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Fairy-Tale Villages and Gastles Come Alive in the
Czech Republic
Leuren B. lt\biss - AOL Trawl.
The dungeon was datk and the man's shadow looned hrge and menacing again$t the brid< wall. He bent down and tightened the screw$ on
the thumb press. "Stop!'my bnifisd husband shrieked. "l'm going to sgue€ze harder," sneercd the looming man maneuvering the davice. lf
the thumb scre\rc didn't elidt a conbssion, then a buming hot face rnask or the dreaded Spanish Shoe wlth it's f,esh-learing teeth, might do
the tdck. "tlad enough? ths man qsked, his mouth contorted in a sneer. "Yes!'yelped my husband as he jumped from his seat. Everyone
applauded aM the man, wlro ju$ a bw minutee earlbr had soemed $o rnenscing, broke into a broad grin. lla was in fad our 21st entury
bur guide, eccorting us through the 13th _century Rozemberg Castle, a torering pile situated on a blufi overlooking the Vttrava River near the
pidurcsque southern Bohemian tonn of Ceskf Krumlov in the Czecfi Republic. Tho demonstratbn of pre-18th century torture tecfiniqu$ was
iust part ofthe caetb tour.

Wren traveling b the Czech Republic, most Americans never venture turther than Prague, the country'E cultural, polithal and historical hub.
That'B e shamo because the srnall Gentral European nation---ryhich is bounded by Germany and Poland to the north, Austrie to the south,
and Slovakia to the eaet--boasts magniftcont fairy tab castles set arnng impossibly quaint vilbges that look as if they've jumped out of the
pages of Grimm's Fairy Tabs. Yet, the country's rgcent troubbd past lutl€ iust belor this rcmantic surftce. Bebrc 1989, then-
Czecfioslovakia existed for40 yeas under Soriet rule (the Czedl Republic and Slovakia split in 1993) and World War ll infridetl i'ts sharc of
misery. For example, Rozembarg Castb, with its gi6ed eilings, re8ident ghost, and poffaiF of elegant lords and ladies, was home during
the war to a Nazi youth group. These days, the country is a member of lhe European Union and ie knoiln worldwide for tts cultural ofierings -
ard for its excelbnt be6r. h fect, the Czech Republic mnks numb€r one uorltlwide in beer comumption. So qentral b the brew to Gzeci lib,
fiat eacfi of the countrfs drinksrs ere said to down an everage of 41 gallons of the suds per year. So venture out ftom Prague and visit
cherming castles and endranting villages - and maybe a brewery or two while you'rc at it.

tlltulov

In Mikulov, th€ very distant and not-sodiSent past collide. Enbring the torryn, you're gre€*ed by a square lined with mlorful Renatssane-era
buildings. Many of the strudures surounding the square, like the pink "U Ry{tlt," boast fecades deconted with 'graffto," a technfiue that
transforms thc extsdors into fanciful peinied processions of lively knights and ladies or artfully applM gedyretric desQne. LocaFd in eouthem
Morevia not far from tho Austrian boder, Mkubv iB also a thriving wine growing c€nter; one night v€ n€lp treated to a tasting of local rrhite
and red winee and ftuity plum brandy at a nearby celhr. Above the town sguere, a Beloque castle housee the laryest wine baflel in central
Europe, datlng fiorn 1O42, But there is another, more sobering, sid6 to Mikulov: its heunting Jewish guarter. Behre World War ll, the town
was a thdving center of Jewigh crltture, dating bach to the 15th century. Of the original 12 eynagoguea, only ono swvives, es e museum. lrlre
rrentured up'Goat Hill," to the to,yn's Jewish cernebry, en €vocativo place, overgrowr with rveeds, bushes and gnaded gees, that houses
4,0ff) tombs, eorne fidfl as early es the 150G. I stumbled upon a marble ldnbtone, where the datE of death was marted 1939, a pobnant
rcminder of the coming human devastation.

