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The Chamomile Drops

	Old lady Pešek supplied numerous pharmacies in Prague with dried medicinal herbs, such as chamomile and centaury. She sold most of this chamomile and centuary to the pharmacy owned by Mr. Kološka.
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	Both in the summer and in the fall she would turn up at the store with a giant pannier on her back, and, without bothering to haggle over how many kreuzer she should receive per kilogram, she would simply weigh the herbs and take the money owed her.

	She would then seat herself upon the empty basket, drink her usual shot of caraway schnapps, which she received as part of her payment, and say to Mr. Kološka: “You must know, noble sir, that no other herb gatherer’s chamomile tastes as good as mine. You must know, noble sir, I am an honest dame, and I collect the chamomile first thing in the morning, and this, you must know, is proper chamomile, and not at all like that gathered by old Kautský. That is to say,  this Kautský gathers the chamomile in the afternoon, and beforehand—if you will pardon my saying so—she tends to the cattle in the stall. And you must know, noble sir, if one were to have a look at her hands, one would be brought to tears and would lose their appetite for two weeks. My chamomile, by contrast, is gathered with clean hands and when the dew is still fresh. And consider, that makes a difference when a person drinks such an infusion, because one immediately feels better. In Štěchovice there are many people who say that nothing does the trick quite like the chamomile of old Pešek. You should know, I am an honest dame, and that Kautský just does not compare. And so it is with everything. If you only knew, noble sir, how Kautský dries the chamomile, you would beat your head with your hands. She has a sort of bed sheet on the floor. Kautský’s floor is covered with cats day and night, and she claims that she first sieves out what does not belong and purifies what she takes with her to Prague, but God as my witness, I do not believe her. And why should anyone believe such a dame, who cannot even distinguish good chamomile from field chamomile, and in one business someone said this to her and sent her away because she once brought half field chamomile and half proper, and when the people used it, they did not fare well. And the Kautský dame told them that she is near-sighted, and that is also untrue. Old Kautský has better vision than I, and—please have a look—is there even one bit of field chamomile in this? Unlike myself, she can see a steamship an hour’s distance down the Vltava. If I so desired, I could tell you many a story about her, what sort of dame she is. If you could see Kautský’s dwelling, you would beat your head with your hands. Old Kautský’s daughter-in-law dwells in her cottage with her. Actually, it’s not her daughter-in-law. Her son, Josef Kautský, brought her with him. He still has not made it official with the Lord—pardon my saying so—as she does not have her papers in order. And so they live there together in a state of mutual scandal, and he has five children with her, and she says that not all of them are his. And if you were to go there, the children run about in filth wearing only shirts, and—pardon my saying so—not a single one of the shirts is clean, and the children touch everything, and when you see their hands, then you know just what Kautský served for lunch. And now consider that the entirety of the dried chamomile lies upon the ground, and the children run about while at play, even hiding themselves away in the chamomile as they come indoors, and so they play and wallow about in the chamomile. In contrast, with me, everything is much like in a church. If you consider that, when Josef Kautský comes home, he looks just like all the others who work in the brickworks in Davle, and he lights a pipe, and—begging your pardon that it must be said at all—he spits, without care for where it lands, even when he sees that in the corner, on the floor, dried chamomile lies on a sheet. And he finds it quite amusing anytime someone drinks chamomile tea.”

	In such a way would old Pešek relate to Mr. Kološka what she knew about old Kautský, and every time she came, she would relate what an indecent dame this Kautský was.

	After one such conversation with Pešek, Mr. Kološka said to his assistant, who had also been listening to the stories, “Now get going to lunch. Go and dine, it is already twelve o’clock.”

	“Forgive me, boss,” replied the assistant, “I’m not feeling so well, I won’t be eating lunch today.”

	“And what’s wrong with you?” asked Mr. Kološka.

	“I’m not well,” replied the assistant, “thanks to Pešek always ranting so.”

	“But—but,” laughed Mr. Kološka, “Pešek is an honest dame. And if you’re not feeling well, then take a bit of chamomile and make yourself tea on the alcohol stove. That has always helped me. Or take a few chamomile drops.”

	“No thanks, I just can’t,” replied the assistant. “The chamomile drops? Thanks, I can’t.”

	“But the chamomile drops are good,” Mr. Kološka said, offering them to him once more.

	“No, no thanks, I can’t, believe me when I say that I can’t,” the assistant replied as he made for the exit.

	And Mr. Kološka shook his head at the departing assistant and said to himself: “He is an odd fellow, he won’t ever take my chamomile drops.”

	The chamomile drops that Mr. Kološka manufactured from the chamomile brought by old Pešek were a product of his many years of experience.

	He had discovered that chamomile and alcohol must be mixed in very specific proportions. It was best when one added 200 grams of chamomile to one and a half liters of pure alcohol. Once it had soaked in the alcohol for fourteen days, a half liter of water and a quarter kilogram of molasses were to be added.

	His chamomile drops, which could be found in bottles labeled “Prague stomach remedy” in the window display of Mr. Kološka’s pharmacy, were referred to by his customers as “faithful chamomile drops.”

	“This high-quality chamomile is brought by old Pešek,” he would say to his customers, “an honest dame who gathers only the best chamomile in the proper way.”

	“That Kautský, on the other hand, must be a cursed dame,” he would say to himself. “From her, I would never purchase chamomile. Just imagine if she were to come into the store to sell me chamomile! But I know that she won’t come.” And, sure enough, Kautský did not come.

	And when Mr. Kološka was in good spirits, he would tap his assistant on the shoulder and say: “That Kautský is quite a person, did you hear about the cats on her floor? Wouldn’t you like an infusion of chamomile drops?”

	“Thanks, but I’d rather not,” his assistant would say. “Then I’ll take some in your stead,” Mr. Kološka replied, moving towards the alcove in which the bottles with the faithful chamomile drops, also known as “Prague stomach remedy” stood, filling himself a small glass there, which he emptied with delight.

	“I simply could not live without my drops,” he told his friends at the tavern. “It’s good that you are still a bachelor,” laughed one of his friends. “You would force your wife to drink chamomile drops every morning, afternoon, and evening. And at Christmas you would give her nothing but ‘Prague stomach remedy’.”

	“But what a remedy it is, and what drops they are!” said Mr. Kološka, “no one has such fine chamomile as I have.”

	And for the amusement of all, he recounted the conversation with the quaint old Pešek, reporting everything that she had said about Kautský and how she gathered and dried her chamomile.

	“Such talk is in bad taste,” observed his friend.

	“So, too, says my assistant,” replied Mr. Kološka.

	“It makes no difference to me, Mr. Tauben,” Mr. Kološka said to his assistant one Saturday, “if you go on an excursion here or there. You know what? Travel to Štěchovice and seek out old Pešek there.  If I knew the address, I would write it down. We’ve run out of chamomile, and there is no telling when she will come. So travel there and tell her that she should bring the chamomile as soon as possible. I will pay your fare.”

	“Then I shall go to Štěchovice,” the assistant replied.

	That Monday morning he had the following conversation with his employer: “Boss! So I went there, and I searched and searched until I found Pešek. She lives on the other side of Štěchovice. I arrived there and knocked, and a lad opened the door for me. “Whereabouts is Ms. Pešek?”

	“‘Grandma,’ the lad replied, ‘is at the Kautskýs’.’ ‘And what is she doing at the Kautskýs’?’ I asked. ‘She gets chamomile from them at very low cost,’ answered the boy. And so I set out for Kautský’s.”

	“And what did you find there?” inquired a frightened Mr. Kološka.

	“There,” answered the assistant, “there I found everything exactly as old Pešek always reported, the children wallowed about in the chamomile… Are you okay, boss?” the assistant asked after a moment, “I can fetch the chamomile drops…”

	 

	 


The Man Without a Transit Pass

	The Administration of the Imperial and Royal Streetcars has always reserved the right to the recovery of any losses that they sustain, and they levy this financial redress with all the rigor of the law.

	A recent occurrence on the route between Říčany and Prague offers a case in point.
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	One day an unassuming man boarded tram 16862 at Uhříněves station, doing so just as it was preparing to depart. Upon the departure of the tram, the old, seasoned conductor counted the number of passengers and determined that there were exactly thirty-five people in tram 16862.

	The event unfolded like a tragedy. That is, as the conductor inspected transit passes at the Hostivař station, he noticed that there were only thirty-four people in tram 16862. Convinced that someone must be in the lavatory, he carried out a general inspection, in the course of which he indeed established that a man had shut himself away in the lavatory. Upon being prompted to produce his transit pass, he declared that he could not because he had arrived at the station in Uhříněves only after the ticket office had already closed.

	But the regulations applicable to passengers are spelled out quite clearly: if one boards the tram without a transit pass, one must report this to the conductor immediately; otherwise the lack of transit pass makes one guilty of fare evasion.

	The man apologized, saying he would have certainly done this had he not suddenly felt a human stirring in his bowels, or, as it is often put, the stomach, which compelled him to seek out the lavatory in great haste. But it was there that he had been discovered by the conductor, who sniffed out an attempt to swindle the good state out of fifty heller. That is to say, such was the cost of a transit pass from Uhříněves to Prague. 

	“We shall interrogate you more thoroughly in Hostivař,” the conductor said snappishly, and sure enough the station master appeared and prompted the passenger without a transit pass to follow him to his office.

