to say a  fi-
nal farewell but an intensification of 
searches at the house in Poděbrady 
made that impossible. Participation in 
her funeral was also out of the question. 
He therefore did not see his wife and 
children again until shortly before his 
arrest. On 13 May 1941 Mašín, Morávek 
and Peltán15 were broadcasting to Lon-
don from the fourth floor of an apart-
ment building in Prague’s  Nusle at 
1238/19 Pod Terebkou St. (after the 
war it became Mašínova before after 
February 1948 being renamed Čiklo-
va, a  name it still bears). At that mo-
ment the Gestapo laid siege to the 
flat. In a  shootout Mašín hit criminal 
secretary Georg Mischek and criminal 
employee Alfred Jäger. An intense fire 
exchange allowed Morávek and Peltán 
to escape, but he himself was shot and 
overpowered. His friends’ attempts to 
free him were in vain. Two days later 
the Gestapo searched the Poděbrady 
flat and interrogated his wife. She was 
placed under arrest on 6 January 1942 
and imprisoned at Prague’s  Karlovo 
náměstí before alternating between 
the Terezín small fortress and Pankrác 
jail. The children were looked after by 

their grandmother Emma Nováková 
and servant Marie Neubauerová. In 
prison Zdena Mašínová met Milada 
Horáková, who had been arrested on 
2 August 1940 for her activities in the 
resistance organisation We Shall Re-
main Loyal Petition Committee. Zdena 
was released on 5 August 1942, though 
she was kept under constant surveil-
lance until the end of the war. Though 
she faced further arrest she did not 
stop working underground. In April 
1943 she joined the Alex – Čejka resist-
ance group in the Kolín area.16

Grandmother Emma Nováková did her 
best to replace the children’s  missing 
parents. She had the boys learn Russian 
and English, as their father had wished. 
They were taught Russian by Cpt. Vogt, 
a former army officer and evidently one-
time legionnaire. Their English teacher 
was a Mrs. Friedmannová; as a Jew, she 
and her husband were sent to a con-
centration camp in 1943 and never re-
turned to Poděbrady. Zdena Mašínová 
remembered years later that her broth-
ers had regularly exercised under the 
supervision of their grandmother. The 
former Sokol member showed her 
grandsons various exercises on rings 
hanging above the stairway: Even more 
remarkable was that grandmother, who 
was almost 65, managed to put on boxing 
gloves and take part in this “masculine 
sport” with her grandsons. It was great 
fun for me, as a  spectator. I  was able 
to wind them all up. The boys especial-
ly liked an original game that for some 

The wedding of Josef Mašín and Zdena Nováková took 

place at Olomouc Town Hall on 15 June 1929 .
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Ctirad, Josef and Zdena – the Mašíns’ children in Liboc, 1934. 
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Josef Mašín’s certificate of right of domicile, Lošany 
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unknown reason they called “at the plate 
shop”; this consisted of turning out the 
lights in a darkened room and the boys 
and granny looking for each other in 
pitch darkness.17

At that time the Poděbrady Spa (Bad 
Podiebrad in German) served as a con-
valescence centre for German soldiers 
and youths. German children, recruit-
ed within the Kinderlandverschickung 
(KLV) programme, and soldiers occu-
pied most of the spa buildings. The 
Mašín boys viewed them with malice 
to say the least. 
The best villas and some spa buildings 
had been confiscated for Nazis and their 
families. The Hitler Youth, in grey shirts 
with tin drums and waving black flags 
with a  rune, marching everywhere in 
units with lots of flags and drumming, 
most often six or eight abreast, mean-
ing they took up the entire street. The 
first row was for the smallest with those 
behind them arranged by size, with the 
biggest at the rear. They all kept step 
with the little ones in front who banged 
on drums. They also had whistles and 
trumpets. 
We disturbed the peace of those Germans 
living in Poděbrady and conscientious-
ly made sure they weren’t bored. For 
example, doorbells: We pressed on door-
bells and stuck a little piece of wood cut 
into a  wedge into the hole beside the 
button. This blocked it so the bell rang 
until somebody came and pulled out the 
stick. This we later refined: We rubbed 
the wedge with excrement. At the park 
there was a multi-story modern appart-
ment building and Germans lived some-
where at the very top. One time we “did” 
the bell there in the usual way but then 
we went further and placed in front of 
the front door, which was locked, a large 
turd which we poured petrol on and set 
alight. Somebody ran down to unblock 
the bell and when they saw the fire on 
the ground tried to stamp it out! This 
may not have brought the Third Reich to 
its knees but it was a kind of water tor-
ture. There was a great shortage of food-
stuffs. We raised rabbits and hens. We 
often went by bike to Lošany for supplies 
and sometimes for grain for the animals. 
Those trips were rather dangerous as 
there were checks on the roads and 
whoever was caught with supplies could 
have ended up on the gallows. Trips with 
a cargo always took place at night. You 
had to ride slowly and carefully, there 
could have been patrols at crossroads. 

The journey took most of the night. Once 
when I was with Mom in Lošany a plane 
flew above the village at a great height. 
After a long while leaflets – sheets of pa-
per – started falling to the ground. They 
were intended for Germans. We gathered 
up as many as we could and took them 
to Poděbrady to deliver them to where 
they were intended. Getting caught 
with something like that would have 
been a very serious business indeed. In 
Poděbrady we distributed the leaflets to 
all the places Germans were to be found 
– the station, the post office, etc. We 
even left a lot of them in the corridor of 
the building where the Wehrmacht lead-
ership was based when the guards were 
out of the room.18

Summer 1944. On the other side of 
Poděbrady the railway line ran along 
a  “game reserve”. One day explosions 
got off there. The entire area was sur-
rounded by troops. It was said that 
a  munitions train had gone on fire. 
When things had died down, we went 
there and saw the remains of a wagon 
and evidently a  military unit for pris-
oners, skinny guys in German uniforms 
without weapons, belts or patches. They 
were picking stuff up and cleaning up. 
When they’d finished and gone away we 
went to see if anything was left for us. In 
the bushes by the fence of the reserve we 
found a completely unexploded artillery 
shell. On its tip it had a time fuse. It was 
misshapen by the explosion, which had 
thrown it quite a far away from the track 
and there were cracks in its body. I knew 
that a  damaged grenade like that was 
highly dangerous, so I found a long pole, 

lay on the ground and poked it. When 
nothing happened I  took the shell and 
made off with it. I  had more luck than 
sense. 
One clear day the radio announced 
a “Kampfverbande” over Reich territory. 
Hundreds of planes with stripes were 
visible at a  great height. We counted 
more than 500 four-engines machines. 
It seemed that entire Earth was shaking 
and moving in rhythm. Then explosions 
started in the direction of Kolín. We said 
to ourselves that the refinery in Kolín 
was going to get it. When the planes dis-
appeared there was a quiet rain of silver 
strips which they’d discharged to inter-
fere with the German radars. Over the 
next several days we found in faraway 
fields huge craters from bombs that had 
fallen far from their targets. Maybe they 
were emergency drops. We also found 
several holes, about half a metre on av-
erage, from bombs that hadn’t gone off. 
We planned to dig them up and use the 
explosives for sabotage.19

Prior to the May 1945 uprising, the 
Mašín boys – according to their moth-
er’s  recollections – went off on scout-
ing missions at nights, monitornig the 
movements of military transports, and 
during Allied air raids carried out sabo-
tage on new German planes transport-
ed to the Kbely airfield by local rail. 
They destroyed their accompanying 
papers, cables and instruments. The 
railway and the light signals for trains 
were just a  few hundred metres from 
their garden. With friends they would 
gather coal to throw at Czech engine 
drivers. They cut the brake cables and 

Ctirad in a photo from 1942. � Photo: AZMJosef as a schoolboy in 1944.� Photo: AZM
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damaged the bogies of German trains.20

On the railway and at the station, which 
were near our house, it was possible to 
see transports of soldiers bound for the 
Eastern Front. The soldiers made long 
mats from wooden sticks held together 
by wire, rolling them into large rolls. This 
was a preparation for the Russian mud, 
where their operations had repeatedly 
got bogged down. The adjacent tracks 
were full of bullet-ridden locomotives. 
Their number grew, as they couldn’t 
repair them all. We got into them and 
smashed up whatever we could.21 
One day they spied by the tracks the 
motionless bodies of prisoners hurled 
off a moving train. However, they were 
not all dead. In March 1945 the thir-
teen-year-old Josef brought home two 
emaciated and desolate Russian POWs. 
They stayed with the Mašíns for sev-
eral weeks. They spent the days in the 
kitchen, the fogged window of which 
overlooked a field. Because the Gestapo 
“visits” took place at night they slept 
in a  hiding place in the skylight. The 
younger and healthier of the two joined 
up with the partisans via former colonel 

František Vaněk, a member of Defence 
of the Nation who had not been appre-
hended. Once he was well enough, the 
second, Lieut. Stepan Romanovich San-
nikov, was also taken to the partisans. 
He was captured on the way by the Ger-
man military police but managed to es-
cape during a transfer to Pardubice and 
made it back to Poděbrady. When the 
war ended he was hiding out in a forest 
bunker near Sokoleč along with three 
Jews, most likely Auschwitz escapees, 
who survived. Lieut. Sannikov turned 
up at the Mašíns’ again in May 1945. 
The boys were greatly surprised that he 
did not wish to return home after years 
of wartime suffering and did not want 
to contact the Red Army. In reality all 
signs were he was afraid he would be 
sent to the Gulag as an unreliable. His 
fears were apparently justified. After 
he left to report to the Soviet command 
the Mašíns never heard another thing 
about him.22

At the end of the uprising, convoys of Ger-
mans fled. Among them were Russians on 
jeeps. The Germans didn’t shoot at them. 
One side fled, the other side chased them. 

It was quite something. Then most of the 
Germans had left and only the stragglers 
were on the run. Suddenly we heard 
a volley from the Catholic church. We ran 
there to see what was going on. Appar-
ently there were SS men there! We kept 
hearing “SS”. But that was nonsense. 
What really happened, I don’t know. To 
cut it short, we got there and there were 
Germans standing by the church with 
their hands up. Quite a scene. There were 
Russians and several Germans. One of 
them called desperately for somebody to 
help him and give him water. I was right 
by him. He was unarmed. A Russian came 
and straffed him. Exactly “according to” 
the Geneva Convention. Then a  horse-
drawn trailer came out of the chateau 
onto the square. It was full of naked 
corpses. Like we had seen from concen-
tration camps. Perhaps they shot those 
Germans at the chateau. Who they were, 
how it happened and why they were 
done away with I  never found out. Not 
that I was interested. I was unconcerned 
because I  wasn’t going to feel sorry for 
Germans after what they’d done through 
the entire war here! I  know they took 

Milan Paumer (marked by X) was confirmed in the Poděbrady congregation of the Evangelical Church in 1946. The clergyman Josef B. Jeschke stands in the centre. 
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them to a graveyard, where they dumped 
them in a  mass grave. But I  didn’t see 
that. I  heard that the next day people 
came and saw that one who was shot the 
day before was sitting there, because he 
wasn’t dead. So they finished him off and 
buried him.23

Along with classmates and other 
friends, Ctirad underwent an Evangeli-
cal Church confirmation in March 1945. 
Clergyman Josef B. Jeschke, who led the 
Evangelical congregation in Poděbrady 
from 1931 to 1964, wrote a  passage 
from Proverbs to Ctirad on his journey 
through life on the ceremony’s  com-
memorative page: The righteous will 
never be removed, but the wicked will not 
dwell in the land.24 The following year 
Josef Mašín and Milan Paumer were 
confirmed in the same parish. 

AFTER THE WAR
In the first days after the war the family 
was uncertain as to whether their fa-
ther would return. They then learned 
for the first time, from distant relative 
Jaroslav Tajovský, that Nazis executed 
him (by firing squad) on 30 June 1942 
in Prague district of  Kobylisy. Hope 
and uncertainty gave way to harsh 
reality. In the following weeks and 
months they gradually learned about 
the extent of their father’s  resistance 
activities. They still hoped, howev-
er, he would turn up alive in the end. 
Sometimes they received reports what 
he had been spotted among partisans. 
However, when his secret note of fare-
well was found in cell no. 10 at Pank-
rác (on the information of the wife of 
Vojtěch Vrňata, who in 1942 had been 
a  cellmate of Lieut. Col. Josef Mašín) 
everything was clear. Zdena Mašínová 
held in her hands a letter intended as 
a  legacy for the children in particular 
and containing the following words: 
Unfortunately I  have to leave you. You 
don’t understand everything now but 
when you’re older you surely will. […] 
I didn’t want you too to become captive 
slaves but rather remain free citizens. 
Remember that defending the freedom of 
your homeland and nation are the first 
responsibility of every conscious Czech. 
You too will have to act one day.25

For the children their father’s  life 
and heroic death became a bond that 
they took to their hearts as a  creed 
for life. Ctirad was then 15 and Josef 
close to 14. Their grandmother Emma 
Nováková (67) saw her son Ctibor, 

known as Borek26, return from a Nazi 
prison, though her brother Leopold 
Novák had died at Mauthausen. The 
forlorn Emma lived in Jeseník where 
she looked after Ctibor. She occasion-
ally travelled to Poděbrady to see the 
three children. Zdena lived with her 
grandmother from autumn 1946 and 
later attended grammar school in 
Jeseník. Nováková subsequently decid-
ed to move to Prague’s Dejvice district. 
When she was moving in one of her 
neighbours helped carry her furniture. 
He was the Sokol functionary Kučík, 
who had trained Ctirad and Josef at the 
Liboc branch. 
Their father was celebrated after the 
war. His widow, 38, joined the Union 
of Liberated Political Prisoners. Like 
most of society, the Mašíns sympa-
thised with the Soviet Union, which 
they regarded as their liberator from 
Nazi repression. Gradually, however, 
doubts and fears arose.
There were screenings for Russian sol-
diers at the Sokol hall in Poděbrady. 
One time they showed the Soviet film 
She Protects the Homeland. We crept in 
among them and saw a Russian film for 
the first time. It was so incredibly idi-
otic and exaggeratedly patriotic, about 
a woman who starts a partisan brigade. 
What a  wonder woman! I  remember 
to this day what she looked like. Such 
primitive propaganda. But the Russian 
soldiers enjoyed it, roaring, shouting, 
whistling and stamping their feet. As 

boys who looked up to our liberators, we 
were quite taken aback. We said: Such 
a patriotic film and the soldiers behave 
like that! It struck us as odd, but they 
were apparently well used to such stu-
pid propaganda.27

When they started to form brigades to 
help in the border areas a family friend, 
Col. František Vaněk, created the 1st 
Czechoslovak George of Poděbrady 
Battalion. The unit of around 800 to 
1,000 men set off for Liberec to provide 
security for the border and property 
and to carry out guard duty. Among 
them was Ctirad Mašín, 15. 
At Liberec barracks there were weapons 
all over the place, loaded with shells. 
Everywhere. In the rooms. In the cor-
ridors. Outside a  pile of assault guns. 
First thing when we got there everybody 
grabbed those weapons. They stuck the 
shells in their pockets. Some idiot ap-
parently stuck some not only shells but 
detonators in his pocket. And it went off! 
It injured him. I  remember his trousers 
were ripped to shreds. I think they sent 
him to hospital. We were in Liberec for 
a month or two. Nothing much happened 
there.28

Some of the volunteers were then rede-
ployed to Šumava, where they were to 
guard strategic buildings. The young-
est “volunteer” Ctirad Mašín served in 
the battalion for a number of weeks. 
In August 1945 a bust of the first Czecho
slovak president, T. G. Masaryk, was 
unveiled in Poděbrady. The ceremony 

A postcard Ctirad Mašín sent from Jamboree in France to his grandmother, August 1947. � Source: AZM
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was attended by the French military at-
taché General Julien Flipo. The Mašín 
brothers spotted General Heliodor 
Píka, who had known their father in 
the legions, at the unveiling. Along-
side other soldiers who had fought in 
foreign armies, 1st Lieut. Václav Korda 
a pilot who had received Britain’s Dis-
tinguished Flying Cross, would occa-
sionally appear in Poděbrady. In Eng-
land he had been an officer of the 311th 
Czechoslovak Bomber Squadron and 
a  flying instructor. He had also been 
a member of a Czechoslovak-Canadian 
crew that had been the first to fly 
across the Atlantic. 
We knew Korda. He was around 40. He 
was a  boss at Czechoslovak Airlines. 
I  later met him in 1954 in New York, 
during our basic training at Fort Dix, on 
a visit to the Studlars. He then worked 
at Idlewild airport (Kennedy airport) for 
I  think Delta Airlines, sorting baggage. 
He was a good friend of Karel “Charlie” 
Hora, who’d been in the Foreign Legion. 
Hora was also a friend of our uncle Borek. 
After the war we went bathing in the Ci-
dlin together. Hora had a pretty French 
girlfriend, Claudette. Opposite the Sokol 
hall lived Fuku, Charlie Hora’s  mother. 
She was Japanese and liked us a lot. After 
1948, Charlie returned to France.29 Karel 
Čihák, who’d been at the same grammar 
school as us, followed him. Čihák was in 
the Foreign Legion in Vietnam, where he 
injured his spine in a  parachute jump. 
He became the master of a train station 

in Nice. Many years ago I visited him at 
the station, where he was running about 
with a station master’s paddle30.

UNDER THE JUNÁK FLAG
Scouting was very popular in Czecho-
slovakia after the war, in part due to 
the anti-Nazi position of many mem-
bers. The number of Scouts was ap-
proaching 200,000. Ctirad and his 
friend Vladimír Hradec31 joined the 37th 
troop of the Poděbrady Rovers, lead by 
Mirek Trajhan, known as Ouřada. They 
became keen Scouts and took the scout 
oath: I promise on my honour to the best 
of my ability: to love my homeland, the 
Republic of Czechoslovakia and to serve 
her faithfully at all times, to fulfil my 
own duties and to observe the Junák 
[Czech scouts] laws, to be ready body 
and soul to help others. They devoted 
a great deal of time to scouting. 
The Poděbrady scouts experienced 
something extraordinary on 2 Septem-
ber 1946 when at 11 a.m. the World 
Chief Guide, Lady Olave Baden-Powell, 
the wife of the founder of Scouting, 
Lord Robert Baden-Powell, came to the 
town. She visited several Bohemian, 
Moravian and Slovak cities and towns 
during an eight-day stay during which 
she and the commander of the Czech-
oslovak Junák scouts, Rudolf Plajner, 
were received by the czechoslovak 
president, Edvard Beneš. In Poděbrady 
she took part in a  ceremonial inspec-
tion of the scouts and toured a  mod-

el camp. At 15:30 she left for Hradec 
Králové.
As one of the organisers of the visit and 
a member of Lady Baden-Powell’s entou-
rage I  experienced boisterous enthusi-
asm everywhere the convoy, headed by 
a jeep with a scout flag, went. Including 
on a packed Poděbrady square under the 
statue of King George, where the provin-
cial leader Dr. Ladislav Filip reported to 
the world leader, and during a  tour of 
exemplarily represented troops, where 
one after the other they called out their 
cheer. After the tour of the model camp, 
there was a scouts lunch in the pride of 
the Poděbrady scouts: in a  traditional 
wood-lined cottage and in the adjacent 
barn with a wonderful big fireplace and 
oak panelling, several hundred years 
old, lying on the course of the Elbe, and 
carved with scenes from the writings of 
E. T. Seton. I also, albeit only once and 
briefly, met the Mašín brothers. In front 
of a roaring fire, Brother Filip introduced 
them to the world leader as the sons of 
the resistance hero Colonel Josef Mašín. 
I believe they also recited in English the 
Rudyard Kipling poem If...32

At that time Josef Mašín was in the first 
year at a boarding grammar school at 
Poděbrady Chateau named the King 
George of Poděbrady Central Bohe-
mian College, which had been set up 
by teacher František Jahoda on the 
model of British public schools. It was 
also attended by his brother Ctirad 
and many others who were to become 

Certificate of awarding of Czechoslovak Medal for Valour 

to Ctirad Mašín, 17 September 1946. � Source: AZM

Zdena Mašínová (centre) in Lošany, 1948. 
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well-known figures, including the film 
directors Miloš Forman and Ivan Pas-
ser and the playwright Václav Havel.33 
Their mother hoped the school would 
instil discipline in boys growing up 
without a father.34

At that time Zdena Mašínová was pre-
sented with the Czechoslovak Medal 
of Merit, 1st degree, for her part in 
the anti-Nazi resistance.35 On 17 Sep-
tember 1946 the president awarded 
the Czechoslovak Medal of Valour to 
Ctirad and Josef.36 References to their 
father’s  heroism began to appear in 
books37 while a street was named after 
him and a plaque placed on the build-
ing where the Gestapo had captured 
him after the shootout. On 19 February 
1947 he was promoted in memoriam to 
brigadier general. In July of that year, 
on the 30th anniversary of the Battle of 
Zborov, Gen. Mašín received a Zborov 
medal in memoriam. On 7 September 
1947 a modest memorial was unveiled 
in his native Lošany.38

As a committed Scout Ctirad took part 
in forest brigade work, helping dur-
ing the harvest. In 1937 his 37th troop 
spent several weeks in the Šumava, 
felling trees and digging up stumps. 
They then undertook a week-long trip 
along the border. Several times they 
crossed it but there was never any sign 
of border guards. After the removal of 
the German population the villages and 
country areas were abandoned and 
derelict. When the troops supplies ran 

out there was nowhere to buy anything 
and the youths experienced genuine 
hunger. However, it was on this trip 
that Ctirad received wonderful news: 
He had been selected as a member of 
the Czechoslovak group for the first 
post-war scouting Mondial Jamboree 
de la Paix in France. Junák commander 
Dr. Rudolf Plajner and Major General 
Heliodor Píka came to see them off at 
the station. The jamboree took place in 
Moisson, northern France, from 9 to 18 
August 1947. 
Our special train with an incredible 
number of scouts, 500, crawled across 
Germany, that was bombed to bits. 
Everything was in ruins. The track was 
hemmed by broken wagons and locomo-
tives. There were virtually no roofs. Just 
a kind of forest of chimneys. Everything 
smashed up. It was fine in France, ex-
cept for the food. Our camp was by a lit-
tle river. We slept in big, quadrangular 
army tents. I went to wash at the river 
but the water was totally muddy. You 
couldn’t see a centimetre into the water. 
Nothing but mud! As I hadn’t washed in 
ages I got in, to wash all over. The wa-
ter was only up to the waist. Suddenly 
I hit something disgustingly gooey and 
slimy. I pulled it out and it was packages 
of dried fish, bound in wire. The organis-
ers were soaking it in this filthy water, 
evidently so as to cook it later. This is 
what they wanted to feed us with! In-
credible! On the other hand, the war had 
impoverished the country. Everything 

was rationed. There simply wasn’t food. 
The only thing you could eat was their 
bread, similar to what they call ba-
guettes today. That was good. But other-
wise the food was awful and I remember 
it to this day. The meat almost always 
stank. Once they gave us smoke meat 
that really stank. We were as hungry as 
dogs so we went to discuss it with Har-
ry. He was one of our leaders. He was an 
old guy with sharp features. To us the 
young boys he was old. Maybe he wasn’t 
even 30. He was a butcher in civilian life, 
from somewhere in Ostrava, I think. He 
took a  sniff of that stinking meat said: 
“Yeah, it’s  OK!” So we mixed it with 
potato puree but still we had to chuck 
it out in the end. I  also remember that 
there was a big craze for badges. Every-
body wanted to get as many as possible 
from the scouts from other countries. All 
kinds of swaps took place. Some of our 
scouts were quite the collectors! They 
had piles of them. But I don’t know what 
they swapped for them. I  didn’t have 
anything!39 
Following the jamboree Ctirad and the 
others travelled to Normandy. On the 
way the boys took a  tour of the port 
at Cherbourg and places linked to the 
invasion. The rusting wrecks of boats 
and various kinds of military hardware 
made a  powerful impression on him. 
As did the scent of the sea, the unfa-
miliar taste of salt water, sand dunes… 
However, as he had travelled to France 
from Šumava at short notice he was 

Photograph of fifth class at the King George of Poděbrady Central Bohemian College, 1946/1947 academic year (Ctirad Mašín is marked by an X). 
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short of gear. He sewed an old German 
blanket into a  sleeping bag but still 
he was cold at night. On top of that it 
rained the whole time, meaning all his 
stuff was wet. They then left for Paris, 
where the maritime museum made the 
biggest impression on Ctirad. 
Josef also became a  Junák member: 
I also went to the scouts, but not as dili-
gently as Radek. So I don’t have so many 
memories of scouting. Just that we wore 
corduroy shorts and modified ex-Hitler 
Youth brown shirts. What was good was 
that I started learning Morse code in the 
scouts. I only managed to learn three let-
ters – A, B, C – but I found that useful later 
in Communist prison. At the time I  was 
down about not being able to go to the 
jamboree. They only took older boys. But 
the next year I was able to “serve” during 
the holiday in the 1st artillery regiment 
in Ruzyně. The commander was Colonel 
Svoboda. He had huge respect for our 
father. He was a  former subordinate of 
General Studlar and both had served in 
Svoboda’s eastern army. He offered to let 
me spend the summer with his regiment. 
I received a real uniform, travelled by jeep, 
slept in the barracks and even underwent 
field training. On our return, when we 
contacted Colonel Vaněk, we later consid-
ered beginning to cooperate with Colonel 
Svoboda, who under our plan would have 
played an important role in the case of an 
anti-communist uprising.40

The boys regularly exercised and went 
jogging. This is borne out not only by 

the well-known photo of them run-
ning by a  water tower in the park in 
Poděbrady but also for instance a  di-
ploma Ctirad received in May 1947 
for taking part in a  Sokol festival 
for Czechoslovak school pupils; this 
involved a  run from Poděbrady to 
Sadská.41 Josef also attended the Sokol 
competition and like Ctirad42 earned 
a Tyrš proficiency badge.43 In this pe-
riod Josef also spent a lot of time play-
ing basketball with Milan Paumer and 
Zbyněk Janata. 
Their mother, who was a great pianist, 
tried after the war to ensure that the 
boys got a  musical education. Radek 
went to piano lessons and his brother 
Josef to violin. Milan Paumer accom-
panied him there. But like the rest of 
their friends, they were more inter-
ested in weapons and the Steyer car 
they’d put together from parts of three 
broken down cars from Germany. Af-
ter school, when they weren’t play-
ing football, the Poděbrady boys were 
constantly playing with anti-tank and 
machine guns. Josef found a use for his 
empty violin case: When he wanted to 
practice shooting he carried a machine 
gun in it. He never developed the kind 
of relationship to classical music that 
his mother had hoped to instil in him.44 
The Mašíns’ family album contains 
a  picture of musclemen in wrestling 
tights and adorned with medals. One 
of them is Gustav Frištenský, mul-
tiple Czechoslovak champion and 

professional champion of Europe in 
Greco-Roman wrestling. When it came 
out that he was financially supporting 
a resistance group in the Olomouc dis-
trict he was arrested at Prague’s Hotel 
Neptun and imprisoned for almost nine 
months. Almost 70, the strongman with 
the physique of an ancient statue later 
returned to the ring and defeated many 
younger opponents. In the same period 
he became a friend of Zdena Mašínová. 
The final years of his life were full of 
bitterness. After February 1948 a farm-
stead in Lužice that he had invested 
most of his money into became a state 
farm. The famous wrestler found him-
self virtually penniless and died com-
pletely forgotten in Litovel on 6 April 
1957.
After the war Zdena Mašínová be-
came a member of the National Front 
in Poděbrady representing a  political 
prisoners organisation. At the call of 
the Communist Party, she joined the 
organisation soon afterwards. The step 
was not an expression of a  defined 
political viewpoint but rather repre-
sented an effort to hold on to a certain 
position and influence in the Union of 
Liberated Political Prisoners and later 
the amalgamated Union of Freedom 
Fighters. 