L8dnicGvalt|Gs Cultunl Arua

A short drive forn Mikulov, set arnong the lush Morevian countryside, lies the romantic Letlnice-Valtice GulturalArca, a UNESCO world
heritage site. Two Gothiestyle estles, residEnces of the Lichbnebin famfu unlil the end of World Wbr ll, maft the spot. Acres of paftland-
at 77 square mibs, it is one of the largest artifi{i{rl landscapes in Europe-ara ideal fior a short romantic $roll or e more vigorous hiks. This is
no ordinary rpread. Afier hiking along well-marked trails through woods and fields, we came upon the Lichtenstein's fantastic "bllies.'These
omab edifies--one rcsembbd the Arc de Tdorphe, another, e minatel-rvere designed to prwlle rcsting and eating phaes for the
nobl€rnafl's hunting parths. At the final fully+ semi+irqJlar pavilion-<ur guides brought us abrupdy back to reaent hFtory. There," said
one pointing to a nearby ba&y fie$. 'That's wherG no+mn's hnd us6d to be." Bebre the 19E9 Velvet Revolution, the place vras strung with
ba6ed wire and studdod with wdr towee to keap Czech citizens from fleeing across the border to the $rest.

Telc

It secrned that no other atlrac{ion could provide lhe enchanted aura of Lednice-Valtie, but then we taw Telc E town squar?. Another
UNESCO Eitn, the rvedged-shaped torn oenter is a beethtaking as*mblage of Renaissance buiHin$ gathered under fadng arcadas.
Graffilo b u3ed to graat eftd. Looal shopksepers arc housed in many of the buildings whib some ere hoteb and Bstaurants. Ths
Lidrtomtains rcrsned herc too and just as at Lednice-Valtioe, they were bifien with ths Edecorating bug; the original Gothic castle was
restybd ln the 16th century Into e RsnaFsance showpbce. On a tour of the castla, we saw the Knight's tfall nhidr brb0ed with arnor, guns,
helrrFts and other weaponry. Mearnrhils, the @lden Hall sporcd a ceiling with 30 ornab yvoodan cervings. By thb time, rye wBre ready fur a
refreshing break. l,w|at could be better than a trip to the Budweber fadory in Cesk6 Bud6jovioe? Visilors can take a tour of the facilig, but
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don't confuse it with the American beer of ths same name. The two companies are locked in a tradomark dispute. The tour includes a taste of
'rmther beer,'which is unpasteurized and unfiltered as well as lhe company's other brews. We welked along a catwalk and watched workers
owrseeing the assembly line; bottles zoomed along at a di:zying speed bebre tfiey wee packed in cartons and shipped offto stores and
restaurants.

Ceetg Xrumtov

For sheer story-book splendor, you can't do beter than the southem Bohemhn mwn of eeskf Krumlov, a villap so piduresque that you
expec't to see Rapunzel letting down her hair ftom the castle tower. (Yes, you can climb to 8te top and sse if she's adually esiding there.)
One of the lagest castles in Eaetern Europe, the palace boasb 300 rooms and fiw courtyards, an original Baroque theater with splendu
sets, and some bone-chilling hbtory. Ceskf Krumlov castle was fiounded by the lords of Krumlov in the fitst haf of the 13th century. Frcm its
b,vering windows, hBh above the auaint, slgeply pitcfied streeb tftat curve donrn to the Vltrava Riwr, the peanliar Czedr pracfbe of
'deftnestration" was canied out. Here offending cltizens u,ere dlspatdled summarily from the caEths windors-left to tumbb to the ground
hr below to an almost ertain death. Today, the only slightly fearsome inhabitants of the cast|e-tlyo bears- reside by the moal a dbtradion
for toudsts who yeam for a brcak fiom yesteryear.

@Uing Around

Trains and buses link the towns and citiEs of the Czech Republlc but cfteck schedules before embarklng. Renting a car is another option,
though road signs may be diffictlt to decipher sine they are written in the Czecfi alphabet which contains unfamiliar pronunciation ma*s.
Many lour companies oftr guided excursions as w6ll. And whib many Gzechs apeak English, it's best to carry a Czecfi phrase book wtth
you. Hobls and restaurante are pbntiful, though air conditioning b scarce. The Czecfi dbt is based on meat and potatoes. Pork is pbntiful;
dricken and rneat are abo available. Sauerkraut accompanies neady every meal.
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