	As the train traveled onward, the man without a transit pass was subjected to a thorough interrogation. This interrogation took place in the presence of a gendarme who had been summoned expressly for this purpose. Making an extraordinarily stern face, the gendarme said: “This will cost you dearly. You won’t soon forget!”

	But the man without a transit pass stood by his story and stated that he would not pay the fine of five crowns (ten times the price of the transit pass). He conducted himself at all times like a person who was confident of his innocence.

	 

	 

	This made a particularly unfavorable impression on the gendarme. He jotted various things in his red notebook and said sarcastically: “And so you hid yourself from the conductor in the lavatory with the intent of making it to Prague as a stowaway!” But the man without a transit pass always repeated the same story: he had not had time to report to the conductor that he had found the ticket office closed; he had scarcely boarded the tram when it began to move; he had also promptly asked his fellow passengers where one could alight. He called upon God as his witness that—had his stomach not pained him so—he would have gone to the conductor himself to say that he had no transit pass because the office was closed, and he would have requested a ticket from the conductor. He roundly refused to pay the fine, in fact he would not even pay the fifty heller for the journey from Uhříněves to Prague because he had been removed from the train prematurely. He even displayed an abundance of cash and said he was fully in the position of being able to pay the fine and would happily do so if he believed himself guilty. He finally declared resolutely that he would pay for nothing more than the trip from Uhříněves to Hostivař.

	The gendarme took him thereupon to the gendarmerie, where proceedings were initiated. Then the files were sent to the courts.

	The public prosecutor’s office plunged like a hawk into the affair and brought charges of fraud against the man without a transit pass.

	Nor was the Administration of the Imperial and Royal Streetcars in Prague remiss in its duties. It corresponded, in connection with this matter, with the administrators of the trams in Vienna. The files containing the proceedings stemming from the interrogation led by the conductor of tram 16862 as well as those from the station masters of Hostivař and Uhříněves were together conveyed to this higher authority. The head office in Vienna made a report on the incident to the Ministry of Transit, requesting that they entrust the Prague Transit Administration with the prosecution of the case, to see that the man without a transit pass be condemned to pay, in accordance with existing statutes, the fine of five crowns or the reimbursement of fifty heller—whichever sum he was found to owe to the administration. The motion of the head office in Vienna was approved within the Ministry of Transit, which proposed that the Prague Transit Administration insist upon payment from the man without a transit pass of the sum of fifty heller for the transit pass from Uhříněves to Prague. To this end, the activation of a task force was readily authorized.

	In the meantime, the charges of fraud brought against the man without a transit pass were heard in the court of law. The man again offered the excuse of stomach pains, and the court recognized this excuse as credible and exonerated the defendant.

	With this, the transit authorities had lost the case. However, the public prosecutor lodged an appeal against this acquittal. The manager of the Transit Administration, too, protested the ruling and proposed a visit to the scene of the crime, namely, an inspection by the task force of the lavatory in question.

	The brain trust of the Prague Transit Administration shared this proposition with the head office in Vienna, whose steering committee gave permission, upon consultation with the head official of the Ministry of Transit, for the creation of a commission. Its task was to ascertain whether the man without a transit pass could manage to travel from Kuří to Říčany, during the time of day in question, without arriving too late at the station in Uhříněves, as he claimed. Moreover, the Ministry of Transit authorized the creation of a second commission that was responsible for investigating the truth of the assertion by the man without a transit pass—that he had already done his business when the conductor opened the door to the lavatory in which he was found at Hostivař, and that the conductor was therefore misconstruing the situation when he explained that he had found him fully dressed, and that it was not possible that he had managed to do his business in so short a time after having spoken with his fellow passengers.

	Both commissions were constituted on the twenty-second of July. The inspections of the matters delegated to them were carried out on the twenty-eighth of August. Each commission was composed of twenty-five research analysts and three engineers.

	These commissions cost the state a total of 2,866 crowns. Their expert opinions yielded the the following findings: after thorough investigation into the matter, it had been concluded that the man without a transit pass could have reached the ticket office at Uhříněves with sufficient time to purchase the proper fifty-heller ticket to Prague prior to the closing time. Furthermore, it was entirely out of the question that the man could have done his business in the short amount of time that he spent in the lavatory of tram 16862, as the members of the commission could attest on the basis of their own attempts to do so; his explanation was therefore not credible, and it had clearly been his deliberate intention to cheat the state out of fifty heller.

	However, in the course of the appeal proceedings, the appellate court upheld the judgment that had found the man without a transit pass to be innocent, and, through civil action, the the transit authorities had the means of collecting only the fifty heller.

	The incident cost the Administration of the Imperial and Royal Streetcars a grand total of 3,678 crowns and 69 heller, and a new fare hike therefore seems inevitable.

	 


I Make Soft-boiled Eggs
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	I have a lovely old aunt. Every once in a while she is struck by a feeling of affection for kin. For some fifteen years I had not heard from her, when suddenly the postman delivered a package that my aunt had sent to her nephew in one such affectionate mood.

	The last time, over fourteen years ago, she had sent me a massive cake, and now the postman delivered to me a great basket. In it were to be found threescore of eggs, along with the touching letter that follows:

	Dear Nephew!

	How pleased I am to be able to send you threescore of eggs from my own henhouse! Dear lad, I care for you very much, and so I thought to myself, since I probably will not be on this earth much longer, that this is perhaps the final grace that I may bestow upon you. Prepare them yourself, soft-boiled, and remember your old aunt Anna! Oh, may these sixty eggs evoke memories of the small plot of land in the north country, on which hens cluck merrily and you are remembered.

	 

	Your very loving aunt,

	Anna

	Out of respect for my aunt, I resolved to prepare all sixty eggs soft boiled.

	At night I even dreamt of it.

	In my entire life, I had never concerned myself with the question of how one prepares soft-boiled eggs, but after lengthy contemplation I arrived at the view that, if one desires to soft boil them, then one must certainly boil them. This seemed to me the only possible angle and the sole recourse in so difficult a position as needing to soft boil sixty eggs is.

	I very much enjoy eating soft-boiled eggs. However, because I nevertheless cannot eat sixty soft-boiled eggs in one sitting, I was plagued by the thought of how to preserve them. Long did I contemplate how to put this plan into action.

	Suddenly I found myself in a very tricky situation. I know that, in the newspapers and other printed matter, young wives are often lampooned for not even being able to boil an egg. However, nothing has yet been written in connection with the need of an old bachelor to boil eggs, and for this reason I wish to offer a factual portrayal of how it played out.

	To start, I purchased various books concerning the rearing of chickens, as I assumed that there, of all places, I would find instructions on how one boils an egg.

	Sadly there was not to be found in all of this technical literature on the rearing of chickens a single place where this theme was given attention. There was indeed much to be read about eggs in these materials—for instance, that chicks hatch out of eggs, and other nonsense. It was also indicated there that eggs are to be kept dry, along with further instructions on how to incubate eggs. However, because my aunt sent me the eggs with the instruction that they were to be soft boiled rather than incubated, I reluctantly closed the book.

	 

	 

	I did not wish to trouble acquaintances with the question of how eggs were to be boiled, so I came to the decision to go to a library and seek out an encyclopedia.

	Under the letter “E”, keyword “Eggs”, I found the note that they were a product of the animal kingdom, and that all birds lay eggs. I reflected on this at length. This notion was in no way new to me, but nevertheless, having now seen it in black and white, its credibility was increased. It is therefore not simply a figment of folk tradition; scholarship explicitly affirms this notion and backs it up with an entire article.

	I investigated further how eggs are to be boiled. One desires not to think that so complicated a matter has been overlooked by the scientific community. Yet nowhere is anything more to be found on it.

	In the encyclopedia I came across only the statement that eggs are served as a dish and can be prepared in various ways, but how one goes about preparing these dishes remained an enigma to me even after being absorbed in the encyclopedia for three hours.

	Indeed, I found only a few sentences that touched on this question from afar: “In England eggs are used for nourishment in a variety of raw or cooked states, usually hard or soft boiled. In no proper English household may a soft-boiled egg be missing from the breakfast table. Soft-boiled eggs are generally good for every occasion.” But I learned nothing of how one goes about bringing eggs of this kind to the table.

	I was left with no option but to attempt, myself, to develop the entire theory of egg boiling and then, alone, achieve a proper result, even if it meant the loss of a few eggs that would need to be discarded.

	 

	 

	I purchased an alcohol stove, five liters of alcohol, and a steam digester—the use of which was familiar to me from physics class during my secondary school years.
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	Then I set to work. I poured water into the steam digester, placed ten eggs inside and lit the alcohol stove.

	After fifteen minutes I removed the eggs from the steam digester. I cracked the shell off of the first one—the egg was still hard. I repeated this with the second one—also hard. All of the eggs were still hard. So I peeled the shells from all of the eggs and threw them once more into the steam digester. This time I boiled them for an hour. Still they remained dreadfully hard. So I boiled them until the morning. And yet, they did not become soft.

	In the morning I was found lying on the basket of eggs. I collapsed there in a state of despondency, having not managed to produce even a single soft-boiled egg. The eggs were as hard as ever.

	 


Vodka of the Wood—Vodka of the Strawberry: sketches from Galicia

	No priest enjoys such enduring gratitude amongst his parishioners as does Ojciec Plebań in Dąbrowice.