THE DIE IS CAST
After February 1948 representatives 
of the Communist regime launched 
a campaign against real and perceived 
opponents, carried out using brutal 
methods. The security forces employed 
any means whatsoever. They ruthless-
ly destroyed not only political but also 
other potential opponents. Democrat-
ic politicians and army and police of-
ficers were dismissed from their jobs, 
arrested forthwith and handed harsh 
sentences. Persecution of those who 
took part in the non-Communist anti- 
Nazi resistance grew, and whole fami-
lies were thrown out of their homes.45

The main aims of the new regime in-
cluded ideological influence over chil-
dren and advancing the policies of the 
governing party. Therefore, the largest 
physical exercise organisation, Sokol, 
and the Junák scouting organisation 
were a thorn in its side. Both had long 
traditions, tried and tested teaching 
methods and popularity among the 
public. The Communists regarded them 
as unwanted and dangerous competi-
tion. For that reason, purges of Sokol 

Results of a hunting exam test passed by Ctirad Mašín  

on 12 May 1949. � Source: AZM

Certificate of completion of sabotage course issued  

to Ctirad Mašín on 8 December 1948.� Source: AZM
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and Junák began as early as during the 
events of February 1948. A conference 
was held at Prague’s  Radio Palace in 
1949 at which youth organisations 
were amalgamated into the Czecho-
slovak Union of Youth (ČSM). A united 
children’s  organisation – the Pioneer 
organisation of the ČSM – was set up 
at the same time. The ČSM was a unit 
of the National Front and was run di-
rectly by the Communist Party. Other 
youth organisations were gradually 
destroyed. The official dissolution of 
Junák and the ceasing of its activities 
were officially announced in 1950. 
I was beside myself with rage when the 
Communists dissolved Junák, Sokol, the 
Catholic organisations YMCA and YWCA 
and other non-communist organisa-
tions. The only permitted youth organ-
isation was the ČSM.46

The efforts of the Communists to dis-
credit the national resistance also 
touched family friends of the Mašíns 
– their father’s  comrades from the 
Legions in Russia, the interwar army 
and the resistance. Many ended up 
in jail. Others, where possible, chose 
to leave their homeland. Nothing was 
said or written about the actions of 
Col. Josef Mašín and his friends. The 
official historiography began to exclu-
sively credit resistance to members of 
the Communist Party. Their aim was 
not only to alter recent history to make 
the party the only positive force but 
also to severely discredit the non-com-
munist resistance. 
Under pressure from the National Com-
mittee, Zdena Mašínová had to move 
with her sons from the house on Na 
Chmelnici to an apartment building 
in the centre of town on a  street re-
named Gottwaldova. They later had to 
move to Činěves, about 20 km north of 
Poděbrady, where they lived in utterly 
unsuitable conditions. 
The beginnings of the Mašín brothers’ 
illegal activities can be dated to this 
period of intensifying repression at 
the turn of 1948 and 1949. In the ear-
ly phase, their anti-regime actions 
comprised small acts of sabotage, 
breaking the windows of committed 
party types, writing slogans and flyers 
and destroying party agitprop notice 
boards.47 They did so in a spontaneous, 
unplanned and random way. They were 
motivated by the glorious legacy of the 
anti-Nazi resistance. In the style of 
the Three Kings, they started to wrap 

ammunition from rotary cannon in as-
phalt and soot and on their way home 
from school throw it, so disguised, 
into the coal tenders of steam engines. 
However, they lacked the know-how to 
carry out more ambitious operations. 
As a  guerrilla activity, they regarded 
disrupting the enemy’s  infrastructure 
as the most effective and suitable tac-
tic. This led Ctirad to sign up to a spe-
cial course in sabotage organised by 
the Military Skills Union in Poděbrady. 
The course was run by a  committed 
communist, evidently a  former parti-
san. It was focused against “reaction-
aries”: saboteurs and Western agents. 
In view of what followed, the course, 
though short (it ran from 10 to 13 Octo-
ber 1948) turned out to be very useful. 
Ctirad not only acquired a  certificate 
that he is well qualified for the position 
of sabotage instructor48 – his expertise 
and experience were valuable to him-
self and the others during their more 
intense operations later. It never oc-
curred to the party faithful instructor 
whom he was actually training. 
The Mašín brothers, along with broth-
ers Vladimír and Jiří Hradec and 
Zdeněk Procházka, focused on acquir-
ing various firearms and ammunition. 
The core of their arsenal was weapons 
they had found after the end of the war 
(they also had several guns left by their 
father): Discarded weapons and the 
abandoned vehicles of the fleeing Wehr-
macht were strewn about the whole 
country. Anti-aircraft projectiles lay in 

fields and by roads. There were 30mm 
anti-aircraft machine guns at the rail-
way station and large amounts of am-
munition, just as the Germans had left 
them. It was like a supermarket.49 That 
is how Vladimír Hradec remembered 
it. They created a  covert shooting 
range in the cellar of the Hradec fam-
ily’s house. They trained with live am-
munition. An interest in weapons was 
also evidently the reason Ctirad Mašín 
took with very good results an exam 
in hunting in front of the commission 
of the Poděbrady District Hunting 
Association on 12 May 1949.50 
The family’s  dire experiences only 
deepened the two brothers’ antipathy 
to the totalitarian regime and they 
gradually became more radical. Like 
a large part of the population, they ex-
pected a new military conflict to break 
out. Their position was also strongly 
influenced by the forced collectivisa-
tion of the countryside, which impact-
ed numerous family friends and ac-
quaintances, including their relatives 
the Švéda family from Lošany.51 In 
spring 1949, their family friend Brig. 
Gen. Jan Studlar52 was sentenced, 
though he managed to escape across 
the border shortly after his release. 
Brig. Gen. Josef Mrázek was not so for-
tune. He received a  long jail term in 
a  show trial. Another acquaintance, 
Brigadier General Karel Kutlvašr, 
got life in a  maximum security pris-
on. Soon after February 1948, Milada 
Horáková, a  friend and co-prisoner 

Ctirad and Josef Mašín and Milan Paumer in the Poděbrady park, around 1950. � Source: Karel Vacek
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of Zdena Mašínová, was stripped of 
political and public office and forced 
to resign as an MP. In autumn 1949 
she and a number of friends, political 
associates and acquaintances were 
arrested. Zdena Mašínová protested 
publicly against this step; as a result, 
she herself was added to the list of 
inconvenient persons. After a  trial 
accompanied by a powerful propagan-
da campaign, Milada Horáková was 
hanged in the early hours of 27 June 
1950 together with Jan Buchal, Záviš 
Kalandra and Oldřich Pecl. Their ex-
ecutions, like the liquidation of oth-
er members of the elite of the nation 
(army officers were gradually hanged, 
including Gen. Heliodor Píka, Maj. 
Miloslav Jebavý, Col. Josef Gonic, Col. 
Vilém Sok, Cpt. Karel Sabela, Col. Kvě-
toslav Prokeš, Maj. Miroslav Plešmíd, 
General Staff Maj. Jaromír Nechanský, 
Lieut. Col. František Skokan and Maj. 
Claudius Šatana53) and the trials of 
hundreds of scouts, many of whom 
were charged with espionage and 
sentenced as enemies of the nation to 
long years in maximum security pris-
ons, made a  deep impression on the 
outlook of the Mašín brothers.
Their mother increasingly showed 
signs of protracted health problems. 
She underwent intestinal surgery sev-
eral times between 1951 and 1954 but 
this did not cure her digestive prob-
lems (she later experienced them again 
in prison, when serious stomach prob-
lems recurred).54 

Ctirad Mašín graduated from second-
ary school in June 1950, when Milada 
Horáková’s  trial was still going on. 
In a  caricature for a  group tableau 
of his year, he is depicted as a  lover 
of technology and weapons – in one 
hand he holds a wrench, in the other 
an anti-tank gun. Beside every carica-
ture one sentence sums up the gradu-
ates. Ctirad’s  makes a  joke about his 
frequent absences from class: Guys, 
I’m going home… tell them… that I’m 
going to the office.55 Planning after 
graduating to follow the example of his 
father and uncle and become an officer 
in the Czechoslovak Army, he sent at 
an application to the military academy 
in Hranice. However, it was rejected. 
With the help of good family friends he 
at least got into the Faculty of Mechan-
ical and Electrical Engineering at the 
Czechoslovak Technical University in 
Prague. 
On 10 October 1950 he was called be-
fore the People’s  Court in Poděbrady 
where he received a  two-month sus-
pended sentence for wilfully damag-
ing a  tractor during a  summer work 
brigade.56 He also had problems with 
the father of a Poděbrady youngster he 
had a fight with: When we went danc-
ing at the old bank, we were usually in 
the company of our classmates from the 
boarding school, which didn’t go down 
well with a group of boys who didn’t go 
to school (undeclared class war) and 
threatened us on our way home as in-
dividuals. This happened several times. 

One day, though, we were ready for 
this. We caught a few of those guys and 
beat them up on Jiřího square in front 
of the old bank on the other side of the 
road, by the chateau wall. I think that 
the father of one of those guys, a kind 
of local ruffian named Čulda, the lead-
er of a gang who set upon people, later 
complained about Radek to the Nation-
al Committee, saying his son had been 
beaten and that Radek had dragged 
him along by his feet. Apart from a few 
bruises, nothing happened to him, so 
nothing came of the whole thing. Later 
the problems died down.57 
Josef graduated a  year later. His 
chances of studying at the military 
academy were also slim. Offered only 
menial work, he decided to apply him-
self at the forestry authority in Jeseník. 
At this time Zbyněk Roušar58, who had 
got to know Zdena Mašínová, began 
to appear increasingly often at the 
Mašíns household and later took part 
in resistance activities. 
The Mašín brothers and their 
friends engaged in resistance out of 
a deep-seated antipathy to the new re-
gime, which they decided to do harm 
to by all means possible. They declared 
a  tough and uncompromising fight 
against their enemies. From autumn 
1951 this moved beyond destroying 
notice boards and writing slogans. 
They took their resistance with deadly 
seriousness. They replied to the terror 
of the governing regime with weapons. 
Their starting point was their experi-

Josef Mašín in his graduation photo, 1951. � Source: AZMCaricature of Ctirad Mašín form graduation tableau, June 1950. � Source: Archive of Vladimír Novotný
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ences of World War II and they planned 
numerous diversions and acts of sab-
otage, including terrorist acts. They 
planned to disrupt the economy, spread 
disquiet among communists and not 
only to attack small and isolated police 
stations: They also intended the physi-
cal liquidation of several high-ranking 
communists, as attested to not only by 
the interrogation reports of the State 
Security but also the recollections of 
both brothers. 

However, their first operation to ac-
quire weapons was not altogether 
successful. Weapons taken from the 
Poděbrady museum were not useable 
as they lacked breech blocks. It is not 
clear when that event took place.59 
The robbery of a Military Skills Union 
store had a similar outcome. To engage 
in meaningful resistance the Mašíns 
needed modern pistols and machine 
guns. Even though the group’s  chief 
aim was to overthrow the regime 

from within, not to kill, its members 
soon found themselves in a  situation 
where, as they put it, there was only 
one alternative: either us or them! On 
13  September 1951 the Mašín broth-
ers, accompanied by their friend Milan 
Paumer, launched an armed assault on 
a  communist National Security Corps 
station in Chlumec nad Cidlinou. The 
die was cast. 
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A newlywed couple at the Colmar-Berg castle, 29 October 1930.� Source: SOA Třeboň
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You Want to Rob Me...
PROPERTY PERSECUTION OF ADOLF 
SCHWARZENBERG DURING AND AFTER THE WAR

The life story of Adolf Schwarzenberg reflects the complex fates of members of the Czech 
nobility in the 20th century. Their relationship to the Czechoslovak Republic, in which they 
lost their privileges and a substantial part of their property, developed gradually, but they 
did not hesitate to show their loyalty in the most dangerous times. During Nazi occupation 
Adolf Schwarzenberg was punished with confiscation of his property for his fidelity to the 
Czech state and nation and for his resistance to the Nazi regime. Therefore, he had a deep 
sense of grievance that his property was not returned to him after the Second World War. 
In 1947 the property of the Schwarzenberg primogeniture was expropriated for the second 
time, but this time by the state for which Adolf Schwarzenberg did so much in difficult 
times.

DITA JELÍNKOVÁ

He was born on 18 August 1890 in 
Hluboká nad Vltavou, as the first of eight 
children of Johann Nepomuk II, Prince 
of Schwarzenberg (1860–1938), and 
his wife Therese, née Trautmannsdorf- 
Weineberg (1870–1945).1 From the begin-
ning, as the eldest son, he was destined 
to take on the large family estates of the 
Schwarzenberg primogeniture, includ-
ing valuable art collections. At the begin-
ning of the 20th century the primogeni-
ture branch of the Schwarzenberg family 
owned the estates of Chýnov at Tábor, 
Cítoliby in North Bohemia, Hluboká 
nad Vltavou, Jinonice at Prague, Mšec 
at Slaný, Český Krumlov, Dlouhá Ves at 
Sušice, Libějice at Prachatice, Lovosice, 
Netolice, Postoloprty, Protivín, Horní 
Planá, Vimperk and Třeboň.2 It was 
about 176,000 hectares of land, twen-
ty-two castles, ninety-six districts, a hun-
dred and fifty farmsteads, as well as two 
sugar refineries, sixteen breweries, nine-
teen brickworks and other businesses.3

The future heir was raised in a tradition-
al aristocratic style. After completion 
of home education Adolf attended the 
six-year Benedictine gymnasium in Vi-
enna and then studied for two years in 

Feldkirch, where he passed the final ex-
aminations in 1908. Until 1909 he stud-
ied philosophy at Stonyhurst, a  British 
boarding school.4 After the secondary 
school leaving examination he enlisted 
as a one-year volunteer in the imperial 
army, and he was drafted in June 1910.5 
Having completed military training, he 
began studying at the Law Faculty of the 
Charles University, where he received 
a  Doctor of Law degree in July 1914.6 
It was right at that time that the First 
World War started. Adolf Schwarzen-
berg fought in an Uhlan regiment on the 
Russian front, and later became the com-
mander of a car convoy in Italy and then 
in the Middle East, where he fell into cap-
tivity and from which he only returned 
in 1919.7

AFTER THE FIRST WORLD WAR
After his return to Bohemia, Adolf 
Schwarzenberg joined the Czechoslovak 
army – in July 1919 he was admitted to 
the Czechoslovak car troop class in the 
rank of first lieutenant.8 However, most 
of the former imperial officers were de-
mobilized in the early 1920s and later 
released from military service to become 

reservists. This was also true of Adolf 
Schwarzenberg, who was transferred 
into inactivity in September 1920 and 
demobilized in February 1921.9 In 1924 
he was even demoted to reserve private 
(with no indication of the reason), but 
in December the following year he was 
again recorded in the rank of reserve 
first lieutenant.10 In January 1932 he was 
promoted to reserve captain. In April 
1939 it was concluded in the military 
medical examination that he was incapa-
ble of military service, and as of 1 May of 
the same year he was released from the 
armed forces.11

The political representatives of the 
Czechoslovak Republic did not really 
trust the nobles who were closely con-
nected with the Habsburg monarchy. 
For this reason, with a  few exceptions, 
they did not use their services in the 
administration of the state and in diplo-
macy for a  long time. As a result, most 
of the nobles withdrew from public life 
and only focused on the management of 
their property. This was also true of Ad-
olf Schwarzenberg, who, along with his 
father, managed the extensive property 
of the primogeniture from 1921. Having 
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been authorized to do so by his father, 
he took over the management of all fam-
ily property in 1923, i.e. at a time when 
the land and forests of the nobility were 
confiscated within the first land reform. 
Adolf sought by all means to preserve the 
integrity of the family property and often 
negotiated with the State Land Office. Be-
fore the First World War, the Schwarzen-
bergs’ properties in South Bohemia in-
cluded more than 127,000 hectares of 
forests and meadows, four free farms 
with 18,000 hectares of land, twelve cas-
tles, ninety-five cow houses with dairy 
manufacturing plants, twelve breweries, 
two sugar refineries, twenty-two saw-
mills and graphite mines. They also took 
care of ecclesiastical and cultural sights, 
and held patronage over more than sev-
enty parishes and eighty-seven church-
es. Within the first land reform in 1922–
1932, their landed estates were reduced 
by about one half.12 The Schwarzenbergs 
then only had 47,000 hectares of forests, 
2,250 hectares of agricultural land and 
3,250 hectares of ponds left. The confis-
cated property included the Třeboň and 
Netolice farm estates, as well as the farm 
estates of Cítoliby and Vršovice, Dlouhá 
Ves, Borovany and Jinonice at Prague. 
The Schwarzenbergs also lost seventy 
farmsteads, twenty-seven districts, sev-
eral ponds, two brickworks, a sugar re-
finery, a distillery, a brewery and a lime 
works.13

On 29 October 1930, Adolf Schwarzen-
berg married Princess Hilda of Luxem-
bourg and Nassau (1897–1979) at the Col-
mar-Berg Castle. However, the marriage 
was childless. In summer and autumn, 
when the couple stayed in Bohemia, they 
spent most of their time at their hunting 
lodge Stará Obora near Hluboká nad 
Vltavou, while in spring and in winter 
they stayed on farms in Italy and Afri-
ca.14 In 1933 Adolf bought the Mpala 
farm with an area of ​​1,500 hectares in 
Nanyuki, near Nairobi, Kenya.15 The 
reason was not just the search for “para-
dise lost” and a passion for hunting wild 
game, but the acquisition also had a po-
litical motivation. As Adolf Schwarzen-
berg said: Things are going very badly in 
Europe, everybody is afraid that sooner or 
later Europe might look like Russia, if they 
go on like that. In this case a farm in Ken-
ya might be of great value. [...] Bolshevism 
might come to Kenya later than here.16

It is significant that shortly before Hitler 
came to power Adolf Schwarzenberg pri-
marily feared the spread of Bolshevism, 

which was a huge threat for representa-
tives of the nobility. He expressed a sim-
ilar opinion after Hitler was in power 
for more than four months.17 In 1934 he 
wrote that the situation in Europe was 
getting worse and so he was glad that he 
could take refuge on his farm in Kenya 
if the worst came to the worst. It seems 
that he saw danger in the left rather than 
in the right, although after Hitler’s rise to 
power he clearly disassociated himself 
from the Nazi regime.
However, at that time his views were ap-
parently still not quite clear to the state 
representatives. In the mid-thirties they 
became interested in reliable nobles who 
could serve the state because, for prop-
aganda purposes, the Sudeten German 
Party (SdP) used several nobles18 who 
had not only respected names and mon-
ey, but also significant contacts abroad. 
They were supposed to be counter-
weighted by the representatives of the 
aristocracy who were loyal to the Czech-
oslovak state and nation. Dr. Antonín 
Hajn, a deputy, presented such nobles to 
presidential Chancellor Přemysl Šámal, 
including Jan and Jaroslav Lobkowicz, 
František Xaver and Zdeněk Radslav 
Kinský, Hanuš Kollowrat, Josef Seilern, 
Alois Serenyi, Amadeus Silva Tarouca 
and Adolf Schwarzenberg. However, 
Šámal obviously disagreed, saying that 
Adolf Schwarzenberg cannot be relied 
upon. He is a German who also signed, to-
gether with several other nobles (Harrach, 

Lichtenstein, etc.), the denunciation dec-
laration against our nation during the 
war.19 This opinion was based on the 
false premise that the noble generation 
which comes from old Austria and partic-
ipated in the war is completely useless for 
us.20 However, in the late thirties Adolf 
Schwarzenberg clearly proved by specif-
ic actions and attitudes that he did not 
deserve such condemnation. On the con-
trary, the Czech state could rely on him.
In the 1937, Adolf Schwarzenberg 
gave the Czech state one million Czech 
crowns for the completion of the border 
fortifications, on the grounds of increas-
ingly threat by the expansionist efforts 
of Nazi Germany; he personally handed 
over the amount to Edvard Beneš during 
his visit to the castle in Český Krumlov.21 
At that time Adolf inherited all his fam-
ily property, because his father, Johann 
Nepomuk II, died that year. With this 
step he made ​​it publicly clear for the first 
time that he fully supported Hitler’s op-
ponents. It was already in March 1938 
that he wrote how concerned he was 
about the situation in Austria, and at the 
same time he openly criticized the policy 
of appeasement: If you British fools go on 
like that, then Hitler and Mussolini will be 
presently so strong together they might 
even trash you to pieces. A  great war is 
sure to end in bolshevism.22 After Austria 
became part of the German Reich, Adolf 
Schwarzenberg raised black flags at his 
Hradčany palace.