	This fine old fellow will long be celebrated in the entire region of Tarnów, and the descendants of the present parishioners will recount time and again to their children what they heard from their parents about this good man.

	It was not the soulful sermons, which certainly bestowed satisfaction upon the souls of good-natured farmers, nor even his piety that won him immortal renown in Dąbrowice, in its environs, and even in Tarnów. It was rather his green vodka, which he sometimes claimed enthusiastically to be the blood of his body, the essence of his mind, and the child of his intellect.

	And the name of this product sounded scarcely less poetic: Vodka of the Wood—Vodka of the Strawberry.
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	He claimed to have given it this name sometime long ago. At that time he had extracted the first drop after lengthy experimentation, and he sensed in the fresh green vodka the fragrance of all the forests surrounding Dąbrowice, the redolence of spring and of summer, the scent of raspberry blossoms, and the taste of ripened strawberries. No one knew how the good priest manufactured this exceptional drink. It was only known that it was created chiefly from giant strawberries, which the minister collected in the forests with his own hands.

	He always added an Our Father to his prayers in the desire that an abundance of giant strawberries, to whose gathering he himself attended with a great basket, would blossom in particular locations known only to him.

	Throughout all of August the light flickered all night long in the humble old parsonage. A pleasant scent flowed out through the open windows, and when the children of the village climbed up the trees in the garden, they saw shimmering the long white hair of Ojciec over curious snake-shaped apparatuses. They saw the priest grasp a small glass of his fresh product with a trembling hand, perform the sign of the cross piously, drink it down slowly—heard him smack his lips and snap his fingers with such intensity that the cat, who purred contentedly behind the great oven, jumped up, as if someone had set light to a bundle of hay over his head, and took to his heels from the chamber with a snarl.

	In this moment the gentleman priest seemed to them as if a supernatural being, and the children climbed down from the priest’s pear and apple trees, but did not neglect to stash an adequate amount of the fruit in their shirts in doing so.

	That was in August. November came and went amid the filling of a great quantity of bottles and the adhering of labels, which the rector of Dąbrowice spent the entire winter designing and painting.

	 

	Upon the labels, a fantastical St. Stanislaus blessed a little angel, who carried a full bottle, upon which an inscription was emblazoned in gold letters: Vodka of the Wood—Vodka of the Strawberry.

	As the first snow fell and at night one could hear the wolves howling in the immediate environs of the village, the lord priest announced one Sunday that he was inviting all of the faithful to a Catholic religious retreat in the parsonage for the afternoon.

	Ojciec sat in an old faded armchair that had already served God knows how many priests and, ever smiling, chatted amiably concerning the fact that winter had come and that they should not forget, on account of the cold, to visit the church and be charitable to the poor during the Advent season. To this he added a few words about the approaching Christmas season and then disappeared from the chamber.

	After some time he returned with a basket full of bottles and distributed among his parishioners the green vodka, his strawberry vodka.

	Tears filled the eyes of many, as they looked upon his white head, his beloved visage, at how his chin trembled with pleasure as he presented them with his product. Their eyes grew moist at the thought of how it would be when the old priest dreamed his final, eternal dream under the birches and larches in the cemetery of Dąbrowice.

	And so fell upon Dąbrowice the winter that the good priest had so feared and on account of which he had prayed to God all spring and summer that the sins he had committed the previous winter and those that he would commit once more in the coming one be forgiven.

	Occasionally he said to himself that this stockpiling of prayers was not entirely permissible, but he put his mind at ease with the thought that God already knew the weakness of humankind.

	 

	 

	And his winter transgression? It was his love of his green vodka.
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	On winter nights he yearned for the green forests in which he so loved to stroll. And so, to transport himself back to the time of the aromatic summer, he sat in warmth of the great oven before a giant bottle of his product.

	As the first drops moistened his lips there appeared before the priest’s spiritual eyes the cool green of the oaks, spruces, and birches, and he saw before him the locations where the red of the ripe strawberries gleamed. 

	The delicious green drink in the glass was quickly drained and had to be refilled routinely from the bottle beside it.

	 

	 

	The breviary that he had laid out for himself remained unopened, and, instead of the evening prayer, curious sounds were heard throughout the quiet chamber: the priest slurped extravagantly at the green, effervescent liquid.

	The old priest sat, drank, and became lost in the thought of green forests, of the spring and the summer, and it did not disturb him that wolves howled in the vicinity of the parsonage and shots rang out on occasion which were meant to disperse the hungry beasts.

	Indeed, it also did not disturb him when his sister and caretaker, who was two years his junior, bewailed the sins of her brother and invoked all of the saints whose names occurred to her.

	The priest said nothing, he only nodded his white head and reflected further on the fragrance of the green forests.

	When he repaired to bed, his head was usually spinning a bit, and he sang aloud a lengthy song of forest faeries and green vodka, causing his old sister to cover her ears.

	On the next day he would arise only shortly before noon and would vow never again in his life even to look at this diabolical drink. But what good was that! As the next evening arrived, and the snow sparkled outside in the moonlight, he once again downed one glass after another.

	Over the course of many years his sister prayed, one day at a time, that the dear Lord might protect her brother from the infernal visions, but every winter such evenings recurred on which the breviary sat undisturbed and the bottles emptied themselves. All for nothing was every pilgrimage to Kalwaria and even to Częstochowa. In vain were her donations of money to have a Holy Mass read for her unfortunate brother.

	 

	 

	When she thought about it, she cried bitterly. Every conceivable notion frightened her pious mind, she saw the priest suffer hellish torment. One winter the devil—as she called it—led the priest into temptation with far greater success than usual.

	On one occasion, before going to sleep, he sang his song of forest faeries so loudly that Jurzik Owczyna—the municipal policeman who was walking home late at night from the pub—stopped and stood before the parsonage. And after a while, a duet rang out in the still of night.

	The one voice—rather powerful, yet dulled by the thick window glass—belonged to the priest and the second, raspy one, to the municipal policeman; they sounded like wolves howling, because some farmers soon assembled with rifles and clubs in front of the holy building. There, to their wonder and astonishment, they overheard Ojciec Pleban’s chant of devotion to forest faeries and green vodka, as if a litany was being sung in church for the Virgin Mary.

	As the priest arose from his bed the next day, he learned from his tear-stained sister what a great commotion he had stirred up as the devil tempted him on the evening prior.

	He promised to change, but, of course, the nightly occurrence recurred, and half the village eavesdropped, with mouths agape, from beneath the window of his sleeping chamber, awestruck, as above, their aged pastor chanted curious elegies concerning green vodka and forest faeries.

	Thenceforth the song performance recurred with regularity, and the farmers turned up nightly to listen to the priest.

	 

	 

	These were sad times for his sister. She saw hellfire everywhere she looked. Yet it was then that she came to a decision and wrote a letter, with trembling hand, to the consistorial vicar of Tarnów. She begged that he might pay a visit, for the sake of the spiritual health of the priest of Dąbrowice, and speak to her brother with fatherly words, to free him from the web and the clutches of the devil. Without saying a word to her brother, she signed the page, moistened it with tears, and sent it to Tarnów.

	Several days passed.

	On one glorious winter’s day, a sled could be heard before the parsonage. Four fiery steeds stamped the frozen earth, kicking up dusty snow all around, and the esteemed consistorial vicar of Tarnów emerged and notified the bewildered priest that he had come to make his rounds.

	Suddenly the thought occurred to the priest that someone in Tarnów might have learned something of his musical performances, and he dared not make eye contact with the gray-haired vicar, who—many years his junior—for his part, spoke with the utmost respect to the older, white-haired priest.

	The esteemed lord vicar expressed his great satisfaction with the church, and after supper he sat across from the priest, seeking an opportunity, by some means or other, to satisfy the wishes of the sister, who remained in prayer in the adjacent room.

	“The landscape here is no doubt very lovely in the summertime,” he began after a lengthy pause.

	“Certainly, very lovely…”, the priest confirmed wistfully, and glanced furtively in the corner, where a giant bottle stood with the deliberately pious label.

	 

	 

	“And there are forests here—from which you must derive great pleasure in the summer,” the vicar continued. “But in the winter it is desolate, so one is best served by sitting next to a warm oven and praying from the breviary. The contemplations of St. Augustine and the church fathers also make for beautiful reading. Every temptation of the devil will be frustrated thereby. Lord Brother, I have brought with me several books of the eternal life and glorious contemplations of St. Augustine. It is best to read them for two to three hours in the evening. I will retrieve them at once.”

	In doing so he stepped into the adjacent room.

	In that moment the priest pulled himself together, sprang towards the bottle and enjoyed a gulp of his wonderful drink.

	As the esteemed vicar returned with a stack of books under his arm, the priest was once again sitting calmly in his place and glanced piously upward at the ceiling.

	“This is a lecture that elevates the reader to another realm and casts out evil thoughts,” said the lord vicar, as he laid the books down before the priest, eventually adding: “And there is a fragrance here—it smells somehow like—like the forest.”

	“That is my Vodka of the Wood—Vodka of the Strawberry,” the priest exclaimed joyfully, and, without waiting for a response, filled two small glasses and raised a toast to the lord vicar.

	They emptied the glasses.

	“An exceptional taste, is it not?” inquired the priest, beaming, as he observed how the lord vicar licked his lips. “Another, no?” And they emptied the glasses once more.

	 

	“Exquisite, it is as if one is roaming through the forests in the summertime and takes in a breath of summer air,” the visitor sighed longingly.

	As he spoke of his product, of the child of his intellect, the essence of his mind, the eyes of the good priest twinkled.

	In the process, both men sampled the drink again and again, and, before each new glass, the esteemed lord vicar whispered “Multum nocet—Multum nocet,” and forgot the purpose of his visit entirely—the devil, St. Augustine, and the church fathers.

	Then, as the farmers gathered together before the parsonage, as they did of habit, they were astonished to hear the song of the forest faeries and green vodka sung from the bed chamber of the priest no longer by one but rather by two voices; but the other, unfamiliar voice, was much more powerful. 

	I shall say no more out of discretion but add only that this was the first but not the last of the official visits, and, as the esteemed lord vicar returned home to Tarnów on the third day and unpacked a giant bottle of Vodka of the Wood—Vodka of the Strawberry, he recognized to his dismay that several pages of St. Augustine and the church fathers had served as the wrapping for the bottle.

	Vodka of the Wood—Vodka of the Strawberry had guaranteed Ojciec Plebań immortal renown in Dąbrowice.

	(1902)

	 


The Story of a Respectable Person

	Every evening, Mr. Havlik recounted his entire day’s activities to ascertain whether he had trespassed in any way against societal mores and public order or if he had fulfilled with proper thoroughness his obligations as a citizen, a parishioner, and a Catholic.

	And every evening he could complete this accounting in the following manner: “I have found nothing which would result in my expulsion from respectable society.” His chambermaid, an old lady, claimed that he was an eccentric, because every time he ventured out, he would say to her in a good-natured tone: “Please, Mrs. Mlitschek, be so kind as to confirm that I have buttoned my pants.”
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	It was precisely this that often plagued him and robbed him of peace. He felt ever more certain that a time was approaching when he would so disgrace himself that he would become an abomination in the eyes of all honorable men. Whenever he crossed the street, he frequently stepped into a corridor so as to check his pants; when he wore an overcoat or winter jacket, he would warily unbutton it from time to time and check if everything was in order with his pants. Especially when he would walk into the wind, he had the strange, unnerving feeling that a heavy gust of wind would tear off his buttons. But most embarrassing of all was when he found himself in the company of women or sitting across from a woman on the streetcar. Then he would behave most nervously, constantly checked the buttons of his jacket, and pressed his hands to his stomach, whereupon his demeanor became so conspicuous that everyone looked at his pants. Then he would sweat anxiously, flee, and jump from the moving streetcar.

	On one occasion he broke a leg thereby, passed out, and regained consciousness in the entranceway of a building to which he had been carried, where a doctor had been summoned and applied an emergency dressing in anticipation of the arrival of an ambulance. With a weak voice, Mr. Havlik expressed the desire to have a moment alone with the doctor. Once the onlookers gave them space, Mr. Havlik whispered to the doctor: “Doctor, I place my faith in you and ask you most sincerely, as a gentleman, to tell me whether my pants are properly buttoned.”

	As a result of this he was evaluated for a concussion. Only in the boredom of the hospital did he have the opportunity to reflect on this matter, and, in a fevered state, he screamed unremittingly of something concerning pants, leading others to believe that he was a tailor.

	If he was very strict with himself, he was also very strict when it came to the conduct of his fellow citizens, and he often found himself in difficult situations. In the restaurant where he dined for lunch, he noticed that the person adjacent to him was eating with a knife. He inquired what his neighbor did for a living and where he lived, and after he was filled in, learning that he was a Senior Legal Secretary, he dressed himself that Sunday in a black suit and paid the Senior Legal Secretary a visit that morning. He introduced himself to him and remarked cordially that he hoped the lord Secretary would not be cross with him, but he had come with the most friendly intention of making him aware that, in the interest of propriety and social tact, he hoped he would not eat with a knife. The result was such that Mr. Havlik could write in his notebook: “November 29, between 10 and 11 o’clock, was thrown down the stairs by lord Senior Legal Secretary Kehler, 8 Park Street, second floor.”

	As one might expect in view of his primly modest lifestyle, he experienced many similar such encounters, making his memos ever more colorful. On one occasion he was standing on the streetcar platform when a man who was standing next to him began to whistle a tune. Mr. Havlik observed this development with a feeling of unease, and when the whistling did not stop, he said: “Be so kind, my good sir, as to think of social tact and not whistle.” The good fellow changed the tune and began to whistle: “Greenewill is off to war, he’s marching through the Powder Tower.”

	 

	“My good sir,” said Mr. Havlik, “think of your upbringing.”

	“If it doesn’t suit you,” came the answer, “then I will whistle for you ‘A Stream Flows through Domažlice’. Do you enjoy songs of the Chodové*?”

	“Sir, I see, to my dismay,” said Mr. Havlik softly, “that you are lacking in social tact.”

	“So you think me a lout, then?”

	If he had not been so busy nodding his head, Mr. Havlik might have defended himself, but he nonetheless wrote in his journal: “March 12, between 5 and 6 o’clock in the evening, was slapped from every direction during a ride through Hradčany. The public took the side of the perpetrator.”

	As he paced back and forth swollen-facedly in his chamber, he remarked to his chambermaid: “Just look, Mrs. Mlitschek, is it not curious, the way that they injured me, because I admonished someone to behave respectably? Is it not an embarrassment, Mrs. Mlitschek?”

	One day Mr. Havlik went for a walk in Vinohrady, and it was there that catastrophe befell him. Right in front of the town hall a dog sat in the walkway. It sat there in such a way as to suggest that it had no respect whatsoever for the town hall. Shortly thereafter it departed, depositing upon the walkway a roundish yellow mass, which attested that it was a relatively well-to-do dog that had feasted on bones for lunch.

	For that reason, the citizens of Vinohrady took great pains to avoid the mass, and the constable stationed in the middle of the lane watched with great interest to see who would be the first to step in it. But the people stepped carefully around, and the children leapt over it—until Mr. Havlik arrived.

	 

	 

	He maintained a forward gaze, because the writer of an editorial had responded to his question of whether it was respectable to walk about with a sunken gaze: 

	“Mr. W. H.

	It is most indecorous to walk with a sunken gaze because it gives off the impression that one is looking for stray coins, which is a sign of avarice.”

	Thus he walked upright, and, suddenly, it was too late. He sensed that he had stepped in something soft, which slipped away under his feet. He was startled and remained motionless. No, it could not be that he, a proper citizen, had stepped in such a thing. Maybe it was an orange peel or a potato, he thought optimistically, and took a step forward to check.

	But sure enough, it was precisely that which had immediately come to his mind. Aghast, he went to the constable in the middle of the lane and said to him: “I beg your pardon most politely, have a look at what I’ve stepped in.” In doing so, he turned around and raised his foot aloft so that the constable could see the calamity.

	“It was a St. Bernard,” said the constable.

	“Certainly,” said Mr. Havlik, “it is from a dog, be so polite as to tell me where I should lodge a complaint.”

	“It would be best if you went home and slept it off,” said the constable, “don’t bother me.”

	“With your permission,” objected Mr. Havlik, “I reckon that it is your duty to look into the matter. The owner of the dog must be punished.”

	 

	“Go home,” said the constable threateningly, “what are you thinking, speaking to a constable about excrement?”

	“Please, I had no ill intention,” stammered Mr. Havlik, “I only thought that it was a police matter to ensure that dogs do not soil the walkway. How is it that a tax-paying citizen could come to step in such a thing?”

	All around the people gathered, among whom was a stern fellow with a full gray beard in whom Mr. Havlik placed his confidence.

	“Please,” he said to him, “be so polite as to look at what I’ve stepped in, and when I made the constable aware of it, he regarded it as harassment of the police.”

	At this the old gray man simply said to the constable: “Take him away!”

	“At once, lord counselor!” said the constable, saluting as he grabbed Mr. Havlik by the collar.

	As Mr. Havlik returned home after having given notice of his identity, he was dreadfully pale and agitated.

	“The police have come looking for you,” said Mrs. Mlitschek insinuatingly.

	“I know,” he said, attempting to smile, and locked himself in his chamber. He placed his boots on the window sill, then went to the table, where he wrote a few words on a sheet of paper. Thereafter he extinguished the oven flame, leaving the valve open so that the gas could flow out, and he lay down in bed. Before he lost consciousness, he repeated to himself what he had written down and bequeathed to the members of the Czech public:

	 

	 

	“I ask the Czech public to have a look at my boots, and they will come to know and comprehend everything. I ask for the forgiveness of the police for having stepped in it.

	Yours respectfully,

	Wenzel Havlik.”

	

	

	*A reference to a particular ethnic group native to western Bohemia.

	 


Successfully Saving the Suicidal: A Sad Story

	Though the Prague city council neither maintains a standing commission tasked with the combating of suicide nor dedicates itself to specialized research to this end through observing methods employed to prevent suicide in other major European cities, we can nonetheless point with pride to municipal furnishings and equipment for the rescue of persons who attempt suicide by drowning.
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	This eminently sensible method consists of hanging life preservers attached to ropes, secured by lock and chain, at set intervals along the entirety of the river’s edge. Also on the bridges of Prague small boxes have been installed which contain similar essentials for rescuing persons attempting suicide from drowning. On these small boxes and also on the life preservers a message is emblazoned: “For the saving of drowning persons. Misuse subject to punishment. Key in the care of the nearest patrolman.” The concept of this fine provision originated with the Prague Committee for Housing Reform in the course of its travels through other large cities of Europe. A very pleasing state of affairs, because if the commission can solve the suicide question, one can undoubtedly assume that they returned from their travels abroad with a plan for cheaper housing.