Children of Johann Nepomuk II Schwarzenberg and his wife Therese – from top left Anna, Adolf, Josefina, Karel Felix, 

Edmund, Marie, Terezie and Ida.� Source: SOA Třeboň
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He was also among a  number of aris-
tocrats who personally participated in 
Runciman’s mission. This mission of Brit-
ish diplomats led by Lord Walter Runci-
man23 was sent to Prague by Prime Min-
ister Neville Chamberlain on 3 August 
1938. Its task was to assess the situation 
and mediate negotiations between the 
Sudeten German Party and the Czecho-
slovak government. However, none of its 
members had detailed knowledge of the 
local situation and understood different 
positions that had led to the conflict. Ad-
olf Schwarzenberg and Zdeněk Radslav 
Kinský were the only nobles who tried to 
provide the members of the diplomatic 
mission with information in accordance 
with the interests of the Czechoslovak 
state and its efforts to preserve its in-
tegrity. In contrast, other nobles such as 
Ulrich Kinský, Alfons Clary-Aldringen, 
Max Egon Hohenlohe, Karl Khuen and 
brothers Josef and Friedrich Westphalen 
supported the Sudeten German Party.24

After the Second World War, however, 
Adolf Schwarzenberg’s  views were to-
tally misinterpreted. An example is an 
article published in April 1946 under the 
title “Removing the hotbed of German-
ness” in the daily Rudé právo, citing the 
text of the resolution adopted in Horní 
Planá which stated the following: We do 
not want to have people among us who in 
times of increased threat to the Republic 
consorted with the enemies of our state 
such as Mr.  Schwarzenberg, who at the 
time hosted at his seat in Český Krumlov 
the English pimp of our Republic Runciman 
and the German traitor Henlein, and en-
joyed hunting with them in Šumava. The 
Schwarzenberg bureaucracy was a hotbed 
of Germanness and in times of heightened 
threat to the security of the Republic a hot-
bed of Hitler’s Nazism.25 Just one year af-
ter the end of the Nazi occupation, which 
heavily affected Adolf Schwarzenberg, 
the communist press managed to falsely 
attack this representative of one of the 
most significant Czech aristocratic fam-
ilies.
In fact, as was also found based on an 
investigation of the State Security Ser-
vice in Český Krumlov, after the com-
mencement of Konrad Henlein’s  activity 
Schwarzenberg repeatedly warned all 
his employees to refrain from any action 
against Czechoslovakia.26 The actual visit 
of the British diplomats to South Bohe-
mia went off in a  completely different 
way. When Adolf hosted Lord Runciman 
and his entourage, he prevented the SdP 

leaders from meeting Runciman.27 Kon-
rad Henlein was never a guest of Adolf 
Schwarzenberg. He only spoke at a pub-
lic meeting of the Sudeten German Party 
on the square in Horní Planá in the sum-
mer of 1938.28 Runciman himself was not 
welcomed by Schwarzenberg at his seat, 
but in the gamekeeper’s lodge in Černý 
les near Horní Planá,29 where Runciman 
was accommodated, and Schwarzenberg 
went to his wife in Stožec. Runciman 
spent the afternoon catching trout with 
the farm estate director Nikendey and 
the forest manager Stoch. On the second 
day Schwarzenberg invited Runciman 
to Stožec for lunch at the gamekeep-
er’s  lodge, which was also attended by 
his wife Hilda Runciman and Sir Frank 
Ashton-Gwatkin, the de facto main per-
sonality of the British mission.30

Adolf Schwarzenberg originally did not 
want to receive Runciman on his estates, 
but he yielded to the wishes of the Czech 
government circles.31 At the same time 
he made ​​it clear that he did not wel-
come this visitor, and so he did not invite 
him to the Hluboká castle or to Český 
Krumlov, where he commonly received 
official visitors. Reportedly, Schwarzen-
berg spoke rather bluntly about Runci-
man when giving orders to the servants: 
Give him something to eat and drink to 
get it over with. After his departure he 
said: This is a weird guy – he doesn’t eat, 
doesn’t drink and doesn’t speak.32

Although Adolf Schwarzenberg prac-
tically did not spend any time with his 
guest, and Lord Runciman’s  presence 
probably did not make him happy, it 
seems that he really believed that the 
agent of the British government would 
be able to resolve the dispute between 
the Czechoslovak government and the 
Sudeten German Party, i.e., by extension, 
Hitler’s Germany. In one of his letters he 
wrote the following: At the end of last 
week I was in Prague and met the so-called 
“English Mission”, i.e. Runciman & collab-
orators. The situation seems to be far bet-
ter, I am nearly quite sure that war won’t 
break out immediately. If it were to break 
out it would be the end of everything.33 

In fact, Runciman had several meetings 
with Beneš from 1 to 3 September, trying 
to convince him of the need to develop 
a new plan that would be based on the 
Sudeten German requests adopted at the 
congress of the SdP in Karlovy Vary.34 

The Czechoslovak government yielded, 
in early September commenced prelimi-
nary discussions, and eventually adopt-

ed the “fourth plan”, which basically 
met all Henlein’s original requirements 
– the “eight Karlovy Vary points”.35 Hav-
ing read the programme, Runciman in-
formed London that although the plan 
did not go as far as his own proposals, it 
generally corresponded to them.36 How-
ever, the Sudeten German Party was not 
interested in any discussion or autonomy 
and, based on a directive from Berlin, it 
rejected the plan. Subsequently, a rebel-
lion was initiated in the border area that 
completely thwarted further discussions.
In that tense situation, part of the Czech 
nobility decided to protest against viola-
tions of the old borders of our country.37 
On 17 September 1938 a  delegation of 
twelve prominent representatives of the 
Czech nobility came to Prague Castle to 
take an oath of allegiance to the Czech-
oslovak state before President Edvard 
Beneš.38 Adolf Schwarzenberg was not 
among them.39 However, the reason was 
not that he did not want to join the dec-
laration, but the fact that the twelve del-
egates represented a much larger group 
of aristocrats, because it was agreed that 
each family – if possible – would only be 
represented by its head, so the name of 
each family appeared only once.40 The 
Schwarzenberg family was represented 
by Karel VI, head of the secundogeniture, 
who was also the author of the statement 
which included the following: the Czech 
Lands have been together for such a long 
time and have survived so many storms 
that we hope that we can endure even 
these times of unrest and violence.41 These 
times of unrest culminated in violation of 
the historical borders of the state.
The Czechoslovak government was 
forced to submit to the demands to cede 
the border areas to Germany. Although 
President Beneš tried to convene an 
international conference with the par-
ticipation of Czechoslovakia, all his 
efforts were in vain. He accepted the 
inevitability of ceding the borderlands 
to Germany, hoping that the outcome of 
the conference of four powers would en-
sure, at least temporarily, the existence 
of Czechoslovakia in the curtailed form. 
The Munich conference, which began 
on 29 September 1938 and which could 
not be attended by representatives of 
the Czechoslovak state, only sealed Hit-
ler’s demands.
Based on the Munich Agreement, the 
German troops began to occupy the 
border areas of Bohemia, Moravia and 
Silesia at the beginning of October 1938. 
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The occupied territory came under the 
administration of the German Reich.42 
Most of this territory was part of the Su-
deten province, and the rest of the occu-
pied borderlands became a direct part of 
other administrative units (Upper Sile-
sia, Lower Bavaria and the provinces of 
Upper and Lower Danube). After ceding 
the border areas to Nazi Germany, many 
Czech farms owned by Adolf Schwarzen-
berg suddenly became part of the Reich. 
These were Lovosice, Český Krumlov, 
Vimperk and Horní Planá. While Lovo-
sice was in the Reich Province of Sude-
tenland (Reichsgau Sudetenland),43 on 
16 October 1938 some areas of South 
Bohemia became part of the Provincial 
District of Upper Danube (Landeshaupt-
mannschaft Oberdonau), which was 
founded immediately after the Anschluss 
of Austria. Part of the property of the 
Schwarzenberg primogeniture was thus 
located in the residual Czech Lands, 
part in the Sudeten province, and Český 
Krumlov, Vimperk and Horní Planá were 
subject to the administration of the Pro-
vincial District of Upper Danube; based 
on the act on the division of the Sudet-
en German territory, these areas were 
directly connected to the newly formed 
Reich Province of Upper Danube (Reichs-
gau Oberdonau) on 15 April 1939.44

In the autumn of 1938, soon after the occu-
pation of the Czech borderlands by Nazi 
Germany, two of Schwarzenberg’s  em-
ployees were arrested by the Gestapo in 
Horní Planá – the farm director Antonín 
Nikendey (1887–1961) and his driver Jan 
Jílek (1887–1947). Despite the great risk, 
Adolf Schwarzenberg went to Berlin 
and interceded directly with the Reich 
SS leader Heinrich Himmler for their 
release, which he managed.45 However, 
he found himself in considerable danger. 
His anti-Nazi views were well known to 
the occupying authorities.
After the establishment of the Protector-
ate of Bohemia and Moravia on 15 March 
1939, Adolf Schwarzenberg went into 
exile. However, he did not retreat to his 
farm in Africa, which he had also bought 
as a place of asylum in case the situation 
in Europe escalated, because he offered 
it to a person who needed it more – his 
Jewish friend Max Benies. Adolf went tßo 
his farmhouses in Italy, stayed for some 
time in a villa in Bordighera, and then, 
via Switzerland, left for the United States 
of America. As he explained a year lat-
er, he left because he could not live in 
an unfree country. Under the rule of the 

Nazi regime, life was undignified and im-
possible for him.46 In exile he supported 
the resistance movement, and with re-
spect to the nation he behaved perfectly, 
as Jan Masaryk testified after the war.47 
In a  letter to František Schwarzenberg, 
he literally wrote the following about 
Adolf: I have been asked by you, as well 
as by several other people, about Dr. Adolf 
Schwarzenberg. I saw him several times in 
New York during the war. [...] with respect 
to the nation he behaved perfectly, report-
ed immediately, and supported the resist-
ance movement, so I  can only commend 
his attitude. He was and is a passionate 
anti-Nazi.48

Since Adolf Schwarzenberg did not have 
his own children, the oldest branch of 
the Schwarzenberg family in a direct line 
died with him. In order to have an heir 
and dynasty successor, he adopted his 
cousin Jindřich Schwarzenberg (1903–
1965) on 7 August 1940. Jindřich, as the 
general trustee, had managed the assets 
of the primogeniture since September 
1939; however, on 17 August 1940, based 
on the decision of the Linz Gestapo, all 
property owned by Adolf Schwarzenberg 
was confiscated.49 Jindřich Schwarzen-
berg strongly protested against the 
confiscation, as a  result of which, at 
Himmler’s direct command, he was pre-
vented from returning to both Bohemia 
and the Reich. In Bordighera, Italy, where 
he was staying with Adolf, he was arrest-
ed by the Gestapo and imprisoned first 
in Italy and then in Linz and Innsbruck, 
Austria, from where he was deported in 
July 1944 to the Buchenwald concentra-
tion camp. However, in August of that 
year, based on intervention, he was re-
leased and spent the rest of the war as 
forced labour in the Linz area.50

It was before the actual confisca-
tion of all the property owned by the 
Schwarzenberg primogeniture branch in 
August 1940 that the representatives of 
the Nazi apparatus in the Reich and the 
Protectorate started fighting to obtain 
this large property under their admin-
istration.51 It did not include only the 
land, immovable property and forests in 
Bohemia, but also in Styria and Franco-
nia.52 The assets were claimed by Reichs-
jägermeister Herman Göring, Gauleiter 
of Franconia Julius Streichel, as well as 
Gauleiter of Oberdonau August Eigru-
ber.53 The dispute over the administra-
tion of the confiscated Schwarzenberg 
estates was finally solved by Hitler’s de-
cision, which entrusted all the property 

to Reichsgau Oberdonau, while the re-
mote Schwarzenberg Castle was handed 
over to Franconia.54

AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR
Despite his anti-Nazi views, support of 
the government in exile and participa-
tion in the resistance movement, Adolf 
Schwarzenberg faced property persecu-
tion even after the defeat of Nazi Ger-
many. After the war the property of the 
primogeniture went into receivership 
under Decree No. 5/1945 Coll., on nulli-
ty of certain property-law acts from the 
time of oppression and on national ad-
ministration of property values of Ger-
mans, Hungarians, traitors and collabo-
rators, issued on 19 May 1945.55 Section 
1 of the Decree stipulated that any trans-
fer of property and any property-law acts, 
whether relating to movable or immovable 
property, whether public or private proper-
ty, shall be null and void if performed after 
29 September 1938 under the pressure of 
occupation or national, racial or political 
persecution.56 Under this provision Ad-
olf Schwarzenberg should have had his 
property restituted, because his estates 
were confiscated during the occupation 
as a result of political persecution. How-
ever, Adolf Schwarzenberg finally faced 
receivership instead. Under Section 3 of 
the above-mentioned Decree, national 
receivership was imposed, among other 
things, in order to maintain the smooth 
production process and economic life in 
companies and abandoned assets, i.e. 
those where the owner was not present 
and could not take over the adminis-
tration,57 as was also the case of Adolf 
Schwarzenberg.58 The imposition of na-
tional receivership, however, was only 
a prelude to the seizure of his property in 
favour of the state.
Based on Decree No. 12/1945 Coll., on 
expropriation of agricultural property 
of Germans, Hungarians and collabora-
tors, all land property owned by Adolf 
Schwarzenberg was confiscated,59 which 
was decided, due to his German nation-
ality, on the grounds of the assessment 
of 5 October 1945. This was based on the 
fact that his census sheet from 1930 in-
dicated German nationality, and Section 
2 of Decree No. 12/1945 Coll. provided 
that persons who at any census since 1929 
have stated German or Hungarian nation-
ality shall be deemed persons of German or 
Hungarian nationality.60

Adolf Schwarzenberg appealed against 
the confiscation assessment to the Dis-
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trict National Committee in České Budě-
jovice through his lawyer on 16 October 
1945, explaining that the German nation-
ality was not stated in the census sheet 
in 1930 by him, because he was abroad 
at that time, but by the official Rothbau-
er. He also emphasized that if someone 
declared that he was German, it undoubt-
edly occurred against his will and with-
out his knowledge.61 The Ministry of the 
Interior itself admitted in its opinion in 
the matter of state citizenship that there 
was no reason to doubt the Czech na-
tionality of Adolf Schwarzenberg and his 
Czechoslovak citizenship.62 It was based, 
among other things, on Schwarzen-
berg’s  qualification document from 
1925, in which he stated Czech nation-
ality.63 Schwarzenberg also noted that 
he completed a Czech school, introduced 
Czech administration on his farms, was an 
arch-enemy of Nazism and Hitler’s regime, 
and as such made public pronouncements 
and actively participated in the struggle 
for the unity and liberation of the Czech-
oslovak Republic.64 Therefore, he request-
ed that based on his anti-Nazi views and 
participation in the struggle for freedom 
his property should be released from con-
fiscation. The confiscation of the agricul-
tural property of all persons of German 
and Hungarian nationality and the per-
sons unreliable with respect to the state 
was stipulated by Section 1 of Decree No. 
12/1945 Coll.,65 identifying as such those 
persons who carried out activities directed 

against the state sovereignty, independ-
ence, integrity, democratic-republican 
state form, security and defence of the 
Czechoslovak Republic, who instigated or 
attempted to entice other persons to carry 
out such activities, and who intentional-
ly supported in any manner German and 
Hungarian occupiers.66 Adolf Schwarzen-
berg, who spent the whole occupation in 
political exile where he persistently sup-
ported the resistance movement abroad, 
of which Jan Masaryk issued a certificate 
after the war,67 should obviously not 
have been affected under these provi-
sions. The Decree took account of simi-
lar cases in Section 1 (2), stipulating that 
the agricultural property under paragraph 
1 of persons of German and Hungarian na-
tionality who actively participated in the 
struggle for integrity and liberation of the 
Czechoslovak Republic shall not be confis-
cated.68 The Central National Committee 
in Prague announced in its statement of 
5 March 1946 that Adolf Schwarzenberg 
was not, within the meaning of Decree 
No. 12/1945 Coll., of German nationality 
and that he fought for freedom and ter-
ritorial integrity of the Czechoslovak Re-
public.69 However, no decision was ever 
made in the case of Schwarzenberg’s ap-
peal against the confiscation. The exten-
sive property of the Schwarzenberg pri-
mogeniture in the hands of one person 
in post-war Czechoslovakia was a kind of 
national and moral harm.70 There was no 
willingness to return property worth four 

billion crowns, which was its assessed 
value, to its rightful owner.
The fact that it was not possible to ap-
ply nationalization decrees to Adolf 
Schwarzenberg led to the preparation 
and discussion of a bill whose adoption 
in the National Assembly could enable 
a  completely unprecedented expropri-
ation of a  certain person’s  property by 
the state under a special act. In 1947 two 
new bills were discussed (and subse-
quently enacted) that fundamentally af-
fected the aristocratic property: Act No. 
142/1947 Coll., on the revision of the first 
land reform, and Act No. 143/1947 Coll., 
lex singularis,71 which specifically dealt 
with the transfer of large estates of the 
Hluboká branch of the Schwarzenbergs 
to the Czech Land.
When Act No. 143/1947 Coll. was being 
discussed, Adolf was not in Czecho
slovakia. He tried to get to the country 
from Switzerland, where he had lived 
since 1946, because in other countries 
where he owned large estates before the 
war he had, in fact, nowhere to stay.72 

However, the Czechoslovak Consulate 
General in Zurich refused to grant him 
an entry visa,73 officially on the grounds 
that he had not specified the purpose 
of the journey. Angry, Schwarzenberg 
phoned the consulate, saying that he 
stated the purpose of the journey (settle-
ment of property in Bohemia) in his orig-
inal submission, so the destination (South 
Bohemia) must be clear to everyone, un-

Adolf Schwarzenberg in 1908 when studying at the Catholic boarding school Stonyhurst in Lancashire (bottom row, left).

Source: Adam Pezold’s archive



162 the story of the 20th century

less the person is an idiot. He also said 
that after the refusal of the visa it is quite 
clear to everyone that we don’t want to 
let him enter Bohemia and that we want 
to rob him. He has [...] prepared a  book 
for publication on his and similar cases 
for which he would not receive 4 billion, of 
which we have robbed him, but certainly 
a decent royalty.74

After the complex discussion of the is-
sue of extensive property owned by the 
Schwarzenberg primogeniture and the 
“fight for four billion”, a  separate act 
was adopted which expropriated the 
property without compensation. Given 
that Adolf Schwarzenberg could not be 
viewed as a  collaborator and traitor to 
the nation, and he could not be clearly 
identified as German, it was not possible 
to apply Decrees No. 12 and No. 108/1945 
Coll. to his property. Therefore, an un-
precedented procedure was used, i.e. 
adoption of completely new legislation 
affecting a single person.
The bill was submitted by social-demo-
cratic deputies headed by Blažej Vilím.75 

During the discussion in the house, he 
openly argued as follows: the property 
of the South Bohemian Schwarzenbergs 
which is subject to transfer represents, 
with respect to its area, such a vast com-
plex of property that a need is generally 
felt to resolve the ownership of this prop-
erty in a way that would reflect the new 
spirit of the economic and social structure 
of the Czechoslovak Republic. Therefore, 
it should not be allowed that ownership 
of such large real property continues to 

be concentrated in the hands of an indi-
vidual, all the more so that the process of 
administration of this estate in the past is 
not the best guarantee that the property 
will be used in the future exclusively and 
clearly in the Czech spirit, as the owners 
have not proved beyond all doubt their ab-
solute and pure Czech nationality...76

This legislative proposal was taken 
over by the National Front, and none of 
the parties or their deputies protested 
against its wording in any way, although 
exactly a  year before the bill was sub-
mitted, after approval in the house to be 
signed by the President, several political 
leaders, including the then chairman of 
the National Socialist Party and deputy 
Prime Minister Petr Zenkl and deputy for 
the National Socialists Milada Horáková, 
spent a night at the Hluboká castle. As 
evidenced by the letter of an employee, 
Dr. Zenkl spoke very beautifully about the 
prince, he has also sent a letter to him and 
hopes that he will come to Prague soon.77 

Yet even Zenkl did not officially protest 
against the wording of the act called Lex 
Schwarzenberg. During the discussion in 
the house, Milada Horáková diffidently 
supported the Schwarzenberg manage-
ment system, but not Adolf Schwarzen-
berg. In fact, when the act was being 
discussed, his name almost completely 
disappeared. His merit related to the 
resistance movement and his anti-Nazi 
views were completely forgotten in the 
discussion about the expropriation act. 
In contrast, especially communist dep-
uties described the Schwarzenbergs as 

exploiters and “Germanizers” of South 
Bohemia, at variance with the actual de-
velopment and status. For example, the 
deputy for the Communist Party of Czech-
oslovakia Janouš said in his speech that 
South Bohemia had their Schwarzenbergs, 
who like a polyp, like an octopus stretched 
their tentacles in all districts of South 
Bohemia, permeating and exploiting all 
fields of business activity [...] In addition, 
they also had their supported churches 
and in those churches their benches and 
their flatterers. Everything was designed 
to praise and glorify their name. And dur-
ing that time South Bohemia suffered from 
being drained by this vampire and was 
hampered in its development.78

Despite all the attacks, Adolf Schwarzen-
berg tried to find an acceptable solution 
and proposed a  common foundation of 
the Czech Lands and the Schwarzen-
bergs in which he would put his proper-
ty. The proceeds of the property would be 
used to finance various social and cul-
tural programmes. He only required that 
he be allowed to carry out the function 
of one of the members of the board and 
that he be awarded a modest sustenance 
pension. Despite all efforts, however, no 
agreement with the Czechoslovak state 
was reached. On 10 July 1947 the Con-
stituent National Assembly adopted the 
act on the transfer of ownership of the 
property of the Hluboká branch of the 
Schwarzenbergs to the Czech Land.79

Five days later Adolf’s lawyer, Ing. JUDr. 
František Bukovský, sent a  letter to 
President Edvard Beneš. He referred to 
Section 5 of the adopted act, which con-
trary to the original proposal provided 
that the property should be transferred to 
the ownership of the Czech Land without 
compensation and that the previous own-
er should only be provided with a  suste-
nance pension. Bukovský noted that this 
provision was contrary to the applicable 
principles of democracy and legal inter-
pretation, because it is impossible that 
using such a  far-reaching intervention 
only one person is prosecuted who is not 
guilty of anything, and who even has cer-
tain merit with respect to our resistance 
movement and our national economy. He 
again reminded that Adolf Schwarzenberg 
always behaved perfectly with respect to 
the nation, was a  passionate anti-Nazi, 
and supported the resistance movement 
both materially and morally, as a  result 
of which all his property was confiscat-
ed by the Gestapo and an arrest warrant 
was issued for him. Therefore, he is fully 

Hilda, Princess of Luxembourg and Nassau.

Source: SOA Třeboň

Adolf Schwarzenberg.