	It was announced that the district council would take part in a test of the life preservers, and I must say that the lord councilors demonstrated great mettle if they intended to persevere in the wind and rain, from eleven o’clock in the morning until eleven o’clock at night, just waiting along the bridges and the river’s edges for some despairing person. However, no despairing person was to be found, and among the lord councilors none exhibited the resolve to jump from the bridge or from the river’s edge into the Vltava. As a result, the furnishings and equipment for rescue were securely shuttered and the keys consigned to the steering committee of the city council, where deliberations ensued concerning the proper course of action with respect to the keys. Because the rescue equipment was sealed shut, some questioned for what purpose they had been erected in the first place. A clamor arose for the establishment of a special administration in this matter of tremendous gravity; it was proposed that the office of “Highest Municipal Rescuer” be created, to whom five officials with the simple title of “Municipal Rescuer” and several paid apprentices with the title of “Aspirant to the Municipal Rescue Administration” would be subordinated.

	Ominous clouds gathered with respect to the fates of the suicidal, as the city council appeared to be proceeding with true pomp and circumstance. Any who wished not to squander this favorable opportunity thus leapt into the water posthaste. And so it happened that, in the course of those great deliberations concerning the keys, some thirty men and women drowned. Fortunately the city council was motivated to fill the future office, because one member had a cousin, another an uncle, this one a nephew and another a son, and so on… Thus the office remained unoccupied, so as not to expose the nepotism that prevailed in the city hall.

	Only once a special committee was deployed could a plan be devised for the systematic distribution of those keys for the life preservers and ropes. The committee undertook the work with great enthusiasm, and they did a glorious job of it, as the message on the boxes for the rescue of drowning persons, which are closed under lock and key, attests: “For the saving of drowning persons. Misuse subject to punishment. Key in the care of the nearest patrolman.”
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	Before the keys were distributed to the police, there was a gathering for another trial, and the members of the city council had the good fortune to see a tailor leap from the Charles Bridge into the Vltava before their very eyes. They quickly threw him a secured life preserver, but the heroic tailor declined to take hold of it and vanished, with a fit of cursing, beneath the river’s surface. For this reason, the city council had a polite request inscribed upon the life preservers: “Please grab hold of the life preserver!” After this auspicious trial run, the police received the keys, which they, in turn, entrusted to the commissioner’s office. They distributed these to the watchmen who patrolled along the river with the instruction that whosoever found themself nearest the site of such an incident must take action.

	As anyone can see, this arrangement is extraordinarily appropriate and practical because, as you can discern from my description of the case, the life preserver underwent scarcely any wear, the lock was not damaged, the rope did not get wet, and thus it was not necessary to repair and replace it all constantly as happens with Prague’s cobbled pavement. My account that I will touch on here is very tragic, and I beseech the reader to read these lines, which I dedicate to my poor, distraught aunt Sophie, with the necessary respect.

	She was already an older soul, but her love of animals endowed her with the sort of infinite grace that makes such ladies so congenial. Some keep cats, dogs, or birds at home, but my poor aunt kept salamanders. She had eight of them in total and cared for them with that remarkably tender care of which only such older, sensitive souls are capable. Yet human happiness rarely endures. The same goes for salamanders. If one loses a family member, the loss is painful. But what a blow for my aunt when all eight salamanders croaked at once!

	From that moment forth I did not part from her side. Out of filial love I wished to compensate for the salamanders. Sadly it was in vain. My poor aunt saw in me only her nephew, not a salamander tumbling about merrily in the water. She grew melancholy, and only when I climbed into a giant tub before her eyes and floundered about there did she take me for a salamander and forget her grief for moment. And once, when I painted myself black and yellow, she appeared to be cured of her dejection.
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	After a short time, however, her pain resurfaced anew, and her only desire was to stroll with me along the water. The water reminded her of her darlings, and the water beckoned her too! Alas!

	One day we again found ourselves at the river and were walking over the Charles Bridge. She was once again despondent throughout the entire stroll, and as we reached the cross in the middle of the bridge, she asked me:

	“Is it deep here?”

	“Quite so, dear aunt.”

	“And if I were to jump down from here, would I drown?”

	“Most certainly, dear aunt.”

	For a time she grew silent, only after a while remarking: “Did you know that I was a circus performer as a young girl?”

	At that the old lady vaulted over the bridge wall—just like the great jumpers of the olympic games—and plummeted into the water below.

	There was a gurgling, then she swam downstream, and I went flying to the nearest patrolman to procure the key to the sealed boxed with the life preserver and rope.

	I found him at the Church of the Knights of the Cross. He was observing the pigeons on the roof there.
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	I explained to him what had happened. He pulled out his notebook: “So you are saying that it was your aunt. Are you certain?”

	“I can confirm it.”

	“Good, and so you want the key to the rescue articles. And do you know from what location she jumped into the water?”

	“Next to the statue of St. John of Nepomuk, she was always a great votary of his.”

	“Yes, my dear sir, then nothing can be done from here. I cannot give you the key because I am not the most proximate patrolman. In this case the nearest is the patrolman at the bridge gate. Get the key from him, be swift—it is a matter of a human life!”

	I ran and found the patrolman in the bridge lane, a good distance beyond the bridge gate.

	“My good sir, I am not the nearest. If my colleague is presently by the Church of the Knights of the Cross, then he is in fact the nearest. Run to him!”

	I ran back to him, but he was already in the Charles Alley, behind the Clementinum.

	He laughed, because, once more, he was not the nearest: “That is a vexatious thing, now the patrolman in the bridge lane is the nearest. Let us hope that your aunt does not drown before you reach him!”

	His fears were realized. She drowned as I conversed with him in the Charles Alley; however, I believe that he was the nearest, because the other patrolman had reached the inner ring road in the meantime.
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	(1912)

	 


Appealing to the Masses

	What follows is an excerpt from a short story by Hašek, chronicling his campaign to be elected to the Imperial Council of Austria as a candidate of the satirical political party, The Party of Moderate Progress Within the Bounds of the Law:
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	… I was quite cognizant that one cannot gain the favor of ordinary peasants by means of bombastic rhetoric that is disconnected from their social circumstance. Before such people one must speak about matters that relate to their native soil.

	For that reason I chose for my speech, which took place in Letňany before a sizable crowd of farmers hailing from as far as Vinoře and Čakovice, a very relatable theme: “New Perspectives on the Eradication of the Field Vole.”

	Most Esteemed Assembly!
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	It was in the year 1812 that the English researcher and scholar Swifen came forward with the horrendous theory that field voles do not reproduce. At that time the Napoleonic Wars hovered like a dark cloud over all of Europe. Science found itself at the tip of a bayonet, at the militaristic whim of the great tyrant Napoleon. Thus it is no wonder why the French Academy of Sciences did not come out against this appalling theory of the Englishman Swifen at that time, although England and France did not then exist in harmonious relations with one another. Only after the Battle of Waterloo did these circumstances change. England imposed Louis XVIII on France, and the English scholar Swifen wanted to impose upon French scholars his theory that the field vole did not reproduce at all. The French nation was greatly incensed by this, and the French professoriate shared this outrage. Indeed it had been the French scholar Bernard, who, in the year 1816, in two successive studies, had proven beyond any doubt that the field vole multiplies in a ratio of 1:240. But, seeing as there is always a turncoat to be found somewhere, the French professor Charles Clemont came forward two years later with a new theory in support of the view of the Englishman Swifen—that field voles do not reproduce at all—and proved it through experimentation. 

	“At extraordinary financial sacrifice I was able to obtain two field voles, which I placed in a cage and observed diligently for two years. And they did not reproduce.”

	The case was thoroughly investigated, and it came to light that both field voles had indeed been in a single cage, and that they were in fact observed for a duration of two years, but that both were male. Thereafter Professor Charles Clemont drowned himself and his voles in the river Seine.

	Following these words of mine there arose a great uproar in the hall, and a fellow came rushing to my table.
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	“It is utter nonsense, what you are saying. Friends, let us throw him out!”

	I was unceremoniously ejected, even though I assured them that this was not all, that I was not yet finished, and that the best was yet to come.

	And then the best came. They tossed me into the mud of Dablitzer Street and pursued me, without my hat, all the way to Vysočany with clubs in hand…

	 


Šafler, the Cunning Catholic

	As everyone knows, if one gathers up several coins, it adds up to one or even more bills, assuming one makes use of this opportunity for saving. The small, shrewd eyes of old Šafler examined the ballot paper calculatingly. Because he believed in God, he undertook to sell his vote to the Christian Social Party.

	“Praise Jesus Christ!” he said, as he entered the polling station of the Christian Socials. “I come on account of the elections.”
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	The young chaplain, the leader of this parish, led him to a chair. Aside from two old grandmothers who sat in the one corner and, for three crowns, prayed from morning until afternoon (voting ended at four o’clock), not a blessed soul was there. The chaplain’s dog lay in another corner of this hallowed chamber and licked its rear end bawdily with its tongue beneath an election poster.
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	The chaplain had been burning incense since the early morning. In air pregnant with incense, white coverings on two tables in the premises gave them the appearance of altar cloths. Light fell dully through drawn curtains, making the entire sacristy chamber resemble a village church. In stark contrast with the jam-packed polling locations of the other political parties, here prevailed the mystical silence of an abandoned monastery.