Source: SOA Třeboň
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entitled to restitution of his property.80 He 
referred to the applicable constitutional 
charter, which stipulated the principle of 
civil equality (§ 106), as well as person-
al and financial freedom (§ 107 and 111), 
especially freedom to acquire property 
and exercise gainful occupation, and 
protected the principle of private own-
ership, providing that expropriation was 
only and exclusively possible for appro-
priate compensation. However, all these 
provisions were denied by § 5 of Act No. 
143/1947 Coll. mentioned above.
František Bukovský approached Presi-
dent Beneš on behalf of Adolf Schwarzen-
berg as the last refuge of law and justice 
in order to have the circumstances exam-
ined and verified and by denying the sig-
nature to prevent the implementation of 
this act.81 Although Edvard Beneš knew 
Adolf Schwarzenberg personally and 
was aware of the fact that he promoted 
foreign exile, he did not hesitate with 
the signature for long and on 5 August 
1947 signed the act which expropriat-
ed all the property of the Schwarzen-
berg primogeniture. He took this action 
even though he was urged to reconsid-
er the signature by the ministries that 
prepared their opinions of the bill and 
that took into account the objections of 
Schwarzenberg’s lawyer. Bukovský’s ob-
jection that Act No. 143/1947 Coll. was 
lex singularis, i.e. an act affecting only 
one particular person in a  way typical 
of criminal regulations, for which there 
was no reason in Schwarzenberg’s case, 
was considered significant. On the other 
hand, the act was seen as crucial in polit-
ical and economic terms.
In the case of confiscation of the proper-
ty of primogeniture, the considered is-
sues also included the question of Adolf 
Schwarzenberg’s  nationality and state 
citizenship, because he had two citizen-
ships since his birth: Czechoslovak and 
Swiss. As confirmed by the Swiss embas-
sy in Prague in the notes of 30 April and 
9 July 1947, the Schwarzenberg family 
had Swiss citizenship for many genera-
tions.82 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is-
sued its own opinion of the issue of state 
citizenship, pointing out that the Swiss 
citizenship of Adolf Schwarzenberg may 
entitle the Swiss government to provide 
him with its protection in a foreign coun-
try; as the Ministry assumed, the Swiss 
government would probably defend the 
opinion that the state has committed 
an international offence if the foreign cit-
izen’s  property is expropriated without 

adequate compensation.83 However, after 
it was shown that Adolf Schwarzenberg 
also had Czechoslovak citizenship, these 
concerns were considered unfounded, 
because the government had a  strong 
reason to reject any Swiss intervention.
In its opinion of Act No. 143/1947 Coll., 
the Ministry for the Unification of Law 
commented on the reasons outlined in 
the explanatory memorandum to the Act. 
The adoption of the act was motivated by 
the doubt about the current owners with 
respect to their national reliability and the 
public interest that the extensive proper-
ty should not remain in the ownership of 
an individual, which, however, the Min-
istry did not consider relevant. Unless the 
facts that justify the real reason are safely 
established, they cannot be accepted as 
the true reason for legal action. With re-
spect to economy, it drew attention to the 
fact that the expropriation would bring 
no financial benefit to the Czech Land.84

Despite the fact that the numerous short-
comings of the act were also noted by 
the Office of the Government Presidi-
um when it was discussed in the house 
and also when it was submitted to the 
President,85 it was signed by Beneš on 
5 August 1947, as mentioned above. 
Act No.  143/1947 Coll. was thus adopt-
ed.86 Under Section 1, all property of 
the Schwarzenberg primogeniture was 
transferred to the Czech Land.87 It in-
cluded real agricultural property, forests, 
ponds, industrial plants, commercial and 
trade property, including all buildings 

and castles with their internal equip-
ment, as well as both live and dead stock 
with supplies and all working capital.88 
Under the act, the property as a whole 
was administered by the sixteen-mem-
ber board headed by the Chairman of the 
Central National Committee. According 
to Section 5 mentioned above, the prop-
erty was transferred to the state without 
compensation.89

As stated by Dr. Bukovský, Schwarzen-
berg believed that the act was adopted 
unconstitutionally, and he was very indig-
nant, because given his behaviour during 
the occupation and given the fact that he 
was persecuted by the Germans, he as-
sumed that his property in the Czechoslo-
vak Republic confiscated by the Gestapo 
would be at least partially returned to 
him.90 He was going to appeal against the 
new act to the Supreme Administrative 
Court or to the Constitutional Court.91

At the next joint meeting in Austria he 
gave his lawyer, František Bukovský, leaf-
lets in which he said goodbye to his staff 
and expressed his negative opinion of the 
new act. He also indicated that he would 
continue to fight for his rights. Report-
edly, he prepared hundreds of copies of 
these leaflets which he intended to send 
to prominent political leaders and all his 
employees, but Bukovský talked him out 
of this step.92 Therefore, Bukovský only 
brought two letters by Adolf Schwarzen-
berg from Vienna to Czechoslovakia, 
the longer of which was intended for all 
employees and the shorter for officials. 
In the latter, Adolf wrote the following: 
If the employees who remained loyal to 
me are in any way forced to take a stand 
against me due to this proclamation, I will 
never blame them. I will understand them, 
because such a procedure is known to me 
from the recent past.93 In the letter of 
farewell to his employees, he wrote how 
deeply he was touched by the resolution 
of the representatives of this nation, for 
which my family has done so much in the 
past centuries. It is also clear how hard it 
was for him to see how the senior politi-
cal leaders of the Czechoslovak state re-
paid him for all his support: This act does 
not only go against the applicable consti-
tution and the solemn declaration of the 
President and the Government in Košice, 
but it is also in direct conflict with univer-
sal human rights enshrined in the Charter 
of United Nations, adopted and recognized 
also by Czechoslovakia. The President, 
Government and Parliament knowingly 
violated the constitution, for which they 

Statement taken by the Prague StB with František 

Bukovský on 12 March 1948.

Source: Security Services Archive



164 the story of the 20th century

bear full and sole responsibility. The act 
will remain forever a  non-erasable stain 
in the history of Czechoslovak law.94 The 
immense injustice committed to Adolf 

Schwarzenberg by his own state and na-
tion also affected his health – soon after 
the war he came down with angina pec-
toris. He went twice to his farm in Africa, 

but his final home was the small village 
of Katsch am Mur in Styria, Austria. He 
died in his villa in Bordighera, Italy, on 
27 February 1950.95

	 NOTES
1	 Military Historical Archives – Military Central Archives, Personal File, Adolf Schwarzenberg.
2	 MAŠEK, Petr: Šlechtické rody v Čechách, na Moravě a ve Slezsku od Bílé Hory do současnosti, Volume II (N–Ž). Argo, Prague 2010, p. 270.
3	 BUBEN, Milan M.: Česká zemská šlechta. Schwarzenberkové. Primogenitura. Střední Evropa, 1995, Vol. 54–55, p. 115.
4	 Adam Pezold’s archive. Adolf Schwarzenberg’s own record on previous education entered in the books at the British boarding school in Stonyhurst, Lancashire 

(undated). I would like to thank Ruediger Pezold and Zdeněk Hazdra for their kind provision of the document.
5	 Military Historical Archives – Military Central Archives, Personal File, Adolf Schwarzenberg.
6	 Ibid. In 1945 he also received a doctorate in philosophy at Columbia University in New York. Cf. the Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, 

collection D (important), Nobility 1920–1947, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Adolf Schwarzenberg.
7	 It was an Austro-Hungarian military mission that helped the Ottoman Empire to face the onslaught of British troops. He recalled the experience in his 

book of travels: SCHWARZENBERG, Adolf: Pod praporem tureckého půlměsíce. Válečné vzpomínky na Sýrii a Palestinu. Rudolf Březina, Prague 1926. See the 
correspondence about its publishing: State Regional Archives in Třeboň, department Český Krumlov, f. Family Archiv Schwarzenberg (Hluboká nad Vltavou),  
Dr. Adolf Schwarzenberg, sign. 10 – 13 a (F).

8	 Military Historical Archives – Military Central Archives, Personal File, Adolf Schwarzenberg. Ibid, Personal Book File, Dr. Adolf Schwarzenberg. Cf. BUBEN, 
Milan M.: Česká zemská šlechta. Schwarzenberkové. Primogenitura, p. 116.

9	 Military Historical Archives – Military Central Archives, Main Basic File, Adolf Schwarzenberg.
10	 Ibid, Personal File, Adolf Schwarzenberg.
11	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility 1920–1947, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Adolf 

Schwarzenberg. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ref. no. J. A-4617-17/9-47-VI/1. Letter dated 19 September 1947. Cf. Military Historical Archives – Military Central 
Archives, Personal File, Adolf Schwarzenberg. 

12	 VOŽENÍLEK, Jan: Předběžné výsledky československé pozemkové reformy. Země Česká a Moravsko-Slezská. Prague 1930, pp. 374–378, 224–228, 208–211, 431–432, 
443, 514, 233–236, 548–550, 244–247, 254–259, 262–263. LUSTIG, Rudolf – SVĚTNIČKA, František: Schematismus velkostatků v Čechách. Prague 1933, p. 640.

13	 BUBEN, Milan M.: Česká zemská šlechta. Schwarzenberkové. Primogenitura, p. 116.
14	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Adolf 

Schwarzenberg. Opinion of the Ministry of the Interior of 28 July 1947.
15	 LELLKOVÁ, Šárka: Das verlorene Paradies. Die Farm des Fürsten Adolf Schwarzenberg in Afrika. In: CERMAN, Ivo – VELEK, Luboš (Hg.): Adel und Wirtschaft. 

Lebensunterhalt der Adeligen in der Moderne. Martin Meidenbaurer, München 2009, p. 237.
16	 LELLKOVÁ, Šárka: Das verlorene Paradies, p. 242. Adolf Schwarzenberg’s letter to Roy Home of 5 December 1932.
17	 Ibid. A letter of 7 May 1933, p. 242.
18	 E.g., Ulrich Kinský, Adolf Dubský, Karel Khuen, Alfons Clary-Aldringen and the Westphalen brothers.
19	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Adolf 

Schwarzenberg, ref. no. 119/34. Record dated 28 February 1935.
20	 Ibid. Přemysl Šámal’s letter to deputy Antonín Hajn of 8 February 1935.
21	 State Regional Archives in Třeboň, department Český Krumlov, f. Family Archiv Schwarzenberg (Hluboká nad Vltavou), Dr. Adolf Schwarzenberg, sign. 10 b - 2. 

Letter from presidential chancellor Přemysl Šámal dated 11. Mai 1937. See also: Jihočeské listy, roč. 43, 1937, č. 36, s. 2.
22	 LELLKOVÁ, Šárka: Das verlorene Paradies, p. 242. Letters dated 15 March 1938 and 28 March 1938.
23	 Walter Runciman (1870–1949), a British politician. In 1915–1940 he worked as a foreign policy advisor to many British governments. Although he was sent to 

Czechoslovakia by the conservative government of Neville Chamberlain, he was a liberal politician.
24	 GLASSHEIM, Eagle: Urození nacionalisté. Česká šlechta a národnostní otázka v 1. pol. 20. století. Garamond, Prague 2012, p. 191.
25	 Security Services Archive (hereinafter only ABS), collection State Security Service Headquarters 1945–1948 (hereinafter referred to as 305), call number 305-38-6, 

Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Article “Removing the hotbed of Germanness” (cutting) from Rudé právo of 
25 April 1946.

26	 Ibid. Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of the District Branch of the State Security Service in Český 
Krumlov to the Political Intelligence Section of the Ministry of the Interior dated 12 August 1946.

27	 GLASSHEIM, Eagle: Urození nacionalisté, p. 193.
28	 ABS, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of the District Branch of the 

State Security Service in Český Krumlov to the Political Intelligence Section of the Ministry of the Interior dated 12 August 1946.
29	 State Regional Archives in Třeboň, department Český Krumlov, f. Family Archiv Schwarzenberg (Hluboká nad Vltavou). Dr. Adolf Schwarzenberg, sign. 10 b – 2. 

Report dated 18. August 1938.
30	 ABS, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of the District Branch of the 

State Security Service in Český Krumlov to the Political Intelligence Section of the Ministry of the Interior dated 12 August 1946.
31	 State Regional Archives in Třeboň, department Český Krumlov, f. Family Archiv Schwarzenberg (Hluboká nad Vltavou). Dr. Adolf Schwarzenberg, sign. 10 b – 2.. 

Report dated 10. August 1938.
32	 ABS, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of the District Branch of the 

State Security Service in Český Krumlov to the Political Intelligence Section of the Ministry of the Interior dated 12 August 1946.
33	 LELLKOVÁ, Šárka: Das verlorene Paradies, p. 243. Adolf Schwarzenberg’s letter to Roy Home dated 12 September 1938.
34	 A programme consisting of “eight Karlovy Vary points” was declared at the Congress on 24 April 1938. BRÜGEL, Johann Wolfgang: Češi a Němci 1918–1938. 

Academia, Praha 2006, p. 592.
35	 The points were as follows: 1. complete equality of Germans and Czechs, 2. recognition of the German national group as a legal entity, 3. precise demarcation of 

the German territory in Czechoslovakia, 4. full national self-government of the territory, 5. legal protection of Germans living outside this territory, 6. redress of 
economic and national-political wrongs suffered by Germans since 1918, 7. ​​exclusive appointment of German state and public employees in the German territory, 
8. full freedom to claim allegiance to the German nation and the German world view.

36	 BRÜGEL, Johann Wolfgang: Češi a Němci 1918–1938, p. 595.
37	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 6, inventory number 214, call number 3038/40, Copy of the 

Declaration of the Czech Nobility of September 1938.
38	 The twelve-member delegation consisted of Karel Schwarzenberg, Zdenko Radslav Kinský, František Kinský, Jan Adolf Lobkowicz, Zdenko Kollowrat, Rudolf 

Czernin, Leopold Sternberg, Weikard Colloredo-Mannsfeld, Karel Parish, Jindřich Dobrzenský, Hugo Strachwitz and Karel Belcredi.
39	 It was the same in the case of the declaration of the Czech nobility in January 1939. In September 1939, when another memorandum of the nobility addressed to 

President Hácha was prepared and signed by sixty-nine representatives of the nobility, Adolf Schwarzenberg was already in exile.
40	 KINSKÝ, Zdenko Radslav: Zu Pferd und zu Fuss. 70 Jahre aus den Erinnerungen. Heidrich in Komm, Wien – Rom 1974, p. 143. An exception was only made in 

the case of the Kinský family, presenting two delegates – apart from Zdeněk Radslav of Chlumec, there was also František Kinský of Kostelec nad Orlicí, who 
eventually presented the declaration at Prague Castle, although it was originally intended that it would be read by Zdenko Kollowrat of Rychnov nad Kněžnou, 
Chairman of the Union of Czechoslovak Large Landowners. However, František Kinský expressed his wish to do it himself, primarily to clearly express views 
contradictory to those held by his nephew Ulrich Kinský of Česká Kamenice, who was an exponent of the Sudeten German Party.

41	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 6, inventory number 214, call number 3038/40, Copy of the 
Declaration of the Czech Nobility of September 1938.

42	 Based on Adolf Hitler’s decree of 1 October 1938 on the takeover of the Sudeten German territory under the administration of the Reich. The unification of the 
occupied areas with Germany was de jure carried out under the act on reunification of the Sudeten territory with the German Reich of 21 November 1938. See 



165behind the iron curtain

Reichsgesetzblatt (RGBl) I./1939, Chapter 70, p. 745, and Chapter 74, p. 780. On 1 October 1938 Konrad Henlein was appointed Reich Commissioner for Sudeten 
German territories.

43	 The Reich province of Sudetenland was established on 15 April 1939, based on Hitler’s decision of 25 March 1939, incorporating the greater part of the Sudeten 
territory, with Liberec (Reichenberg) as the centre of the territorial-administrative unit. The province was divided into three districts: Cheb (Eger), Ústí nad 
Labem (Aussig) and Opava (Troppau). For more information on the establishment of the Reich province of Sudetenland see GEBHART, Jan – KUKLÍK, Jan: Druhá 
republika 1938–1939. Svár demokracie a totality v politickém, společenském a kulturním životě. Paseka, Prague – Litomyšl 2004, pp. 26–36.

44	 Gesetz über die Gliederung der sudetendeutschen Gebiete vom 25. März 1939. See http://www.verfassungen.de/de/de33-45/sudetenland-verwaltung39.htm 
(accessed on 15 May 2013).

45	 NIKENDEY, Antonín: K narozeninám JUDr. Adolfa Schwarzenberga. Obnovená tradice. Časopis historického spolku Schwarzenberg, 1990, Vol. 2.  
See http://www.hss.barok.org/text-clanku.php?t=13&c=2&cc=1#top (quoted as of 15 May 2013).

46	 LELLKOVÁ, Šárka: Das verlorene Paradies, p. 244.
47	 NIKENDEY, Antonín: K narozeninám JUDr. Adolfa Schwarzenberga. Jan Masaryk (1886-1948), son of the first President of Czechoslovakia Tomáš Garigue 

Masaryk, was in 1925 – 1938 the Czechoslovakia Ambassador to the United Kingdom, in 1940–1945 a Foreign Minister by the Czechoslowak Exil-Government in 
London, in 1945–1948 he was a Foreign Minister of Czechoslovakia.

48	 Ibid. Jan Masaryk’s letter to František Schwarzenberg dated 8 October 1945. Security Services Archive, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining 
Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of the District Branch of the State Security Service in Český Krumlov to the Political 
Intelligence Section of the Ministry of the Interior dated 12 August 1946.

49	 BUBEN, Milan M.: Česká zemská šlechta. Schwarzenberkové. Primogenitura, p. 117.
50	 Ibid, p. 118.
51	 National Archive (hereinafter only NA), collection State Secretary of the Office of the Reich Protector, box 31, inventory number 622, call number 109-4/370, 

Motion to Establish the Supreme Provincial Forest Office of Bohemia and Moravia and to Select Officials for the Administration of Forests Owned by the 
Schwarzenberg Family in South Bohemia. Letter dated 5 January 1940.

52	 SCHWARZENBERG, Karel Jan: Knížecí život, p. 21.
53	 After the Anschluss of Austria, August Eigruber, until then Gauleiter of the illegal Nazi party in Upper Austria, was appointed Landeshauptmann and from 

1940 Gauleiter of the Reichsgau Oberdonau. On 13 May 1946 he was sentenced to death by the Nuremberg Tribunal for his responsibility for crimes in the 
Mauthausen concentration camp. He was executed on 28 May 1947.

54	 SCHWARZENBERG, Karel Jan: Knížecí život, p. 21.
55	 Decree of the President of the Republic No. 5/1945 Coll., on nullity of certain property-law acts from the time of oppression and on national administration of 

property values of Germans, Hungarians, traitors and collaborators and certain organizations and institutions, with effect as of 23 May 1945.
56	 Section 1 (1) of Decree No. 5/1945 Coll.
57	 Section 3 of Decree No. 5/1945 Coll.
58	 He only managed to return to Europe in 1946.
59	 Decree No. 12/1945 Coll., on expropriation of agricultural property of Germans, Hungarians and collaborators with the Nazi regime, of 21 June 1945.
60	 Section 2 of Decree No. 12/1945 Coll.
61	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Adolf 

Schwarzenberg. Letter to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs dated 19 September 1947.
62	 Ibid, Letter of the Ministry of the Interior to the Office of the President of the Republic dated 28 July 1947, ref. No. A-4617-28/7-1947-VI/I.
63	 Military Historical Archives – Military Central Archives, Original Qualification Document, Adolf Schwarzenberg.
64	 Ibid, Adolf Schwarzenberg. Letter of the Ministry of the Interior dated 19 September 1947.
65	 Section 1 (1) of Decree No. 12/1945 Coll.
66	 Ibid.
67	 ABS, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of the District Branch of the 

State Security Service in Český Krumlov to the Political Intelligence Section of the Ministry of the Interior dated 12 August 1946.
68	 Section 1 (2) of Decree No. 12/1945 Coll.
69	 NIKENDEY, Antonín: K narozeninám JUDr. Adolfa Schwarzenberga.
70	 Václav Černý’s words. See ČERNÝ, Václav: Paměti III. 1945–1972. Atlantis, Brno 1992, p. 128.
71	 The act affecting a specific individual, i.e. Adolf Schwarzenberg in this case.
72	 The Schwarzenberg castle was plundered, the Murau castle in Styria was turned into official rooms and flats, and the palace in Vienna was in ruins. See BUBEN, 

Milan M.: Česká zemská šlechta. Schwarzenberkové. Primogenitura, p. 117.
73	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Letter of the 

Ministry of the Interior to the Office of the President of the Republic dated 28 July 1947, ref. No. A-4617-28/7-1947-VI/I.
74	 Security Services Archive, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Letter of Dr. 

Pospíšil, Consul General in Zurich, to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs dated 5 June 1947.
75	 Blažej Vilím went into exile after 1948 and was the first chairman of the Czechoslovak Social Democracy abroad. See Security Services Archive, collection 305, 

call number 305-38-6, Letter of the Ministry of the Interior to the StB Headquarters dated 20 March 1948.
76	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Lex 

Schwarzenberg. Stenographic report. Act on the Transfer of Ownership of the Property of the Hluboká Branch of the Schwarzenbergs to the Czech Land.
77	 ABS, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad.
78	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Lex 

Schwarzenberg. Stenographic report. Act on the Transfer of Ownership of the Property of the Hluboká Branch of the Schwarzenbergs to the Czech Land.
79	 Act No. 143/1947 Coll., on the transfer of ownership of the property of the Hluboká branch of the Schwarzenbergs to the Czech Land.
80	 Archive of the Office of the President of the Republic, collection D (important), Nobility, box 260, inventory number 1505, call number D 10429, Adolf 

Schwarzenberg. Letter of lawyer Ing. JUDr. František Bukovský to President Beneš dated 15 July 1947.
81	 Ibid.
82	 Ibid, Adolf Schwarzenberg. Certificate from the Swiss embassy of 30 April and 9 July 1947 and from the city of Zurich of 7 March 1947.
83	 Ibid, Opinion of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs No. 157.538/VI/47, dated 29 July 1947.
84	 Ibid, Opinion of the Ministry for the Unification of Law, ref. No. 11268/47, dated 23 May 1947.
85	 Ibid, Letter of the Office of the Government Presidium to the Office of the President of the Republic dated 15 July 1947, ref. No. 303653/47.
86	 Act No. 143/1947 Coll., on the transfer of ownership of the property of the Hluboká branch of the Schwarzenbergs to the Czech Land.
87	 Section 1 (1) of Act No. 143/1947 Coll.
88	 Section 1 (2) of Act No. 143/1947 Coll.
89	 Section 5 (1) of Act No. 143/1947 Coll.
90	 The property of the Schwarzenberg primogeniture in Austria and Germany was returned to Adolf in full after the Second World War.
91	 ABS, collection 305, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad, Testimony of Dr. František 

Bukovský dated 12 March 1948 at the Prague StB.
92	 Ibid, call number 305-514-7, Report of the Ministry of the Interior on the Investigation Concerning the Persons in the Case of Česká obchodní společnost dated 3 

August 1945, p. 5.
93	 Ibid, call number 305-38-6, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Adolf Schwarzenberg’s letter to officials dated 18 

August 1947.
94	 Ibid, Maintaining Contact with the Former Owner of the Schwarzenberg Estate Abroad. Adolf Schwarzenberg’s letter to employees dated 18 August 1947.
95	 BUBEN, Milan M.: Česká zemská šlechta. Schwarzenberkové. Primogenitura, pp. 116 and 118.



166 the story of the 20th century



167behind the iron curtain
Walter Runcimon in Prague, 3 August 1938.� Source: Czech News Agency
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Washing a shop window. � Source: Miloslav Vlk’s archive
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The Greater the Pressure,  
the Better You Can Resist
CARDINAL MILOSLAV VLK IN CONFLICT WITH THE 
COMMUNIST DICTATORSHIP
How could it happen that a priest took the role of StB collaborator? Cardinal Miloslav 
Vlk sees the failure of some clergymen in the lack of personal loyalty and personal 
relationship to Christ: If you have a “looser” character, you always somehow justify it: this 
is still acceptable, there could be someone even worse instead of me, and a thousand similar 
justifications. If you don’t choose God and the will of God radically and you mix it with what is 
human, it ends up like this. [...] They wanted to save the Church for the Lord, none of them did 
it as something evil; when making decisions, everyone looked for the positive things that such 
cooperation might bring, accentuated that too much, and put the negative aside. Those who 
think soberly see it differently. Those who are not faithful to the path of God may lose their 
way. [...] Unfortunately, this shows that ordination is not enough and that life based on this 
sacrament is also necessary.1

STANISLAVA VODIČKOVÁ

Miloslav Vlk’s path to priesthood was 
not straight and unobstructed. He was 
born on 17 May 1932 in Líšnice, a small 
village in South Bohemia. He grew 
up in a  family with three sisters in 
Záluží and, beginning in his childhood, 
worked on a  small farm. His humble 
origins, intensified by the beginning 
of the Second World War, shaped both 
his character and value framework. 
He attended primary and secondary 
school in nearby Chyšky. When he was 
fourteen years old, he started think-
ing about his future and the direction 
he should take. It was at that time 
that he first longed for the priestly 
vocation, but it seemed too lofty and 
unattainable for him. Like most boys at 
the end of the war, he admired war pi-
lots and eventually decided to become 
an airman.
He enrolled at a  gymnasium with the 
assumption that after completion he 
would continue at the flight school. 
He passed the entrance examinations 
at the Jirsík Gymnasium in České 
Budějovice2 and with the help of the 
Charity, which financially supported 
talented poor Czech students, his fam-

ily could afford to pay for his studies 
and life in the boarding school. To his 
surprise, the principal gave him an ac-
knowledgment of admission at the en-
trance interview, including a sentence 
which again stirred up his hidden de-
sire: Miloslav Vlk has been admitted 
and, God willing, he will become a priest 
one day.