	It was eleven o’clock, and the old Šafler was the first voter. The chaplain addressed him with a solemn voice: “Brother, in Christo! You are the first to withstand the election propaganda!”

	The old Šafler nodded his head: “If that be so, then I must insist on twenty crowns.”

	“The enemies of Christ have unified and attack the Church, the chosen people. As if the age of the initial persecution of Christians had returned! So, dear grandfather, show me your ballot paper, I will fill it out.”

	The old Šafler scratched himself behind the ear.

	“Believe me, Your Reverence, I am an honest Catholic, and I know, too, what the socialists want, and my calloused hands never betray Christ the Lord. Your Reverence, these are hard times. I am old, incapable of working, and twenty crowns would mean a lot to me. I shall vote Catholic, but take pity, Your Reverence, I mean no offense when I insist that it cannot be done for less than twenty crowns.”

	The chaplain looked aggrieved.

	“Dear grandfather, you may not behave in such a way, as you commit a great sin thereby. The other parties are equipped with a mass of paid campaigners and canvassers, they victimize hundreds of thousands in the course of the election through the dissemination of dishonest propaganda and leaflets. We, by contrast, go into the campaign with our conviction alone. The present election is a day of public reckoning, and you, dear grandfather, you would certainly not want to betray your creed for twenty crowns! Indeed you must bear witness that, in the land of Saint Wenceslaus, some still exist who have maintained their true faith and are not afraid to profess it with the ballot! We shall give you five crowns, we cannot offer more.”
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	“Believe me, Your Reverence, I am an honest Catholic. I read our Catholic newspaper; if only there were not such inflation! I would suffer the martyr’s death for Christ, but recently I wanted to buy a goat from Štích—I am not sure whether you know him, that squint-eyed bounder. A year ago he wanted fifteen gilder, today he demands eighteen. And such, Your Reverence, is the outlook in all things. Yes, I very much desire to bear witness that there are, in the land of Saint Wenceslaus—he is after all my patron saint—still some who are not afraid to profess their faith with the ballot; give me, Your Reverence, at least sixteen crowns!”

	“But dear grandfather, as an honest Catholic you may not act in such a way. Step closer to the banner of Christ. If the cross does not inspire shame, cry out: ‘Saint John of Nepomuk, Saint Wenceslaus, protector of the Bohemian lands, all patron saints, bring victory to the warriors. Mother of God, Intercessor of Christians, help us in the struggle for the cause of Christ!’”

	“I shall give you, dear grandfather, six crowns, and that is final.”

	“Your Reverence! I know that the socialists wish to institute a separation of church and state as well as free love, but it is said that they pay fifteen crowns for a vote. If that is your last word, your Reverence, then I shall go over to the socialists. Fifteen crowns means a great deal to a poor Catholic, regardless of their source, and God is merciful; He sees that I am poor, and so He will forgive me for voting against Him because He knows that I am an honest Catholic.”

	“Contemplate well, grandfather, what you say there! Our God would never pardon that—and do you believe that the socialists would pay you fifteen crowns? You would come away without fifteen crowns and cast a vote against God in doing so. You would go to hell, but it cannot be allowed to go so far. You are one of ours, I shall give you ten crowns. Faith must lead you to the  ballot box, here are ten crowns, and now hand over your ballot paper.”
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	“At least two more crowns, Your Reverence, so that I have at least twelve, I avow myself to Christ in all things, I am after all an honest Catholic, but I am in need of a winter coat and a pair of gloves.”

	The moment of judgment approached. “Grandfather, have another crown.”

	“Your Reverence, then at least another schnapps so that I may see more clearly as I walk to the ballot box.”

	After half an hour silence returned to the parish as before.

	The dog continued to lick its rear end, the old women prayed and the incense dispersed throughout the premises.

	The old Šafler had voted and, in doing so, borne witness that, in the land of Saint Wenceslaus, some still exist who have held true to their faith and are not afraid to avouch it openly—if they have eleven crowns in their pocket.

	 

	 


A Legitimate Business

	Once upon a time I sat upon a bench in the Charles Square park with the noble Mestek.

	Mestek, the proprietor of a flea circus, was in a very despondent mood because he had come to the realization that fleas were no longer suited for the purpose of training. A catastrophe had recently befallen his flea circus. Some drunken fellow, driven by the crazed conviction that the whole thing was a sham, had entered his booth and…
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	… without even so much as attempting to verify his assumption, struck with his cane the carton containing the circus. The trained fleas were delivered, in this way, from the yoke of the microscopically small paper carts and won their freedom. Even the peep show with the magnifying glass was demolished. Upon the floor of the carton remained the corpse of a little flea man—of a virtuoso who had been the soul of the circus. Mestek had referred to him endearingly as “little Franz.” The corpse of the artist was identified under the magnifying glass; he could be recognized only because he was missing a leg.
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	It numbered among the secrets of such circuses that one removed a leg from the performers so that they did not jump around in too unruly a manner and disturb the ceremonious procession of the flea circus.

	Only one flea with broken legs and an overturned little cart had persevered among the dead. “I thought,” Mestek sighed, “that I could cure her, but it was all in vain. Our Pepi languished, so I finally squashed her.”

	Mestek spoke for a while of the love between Pepi and little Franz, and how the little flea dame had looked adoringly upon the little flea man when he danced.

	“Never again in my life,” Mestek said, “will I ever meet so clever a creature. The flea generation of today has degenerated. The fleas are not what they once were. They’ve become dimwitted. Perhaps a new species of flea is upon us. I recently purchased a full bottle of fleas from the custodian of the old town asylum, but not one of them was worth a thing. I had fleas from the police station, from of the orphanages; fleas from the boarding school Happy Home, from the boarding school Eliška Krásnohorská, fleas from the penitentiaries, from the barracks, from the pawnshops, fleas from several hotels, from the Karolinum and Klementimum building complexes, fleas from the girls’ finishing school and from the manufacturers’ association, from the Emmaus Monastery and from elsewhere, and all of these fleas were entirely incompetent. Of course I found two or three that one might have described as talented, but they were devoid of ambition. The career did not entice them. They ran off without considering what illustrious and grand fame awaited them. The new, younger generation of fleas will never be able to boast a little Franz or a Pepi. Their quality cannot be articulated in plain language—only in silence can we honor and pay homage to them…”
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	We became lost in our thoughts once more, in our minds we relived the triumphal procession of the flea circus through Bohemia, Moravia, and—on one brief tour—through Hungary, where the Hungarian gendarmes escorted us back to the border because they regarded our flea circus as a covert form of pan-Slavic propaganda.

	In some regions of Moravia we were obstructed by the clergy.

	As I familiarized the priest of Hellstein with the concept of our circus, he explained to me: “I could not suggest your enterprise to the faithful of my parish. Because the training of fleas is in contradiction with the nature of man, it cannot endear them to God. As reported to us by abbot Anselmus, the fleas of the middle ages had induced the monks—through incessant biting that prevented them from getting any rest— to appeal to God day and night.

	“So you regard fleas as sacred creatures?” I asked. “Then I can assure you that we have fleas in our circus that are the descendants of the fleas that once bedeviled the baby Jesus in the manger in Bethlehem.”

	A fracas ensued that gave way to a brawl, but in the end we were indeed forced to retreat to the mountains because the priest had turned the entire region, as far as Walachia, against us.

	Mestek interrupted our spell of contemplative brooding: “If one is patient and enterprising, he will triumph over the stupidity of humankind. One need only go about things in a clever manner. It matters not if one paints a duck; what matters is that one can convince those who behold it that it is no duck but rather a jaguar. Should that business not prove successful, a second or a third such business will undoubtedly succeed.”
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	“Humans are asses,” he said, elaborating on his philosophy. “The greater the nonsense it concerns, the deeper they will dig into their pockets to witness it. The people are in need of new astonishments. What do you think?”

	“I am of the view,” I replied, “that there are very few free-thinking people. Those with definite, idiosyncratic views usually do not come to us. Our performances are always attended by an audience that was convinced that it will get to see all that we have advertised to be worth seeing. Recall the bat that we captured in Bohdalec, on the outskirts of Prague, and which we promoted as a flying lizard from Australia! And everyone paid us the requested sum in order to behold it. Or can you think back to how the people took numbers at our booth to be able to see the young king snake that had strangled the English viceroy of India? Yet it was just a baby grass snake. And do you remember how many people were in attendance when Pepček Vanek from Košíre pretended to be an orangutan from the island of Borneo?”