FURTHER EDUCATION? FORGET 
IT!
The advent of the communist regime 
fatally affected the life of the whole 
society, including the Jirsík Gymnasi-
um students. In April 1948, the Uni-
form School Act3 was adopted, which 
subsequently led to the destruction of 
church and private schools. In 1951–
1952, the Jirsík Gymnasium lost its at-
tribute “Jirsík” and it was moved into 
the building in Česká Street, where 
students from other church and private 
schools were gradually transferred. In 
total, the students of eight top forms 
(final-year students) of gymnasia were 
placed here in that school year.
The pressure of the regime on the in-
volvement of secondary school stu-

dents grew stronger with the effort 
to attract them to the Czechoslovak 
Union of Youth (ČSM).4 The agitators 
clearly indicated that joining the ČSM 
was a  condition of admission to uni-
versity. There were even suggestions 
that the mass youth organization could 
be joined by the whole classes togeth-
er. This was criticized by the student 
Miloslav Vlk, and he managed to re-
verse this “idea”. However, most of 
his classmates did not want to risk 
their future, and although they had 
different opinions of the regime, they 
finally joined the ČSM. There were only 
three students from the 8.A class who 
refused to – Josef Břicháček5, František 
Cibuzar6 and Miloslav Vlk.
Shortly after that, the then health min-
ister Josef Plojhar7 personally offered 
the students the opportunity for poten-
tial candidates for the study of theolo-
gy to enter the St. Cyril and Methodius 
Theological Faculty established by the 
state.8 The bishops tried to dissuade 
the boys from studying at the faculty, 
which was controlled by the commu-
nists and which did not have the ap-
proval of Rome. None of this, however, 
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was mentioned by the Minister, and 
after his speech he initiated a discus-
sion. The audacious student “Míla” 
asked him a  question that provoked 
resentment: How come we are advised 
to study at the theological faculty by 
you, a  representative of the regime 
that has abolished all seminaries and 
thus restricted the Church?9 The con-
flict was finally settled, but the stu-
dent Vlk ended up on a  “black list” 
and soon also among those watched 
by the State Security Service (StB).
Just before the secondary school 
leaving examination in 1952, he was 
first contacted by two officers of the 
StB who attempted to recruit him. 
A popular and straightforward student 
in touch with the “reactionary” priests 
and like-minded peers was, in their 
opinion, a  good candidate for a  suc-
cessful secret collaborator. First, they 
asked him about his studies and plans 
for the future. Then the talk turned to 
who he met and knew. They asked for 
information and in return offered ad-
mission to any university and training 
as a  deployed agent. He resisted the 
lure, but he had to sign an agreement 
that he would not talk about their con-
versation to anyone.
At the next meeting they started with 
threats: You’re a student – do you have 
good results? If you refuse, it might 
happen that your studies will be over!10 
They did not manage to intimidate 
him, and he refused to cooperate, de-
spite the fact that the threat of an in-
complete education was very real.
On the day of the school leaving ex-
amination, Břicháček, Cibuzar and 
Vlk came in dark suits with bow ties, 
while the others were wearing com-
munist youth movement blue shirts. 
They knew that it would be perceived 
as provocation, so they thorough-
ly prepared for the exams. Milo-
slav excelled in all subjects, but the 
committee chairman Abund Žlábek 
(1910–1966) refused to confirm on the 
school report that he graduated with 
honours. That was a  clear message: 
Further education? Forget it!
He tried to apply for admission to 
medical school, but his application 
was accompanied by such a negative 
reference from the gymnasium that 
he did not have a chance. Hoping that 
he would surely find a  job anywhere 
with such a  great school report, he 
went to the South Bohemian brick-

works, but he was rejected there as 
well. Finally he found the least qual-
ified and physically demanding work 
at the Motor Union foundry. During 
morning shifts he wheelbarrowed 
sand, and on afternoon shifts he 
knocked out castings from moulds. 
He had health problems after some 
time, so he was transferred to lighter 
work at the lathe.
He did not want to abandon the idea 
of university studies and after a year 
in the foundry he applied for admis-
sion to the Faculty of Arts of Charles 
University to study Latin and Greek. 
His chances were great at that time, 
because workers who wanted to 
study automatically took precedence 
over other applicants. However, dur-
ing the entrance interview he was ac-
cused of concealing his studies at the 
church gymnasium. He vainly pro-
tested that the school was operated 
by the state. One of his former gym-
nasium classmates who studied at 
the faculty gave the committee a full 
explanation, which completely bur-
ied his prospects: Yes, the gymnasium 
was operated by the state. The Church 
only ran the boarding house where he 
stayed.11

During that difficult time full of dis-
illusion he was spiritually reinforced 
especially by the “stations” of the 
Urban Sisters12 where he completed 
his preparation to enter the lay Third 
Order of St. Francis.13

A PERPETUAL TROUBLEMAKER
In 1953 he joined the army – he at-
tended a  NCO school for mortarmen 
in Dvory near Karlovy Vary. In the 
second year he became commander 
of the squad that made ​​it to the fi-
nals of the military competition. The 
school leadership wanted to show off 
the perfectly organized character of 
their students before the coming con-
gress of the ČSM, but their plan was 
spoilt by one soldier – squad com-
mander Miloslav Vlk. The principal of 
the school, together with the political 
commissar, tried to persuade him for 
a long time to join the ČSM, but he re-
fused. After the success of the squad 
everything was forgotten, and the 
soldiers, including their commander, 
were promoted.
During military service he again tried 
his luck with university education. 
He filed an application to study his-

tory. He needed a positive reference, 
but he stubbornly refused to join the 
ČSM for that purpose. The command-
er finally found a solution and wrote 
the following sentence in the report: 
As a model soldier, Miloslav Vlk is be-
ing prepared to join the Youth Union 
as a reward.14 In 1955 the application 
including this recommendation was 
sent to the Faculty of Arts of Charles 
University, and after successful com-
pletion of the examinations he was 
admitted.
However, he soon found out that it 
was unacceptable for him to study 
history in the Marxist interpreta-
tion and to prepare for subsequent 
pedagogical activity. Therefore, he 
transferred to the archival science 
department, which – due to its nature 
– could not really be politicized.
In 1958 another wave of checks and 
purges was launched among univer-
sity students. Miloslav Vlk was sum-
moned before a  group of classmates 
and “accused” of disagreeing with 
the religious policy of the Commu-
nist Party. We discussed that over 
and over until finally one of them said 
that if I was not a member of the Un-
ion, I  didn’t have to accept the policy 
of the Party.15 Although he managed 
to escape the personnel officers, he 
attracted the StB again. In that year 
the StB started to spy on him, which 
lasted almost continuously until the 
fall of the regime in 1989.

WATCHED BY THE STATE 
SECURITY SERVICE
The StB began to spy on Miloslav Vlk 
in 1958. A  total of nine dossiers of 
“state-security elaboration” were cre-
ated for him as an  “enemy individu-
al”.16 The only time when a  separate 
dossier was not kept on him was the 
period from 1966 to 1969, when he 
was shadowed within the St. Cyril and 
Methodius Theological Faculty.
Surveillance of his activities was car-
ried out by central counterintelligence 
departments of the StB: the 2nd Di-
rectorate and 10th Directorate of the 
National Security Corps (SNB) and 
regional or district SNB Directorates, 
depending on the specific place of Mi-
loslav Vlk’s  activity. The dossiers had 
the code names “Brigade”, “Little Cray-
fish” and “Secretary”.17 He was also 
mentioned in a number of other dossi-
ers kept by the StB on his friends and 
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acquaintances as a “contact person”.18

As noted above, the StB first started 
shadowing him during his studies at 
Charles University. It focused on his 
work among university students in or-
der to gather incriminating evidence 
against him. Apart from Vlk, the StB 
also watched his colleagues: Fr. Josef 
Pynta, a priest without state approval 
to exercise clerical service (“state ap-
proval”)19, František Pich and Václav 
Konzal, with whom he organized, 
according to the findings of the StB, 
ideological-religious enemy activities 
among university students, based on 
the spirituality of the lay Third Order 
of St. Francis.
In 1960 Miloslav Vlk graduated and 
joined the District Archives in Třeboň. 
It was soon reorganized and moved 
to Jindřichův Hradec. A  year later he 
went to the District and Municipal Ar-
chives in České Budějovice, where he 
became the director.
The entire career of most of the “work-
ing intelligentsia” was based on their 
“personnel reference”, containing the 
collected information that the regime 
considered important.20 Miloslav Vlk 
also had a personal dossier kept by the 
StB.21

The reason for “elaboration” was still 
the same – work with young people: 
[...] he is one of the main initiators and 

organizers of the religious education 
of youth, focusing on the education of 
youth in the spirit of Vatican ideology 
and preparation of the personnel of the 
Roman Catholic Church in case of the re-
versal of the state regime.22

According to the findings of the StB, 
a  group of young Christians gathered 
around him in České Budějovice. They 
met in different flats, read the Bible to-
gether, prepared different lectures and 
then discussed them. At the same time, 
the StB found that Miloslav Vlk had 
connections in foreign countries from 
which he received religious literature. 
The StB was right. Lack of religious lit-
erature in Czechoslovakia forced the 
Christians to publish samizdat litera-
ture and to smuggle books, for example 
from the neighbouring German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR) and the Polish 
People’s Republic.
The StB struck in May 1963, when the 
group of young people came back from 
a  three-day trip to Malšín in the foot-
hills of the Šumava Mountains. They 
were summoned for interrogation 
and subjected to harsh intimidation. 
The StB first classified the activity of 
the group under Section 178 of the 
Criminal Code – obstruction of the 
supervision of churches and religious 
societies. Over time, the severity was 
reconsidered, and the StB settled for 

decomposition and prophylactic meas-
ures based on participation of investi-
gators.23

A STIR IN THE ARCHIVE
Miloslav Vlk was professionally suc-
cessful in that period, publishing 
numerous studies in various periodi-
cals, but he longed more and more for 
a priestly vocation. In 1963 he visited 
Josef Hlouch, Bishop of České Budějo-
vice in internment, and after consulta-
tion with him he filed an application 
to study theology. In his workplace 
it was generally known that Vlk was 
a  practicing Catholic, but his deci-
sion took everybody by surprise. The 
superior District National Committee 
did not give him a  recommendation 
for studies, so he was rejected. He 
assumed that he would be dismissed, 
but the District National Committee 
chose a  different strategy – he was 
given a higher salary and the plant or-
ganization of the Revolutionary Trade 
Union Movement made a commitment 
to marry him. However, he remained 
obdurate and the next year he applied 
again. This time he was better pre-
pared for the clash of arguments with 
the District National Committee. His 
determination and persistence even-
tually paid off; he received the recom-
mendation and enrolled on the St. Cyril 

Working as an archivist. � Source: Miloslav Vlk’s archive Blessing from his mother.� Source: Miloslav Vlk’s archive
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and Methodius Theological Faculty.
At the end of his career in the archive 
he managed to find a bug in his office 
and prevented the StB from collecting 
enough “evidence of his subversive ac-
tivities”.

DECONSPIRACY
In September 1964, before going to 
the Theological Faculty, Miloslav Vlk 
lost his patience with the StB. He 
went to his friend Marie Tunglová,24 
who worked in the archive depart-
ment of the Ministry of the Interior, 
and told her about his suspicion that 
he had long been shadowed by StB of-
ficers, literally wherever he went. In 
his opinion, it was not a coincidence, 
and when checking what was happen-
ing around him, he noticed the agents 
several times. He also told her that he 
had found a bug in his office, installed 
by the two employees of the Ministry of 
the Interior in his absence. Moreover, 
he found that his telephone was tapped 
and he managed to reveal the identity 
of the StB collaborator Dědičová. In this 
context, he also talked about the fact 
that he was informed by his friends that 
there was something going on around 
him and that his case should be finished 
in October. One of his friends even told 
him that some StB officers talked about 
him in a pub over a glass of beer.25

The StB was unpleasantly surprised by 
the deconspiracy to such an extent, and 
in the reports of different departments 
it tried to downplay or question its 
mistakes. Dědičová, his colleague from 
the district archive, was really used as 
an agent from mid-1963. She provided 
information about Vlk’s  visits, of his 
being away from the workplace, etc. 
Contrary to the facts, the report states: 

Based on the situation as it is known, no 
deconspiracy has occurred ...26

The StB officers also variously ques-
tioned the revealed end of his elabo-
ration in October, although it turned 
out that it was discussed as a possible 
deadline in May at the meeting with 
comrade Ledinský, deputy chief of the 
2nd Section of the České Budějovice 
Directorate. The StB officers who ap-
parently disclosed the deadline of the 
operation against Vlk were not identi-
fied.
The bug in his office was used for a to-
tal of sixty-nine days. In the period 
from the installation to uninstallation, 
the employees of the operative tech-
nology department entered the archive 
director’s  office four times. However, 
they denied any mistakes. In order to 
cover the operation, a story was creat-
ed in which two StB officers, accompa-
nied by chief of the archive department 
of the Ministry of the Interior Veselý, 
urgently needed to obtain some old 
magazines, and therefore entered the 
archive in the evening. Vlk’s suspicion 
was intensified by the behaviour of the 
chief Veselý, who provided him with 
that explanation, and subsequently 
acted unnaturally in the bugged rooms. 
Moreover, he found that his telephone 
was tapped when after talking with 
one his friends the person was contact-
ed by the StB and asked about Vlk. The 
report said that the bug was discov-
ered by Vlk, who allegedly looked for 
eavesdropping devices every day.
The report also denied that Vlk man-
aged to identify any specific members 
of the surveillance group, although 
it admitted that he closely watched 
around him, changed the direction in 
which he was walking, got on means 

of public transport in the last minute 
and, consequently, the operations had 
to be interrupted several times. The 
surveillance was carried out for ten 
days, with breaks from 20 June to 16 
July 1964, and a total of twenty StB of-
ficers were deployed. After evaluating 
the situation it was finally admitted 
that he could have seen someone more 
than once, which could have led him 
to make the wrong conclusions, as he 
told the archive department employee 
Tunglová. So, for example, in the re-
cord he talks about how he carried out 
checks from the trolleybus. Throughout 
the surveillance period, he only used 
the trolleybus twice and in no case was 
the trolleybus caught by the personnel 
at the last minute, but surveillance was 
performed using a service car.27 Accord-
ing to the report, M. Vlk believed that 
everybody was an agent, but allegedly 
he did not disclose the actual officers.
A note was added to the summarizing 
report, expressing astonishment at the 
tendency to look for excuses displayed 
by individual departments: There have 
been a few cases like that of serious sus-
picion of disclosure of classified infor-
mation. It would be better not to quib-
ble and prove otherwise, but instead to 
critically assess the quality of work and 
focus on its improvement!28

STUDYING THEOLOGY
The St. Cyril and Methodius Theologi-
cal Faculty was a state institution and 
its leadership was carefully chosen 
and verified by the regime.29 If they did 
not cooperate directly with the StB, 
they were controlled by the commu-
nists using other means. There were 
also informers among the seminarians, 
but the other students usually recog-

Photodocumentation made by the StB. Going to work.� Source: Security Services Archive
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nized them by the way they behaved 
and talked.
We had a church secretary at the faculty 
– comrade Souhrada. He used to guard 
priests in concentration camps, and here 
he guarded theologians. He was present 
all the time, supervising and checking 
everything. We had to attend interviews 
on current political events, endure cele-
brations of the Great October Revolution 
and the like.30

The seminarians looked for spiritual 
guidance and support outside the facul-
ty. Miloslav Vlk found it during his visits 
to the GDR. The local monks, Oratori-
ans,31 initially sent religious literature 
to Czechoslovakia in bulk. However, 
this “illegal channel” was broken by the 
East German Ministry for State Security 
(Ministerium für Staatssicherheit – Sta-
si) in collaboration with the StB. There-
fore, the monks chose a different strat-
egy – they supplied the books to the 
German priests who then posted them 
individually to the selected addresses 
in Czechoslovakia. Miloslav Vlk’s “con-
tact-man” was Fr. Johannes Klan. Later 
they met in person, and it was through 
him that Vlk discovered the Focolare 
Movement32 – Work of Mary33, whose 
strong spirituality he perceived as ideal 
for the period of communist persecu-
tion of the Church.
Frequent visits to the GDR and smug-
gling of Christian literature mobilized 
the secret police officers, and he was 
summoned for questioning several 
times during his studies. He was told 
about the meetings of the communi-
ty of young believers from Budějovice 
again: It also had psychological reasons 
– it was something like a reminder that 
I shouldn’t think that being in the semi-
nary means I’m home and dry.34

Deacon Vlk’s life was significantly im-
pacted by the year 1968. We prepared 
various petitions: to Dubček to allow the 
return of the bishops to their dioceses, 
to Cardinal Tomášek to ask for greater 
freedom for the Church from the repre-
sentatives of the state, and so on.35 It 
was important to us that we were in-
vited by the Prague university students 
to their meeting in the Great Hall of the 
Faculty of Arts. I had the opportunity to 
be there as a delegate of Litoměřice. It 
was evident that the university was in 
a state of agitation.36

Due to the fact that he graduated in 
archival science, the study of theology 
was reduced from five to four years.37 
He was ordained a  priest on 23 June 
1968 in the České Budějovice cathe-
dral by Mons. Josef Hlouch38, who 
could take his office again on 1 June 
1968, after long years of internment.39 
A month later, priest Vlk became his 
secretary.40

Despite general social easing, the po-
sition of the Church was difficult. The 
activities of the dioceses were still 
overseen by the church secretaries 
who were often directly connected 
with the StB. When assigning priests 
to parishes, the bishop or his depu-
ty had to ask for the church secre-
tary’s  approval. Every priest needed 
the state approval in order to carry 
out his work. The Church was allowed 
to operate only on the premises of 
churches; it was still criminal to con-
duct pastoral care in families, to influ-
ence young people or to hold public 
processions without permission. If 
a  priest wanted to perform a  church 
act outside the area for which he had 
the state approval, he needed a  spe-
cial permission. Orders did not for-

mally exist, although they were never 
officially cancelled.
Most dioceses were not run by bishops, 
but by capitular vicars installed by the 
regime. The church structure was re-
newed and bishops returned to their 
posts only very slowly. The České Budě-
jovice diocese was assigned to Mons. 
Karel Skoupý41 and the Litoměřice dio-
cese to Mons. Štěpán Trochta42. Prague 
Archbishop Josef Beran lived in exile 
in Rome,43 and in his office, based on 
an agreement between the communist 
state and the Holy See, he was repre-
sented by Mons. František Tomášek44, 
as an administrator. All of these ob-
stacles faced by the clergy were still 
present at the time of easing, and it 
was only very slowly that some of them 
were removed.
A  Catholic club that organized char-
itable activities, spiritual exercises, 
concerts, lectures, youth events, etc. 
was soon established in České Budě-
jovice.45 In the school year 1968–1969 
the number of applications to study re-
ligion in the region increased to four-
teen thousand, which was about five 
thousand more students than in the 
previous year.46

As the bishop’s secretary, Miloslav Vlk 
experienced both the hopeful Prague 
Spring and the Warsaw Pact invasion 
of Czechoslovakia. After the occupa-
tion Bishop Hlouch, together with oth-
er bishops, issued a  protest that his 
secretary read on the České Budějov-
ice radio station. At that time we tried 
to comfort and encourage people, and of 
course we prayed; we shared a huge dis-
appointment with all the people.47

The hard-won freedom from the time 
of easing existed for some time. Secre-
tary Vlk continued to lead a  group of 
young people, and apart from religious 
instruction he also went on trips with 
them. However, the situation soon be-
came tense.

GOING UNDERGROUND AGAIN
In 1969 religious education for second-
ary school students was cancelled, and 
the following year the State Office for 
Church Affairs issued an opinion of 
the regulation by the Ministry of the 
Interior of the reporting obligation 
for the organization of church events 
and gatherings. The vague wording al-
lowed the church secretaries arbitrary 
interpretations of what fell under the 
reporting obligation.

Followed in the Průhonice park in the photographs taken by the StB.� Source: Security Services Archive
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The group of young people around Fr. 
Vlk officially became a  church choir 
and continued in their meetings. In 
that year Professor Karel Skalický48 
came from Rome to visit his home-
town České Budějovice and promised 
to provide organizational assistance 
with a  trip to Italy. The preparation 
took almost the whole year, because at 
that time it was only possible to trav-
el to the capitalist states individually, 
based on a personal invitation. These 
invitations from Rome for about twenty 
young people were arranged via Italian 
families by Professor Skalický, so the 
trip could take place in the summer of 
1970. Fr. Hrdina became the leader of 
the group.
Shortly before leaving the StB infiltrat-
ed the choir. However, the boy and girl 
whose applications to travel abroad 
were dealt with unusually quickly 
were soon revealed due to their fatal 
ignorance of basic Christian morality.

On 4 May 1970, in response to these ac-
tivities of the church choir, the České 
Budějovice StB established a  dossier 
codenamed “Secretary”, later renamed 
“Little Crayfish”, on Miloslav Vlk49 and 
monitored the “illegal” activities of the 
choir.50 The young people were gradu-
ally exposed to exhausting interroga-
tions and intimidation. The questions 
during interrogations proved that the 
StB had information from tapped tele-
phones and unlawful searches.
A  “secret personal search” was once 
also performed by secretary Vlk. Bish-
op Hlouch was on different occasions 
visited by Leo Drozdek, a  church sec-
retary who performed the state super-
vision over the Church. Drozdek would 
sit with the bishop for hours, smoking 
and drinking alcohol, which made 
him more and more aggressive. When 
discussing ecclesiastical matters, he 
threatened and blackmailed the bish-
op using his position of power. Howev-

er, after one meeting he left his note-
book in the meeting room. Secretary 
Vlk went through the notes and found 
a  plan to establish a  collaborationist 
association of priests called Pacem in 
terris51 in the diocese of České Budějo-
vice.
It also included the names of select-
ed priests that the church secretary 
wanted to contact as potential mem-
bers. Secretary Vlk visited all of them, 
pointing out Bishop Hlouch’s negative 
opinion of the participation in this new 
movement organized by the commu-
nists.

WE DON’T WANT YOU HERE
Vlk finished in the office of secretary 
in 1971, when he was transferred to 
a different place due to the pressure of 
the StB.52 His state approval for České 
Budějovice was revoked by the district 
church secretary on 1 May 1971, and it 
was granted by the Prachatice church 
secretary in June of that year, when Vlk 
started working as an administrator in 
Lažiště and Záblatí in Šumava.53 His 
contacts with the believers from České 
Budějovice were limited, but the com-
munity he founded continued to meet.
In Lažiště he began rebuilding the par-
ish office to become an open house 
for all people. His friends from České 
Budějovice came to help him: Their 
presence was a  kind of evangelism – 
people perceived the relationship be-
tween us, seeing that the parish office 
was not a closed castle, and that created 
a community.54

He fully applied his art of communica-
tion with everybody, the parish office 
was always full of people, he visited 
local families, and went on trips with 
young people – all with full awareness 
that he was being watched by the StB.
After sixteen months the regional 
church secretary Leo Drozdek again re-
voked Vlk’s state approval to exercise 
clerical service for Lažiště and Záblatí. 
The official letter presented the follow-
ing explanation: Due to the fact that 
you do not meet the conditions for activ-
ity in this parish, we hereby revoke your 
state approval as of 2 November 1972.55

The local chairman of the Communist 
Party of Czechoslovakia explained the 
opinion of the Party concerning the 
removal of the popular priest to the 
people as follows: When Vlk said some-
thing, everybody bent over backwards 
to do it, but when we said something, 

One of the continuing reports of elaboration of M. Vlk by the State Security Service.