	“What a lowlife!” Mestek responded. “How could I forget? Before the final performance, he demanded twenty crowns from us because he thought fifteen crowns plus meals insufficient for playing the part of an orangutan. And besides, the fellow earned a pretty penny from the fruit and goodies that people threw into his cage. He always stashed that stuff in the corner and sold it to the peddler woman across the street when we closed the booth in the evenings. For that reason I refused to pay him more. That caused him to go ape, and, in the middle of a performance, he began to sing On Radlitzer Street as an orangutan. And what a panic it caused! Then we were thrown out of Tábor. We had far more success with the mummy of the English King Richard the Third, notwithstanding the fact that the mummy was nothing more than a bundle of ram’s hide. Only after half a year had passed were we found out. You spoke brilliantly before the ram’s hide: ‘Here you shall see a representation of the greatest and most terrible monstrosity that ever sat upon a royal throne. This royal villain, whom a degeneration of the body transformed into a monster and an ogre, who waded in the blood of countless misdeeds and astonished even Shakespeare with his perfidious bloodthirstiness, this royal ogre has dried up, and we are very pleased to present him to you, the esteemed public, in the form of a mummy—a husk…’”
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	“Then a district official confiscated Richard the Third,” I added.

	“From this one can deduce,” Mestek philosophized further, “that everything is possible in this world. I would bet that more than half of all inhabitants of the Earth earn a living from one form of fraud or another. Now it is only a matter of us thinking up something new to present to the audience. One must inspire a bit of wonder in them. It should make such an impression on those taken in by it that every one of them spreads the word for us. We will show them something.”

	“Hang on a minute with the ‘show them something’,” I interrupted him, drawing with my walking stick in the sand. “Why this ‘something’? Let’s go one step farther. Do you get me? Show the audience nothing!”

	“At least a pebble,” pled Mestek, “I have always shown something.”

	“Not even so much as a pebble,” I ruled, “that is rubbish—old school. I tell you that we shall show the audience nothing at all. And precisely that is the surprise. You say: ‘at least a pebble’, as was often done in the past. One says: ‘This pebble is from Mars.’ The audience goes home with the impression that they have seen something and was not surprised. But when the audience sees absolutely nothing at all, then they will be completely astonished. Just look!”

	I sketched in the sand with the walking stick. “Our booth will be round, spacious, windowless, and without any opening in the ceiling. It must be completely dark. Two doorways will be covered with curtains: through one, in the front, the audience will enter, and the other will serve as an exit. That one is in the rear. A giant sign: ‘The greatest surprise in the world! A surprise that you will never forget. Admission for adult men only. Women and children are not permitted.  Half-price admission for soldiers!’ The audience will be admitted individually in short intervals. I will stand outside serving as the promoter and cashier. You are in the dark booth, and as soon as someone turns up, grab them by the pants and the shirt collar and throw them back out through the rear exit without a word. A small, moderate entrance fee—and you’ll see that no one will regret it. I assure you that people only desire the worst for one another and that they will even publicize it and encourage others to have a look. A giant surprise, a marvelous thing. Our business will be built on a foundation of psychology.”
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	Mestek dithered for a while, not because he had a principled objection to this new enterprise of amusement, but only on account of wanting to bring it to perfection.

	“Would it not be good,” he submitted for consideration, after some deliberation, “to strike each person with a cane, too, in the process? That would make the surprise all the greater.”

	I was decidedly against this. “We would only delay ourselves thereby. The entire procedure must unfold as quickly as possible. One enters the darkness and is suddenly back outside. He shall scarcely have time enough to gain his bearings. Therein resides the truly authentic surprise. The business is completely legitimate! We promise no one anything on which we cannot deliver. We promise a surprise, and we keep our word. No one may accuse us of being scammers.”

	*

	Our legitimate business enjoyed enormous attention. We first pitched our tent in Benešov, where all the conditions were fulfilled: military and a curious audience. I had placards printed, which matched the sign on our booth:

	! Titillating !

	! Only for adult men !

	! Huge surprise !

	! Our establishment is one you will never forget !

	! No nonsense—satisfaction guaranteed !
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	The reasonable admission fee of twenty heller, the placards, the enigma of a mysterious, juicy surprise for adult men attracted a vast host of men—civilians and soldiers—to our booth.

	In the crowd could be seen young sixteen year-old fellows who were prepared to respond to my inquiry that they were forty or fifty just to be admitted.

	We began at six o’clock. The first was a husky man who had been waiting since five o’clock to fly, fast as lightning, through our booth and end up on the other side, back in the fresh air.

	I listened as he remarked to the audience: “That is phenomenal, you, too, must have a look at it.”

	I was not mistaken concerning the psychology of the masses. Those tossed out did much for publicity. Within an hour and a half, a few hundred adult men passed through the muscular arms of Mestek. Some even had themselves thrown out two or three times, they returned to the booth and fell once more into Mestek’s powerful hands. Delight and satisfaction shone upon every face. I observed that many of them brought along acquaintances, wholeheartedly extolling the “giant surprise.”

	Where the devil cannot himself go, to that place he sends a district official. He arrived after half past seven. “Do you have a license?” he asked me at the entrance. “Please go right in,” I replied. In the darkness of the booth, a brief struggle broke out between Mestek and the district official. The official, conscious of the dignity of his office, defended himself desperately against the giant surprise, but in the end he, too, went flying out the rear exit into the jubilant crowd.
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	Then the gendarmes came, shut down our booth, and hauled us off to court on account of affronting a local official and disorderly conduct.

	“For the rest of my days I shall never again establish a legitimate business,” Mestek assured me, as we made ourselves at home on the plank-bed. “From this day forth I shall live from fraud alone.”

	(1921)

	 


Christmas Eve at the Orphanage

	On Christmas Day, the orphan boy Pazourek found himself locked in a pantry, in which two sacks of flour were stored and—as Pazourek noticed to his delight—numerous sacks of prunes besides. 

	This discovery so ameliorated Pazourek’s desperate situation that he could nearly have said a prayer of thanksgiving on account of these dried plums, had he not found himself in a circumstance that, instead, inspired blasphemy.
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	It was entirely obvious to him that he had none other than God to thank for his state of confinement. He sat upon a sack of flour and reflected on the happenings of the previous evening—how the Baby Jesus had come to them in the forms of the lord catechist and the lord director—remembered two portly men and a lanky fellow, who constantly blew his nose and whom all addressed as Your Excellence. The two most polite among the orphans brought packages of bandannas from the administrator’s office, placed them under the Christmas tree, and kissed the hand of the catechist. Then arrived still other men and a darkly clad lady, who stroked the cheek of each orphan and inquired about their deceased parents.
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	The orphan Tonda Nehovu declared that he had never had any parents, whereupon everyone laughed and yelled: “You whore’s whelp!”

	That was the first incident over which the catechist gnashed his teeth furiously and remarked that it would be an affront to the Christ Child if he were to strike a rascal on so holy a feast day; he would make up for it once the holidays had passed.

	The orphan Váša Metzer asserted that the lanky gentleman, whom all addressed as Your Excellence, had bad breath. Pivora bet him a half a cigarette that this was not true.

	In the dining hall the children waited hungrily for the Christ Child to deliver them, because all had been made to fast the entire day, with the exception of two kids who had helped in the kitchen and had secretly snatched a piece of Christmas streusel, over which they now gloated to the others. Because they would not hand over any of the streusel, Pivora betrayed them. He had hoped to spoil their pleasure thereby, but they had eaten it up long beforehand. Instead, they now received a beating from the catechist.
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	“The Baby Jesus has already paid them a visit,” said the smirking Pivora, nudging Pazourek.

	Still they stood in a row and smiled at the corpulent gentlemen, who repeatedly brought to utterance: “Poor children, pitiable orphans!”

	The lord director then began to speak and said—gesticulating with his hands—that God was merciful and would not allow the poor worms to waste away. As he did so he glanced angrily at a boy named Winter, who was sticking his tongue out at the gentleman who repeatedly blew his nose. The lord director whispered to the catechist, who gestured at Winter and disappeared with him into the adjacent chamber. Winter returned shortly thereafter appearing tear-stained and haggard.

	Soon the lord catechist ordered the orphans to go into the hall in which a giant Christmas tree stood adorned with glowing candles. At its peak hovered an angel on which the children had drawn a beard with a charcoal pencil to give it the likeness of the lord director. They waited here for some time before the door finally opened and the gentlemen and the lady entered with the entire teaching faculty of the orphanage.

	The lord catechist performed the sign of the cross and began to recite the Lord’s Prayer. Everyone prayed loudly and quickly so as to be done with it as soon as possible. The Ave Maria and the Confession of Faith followed thereafter.

	The orphan boy Licer whispered to his neighbor that there would have been time enough for prayer after dinner, but the neighbor could not make out what he was saying on account of both the loud praying and the loud growling of hungry stomachs.

	After three Ave Marias the lord director stepped forward, made the sign of the cross, and said: “In eternity, Amen!”
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	Next he spoke for half an hour on the topic of the Christ Child. The stomachs of the children growled ever more vigorously as he recounted how small the little Baby Jesus had been. He could not stress it enough—how infinitesimally tiny…

	The darkly clad woman began to sob, and the lord director gave a long-winded account of oxen in the stables of Bethlehem, glancing conspicuously at the orphans as he did so. Then he brought up the bandannas and sat down, at which point the lord catechist stood up. The catechist said that every orphan was to be gifted a bandanna in commemoration of the birth of Christ, and he called upon them to recite three Lord’s Prayers, three Ave Marias, and an Angelic Salutation.

	Pazourek had remained very quiet until this point, even though Pivora had constantly provoked him, but, as he heard the Our Father and the Ave Maria yet again, he was no longer able to restrain himself and said to Pivora: “This eternal praying nonsense on account of filthy rags!”

	The man who constantly blew his nose whispered something to the director, who nodded sanctimoniously, walked to the rear, grabbed Pivora by the ear, and gave him a dig in the ribs.