Source: Security Services Archive
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nobody bothered.56 The priest Vlk was 
given a different explanation from his 
bishop: Before his death, Bishop Hlouch 
wrote to me that he was under great 
pressure to transfer me somewhere else, 
because I buried the mother57 of the “King 
of Šumava” (Josef Hasil – author’s note) 
and organized a  famous funeral for her 
that was even attended by the Germans. 
Yes, they came there, that’s  true – but 
how could I prevent them from coming? 
And why should I have done it at all?58

A NEW PLACE OF ACTIVITY
After three months he was again 
granted the state approval, but in an-
other district. He was transferred to 
Rožmitál pod Třemšínem. His transfer 
was accompanied by a  reference pre-
pared by the Prachatice church sec-
retary: In Lažiště he proved to be an 
arch-enemy of our socialist system. He 
has great relationships with the priests 
committed to the Vatican, and he is also 
its  faithful servant. He meets people 
who do not have a positive relationship 
to our regime. When discussing official 

matters with this person, it is necessary 
to be familiar with the matter, because 
Vlk is sneaky...59

After his arrival he transformed the 
parish into a  vibrant community, suc-
cessfully performed the pastoral care 
of families and youth, and publicly dis-
cussed the conclusions of the Second 
Vatican Council, which reconstructed 
the Church.
The Příbram department of the StB 
perceived his activity as a  threat and 
“actions against the state”. As a result 
of his activities, he was “elaborated” 
for misuse of the religious function un-
der Section 101 of the Criminal Code, 
for which he faced a  prison sentence 
of six months to three years.60 The in-
criminating evidence against him was 
continually gathered using wiretaps 
and secret house searches until 1978.61

In 1973 he was interrogated by the 
Příbram department of the StB in 
connection with monitoring of the 
activities of the German organiza-
tion Ackermann Gemeinde (AG) in 
the territory of Czechoslovakia. The 

comprehensive dossier on the Gener-
al Secretary of AG Adolph Kunzmann 
(1920–1976) was codenamed “Oper-
ation Revenge”.62 This organization 
contacted dozens of people by sending 
packages with different food, trying to 
identify reliable priests and laypersons 
to whom it subsequently sent religious 
and philosophical literature, within 
the project of assisting the eastern 
countries. It also helped to co-finance 
the repair of churches, giving cars to 
priests who served in several distant 
parishes due to the lack of clergy, etc. 
Miloslav Vlk received a  package with 
cocoa powder, which he admitted dur-
ing the testimony, and he added that 
he did not know Adolf Kunzmann per-
sonally and that he had broken off rela-
tions with him in May 1973, i.e. shortly 
before his interrogation by the StB.
As part of the campaign against Char-
ter 77, the StB also required the Catho-
lic Church to present its negative 
opinion. The initiative was publicly 
condemned by the collaborationist 
movement Pacem in terris. Cardinal 

At an audience with Pope John Paul II.� Source: Miloslav Vlk’s archive



176 the story of the 20th century

František Tomášek also disassociated 
himself from Charter  77. His opposi-
tion was primarily caused by the fact 
that one of the first three spokesper-
sons was the reformist communist Jiří 
Hájek, who, among other things, held 
the post of Minister of Education in 
1965–1968, whose competence also in-
cluded church issues. In this function, 
he behaved arrogantly towards the 
representatives of the Church and he 
even shouted at the archbishop during 
negotiations several times.63

The clergy mostly held a  restrained 
attitude to Charter 77,64 but the StB 
looked for every possible connection or 
support: Negative actions are displayed 
by the priest Vlk from Rožmitál, in con-
nection with whom evidence has been 
collected that he privately encourages 
the believers to listen to the foreign radio 
station where the Charter is published.65

By 1978 the Příbram Department of 
the StB had accumulated a  sufficient 
amount of “documentation of negative 
activities” of the priest Vlk, based on 
which his state approval was revoked 
again.66 The church secretary used 
children’s  masses as the pretext. Vlk 
rejected the warning to end this ac-
tivity immediately, referring to the of-
ficially approved circular letter of Car-
dinal Tomášek that invited the clergy 
to organize them. After another chil-
dren’s  service in September 1978 his 
state approval was revoked the follow-
ing month. This time forever.

REVOLT
The local organist Emil Stehlík lodged 
a  complaint against the state author-
ities with the President of the Repub-
lic.67 The letter also contained sheets 
with more than two hundred signa-
tures of the Rožmitál believers. In the 
letter they expressed their concern 
about the absurdity of the revocation 
of state approval: Miloslav Vlk’s  state 
approval to exercise clerical service was 
revoked on the grounds that it does not 
meet the general conditions of eligibility 
under Section 2 of Act No. 218/40 Coll., 
but the provision of this Section applies 
to the fact that the state approval is re-
quired to exercise clerical service...68

The capitular vicar tried to mitigate 
the impact of the decision and request-
ed that the priest only be transferred 
to another parish, without revocation 
of the state approval. His attempt at 
a compromise went unheeded.

The situation was not solved by the 
meeting of the believers with the state 
officials on 5  December 1978 either. 
The minutes of the meeting stated 
that Vlk’s  approval was revoked and 
a  new priest appointed instead. His 
other activities were to be decided by 
the superior ordinary. The believers 
had to sign the explanation provided 
by the state officials – Chairman of 
the Municipal National Committee in 
Rožmitál pod Třemšínem, Secretary 
for Church Affairs of the Příbram Dis-
trict National Committee, and the rep-
resentative of the Ministry of Culture 
of the Czech Socialist Republic. How-
ever, in their opinion, the explanation 
was insufficient, and after the meeting 
they went to the parish office, where 
they informed the removed priest of 
the result of the meeting. The com-
rades of the National Committee also 
went to the local parish office to ask 
the new priest, Fr. Uhlíř, to calm the 
situation. After they left, they were 
awaited by the laymen who made 
them discuss the matter with Fr. Vlk: 
In this interview, Fr. Vlk argued that his 
case was a  violation of human rights. 
When he was told what laws applied to 
the relations between the Church and 
the state, he said that it was a concrete 
expression of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat.69 The case of Miloslav Vlk 
was published by the foreign press as 
an example of the violation of human 
rights as defined by the Helsinki Pro-
tocol: The complaint was later, in a bi-
ased form, published in foreign press, 
where it was used for further attacks 
on the state religious policy in our re-
public.70

The brave activity of the parishioners 
did not help, and Fr. Vlk had to find 
a civilian job. He agreed with his suc-
cessor that he could continue to stay at 
the parish office, and from 13 Novem-
ber 1978 he worked again at the lathe 
in the local metalworking cooperative 
Věšín. As of 1 December he handed 
in his notice and moved to Prague. 
The Příbram StB therefore ended his 
monitoring, assessed the operation, 
and forwarded the dossier codenamed 
“Operation Secretary” to their col-
leagues in Prague.71

CLEANING WINDOWS
His reference made it very difficult for 
him to find civilian employment. Final-
ly, he managed to find a job as a win-

dow cleaner with the Prague company 
Úklid. After eight years, he had to stop 
this employment for health reasons 
and found a position as an archivist of 
the Czechoslovak State Bank.
Over the years in Prague he secretly 
performed his priestly vocation among 
small groups of secondary school and 
university students, in families and 
within the Focolare Movement, and he 
was among the leading representatives 
of the “underground church”. As shown 
by the archival materials, according to 
the State Office for Church Affairs and 
the StB, he was seen as one of the most 
dangerous priests without state ap-
proval: His characteristics indicate that 
Dr. Vlk is a very experienced and skilful 
priest with a significantly negative view 
of our social order...72

In the “underground” a number of ac-
tivities were organized that could not 
be performed by the official Church: 
various meetings of like-minded peo-
ple, prayer circles, youth formations, 
priest meetings and exchange of infor-
mation, translations and creation of 
texts as well as their reproduction, dis-
tribution, etc. The core of the “under
ground” church was formed by priests 
without state permission, retired 
priests and those who were not busy in 
barren parishes.
These “illegal” church activities and 
“obstruction of the supervision of 
churches and religious societies” 
were dealt with by the StB,73 which 
responded to them with “heightened 
supervision”: it secretly made photo-
graphic documentation,74 performed 
unlawful flat searches without his 
presence (intelligence-technical action 
“ANALYSIS”),75 and installed a perma-
nent eavesdropping device in his flat 
(intelligence-technical action “DIA-
GRAM”)76 in order to disrupt his influ-
ence and impact on young people.77

However, Miloslav Vlk was also 
“watchful and alert”, escaping his 
guards in different ways. The StB re-
ports tell us that he conducted various 
countermeasures to prevent his sur-
veillance: he generally got on and off 
the means of public transport at the 
last minute, closely watching what 
was happening around him, which 
thwarted the surveillance. However, 
he did not manage to escape every 
time. We went to a  meeting of priests, 
but we were being watched. I assumed 
they were after me, so I got out of the car 
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in Průhonice and went for a walk in the 
park to shake them off. They followed 
me to the point where the road ended by 
the wall. I turned around, went to meet 
them and said: “Gentlemen, it really 
stops here, so we have to go back.” I sat 
on a bench and waited. They went back 
and this time I followed them.78

It was not until 1 January 1989 that the 
state approval to exercise clerical ser-
vice was restored to him, but only “con-
ditionally” for a period of one year.79 It 
was better for the state authorities to 
return the state approval and get the 
uncomfortable priest off the streets of 
Prague. He provided pastoral service in 
the parishes of Žihobce and Bukovník 
in the Klatovy region, and later in 
Čachrov, Javorná, Železná Ruda, Běšiny 
and Stráž in Šumava.

FROM THE UNDERGROUND TO 
THE TOP
After the change of the regime in Czecho- 
slovakia, Pope John Paul II appointed 
him Bishop of České Budějovice on 
14  February 1990. He was ordained 
a  bishop on 31 March 1990 in the 
České Budějovice cathedral. After the 
resignation of František Tomášek, 
Archbishop of Prague, he became his 
successor on 27 March 1991. Miloslav 
Vlk was named the 35th Archbishop 

of Prague, Metropolitan and Czech Pri-
mate. He officially took office on 1 June 
1991.
From 1991 he served as the head of the 
Czechoslovak and later Czech Bishops’ 
Conference for nine years. From 1993 
to 2001 he was Chairman of the Coun-
cil of the Bishops’ Conferences of Eu-
rope (Consilium Conferentiarum Epis-
coporum Europae, CCEE)). In 1994 he 
became a  member of the Pontifical 
Council for Social Communications 
and the Congregation for the Oriental 
Churches, as well as the Moderator 
of the Bishop-Friends of the Focolare 
Movement.
On 26 November 1994 Pope John Paul 
II appointed him cardinal. He partici-
pated in the conclave at the Vatican in 
April 2005, when the College of Cardi-
nals elected the new head of the Catho-
lic Church – Pope Benedict XVI.
Cardinal Miloslav Vlk has won a num-
ber of awards. In 1999 he received the 
“Grosses Verdienstkreuz”, a high state 
award of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many. In 2001 he won an honorary 
medal of Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk 
from the Masaryk Democratic Move-
ment and the international award of 
Görlitz – “Brückepreis”. A  year later 
President Václav Havel bestowed the 
Order of Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk on 

him for outstanding contribution to de-
mocracy and human rights. In 2006 he 
received the award of Ackermann-Ge-
meinde, etc.
From 1992 to 1993 Cardinal Vlk was 
awarded honorary doctorates from Illi-
nois Benedictine College and the Uni-
versity of St. Thomas in the USA as well 
as an honorary doctorate of theology of 
the University of Passau, Bavaria. In 
2001 he received an honorary doctor-
ate of the Pontifical Academy of The-
ology in Krakow, Poland, and in 2002 
an honorary doctorate of the Opole 
University.
He also received honorary citizenships 
of Rožmitál pod Třemšínem (CZ), Cedar 
Rapids (USA) and Baltimore (USA) (all 
in 1992), Třeboň (CZ) and Klodzko (PL) 
(both in 1996), Roudnice nad Labem 
(CZ) (1997), Karlštejn (CZ) (1998) and 
Brandýs nad Labem-Stará Boleslav 
(CZ) (2010). He is an honorary member 
of the Czech Archive Society.
In February 2010 Pope Benedict XVI 
received the resignation of Cardinal 
Vlk of Prague from the pastoral lead-
ership of the Archdiocese of Prague 
due to reaching the set age limit. How-
ever, he remained an active priest. He 
was never prevented from exercising 
this vocation by the state machine nor 
by age.

	 NOTES
1	 PIRNOSOVÁ, Blanka: Koho má za zády? Čtyřicet dramatických let kardinála Miloslava Vlka. Nové Město, Prague 2002, p. 35.
2	 The Jirsík Gymnasium for Czech students was founded in the 1870s by Mons. Jan Valerián Jirsík in České Budějovice, a town that was mostly German-speaking at 

that time. The gymnasium also included the Small Seminary – a boarding school for poor boys from the Czech countryside.
3	 Collection of Laws and Regulations No. 95/1948, Act of 21 April 1948, on the basic regulation of uniform education (Education Act), which came into effect on 

1 September 1948.
4	 The Czechoslovak Union of Youth was a united youth organization formed in 1949 by merging the existing youth organizations. It became a component of the 
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Rejecting the Magical Power  
of Idols
ZDENĚK ROTREKL, BRNO, 1920–2013
On 15 June 2013 the St. Thomas Church on the Moravian Square in Brno witnessed 
a large and solemn ceremony – a requiem for Zdeněk Rotrekl, a literary historian, critic, 
journalist and above all poet, a witness of truth, which in the “order of things” of the 
previous regime also meant a political prisoner. He died at the age of nearly ninety-three 
years – a doyen of not only Catholic poets, imprisoned by the communists right after 
seizing power at the end of the 1940s to intimidate the whole intellectual community. The 
remarkable terrestrial pilgrimage of a remarkable man ended at the St. Thomas Church 
in Brno – in the same place where Rotrekl was baptized in the early 1920s. His life story 
introduced the supernal order.

PETR PLACÁK

Zdeněk Rotrekl was born in Brno to 
the family of a gardening tools dealer 
who worked his way up from a  poor 
crofter to a  successful entrepreneur 
(due to poverty, his two brothers went 
to the USA in the 1880s to try their 
luck). In 1904, after his return to his 
hometown Brno, as a trained gardener 
and fruit grower who had also worked 
as a  trainer of fruit growers in the 
imperial-royal pomological institute 
in Prague-Trója and later rearranged 
parks in Bulgaria, he founded the first 
seed business in the Czech Lands – 
Tomáš Jan Rotrekl, Brno, Jánská 12. To 
start the company he borrowed five 
thousand crowns, which was a fortune 
at that time. Thanks to his hard work 
and ingenuity, however, he managed to 
pay off the debt in a few years, and in 
1917 he used the earned money to buy 
a big house below Špilberk on Údolní 
Street near Obilní trh. In this house 
his son Zdeněk first saw the light on 
the first day of October in the year of 
grace 1920. The memory of the garden 
that was adjacent to the house and 
that went up to the castle became one 
of Rotrekl’s central motifs, permeating 
his entire poetic work.
His father was a national democrat (Our 
family, that was patriarchy, totally fan-
tastic. We were on formal terms with our 

father, recalls Rotrekl),1 who read the 
National Democratic newspaper Národ-
ní listy, but Zdeněk unfortunately didn’t 
have enough time to talk to him about 
more serious things, because his father 
died in 1933 – in fact, in Zdeněk’s opin-
ion, he worked himself to death. Even 
though his views during adolescence 
were partly influenced by his brother-
in-law’s brother, who was an editor of 
Národní listy, Rotrekl was able to form 
his worldview mainly by himself – as he 
said, he enjoyed reading newspapers 
from when he was a  child. Gradually, 
he adopted a view of the world from the 
“conservative Catholic” perspective (in 
quotes, because he himself didn’t like 
pigeonholing, if only for the reason that 
in the Czech Lands it had different con-
notations due to cultural discontinuity; 
see below), but he was able to sepa-
rate the world of politics and faith, and 
was open to different developments of 
thought if they were authentic and truly 
experienced.
Rotrekl recalled a  friend he met in 
1968 when, as a  founding member of 
a  club of former political prisoners 
called K 231, he negotiated with the re-
form communists at the regional com-
mittee meeting of the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia (KSČ) in Brno. The 
friend was a  pre-war member of the 

Party who was linked to the Central 
Committee of the Party after the war, 
but who then gradually lost his faith 
– from 1950, when he was to be tried 
for participation in an “anti-state con-
spiracy centre”, until the occupation of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968. Based on his 
experience from the Communist Party, 
he finally came to the conclusion that 
there would not be peace in the coun-
try until the Party was banned.
He was older than me, a convinced com-
munist of the First Republic who was in 
a  concentration camp during the war 
because of communism. So in his case 
it wasn’t a  cheap gesture, but a  view 
that had the highest seriousness, and 
for me it was extremely instructive, says 
Rotrekl. This was a man who underwent 
tremendous development, and I respect 
people like that, people in whom I  can 
directly feel such development.
When asked whether he had left-wing 
views when he was young, he replied: 
I  never had any compulsions like that, 
and actually I don’t know if it’s not a mis-
take. I  only thought about it in 1936, 
during the civil war in Spain, but this is to 
be taken again in the contemporary con-
text. I was born and lived in a function-
ing democracy, and having not enough 
information, I  couldn’t understand how 
a  general can oppose the legal govern-
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ment. For me it was a question of consti-
tutionality, but it wasn’t tinged with any 
left-wing sympathies at all.

LITERARY BEGINNINGS
Rotrekl was born at the beginning of 
the First Republic, long enough be-
fore its demise during the Munich 
crisis to absorb the liberal atmosphere 
of the Masaryk Republic and Czech- 
German-Jewish pre-war Brno, whose 
cultural milieu shaped him.
In 1931 he began to study at a  classi-
cal gymnasium, which he completed in 
1940, at the beginning of the war. At 
that time his journalistic debuts ap-
peared in magazines such as Akord, 
Řád and Obroda. In the year of his sec-
ondary school leaving examination, 
the Catholic student magazine Jitro 
headed by Dominik Pecka and Leopold 
Vrla published his first poems. Rotrekl 
is a poeta doctus who began his poetic 
pilgrimage in the beloved garden of 
his youth, writes the literary histori-
an Jaroslav Med, according to whom 
one of the keys to understanding 
Rotrekl’s poetry is the poet’s  “aristoc-
ratism” and “intellectualism”.2

At that time his poetic guru František 
Halas brought him to Kunštát and intro-
duced him to the poets of the “Bednář 
generation”.3 Despite Halas’s  ups and 
downs of life, Rotrekl always respected 
him.4

Before he completed secondary school, 
the Nazis closed the Czech universi-
ties, and he was sent to work in forced 
labour. Until 1943 he managed to avoid 
work in the German war economy by 
simulating health problems, including 
a  mental disorder, and staying in va
rious nursing homes (a similar strategy 
was used by the opponents of the ser-
vice in the Communist army during the 
“normalization” period, who tried to 
obtain what was called a  “blue book” 
by feigning mental health issues). Fi-
nally, however, he was forced to start 
working as a  labourer for Maschinen-
fabrik Jergl in Brno, which originally 
specialized in fire-resistant strongbox-
es and whose production was adapted 
to the needs of the German war ma-
chine, but he boycotted the “totalein-
satz” and didn’t go to the factory. When 
he was warned by an official from the 
labour office, his mother’s  acquaint-
ance, that a  denunciation was made 
that he was sabotaging the war effort 
of the Reich, for which he could have 

been hanged, he decided to go under-
ground – from the summer of 1944 until 
the end of the war he was in hiding in 
his friends’ flats in Brno and in subur-
ban cottages. At the very beginning he 
was given shelter by the mother of one 
of his classmates. She was the leader 
of the Brno Volná myšlenka movement, 
an atheist, recalled Rotrekl, who once 
told me with  complete horror in her 
eyes: “Imagine what’s happened to me, 
my son is in a seminary, he wants to be-
come a  priest, it’s  awful, imagine how 
I  feel!” I  say this just to prove that the 
paths of people are different and that 
we won’t make do with labels. Actually, 
that’s why I’ve hated labels ever since.

LIBERATION AS CONQUEST
Although many, even non-communists, 
succumbed to the post-war enthusi-
asm for the liberation of the country 
from the east by the Red Army, Rotrekl 
saw it the other way around: The man-
ner of the so-called liberation of South 
Moravia, especially my hometown, re-
liably prevented me from seeing it that 
way. President Beneš was already at the 
Brno City Hall, while women were still 
hiding in the coal to escape from being 
raped. The Red Army behaved like it was 
in a conquered, enemy territory. As more 
and more new troops kept coming, the 
looting continued.
Whether the behaviour of the Red 
Army soldiers in Brno was due to the 
fact that the inner city had to some ex-
tent a German character (about a third 
of the population in the city centre was 
of German origin before the war and 
the German element was reinforced 
during the war) or there was another, 
politically or otherwise motivated, in-
tention of the Red Army commanders, 
Rotrekl was clear about it from the 
very beginning: In 1946 I wrote a piece 
of prose called “Report on the Fall of 
the City” about the way Brno was con-
quered, which the poet Jan Zahradníček 
was afraid to publish in Akord, because 
he thought we would be arrested. So it 
was published later in samizdat form.
However, the way Brno was “liberated” 
by the Soviets was not the only issue. It 
was already during the war that he had 
a  reason not to accept that optimism 
saying that when the Germans are away, 
it will be just open arms and hearts (with 
the Russians – author’s note).
He returned to that issue in the nov-
el Světlo přichází potmě (Light Comes 

in the Dark), which was published by 
Atlantis as the second volume of his 
collected writings.5

RESETTLEMENT OF THE BRNO 
GERMANS
The aftertaste of the Red Army’s  be-
haviour was mixed with the aftertaste 
of the post-war atrocities committed 
by collaborators and all sorts of “par-
tisans” who were trying to obtain 
“resistance” credentials by chasing 
defenceless German civilians.
The disgraceful manner of “resettling” 
Brno denizens of German nationality 
was seen by Rotrekl clearly as the ac-
tion of the collaborating workers of 
Zbrojovka Brno who, in an attempt to 
divert attention from the fact that they 
produced weapons for the Wehrmacht 
until the last moments, “atoned” for 
their past by punishing the defenceless 
German civilians.
Those who had some German dirt under 
their nails made off long before the end of 
the war, he commented on the post-war 
settlement of accounts with the Brno 
Germans. Those who remained were old 
men and women, and some of them even 
had a Jewish ancestor in their pedigree. 
They were scared during the whole pro-
tectorate that it might be revealed and 
they would be sent to Theresienstadt, 
so they said to themselves: What can 
happen to us? And so they stayed here. 
The street here in Hlinky, that was all 
Jewish villas. When the Nazis transport-
ed their owners away, the houses were 

Zdeněk Rotrekl’s photograph in investigation file archival 

number V-2682 Brno Rotrekl Zdeněk et al.

Photo: Security Services Archive
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taken by the Reich Germans. But they 
all disappeared in early 1945. Resettle-
ment in Brno was initially performed by 
a  commando from the Zbrojovka facto-
ry, or Flintůvka, as we called it, and it 
is necessary to know the context. The 
workers who exceeded standards in the 
arms industry for the victory of the Third 
Reich received special rations of rum, 
cigarettes, etc., as well as recreational 
activities in Luhačovice and other spas 
in the Kraft durch Freude organization, 
which was directly Heydrich’s  action6 
– a  sort of Nazi “Revolutionary Trade 
Union Movement”. This is where we 
should see the beginning of the violent 
expulsion of the Brno Germans, because 
it was done by the Zbrojovka employees 
favoured by the Nazis.
In Rotrekl’s  opinion, the death march 
of old people to the Austrian border is 
a huge shame, a stain on the history of 
Brno, and I’m surprised that the city of 
Brno hasn’t made a clear statement on 
that.
Illegal actions against German civil-
ians, however, had their “logical” con-
tinuation. The Red Guard members 
and post-war avengers often became 
fanatical communists and secret police 
(StB) investigators. The commandos re-
sponsible for atrocities in 1945 behaved 
in the same way in February 1948 and 
then they committed them against us, 
he says. The same people with the same 
methods then looked after us after Feb-
ruary 1948.

POST-WAR INTERMEZZO
As soon as the Nazi occupation ended, 
Rotrekl threw himself into the cultural 
and political renewal of Czech society, 
which had been mutilated during the 
occupation. In 1945 he began to study 
history and art history at the Masaryk 
University in Brno and became one of 
the youngest members of the Syndicate 
of Czech Writers. A  year later he was 
elected in a secret ballot to the region-
al committee of the Union of Universi-
ty Students, which represented twelve 
thousand students. There were nei-
ther communists nor social democrats 
among the elected members of the com-
mittee, which according to him again 
showed how Brno was “liberated”. (This 
fact was probably one of the stimuli 
which in Brno led to the trial of univer-
sity officials after February 1948; see 
below.) In 1946 he also became a repre-
sentative of the Association of Catholic 

Writers and Journalists in Brno, which, 
under the leadership of the poet Jan 
Zahradníček, published the social- 
literary periodical Akord, in which Ro-
trekl published his texts. In 1947 he was 
elected to the committee of the Moravi-
an Circle of Writers, a provincial profes-
sional organization.
From 1945 to 1948 he mostly focused 
on cultural and political journalism (he 
published in Akord, Vývoj and Národní 
obroda). He regularly wrote reviews, 
polemics and comments in newspa-
pers and magazines such as Lidová 
demokracie, Řád, Úsvit and Selka.
With respect to direct political engage-
ment, somehow in spite of the post-war 
development that went “to the left”, he 
joined the only allowed non-socialist 
party, the People’s Party, in June 1945. 
The People’s  Academics Club was “the 
most reactionary, the most disgusting” 
organization, as we were called by the 
people of the socialist bloc, he recalled.
What he found interesting was mainly 
the weekly Obzory, founded and direct-
ed by the journalist and People’s  Par-
ty politician Ivo Ducháček and his 
colleague Pavel Tigrid. Both journal-
ists worked in exile during the war – 
Ducháček first in France and then in 
London, and Tigrid as a broadcaster of 
the Czechoslovak section of the BBC.
However, the fact that Rotrekl wasn’t 
attracted by “leftist utopias” didn’t 
mean that he had no social awareness. 
In his opinion, the programme of the 
People’s Party was social-reformist – he 
himself never linked social elements of 
politics with socialism, let alone com-
munism. In this regard, he had very 
clear views from the very beginning. 
As for communism, my ideas were real-
ly simple: social hatred, class struggle, 
dictatorship of the proletariat, the world 
revolution. From when I was seventeen, 
eighteen years old, it was quite clear 
to me that this was a way to hell. That 
was a  simple reflection of a  boy who 
wasn’t influenced by anything – I  just 
always asked my relative, my brother-
in-law’s  brother, who was arrested by 
the Gestapo immediately after the occu-
pation in March 1939 and who only re-
turned from Buchenwald in 1945.7 These 
“simple” considerations, however, 
foreshadowed his fate for decades.

FATAL 17 NOVEMBER
Immediately after the communist take-
over on 25 February 1948, the loop 

around Zdeněk Rotrekl began to tight-
en. The Action Committee of the Facul-
ty of Arts of Masaryk University stated 
that he was not politically reliable and 
so he was not allowed to enter the uni-
versity and sit for the final examination.
I  was just finishing school when a  col-
league came to me with the application 
to join the KSČ. I kicked her out, he re-
called. A  week later I  went to my last 
exam, and they didn’t give me the en-
velope with questions, saying that they 
had a call from the Action Committee and 
that they couldn’t let me sit for the final 
exam. I went to the dean, who had tears 
in his eyes, and that was it. Two days 
later I received a letter informing me that 
I was excluded from study for two semes-
ters. Meanwhile I was expelled from the 
Syndicate of Czech Writers due to “the 
enemy attitude to the democratic system 
and the Soviet Union”. It was signed by 
Jiří Taufer and Karel Nový, both national 
artists who were obviously also good at 
other things – I don’t know if Taufer was 
a KGB captain or major then.
At the same time when he was exclud-
ed from the Syndicate the typeset pages 
of his collection Žalmy (Psalms), which 
was to be printed, were disassembled, 
and the publishing house returned him 
the manuscript of his collection Pěvec 
florentský (Florentine Singer) ready for 
release. Instead of the pen Rotrekl was 
supposed to use the shovel. The ex-
cluded people were immediately passed 
to the Office for the Protection of Work 
for manual labour in the sectors like 
mining, metallurgy, construction and 
agriculture for “re-education through la-
bour”. We called it another totaleinsatz.8

The same fate befell the institutions of 
which he was a  member. The Associ-
ation of Catholic Writers and Journal-
ists was dissolved and the publication 
of its association periodical Akord 
stopped in February 1948, together 
with other magazines where Rotrekl 
published – Kritický měsíčník, Řád, etc. 
The Moravian Circle of Writers was 
destroyed. The “gleichschaltung” of 
the Syndicate of Czech Writers at the 
Dobříš conference of young writers 
in March 1948 didn’t help, and a year 
later the Syndicate was replaced by 
a communist professional organization 
– the Union of Czechoslovak Writers 
(based on the model of the “Union” of 
Soviet Socialist Republics).
However, Rotrekl wasn’t intimidated. 
He met like-minded and similarly ac-
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tive people, especially members of the 
National Socialist Party and the Peo-
ple’s Party, who tried to resist the com-
munist arrival in the post-war period 
– he participated in leaflet operations 
and helped people endangered by the 
regime to go into exile. Gradually, he 
managed to build a network of people 
who gathered information about the 
economic and political situation in the 
country, about the mood of the popu-
lation, about the repressions and the 
victims of the regime, about those who 
contributed to lawlessness, as well as 
information of a military character. He 
then sent the information to the West, 
both through the embassies of demo-
cratic countries and through couriers, 
including agents of Western intelli-
gence services who secretly returned 
to Czechoslovakia. He also had links 
to his former colleagues living in exile, 
the People’s Party politicians and jour-
nalists Pavel Tigrid and Ivo Ducháček.9

Although it is difficult to reconstruct 
facts based on the StB documents and 
it is always necessary to view the state-
ments of the accused as well as the as-
sessment of the case by the investiga-
tors with extreme caution, because we 
never know how the statements were 
obtained or how the case was mani
pulated based on a pre-prepared plan, 
there is no doubt that Zdeněk Rotrekl 
was not “just” a victim of blind commu-
nist police and a judicial machine that 
ground up both the real and imagined 
opponents of the regime without dis-
tinction, because the aim of the com-
munists was to intimidate the society 
as a  whole. He purposefully built an 
intelligence network and information 
channels to the West in order to assist 
the coup, which – as he and his col-
leagues believed – was to come, sooner 
rather than later. They tried to create 
the conditions for it and prepare for 
the time after it. Rotrekl was an au-
thentic, real enemy of the communist 
regime – the StB didn’t manufacture 
his resistance.

ARRESTED
Considering the large number of peo-
ple with whom he came into contact or 
who were directly involved in the activ-
ities of the group it was only a matter of 
time before “Rotrekl et al.” were placed 
on the watch list of the communist 
State Security Service. He was arrest-
ed on 14 April 1949. The Brno depart-

ment of the state prosecutor’s  office 
accused him of founding (in May 1948) 
and leading a subversive organization 
called Difuse in order to fight against 
the existence of the Republic, the exist-
ing political and economic system, and 
to restore the capitalist order.10 Fifteen 
other people were charged along with 
him.
He was first secretly held for two 
weeks in the conspiratorial place of 
the StB in the Hlinky medical build-
ing in Brno and then in the cell of the 
Regional Headquarters of the StB. He 
was interrogated for many days, and 
during interrogations he was physical-
ly tortured. I  don’t want to talk about 
it, that’s  for sure. Those investigators 
were primitive, but you don’t really care 
if you get beaten up by a stupid or clever 
person. I was just afraid that they might 
ruin my kidneys, so I tried to cover sensi-
tive areas when I got knocked out.
In the trial of Brno students and uni-
versity officials, he was sentenced to 
death as the leader of the “subversive” 
group – symbolically on 17 November 
1949. We now commemorate 17  No-
vember to remember the tyranny of 
the two totalitarian regimes turned 
against university students (17 No-
vember started one form of totalitar-
ianism in 1939 and finished another 
one in 1989), but 17  November 1949, 
when Zdeněk Rotrekl, as the spokes-
man of Brno anti-communist universi-
ty students, was sentenced to death, 
connects both events, not only symbol-
ically – he personally participated in 
all three “17th Novembers”, although 
against his will in the middle one. In 
November 1939 he went from Brno to 
Prague to support the protesting stu-
dents and he was also involved in the 
events of November 1989 in Brno.
The sentence was eventually commut-
ed to life imprisonment – mining urani-
um for the Soviet Union seems to have 
taken preference over the liquidation 
of a class enemy in this case.

PRISON
His anabasis around prisons and la-
bour camps of communist Czechoslo-
vakia, where he met the elite of Czech 
society, started in the Brno judicial 
prison at Cejl, where across the cor-
ridor the regime imprisoned Lieuten-
ant Colonel of the General Staff Josef 
Robotka, one of the military command-
ers of the resistance organization the 

Council of Three (Rada tří) in the Vy-
sočina region, who was executed by 
the communists in 1952.
From Brno he was then transferred to 
the Bory prison in Pilsen. Here in the 
Kremlin, as the prisoners called the 
separate department D 1 for political 
offenders, he met a number of similar-
ly affected people. There were various 
generals and deputies, General Janoušek 
or People’s  Party member Procházka. 
There were five common rooms, and they 
put one double world champion in hock-
ey in each of them, so I was with Bóža 
Modrý, thanks to whom I mastered the 
theory of the art of goalkeeping. With 
Major of the General Staff Polda Kuncl 
and Colonel Čížek I  also went through 
the Dukla pass, so I know exactly where 
the Nameless Position or the Barvínek 
settlement, etc., are. Kuncl was wound-
ed there, but he managed to get through 
Dukla to Prague.
From spring 1951 to May 1952 he shared 
a cell with the poet and anti-Nazi resi
stance fighter Josef Palivec, husband of 
Helena Čapková-Koželuhová, sister of 
the Čapek brothers.
I  shared my cell with Count Jiří Bořek- 
Dohalský of Dohalice on the right, poet 
Josef Palivec on the left and the French-
man Garsette in the corner, who couldn’t 
say a word in Czech – but despite that 
he got twenty-five Czech years. We were 
working with press fasteners, when he 
suddenly stood up and began shouting 
“pérdé” and “ovrnó”! I  was wondering 
what those French words could mean. 
There was deputy Herl, life sentence 
too, on the other side of the room and he 
began to laugh and everyone else with 
him – he had just cried “prdel” (arse) and 
“hovno” (shit) in a French accent.
The Pilsen-Bory prison was only 
a  transit station. Since the commu-
nists expected an armed conflict with 
the West, they decided to move polit-
ical prisoners to the other side of the 
Republic, further from the western 
border. This is how Rotrekl was moved 
to Leopoldov, an infamous prison in 
Slovakia. And that was really “vernich-
tungslager” – they had a list of people to 
be liquidated.
In Leopoldov the communist regime 
“dumped” together political prisoners, 
anti-Nazi resistance fighters and pris-
oners convicted during retributive tri-
als with collaborators and Nazis. The 
first was Rudolf Beran – nobody knows 
what he got twenty years for, recalled 
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Rotrekl. Then there was General Syrový, 
protectorate Prime Minister Krejčí – 
I  shaved them all. Toussaint, a  com-
manding general of the Wehrmacht, 
was in cell No. 56 together with the 
commanding general of the Prague up-
rising Karel Kutlvašr. There was General 
Přikryl, who participated in the Slovak 
National Uprising, bishops, abbots, 
ministers, deputies and poets ... From 
Leopoldov he was sent to engage in 
slave labour in the Bytíz uranium mine 
and in 1961 “transferred” back to his 
“hometown” Leopoldov.
He came out of prison after thirteen 
years, in 1962, based on the amnesty 
granted by the President of the Repub-
lic, but he was only given a  ten-year 
conditional discharge. Meanwhile, his 
mother died. The communists refused 
to let him go to the funeral. The warder 
brought me the telegram announcing the 
death of my mother and said directly that 
submitting a request to attend the funeral 
would be pointless. It wouldn’t be allowed. 
She waited for me for thirteen years, but 
in vain. She died in February 1962, and 
I returned in May, three months later. My 

mother was amazing, great, wonderful, 
she was a  saint, and I  constantly think 
of her – I dedicated to her the collection 
of poems Hovory s  mateřídouškou (Con-
versations with Thyme), which was first 
published in Rome.

“FREE”
After his release Zdeněk Rotrekl 
worked as an unskilled labourer for 
the Technical and Garden Administra-
tion in Brno until the Prague Spring. 
He tried to make the most of the brief 
period of liberalization of the regime 
in 1968, when he was also rehabilitat-
ed. He finished his university studies 
and participated in the official cultural 
events. He collaborated with the radio, 
and in the spring of 1968 he joined the 
editorial team of the People’s  Party 
fortnightly Obroda and became editor 
“for Culture and Moravia”.11 He was 
also active politically. He was at the 
birth of the association of political 
prisoners K  231 – he co-founded the 
South Moravian committee.
How did he view the events of the 
Prague Spring? As an opportunity. 

Of course, I  had my own opinion, but 
I  thought that if the door opened a bit, 
we must kick it out. I was rehabilitated, 
twenty years later I passed the last exam 
at school, it was fun. At that time I made 
a living by lighting paraffin lamps along 
ditches in Brno streets, and I smelled of 
paraffin. The People’s  Party wanted to 
publish the fortnightly Obroda and they 
suggested that I should be an editor. In 
Moravia we managed to do what failed 
elsewhere. Party committees were im-
mediately summoned and new people, 
mostly political prisoners, were elected, 
and the old functionaries were kicked 
out.

SAMIZDAT
As we know, this situation didn’t last 
long. After the occupation of Czechoslo-
vakia by the Warsaw Pact forces under 
the leadership of Moscow, things start-
ed to return to normal. K 231, as one of 
the centres of the “counter-revolution” 
was dissolved and, with the advent of 
“normalization”, Obroda was stopped 
and the typeset pages of Rotrekl’s po-
etry collection Malachit (Malachite), 

Cover of the investigation file and a list of names of the accused persons which begins with the name of Zdeněk Rotrekl and ends at number 55.� Source: Security Services Archive
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whose manuscript written on toilet 
paper was smuggled out of Leopoldov, 
were disassembled – after twenty years 
the same situation repeated. (The col-
lection was only published in Ludvík 
Vaculík’s samizdat series Edice Petlice 
in 1978.)
After the liquidation of Obroda Rotrekl 
worked for some time as a  technical 
editor in the publishing cooperative 
Logos, but then he was forced to retire 
as well as leave public life. His family 
was also affected – his wife, a  nurse, 
was transferred to an inferior posi-
tion in the hospital, and his son was 
prevented from attending extramural 
studies at secondary school.
After he was denied the opportunity 
to publish officially, he remained ac-
tive in samizdat. He contributed to 
Kritický sborník and Křesťanské obzo-
ry, published in the samizdat antholo-
gies of Moravská čítanka, collaborated 
with the editors of the Brno version 
of the periodical Střední Evropa, from 
1981 regularly published in the sam-
izdat magazine Obsah, collaborated 
with the samizdat publishing houses 
such as Ludvík Vaculík’s Edice Petlice, 
Václav Havel’s  Edice Expedice and 
poet Jaromík Hořec’s  Česká expedice, 
as well as with the samizdat newspa-
per Lidové noviny and the broadcasting 
project Originální videožurnál.
In the spring of 1989, along with Karel 
Coural, who was in charge of the 
technical aspects of the magazine, he 

again started to publish unofficially 
his “home” magazine Akord, which was 
banned by the communists after 1948. 
Besides the domestic samizdat, he also 
published in exile publishing houses 
and magazines – Svědectví (Paris), 
Rozmluvy (London), Archa (Munich), 
Proměny (New York) and in the period-
icals based in Rome: Nový život, Studie, 
Listy.

DISSENT AND CRITICISM
Rotrekl refused to accept the atmos-
phere of the “dissident ghetto” where 
all are herded aboard one  ship and 
therefore have to spare each other 
(their individualities, views and work). 
In his opinion, it must be exactly the 
opposite, because a  free culture, cul-
ture as such, cannot exist without 
a critical spirit. How can a talent grow 
in a  friendly, “indulgent” environment? 
he asks and, paraphrasing Šalda, adds 
that we have friends to make them de-
velop their creative powers, deepening 
and exceeding their own patterns. In 
his view, the aesthetic criterion cannot 
consist in the dissent nature, as we said 
years and years before Ota Filip, neither 
in the fate of the author (I say that re-
sponsibly), nor exile or official charac-
ter.12

In his opinion, these are all extra- 
literary things that may be inter-
esting for the reader, important for 
the literary historian, but irrelevant 
for the critic. In this context he re-

calls a  story that he heard from Josef 
Palivec, an eyewitness: On one Austri-
an, imperial day, at Můstek in Prague, 
Jaroslav Vrchlický met a critic who had 
slated the poet’s  last work. One thing, 
as the saying goes, led to another, and 
the clouds thickened. Both those in the 
discussion and those distant in the sky. 
Because, or although, both developed 
accordingly, the debaters took their um-
brellas and started fighting. But they 
had no protection against the rain, and 
since both liked the same pub, they went 
there, each taking a different route. One 
walked along Národní Street, the other 
around the Powder Tower. In the pub 
they sat at one table, dried their wet 
necks and chins, and ordered each other 
a glass of wine. Nothing happened. (un-
derlined by Z. R. – author’s  note) They 
fought with their umbrellas not because 
of the criticism, but because of different 
aesthetic views. They stayed friends. 
Today in the samizdat atmosphere writ-
ers hold a  monologue. Umbrellas are 
a scarce commodity, and there are pubs 
galore.13

And Rotrekl didn’t speak to the winds 
– he indulged in sharp polemics. In 
the samizdat magazine Obsah of June 
1989 he attacked the writer Zdeněk 
Urbánek, a leading personality of Czech 
cultural dissent, who in Obsah criti-
cally responded to the discussion on 
the topic of the existence of Moravia in 
Central Europe, which was published 
in the third issue of the Brno version of 
the samizdat periodical Střední Evropa. 
It was a  relatively well-prepared agita-
tional meeting of the Catholic advocates 
of moravianism, Urbánek commented 
on the discussion from the position 
above the “regional” Catholicism and 
“Moravian question”.14 Rotrekl was en-
raged by the arrogance of the Prague in-
tellectual, otherwise a  colleague-dissi-
dent. He called Urbánek’s anti-Catholic 
(and anti-Moravian) invectives (it is not 
possible to summarize the nature of the 
debate here) a post-Zhdanov polemic in 
the warder style of those times and a ti-
rade of non-innovated arsenals of anti- 
Catholic hunts from the years of grace 
1945–1989 – all from agitprop of post-Feb-
ruary years, all that can be printed in any 
newspaper, and mockingly asked: Does 
Urbánek need samizdat for that?, call-
ing him a fossil graphomaniac, whom in 
this context he dared to address, which 
I only do very rarely when writing about 
Zdeněk Urbánek.15

Samizdat edition of Rotrekl’s collection of poems with the author’s handwritten signature.

Source: Archive of Libri prohibiti
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CULTURAL DISCONTINUITY
The central theme of Rotrekl’s  samiz-
dat journalism is the issue of cultur-
al discontinuity after February 1948. 
The fact that the communists sought 
to push out of the people’s awareness 
not only the names of certain au-
thors, but also the whole generations 
of artists, styles and epochs has, in 
Rotrekl’s  view, equally devastating 
effects on the nation as the Nazi cam-
paign against Czech intelligence dur-
ing the war.
Cultural discontinuity is an essential 
feature of totalitarian regimes – the 
Nazi as well as communist systems. 
Rotrekl refers to Max Picard here. He 
believes that Picard sees a fundamen-
tal feature of Hitlerism in a  person 
who doesn’t understand time as dura-
tion, but as a  moment, and his inner 
life therefore doesn’t know any con-
texts. In such a  world, he interprets 
Picard, anything can happen at any 
time and in any way, ordered events and 
occurrences can soon refute each other 
without internal connections, without 
anyone noticing anything; seeing a phe-
nomenon as a whole is denied.16

Against this “lack of correlation” 
Rotrekl postulates cultural continuity 
which, among other things, explicitly 
calls for freedom, connecting creative 
acts of different generations, even in po-
lemics and disagreement.17

In 1989, just before the fall of the re-
gime, Rotrekl reiterated the above in an 
editorial written for the Brno samizdat 
periodical Host. In literary periodicals 
and magazines of the First Republic and 
in the decade before February 1948, an 
enormous amount of extremely valuable 
and still significant intellectual work is 
concealed with which the present and 
almost three generations are virtually 

not connected, and they cannot and may 
not be connected. Czech cultural discon-
tinuity, which I have been talking about 
for fifteen years now, has tragic conse-
quences that increase and deepen from 
year to year, works and personalities 
of previous generations disappear in 
the Orwellian “memory hole” [...] with-
out culture, because culture directly 
requires connection of creative genera-
tions, whether in agreement or in con-
troversy, it simply requires knowledge.18 
(underlined by Z. R. – author’s note)
Therefore, Rotrekl collected data 
about the writers who were silenced, 
and in 1977 he published in samizdat 
a  dictionary of banned authors titled 
Skrytá tvář české literatury (The  Hid-
den Face of Czech Literature). A direct 
impetus to write it was the death 
of many members of the older liter-
ary and scientific generation (Josef 
Palivec, Václav Renč, František Křeli-
na, etc.). He also realized that their 
work is not only removed from Czech 
literature again, but there are also no 
biographical texts about their lives, and 
they do not even occur in existing dic-
tionaries, and if they do sporadically, 
their dictionary entries contain a num-
ber of errors.19

Zdeněk Rotrekl is neither included in 
the official Slovník českých spisovatelů 
beletristů 1945–1956 (A  Dictionary of 
Czech Prose Writers 1945–1956) by Jaro-
slav Kunc from the 1950s (SPN, Praha 
1957) and in the dictionary Čeští spiso-
vatelé 20. století (Czech Writers of the 
20th Century), published by Českoslov-
enský spisovatel in 1985, nor in the 
similar Slovník českých spisovatelů 
(A  Dictionary of Czech Writers), pub-
lished by Československý spisovatel in 
1964, at the time when it was (tempo-
rarily) possible to talk about many au-

thors, including Václav Černý, Václav 
Renč or Jan Zahradníček.
However, Rotrekl’s  book only covers 
his literary-scientific and educational 
interests. The included authors also 
show an intellectual and spiritual 
world that was close to him and that 
he created around himself (most of the 
twenty-eight authors included and pre-
sented by Rotrekl have a Catholic ori-
entation, and there is also his “teacher 
of poetry” František Halas and his Brno 
friend from the time of normalization 
Jan Trefulka, for whose 50th birthday 
he wrote a text for the samizdat anthol-
ogy Chvála bláznovství (Praise of Folly), 
published in 1979 in the samizdat se-
ries Edice Petlice).
For the anthology Moravská čítanka 
1981 he wrote a  long study on Josef 
Palivec’s  anti-fascist resistance ac-
tivities (Počátky české literární rezist-
ence a odbojová činnost Josefa Palivce). 
In the following year he prepared for 
Moravská čítanka a  study on Ivan 
Blatný, a  poet “from around the cor-
ner”, called Nezapomenutý básník 
– Pohled na život a  dílo brněnského 
básníka (An Unforgetten Poet – A Look 
At The Life And Work Of A  Brno Poet). 
Blatný was born in Brno, a few metres 
from Rotrekl’s house on Obilní trh No. 
4. For Obsah No. X/1986 he prepared 
Zamyšlení nad jednou knihou (Reflec-
tion Of A Book) on Ivan Jelínek and, for 
example, for the anthology Danny je 
náš, published for the 60th birthday 
of Josef Škvorecký in Edice Petlice, he 
wrote a text for Škvorecký in the form 
of a “letter”.

DEFENDING HISTORY
The concept of cultural discontinuity 
primarily refers to the history disfigured 
by the totalitarian “interruption”, the 

Zdeněk Rotrekl’s books could only be officially published after 1989.
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purpose of which is to cut off society 
from its own identity. Taboo neuralgic 
points are bypassed or falsified, history 
might be retrospectively reorganized, 
adjusted to fit different needs as neces-
sary – and nobody will notice – exactly 
as Orwell foresaw after the war. Archives 
will be modified according to this neces-
sity and hermetically sealed.20 In con-
trast, a  nation which is aware of its 
past, knows it, is not subject to myths, 
delusions, in other words, it understands 
itself through culture in the context of 
traditions that are diverse and mutually 
enriching. In Rotrekl’s view, narrowing 

a  nation exclusively to one tradition 
means cutting off all the branches, cre-
ating a stub covered with fruitless leaves. 
[...] The more cultural traditions that [the 
nation] relies on to live, the better for its 
inner life and richness. If it is aware of 
them.21

Therefore, Rotrekl also defends old 
Czech families which were connected 
with the cultural and material heritage 
of the Czech lands like hardly any oth-
er social group and which were also 
separated from the nation long before 
the communist coup. When he protects 
the Czech nobility from “historical pro-

gressives”, he doesn’t do it out of snob-
bery, but as an “advocate” of culture 
professing a holistic view of Czech his-
tory which is not disfigured by particu-
lar interests and an ideological past.
For the samizdat magazine Obsah 
he also wrote the obituary of Prince 
Karel of Schwarzenberg (1911–1986), 
in which he returned to the history 
of Czech-oriented nobility, recalling 
their merits, including their actions 
in defence of the Czech lands from 
the Nazis in which Schwarzenberg 
participated, and highlighting also 
Schwarzenberg’s  journalistic activity, 
recalling his essay Svoboda a  totali-
ta (Freedom and Totalitarianism) from 
1937, which retained its prescient valid-
ity: in the essay Schwarzenberg recog-
nized both the danger of the known to-
talitarian systems and many bad ways 
of materialistic quantitative democra-
cies without moral authorities, without 
responsibility for the past and future of 
the following generations and without 
the knowledge of traditions.22

What does Rotrekl mean by tradition? 
Continuous, uninterrupted (that is, not 
discontinuous) transmission (that is, 
not silencing, full or partial concealing) 
of morals, opinions, practices, doctrines 
... That is, the opposite of historical 
or cultural fragments presented as 
a  whole in some ideological-rhetorical 
trope called synecdochal particular-
ism on a  plate submitted for believing 
with sufficient instructions for further 
self-service.23

In 1988, in samizdat form, he pub-
lished a collection of Karel Schwarzen-
berg’s  journalistic texts called Obrana 
svobod (Defending Freedoms).
For the same reason, in the case of no-
bility, Rotrekl also defends Moravian 
identity. In his essay on the Moravian 
question he presented the following 
definition: It is a cultural-historical ge-
opolitical unit, aware of both its differ-
ence from the neighbouring units with 
different development and the sense of 
belonging of the people to the integrity 
of the territories of several interrelated, 
although variously differentiated ethno-
graphic regions, growing from its own 
spiritual and material resources and 
capable of autonomous development, 
which it has historically proved.24

Rotrekl’s  Moravian patriotism is 
nothing more than his central theme: 
awareness of historical continuity the 
disruption of which is so useful for all 

Zdeněk Rotrekl in Brno in 2007.� Source: Author
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totalitarian regimes. It is similar to the 
baroque era, which, under the influ-
ence of Alois Jirásek’s novels, became 
known as the time of darkness. In 1986, 
in Brno, Rotrekl published the essay 
Barokní fenomén v  současnosti a  jiné 
úvahy (The Baroque Phenomenon in the 
Present and Other Reflections) (a  year 
later the essay was also published in 
Edice Expedice in Prague), in which 
– contrary to the officially proclaimed 
cultural discontinuity – he showed 
what the current culture owed to ba-
roque resources.
Rotrekl could not ignore the discussion 
on the content of the concept of Cen-
tral Europe, raised by Milan Kundera 
in exile and joined by the leading 
Central European intellectuals such 
as György Konrád, Václav Havel and 
Adam Michnik.

DISSENT
Zdeněk Rotrekl was one of the few 
political prisoners of the 1950s who 
didn’t stay away from the dissident 
movement during the period of “nor-
malization” and regularly socialized 
with Brno Chartists, although he didn’t 
sign Charter 77. When asked why, he 
replied: Of course, I  thought about it. 
I knew many outstanding people among 
the signatories, including those who 
were imprisoned in the 1950s – father 
Zvěřina, Růženka Vacková, etc. On the 
other hand, there were some on whom 
I wouldn’t bet a pipe of tobacco. So for 
me it was a kind of unsure relationship. 
The Charter sought a  dialogue with 
power, and I  thought that a  dialogue 
with the truncheon was perhaps only 
acceptable after my death. But the De-
mocracy for All manifesto of the Move-
ment for Civic Freedom later, which, for 
example, rejected the leading role of the 
KSČ, that was something different.
However, despite my objections to the 
dialogue with the truncheon, I want to 
emphasize that it was an extremely im-
portant act. It was the first opposition 
group. Until then there was nothing go-
ing on, and on the other side of the bor-
der it might have seemed that Czechs 
and Slovaks probably liked the Bolshe-
vism – nobody protested against those 
criminals, so everything was probably 
in order. The Charter shouldn’t be un-
derestimated, but we should see it in the 
context of the time. Basically, I respect-
ed the Chartists. Those from Brno were 
isolated and exposed. I met them imme-

diately, regularly visited them, and tried 
to help.
Every Tuesday Rotrekl regularly met 
with the Chartists Milan Uhde and Jan 
Trefulka in their semi-detached house 
in the Jirásek district in Brno. Well, and 
then I got into the circle of Václav Havel 
and Ludvík Vaculík, and the dissident 
activities started. However, he was pri-
marily in the Catholic dissent around 
P. Josef Zvěřina. In 1988 he became one 
of the founding members of the Move-
ment for Civic Freedom (HOS), which 
– contrary to Charter 77 – presented 
itself as a  political movement with 
a political programme and political ob-
jectives, including the requirement to 
repeal the constitutional article on the 
leading role of the Communist Party.
He actively participated in the events 
of November 1989 and the Velvet 
Revolution in Brno. Just before that, 
after lengthy trouble, after forty-two 
years, I was given a passport when I re-
ceived money from abroad, he recalled. 
I had a meeting with my friends in Rome. 
We were staying just outside of town. 
There were heaps of great food and even 
better wine. This is where I  met Karel 
Schwarzenberg, Bedřich Strachwitz and 
Richard Belcredi and all the people from 
Radio Free Europe. And then I saw one 
Italian reading a newspaper and a head-

line on the front page read that the 
Berlin Wall had come down, and I said: 
Guys, there will be a revolution in Czech-
oslovakia without us.
After his return he was, as a passer-by, 
pulled onto the Velvet Revolution plat-
form in Brno without even knowing 
that it had just started. After returning, 
I slept the whole day. The next day I went 
out and the actors František Derfler 
and Trúda25 led a  meeting on Freedom 
Square. I went around and they told me 
that I should say something, dragged me 
to the platform, so I said something off-
hand about my 17th of Novembers. There 
were thirty thousand people. When I got 
down, a young man approached me, say-
ing that he was a student of English and 
asking me if I wanted to come to the Fac-
ulty of Arts where they were just start-
ing an occupation strike and if I wanted 
to speak to the students as a former uni-
versity official. So this is how I returned 
to the Faculty of Arts. That was around 
21 November.
The circle of the half-century anabasis 
of the Moravian poet in totalitarian re-
gimes of the 20th century was closed 
on 17 November 1989. On 19 Septem-
ber 1990 Zdeněk Rotrekl was fully re-
habilitated by the Regional Court in 
Brno. And as many times in the past, 
he again launched into organizing cul-
tural and political life in freedom. He 
logically started by preparing portraits 
of imprisoned writers for radio and 
television. He also became one of the 
founding members of the Confedera-
tion of Political Prisoners, the Union 
of Moravian-Silesian Writers and the 
Syndicate of Czech Journalists – that 
is his “home” professional organiza-
tions. From 1994 he was a member of 
the Czech Centre of the International 
PEN club.
He received a  number of awards for 
his lifelong views and work such as 
the Jan Zahradníček Prize, Jaroslav 
Seifert Prize, Karel Havlíček Borovský 
Prize and the Order of St. Cyril and 
Methodius. In 1995 the President of 
the Republic Václav Havel awarded 
him the Order of T. G. Masaryk of class 
III and, last but not least, he was hon-
oured as a  participant of opposition 
and resistance against communism 
under Act No. 262/2011 Coll. Of all the 
accolades he most appreciated the fact 
that he was admitted to the Order of 
Malta.

StB statement containing a list of things seized during 

the search of Zdeněk Rotrekl’s flat on 21 April 1949.

Photo: Security Services Archive
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THE ESSENCE IS IN 
DISAGREEMENT
Who was Zdeněk Rotrekl then? First of 
all a poet. What he experienced, what 
he advocated, what he criticized – he 
did all of that as a poet who defended 
the culture by resisting lies.
Allow me to be proud of the fact that at the 
time when the nation is pinned to the wall 
of non-existence there are writers and po-
ets who resurrect the forgotten common 
language, he writes. The language of 
a disagreeing and fighting spirit.26

For him the word poet doesn’t only 
mean a  designation of someone who 
writes poetry. The poet is also, and 
above all, a witness of truth. Although 
the poet is not a preacher of truths, he 
is himself and he is not suitable as a rule 
for anyone, he paraphrases Albert 
Vyskočil’s text about Jan Zahradníček, 
adding: These are sovereign tasks of an 
artist who has not been bribed, bought 
and borrowed, and whose picture has 
not been attached to the existing sys-
tems of power.27

In his opinion, the essence of the poet 
is in DISAGREEMENT.28 This “disa-
greement” is a holistic matter, not ac-
companying only the poet’s work, but 
also an organic part of the poet’s life – 
without this the poet would be a mere 
craftsman-rhymester. A poetic text can-
not be isolated from the biographical 
and contemporary background, espe-
cially not in the current environment of 
double Czech cultural discontinuity, he 
stresses.29 Everything else is then de-
rived from the above. And this is what 
makes Zdeněk Rotrekl a poet.
For decades he supported all those who 
refused to accept in any way or even 
tolerate the communist world and to 
submit to the communist pressure. As 
a poet of “disagreement”, consistently 
rejecting the world presented by the 
regime to live in, he could rely on his 
worldview – the Christian faith of the 
ancient Catholic confession which was 

in direct contrast to the official inter-
pretation. However, he didn’t see his 
Catholicism as membership in a sports 
club whose colours must be defended 
at all costs, but as a  lifelong commit-
ment which only becomes valid if the 
person strives to act under its rules.
If someone was considered a  “quali-
fied” ideological enemy by the commu-
nists, coherently, with all necessary 
education, ethically and aesthetically, 
intellectually and emotionally, it was 
the Catholic poet Zdeněk Rotrekl – 
with the whole strength of his person-
ality, his work, faith, defence of Czech 
history against the arbitrary Marxist 
interpretation, protection of the Czech 
culture against mutilation by the com-
munist lumpenproletariat...
Politically, he was, of course, “in the 
right”, even though in the “pre-modern” 
spirit, probably as the “last Lanckne-
cht” Bedřich Schwarzenberg, an orig-
inal Czech nobleman of the mid-19th 
century. I’ve always been attracted by 
royalist regimes, not by these leftist sys-
tems, but today it’s  classical archaeolo-
gy. A long time ago the left and the right 
were useful, but now it doesn’t matter, he 
said in an interview for the periodical 
Babylon, although he himself refused 
any “labels” for his person.
In the angry polemic with Zdeněk 
Urbánek he says: Having good teachers 
in my early youth, I have never been an 
“internationalist” or “nationalist”, and 
I  have nothing to do with those terms 
such as conservative, left, right, left of 
centre, right of centre, progressive or 
regressive. These are the terms of the 
Western, “open” society, and have dif-
ferent meanings in our country. For ten 
years I have been promising to give the 
young people six A4 pages “On the Need 
for Precise Terms”, on the need not to 
transfer the terminology of open soci-
ety to the society that has been closed 
and locked for forty years, and that also 
suffers from total discontinuity. I  even 

doubt the correctness of the term that 
I have freely chosen in the same issue of 
Obsah: traditionalist.30

With respect to politics, he “dryly” 
says: I never intend to choose between 
freedom and oppression. And to the des
pondent at any time and in any situa-
tion this person who faced execution 
says: They say that’s the time we live in. 
What should we do then? Well, the time 
we live in is the time we create. And you 
have an obligation to act in such a way 
to make it in the human, that is also 
God’s, image.31

Rotrekl advocates ideas, but he is not 
an ideologue. He neither screens, nor 
judges, but he only says what he thinks 
and confesses.
Let me use the unheard-of luxury not to 
judge and not to preach guilt and for-
giveness. I preach the need to cross the 
bloody bulwark in our own country, the 
importance to cross the Jordan together, 
to reject the magical power of idols who 
only exist in your mind...32

After Zdeněk Rotrekl was sentenced to 
death and then to life imprisonment, 
after he spent four thousand seven 
hundred and seventy days in prison, 
after he spent years of slavery before 
that, after he could not officially pub-
lish a  word in his country for four 
decades, after he spent years jump-
ing around ditches for wages for which 
a  West German citizen would barely 
buy his cigarettes and usual beer ..., the 
Catholic poet asks the Lord (perhaps 
with not enough humility) for the only 
thing: Create constantly in my children 
and in my brothers a feeling of freedom 
that cannot be sold or borrowed.33

This “feeling of freedom that cannot be 
sold” is outside the categories of left–
right, beyond any ideology. It is a poet-
ic category which is unbreakable.
The poet Zdeněk Rotrekl passed away 
with his head held high on 9 June in the 
year of grace 2013. Let us honour his 
memory.
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ACCUSATORY INSTRUMENT OF ZDENĚK ROTREKL ET AL.

Regional Headquarters of the State Security Service in Brno
Ref. No.: A-34750/10388-49	 In Brno on 15 July 1949

Fo r  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  S t a t e  P r o s e c u t o r  i n  B r n o

Subject: R o t r e k l  Zdeněk et al., subversive activity – criminal complaint
Appendices: 134 and 1 carbon copy of the criminal complaint

By attaching an annex to this preliminary criminal complaint ref. No. A-25506/10388-49, dated 2 June 1949, regard-
ing the above case, I hereby file the final criminal complaint under Sections 1, 5, 35 and 40 of Act No. 231/48, under 
Sections 2, 6 and 12 of Act No. 50/23 and under Sections 199, 214 and 460 of the Criminal Code against the persons 
specified below:

1. R o t r e k l  Zdeněk, born 1 October 1920 in Brno, registered in Brno, son of deceased Tomáš and Růžena, née 
Malánová, single, writer, Czech nationality, Roman Catholic, without military employment, university education, 
without property, not caring of anyone, without criminal records, last residence in Brno, Jana Uhra No. 18,
arrested on 14 April 1949 at 2 p.m. and on 30 June 1949 transferred into custody of the state court in Brno,
[...]

Criminal activity of the individuals:

Zdeněk R o t r e k l ,
a former student of philosophy and writer from Brno, is on reasonable grounds suspected of the crimes under Sec-
tions 1, 5 and 40 of Act No. 231/48 Coll., which he committed by

linking up with JUDr. Jaroslav C a h a , Jan Vo m e l a , Miloslav R i c h t r , Ivan H a n u š , Vlasta H o m o l á č o v á , Gustav 
J a n e č k a , Jiří Č e c h , Milan Š e d a , Rudolf B o l e s l a v  and a large number of other persons for the purpose of des
troying the people’s democratic establishment in the Czech Socialist Republic, guaranteed by the Constitution, and 
establishing, for the same purpose, indirect contact with foreign intelligence services, i.e. foreign officials,

inquiring facts, actions and objects that were to remain secret in the important interests of the Republic, in particu-
lar in the economic, political and military interests, intending to disclose them to a foreign power, and disclosing 
a state secret to a foreign power indirectly, as a member of organizations which aimed to elicit state secrets, for 
a longer period of time and to a considerable extent,

assisting Czechoslovak citizens with unauthorized departure from the Czech Socialist Republic, intending to harm 
the interest of the Republic.

The person named above is a son of the deceased sole trader Tomáš Rotrekl, has three other siblings, and his 
mother runs a seed shop in Brno. During the time of oppression he completed secondary school education in Czech 
language, and then was transferred to industrial production. At that time he began to be treated at the psychiatric 
clinic in Brno, where he was given a guardian appointed by the court who was removed in 1945, so R o t r e k l  is 
fully responsible for his actions. After the liberation he began to attend the Faculty of Arts of the Masaryk Universi-
ty in Brno, where in 1948 he reached the level of graduate examination. In addition, R o t r e k l  has been engaged in 
writing since 1943, which he now states as his main occupation. From 1945 he was a member of the People’s Party, 
cultural secretary of the Union of University Students, and a member of the Syndicate of Czech Writers, from which 
he was excluded after 1948 for his negative attitude towards the people’s democracy. R o t r e k l  is an extremely 
reactionary person, hostile to the existing establishment, ambitious and verbose.

R o t r e k l  started with subversive activities in a limited student circle immediately after the events of February 
1948. As a former official of the Union of University Students, he maintained relations with the former officials of 
this club even after February, and very soon these reactionary persons formed a group holding a view that all means 
must be used to fight against the current establishment.

It was already in March 1948 that the meetings of the former officials of the Union of University Students began to 
take place, and apart from R o t r e k l  they were mainly attended by JUDr. Jaroslav C a h a , Miloslav R i c h t r , Miloš 
S l a b á k , Miroslav I l l e k , Zdena K o u d e l o v á  and others, who were mostly members of the former National So-
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cialist Party, except R o t r e k l , who was a member of the former People’s Party. After several meetings, the resultant 
illegal organization was called DIFUSE; its initial tasks were not particularly dangerous to the State, but they fully 
represented the focus and intentions of all concerned persons. In other meetings of this organization it was agreed 
that, in case of a turn, special drafts for universities would be prepared concerning study reliefs for the students in 
these schools who were excluded from further study by the Action Committee. These drafts for the medical faculty 
were supposed to be prepared by I l l e k , for the faculty of law by JUDr. C a h a , and for the technical university by 
R i c h t r . It was found that such a draft was probably only prepared by R i c h t r , who later gave it to R o t r e k l  for 
safekeeping. The original of R i c h t r ’ s  draft was found and seized during the search of R o t r e k l ’ s  flat. /See copy 
in Appendix No. 59./

The meetings of this organization in the following months were always held in the flat of one of the participants, 
and it was agreed that they would obtain messages of a political and economic nature which would for the time 
being serve the need of the organization itself. After establishing contact with foreign countries, these messages 
were intended to be sent to foreign agents for further use, as evidenced by the testimonies of some of the accused 
and talks held in these meetings. For the above reasons the organization acquired a high treason character. /See 
Appendix No. 56/1–2, 29/4–5, 11/3–5 a 5/2–3./

The organization DIFUSE, which was later renamed to AMOS, performed its activities until the arrest of the leaders 
of the group, but R o t r e k l  later only maintained contact with this organization based on immediate needs, prob-
ably until the end of 1948. JUDr. Jaroslav C a h a , as one of the leaders, was reported in relation to this activity to 
the state prosecutor in Brno under local ref. No. A-18802/61660-49, dated 24 April 1949, under code-name Dr. Alena 
Ticháčková et al.

In April 1948 R o t r e k l  made a very intensive effort to seek contacts with foreign countries, because he wanted to 
establish links with Czechoslovak emigrants, knowing that a turn within the State was only possible with the help 
of foreign powers. Therefore, at the time he used his knowledge of the upcoming escape of Dr. S t r á n e c k ý  and the 
editor Emil Pe t ř í č e k  abroad, prepared several reports in which he distortedly described the February events, and 
through the aforementioned persons sent them abroad with a request to be published in the foreign press. These 
reports were titled COMMUNIST COUP IN THE CZECHOSLOVAK CULTURAL LIFE, RESOLUTION OF THE CZECHO-
SLOVAK UNIVERSITY STUDENTS, FEBRUARY PERSECUTION OF CZECHOSLOVAK STUDENTS AND RESOLUTION 
OF CZECHOSLOVAK WRITERS, the concepts of which were found and seized during the search of R o t r e k l ’ s  flat. 
/See photocopies in Appendix No. 60, 61, 62 and 63./ It was already on this occasion that R o t r e k l  sought to help 
foreign enemies of the Republic with a message of a military character obtained from JUDr. C a h a  about a purge of 
the officer corps which, due to lack of time, he only wrote on the report using a pencil.

Dr. S t r á n e c k ý, who fled abroad with his companions with the help of Prior Z e m e k  from Znojmo, arranged 
before his escape contacts for R o t r e k l  with Z e m e k  in order to help R o t r e k l  send, through this channel, people 
who would contact him abroad. Using this channel R o t r e k l  enabled the editor Jiří K o v t u n  from Prague and stu-
dent Č e r n í č e k  from Brno to escape abroad in May 1948, after a previous agreement with Z e m e k . Then, at JUDr. 
C a h a ’ s   request, he attempted to use the same channel for the escape of the National Assembly deputy Ludvík  
R y c h t e r a  from Brno, but at the time Z e m e k  had been discovered and secured by the security service authori-
ties, so R y c h t e r a ’ s  escape through this channel was not successful.

Another opportunity to establish contacts with foreign countries presented itself for R o t r e k l  in May 1948, when 
Dr. C a h a  introduced him to Jaromír D o č k a l  from Brno, who was also preparing to flee abroad. D o č k a l , who 
was involved in a number of illegal organizations and was already in contact with foreign countries, was supposed 
to unite all illegal organizations, or at least coordinate their activities. As a result of the planned escape, D o č k a l 
tried to hand over this task to R o t r e k l  and introduced him to his deputy for illegal activity, Dr. S t o l i č k a  and 
to Jan Vo m e l a , as well as to Josef F i k r  from Znojmo, with the possibility of illegal escape abroad. R o t r e k l 
asked D o č k a l  to deliver letters to the emigrant Jiří K o v t u n a  abroad, editor of Czech foreign broadcasting Karel 
B r u š á k  and former deputy of the National Assembly Ivo D u c h á č e k . Using the letters he informed these persons 
about the political situation in the Czech Republic and asked them for instructions concerning his subsequent sub-
versive activities. At the same time he asked D o č k a l  abroad to press for the publication of the resolutions which 
he had sent through Dr. S t r á n e c k ý  and Pe t ř í č e k  and to deliver to Dr. Ivo D u c h á č e k  illegal leaflets apparent-
ly issued by Archbishop B e r a n  that R o t r e k l  acquired from Jiří K a d l e c  from Prague. One of these leaflets was 
found and seized during the search of Zdeněk R o t r e k l ’ s  flat. /See photocopy in Appendix No. 64./

Then R o t r e k l , through Josef F i k r , sent abroad Jiří K a d l e c  and Emil K o v t u n , both from Prague, of whom he 
knew that they wanted to flee abroad. The aforementioned persons arrived in Brno, R o t r e k l  let them stay over-
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night in his flat and in the flat of his fiancée Drahomíra N ě m c o v á , and then went with them to Znojmo to F i k r , 
who arranged their illegal escape. On this occasion, R o t r e k l  was also introduced to Karel H e i k e n w ä l d e r  from 
Bystrc, who was also fleeing abroad and whom he only knew under the name K a r e l . R o t r e k l  helped these per-
sons with the intention to harm the interest of the Republic, as evidenced by his confession.

Josef F i k r  from Znojmo was reported to the state prosecutor in Brno for this treasonous activity under code-name 
Josef Podsedník et al., local ref. No. 28547/48, dated 27 January 1949. The contacts with Dr. S t o l i č k a  did not have 
any significant implications for R o t r e k l , because the person was not very active in illegal activity and the organ-
ization in which he was D o č k a l ’ s  deputy lost significance, especially when JUDr. Alena T i c h á č k o v á  focused 
on the activity in another organization, called SINIOLCHU. Based on the available findings, it can be said that the 
cooperation with Dr. S t o l i č k a  was only limited to warning of certain persons against arrest. /See Appendix No. 
1/10./ Due to this activity Dr. S t o l i č k a  was reported to the state prosecutor in Brno under code-name JUDr. Alena 
Ticháčová et al., local ref. No. A-18802/61660-49, dated 24 April 1949.

However, the establishment of contact with D o č k a l  had far-reaching consequences for R o t r e k l , especially his 
meeting with Jan Vo m e l a . Vo m e l a  was in fact already in the spring of 1948 in charge of a large illegal organ-
ization of reactionary university students. In June 1948 R o t r e k l  had several meetings with Vo m e l a  in which 
Vo m e l a  informed him in detail of the whole organization and introduced him to his collaborator František 
H l a v á č e k , the former executive of People’s Academics Club.
[...]

In August 1948 it was revealed that R o t r e k l  is a well-known person not only in the subversive circles in the local 
national territory, but also in the circles of treacherous political emigrants, and that his efforts to establish contacts 
with foreign countries were not fruitless. In this month R o t r e k l  was sought in Brno by the CIC agent Rudolf  
B o l e s l a v  with the letters of recommendation from Josef Fr a n c l  and the former deputy Pavel T i g r i d .  
F r a n c l ’ s  letter contained a request for assistance in personal matters, and T i g r i d ’ s  letter informed the domes-
tic illegal movement about the situation abroad, giving instructions about how the subversive activities should be 
continued. The original of this letter was handed over by R o t r e k l  to Vo m e l a  for safekeeping, and Vo m e l a  then 
gave it to Vladimír M e t y š , who was tasked with hiding all evidence of the activities of the entire organization. 
When M e t y š  gathered more of these documents and was afraid to keep them in his flat, he agreed with his col-
league František D o b e š  to hide them in a safe place. For this purpose D o b e š  made a “metal box”, put the illegal 
material in it, sealed it, and then took it to his aunt Marie Vo n d a l o v á  at Pamětice No. 40, Boskovice district, 
where he buried it in the yard. The box was found in the specified place and, together with the written material, 
seized. The aforementioned letter from T i g r i d  was found in the box. /See photocopy in Appendix No. 67./ The 
aforementioned “metal box” shall also be attached to the criminal complaint as an exhibit /See Appendix No. 66./ 
and shall hereinafter be referred to as the “metal box”. [...]
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