	Pivora feared that this turn of events might spoil his Christmas spirit, and therefore said: “It wasn’t me, it was Pazourek.” Pazourek declared his innocence, and so arose a commotion which interrupted the praying catechist at the words “…as we forgive those who trespass against us.” Everyone turned around to look.

	The lady who had been quietly sobbing to herself blew her nose, and began to sigh and groan. The other black-clad gentlemen glanced, by turns, upwards at the ceiling and at the catechist, who was clearly embarrassed and tried to conceal this by wiping his nose with his blue handkerchief, into which he then blew so audibly that the orphans Voštálek, Blüml, Kačer, and Gregor believed that the old servant man Vokřál was now giving the signal to begin singing the collective Christmas song, and so they harmoniously broke into song: “O Christmas Tree…”

	The catechist raised his hands with the aim of stopping them, but the other children thought that he wished to conduct the song, and so they joined in as well.

	Amidst the exalted singing, the director grabbed Pazourek—as a tiger would its prey—and dragged him into the small room.

	The esteemed reader may imagine a pantry—our noble Pazourek within it—with two sacks of flour, numerous sacks full of prunes, and a pot of milk.

	Naturally it was not the flour to which Pazourek treated himself. Therefore, one can easily guess both what he ate and the consequences thereof, in the wake of a full day of fasting.

	Thus one can also be certain that the sacks of flour were scarcely fit for use and that the usual aroma did not emanate from the pantry when the director released Pazourek after Midnight Mass.
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On Lake Balaton: sketches from Hungary

	Boll János sat on the veranda that afternoon; in accordance with the customs of the region, this was a type of pergola, which stretched all the way to the house, offering protection from the sun’s heat.
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	From here, one enjoyed a splendid view of the surrounding area. The green of the slopes and the blue of the vineyards trailed into the valley, the endless sea of grapes ran downstream, punctuated there only by bluish specks, where the vineyards were besprinkled with Paris green*, which was meant to protect the grapevines from parasites.

	One saw colorful vineyards all the way to the bottom, between them the thatched houses of those tending them, further below the stripes of cornfields, and then the meadows from which the dull chime of cowbells and the bray of flocks sounded upwards.
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	And beyond the meadows stretches the watery expanse of Lake Balaton—of the Balatonto, or, as one here says proudly, of the Magyar tenger, of the Hungarian sea—with its green, tempestuous waters, which blend into the heavens on the horizon.

	That’s the Magyar tenger, with its wines, with its squalls and its tales of mermaids, who, in the evenings, drag the fisherman from their ships into the deep, with its old legends of water witches who seduce the young lads away from their yards to tear them to pieces and deposit their dead bodies in the swell.

	That’s Balaton, where, in the still of the night, mysterious sounds are heard, the children of Aquarius scream and cry, their families having resided in the depths since time immemorial; they must be many—and many hundreds of years old—as these weathered old men with long beards and long hair appear simultaneously in Bodafal, in Megesfal, Olvasfal, in Olmö and the other villages on the edge of the lake, and even the ancestors of the great grandparents of today’s inhabitants spoke of them.

	Yet Boll János did not marvel at the beauty of the region. He sat upon a chair, enshrouded in a fur coat, even though it was extraordinarily hot.

	Next to him, upon the table, lay a pocket watch. His face was gaunt.

	“The fit is not coming,” he grumbled with a glance at the watch, “otherwise the chill would have stricken me already at five o’clock, and the cursed fever is delayed today. The magistrate is coming at six o’clock for the interrogation, and until then I might not yet have my shivering spell behind me.”

	He watched the time pass impatiently. “Thank God,” he sighed of relief at a quarter to six, “I sense a little shiver, it is beginning.”
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	Boll János’ teeth chattered so loudly that the servant came running and inquired after him.

	“Te vagy szamar, you are a jackass!” snarled Boll, with some effort, “bring a pillow and lay it across my legs.”

	As his legs were wrapped, he continued, while shivering, to observe the entire area around him.  His skull throbbed, his body froze, and the entire vicinity appeared to be dipped in yellow: the vineyards, the corn, the thatched houses, the meadows, the lake, and the sky. The attack reached its climax. He wanted to tell the servant how badly he was faring, but he could not manage to utter a word. The sky lost its yellow color and everything now appeared to Boll in violet.

	Now he managed to stammer: “What an ordeal!”

	And as he said: “Thank God, it is already passing,” everything returned to its natural color.

	The sky was blue once more, the vineyards shone green and blue, and the lake shimmered green.

	And as he ordered the servant: “Take the pillow away, remove the fur, and bring my pipe,” he felt the sun’s warmth, and sweat formed upon his forehead. The feverish spell had passed.

	“Now comes the second fever,” he remarked, as he lit his pipe, “the magistrate.”

	Below, in the narrow pass between the vineyards creaked the wheels of a coach, from which the wrathful voice of the magistrate rang upward: “Some coachman you are! When I alight, expect a flogging! Did I instruct you to drink yourself into oblivion?”
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	“He is in a bad mood,” sighed Boll János anxiously, “it will be a nasty interrogation.”

	The coach continued forward, and the magistrate emerged from it, stern and dignified, with a bundle of documents under his arm. He tramped across the veranda to Boll, who approached him with a smoldering pipe.

	They greeted one another and the magistrate introduced himself: “I am Omaisz Béla, I shall begin right away with the interrogation.

	He laid the documents upon the table, took a seat in the chair, crossed his legs, tapped briefly with his fingers upon the tabletop and began: “Oi, the matter does not look good for you, dear friend.”

	Boll János sat down and raised his shoulders.

	“Yes, it is sad,” the magistrate continued, “when, dear friend, did you shoot dead the gypsy Burga?”

	“Already one week ago today,” replied Boll, “it was at five o’clock in the afternoon!”

	“Would you like a cigar?” he asked, pulling a cigar box from his pocket. “It is of fine quality, tabacco from the Banat.”

	The magistrate helped himself and cut off the end: “So on the twenty-first of June at five o’clock in the afternoon.”

	“That’s right,” confirmed the owner of the estate, “precisely at five o’clock on the twenty-first, the funeral was on the twenty-third. Can I offer you a light?”
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	“Thanks,” said Omaisz Béla. “Through the autopsy it was determined that he was shot from behind, namely with iron.”

	“That’s right,” Boll nodded in agreement, “Lancaster rifle, number eleven.”

	“A sorry affair,” Omaisz remarked, “from where did you say the cigar originates?”

	“From the Banat; would you consent to allow me to have the servant bring a dram of wine?”

	“All right!” agreed the magistrate. “Once I have had a bit to drink, we shall continue the interrogation.”

	Bottles of wine appeared upon the table. The estate owner poured it: “To your health.”

	“Thank you, it is a lamentable duty.” The magistrate raised the glass to the light and—as a connoisseur of wine—observed the color.

	The sun’s rays penetrated the glass, and the pure red appearance played upon the face of the magistrate.

	He sipped and then emptied the glass with a smack of the lips. “A superb wine.” He smiled with satisfaction. “What got into you, shooting the gypsy?”

	Boll János puffed quietly at his pipe. “That is a two year wine from my vineyards on the western slope. To your health!” They emptied the cups once more, and Boll János said: “I have a still better wine, a three year, from the vineyards on the other slope.”

	He reached for another bottle, broke into it and poured.
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	“A glorious drop,” said the magistrate in praise. “You are, at heart, a quite excellent fellow.”

	“With the exception of the fever,” admitted Boll as he drank, “I was stricken with it four days ago and suffer it every day. Are you enjoying the wine?”

	“Exquisite,” lauded the magistrate.

	“And I have another which is still better yet,” averred the squire, pulling a long bottle from a basket. “That’s a five-year.”

	“You are a first-rate citizen,” Omaisz Béla said, once he had enjoyed the first glass of the five-year wine, “I have never tasted such a wine. The floral quality, the color, the splendid harmony!”

	“And still I have one which is better yet,” announced Boll János, once the bottle was empty, “a wine unlike anything you have ever drank.”

	“Just look,” he explained, pouring from a small bottle. “This wine is aged twenty years.”

	The magistrate was thrilled. “A true tokayer, yes even better than a tokayer,” he said praisingly, as he drank one glass after the next. “You are an excellent fellow, I admire you, but tell me—why in the world—why did you kill the gypsy?”

	“Because,” replied Boll János solemnly, “because the rogue stole twenty bottles of this wine from my cellar…”

	“And I,” averred the magistrate, smacking his lips, “would have behaved no differently had I been in your place. Because this wine… I shall write: ‘It has been determined, after a thorough investigation, that the gypsy Burga was killed in an unfortunate accident.’ Pour me another, dear friend…”
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	And both drank the wine from the hillsides along Lake Balaton; it was red, as red as the blood of the gypsy Burga—of the thief…

	(1905)

	 

	* An emerald-green powder that was commonly used as an insecticide at the turn of the twentieth century.

	 


The Beckov Monastery

	Some four years ago I made the acquaintance of the friars of the Beckov Monastery. They were jovial Franciscans, and I wish to recount what it was like to be in their company.
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	I arrived at Beckov by means of the Váh River, in order to research the forebears of the Kipchak peoples among the inhabitants. It would be too tedious to go further into these particular details; mainly I used this as a pretense to gain admission into the monastery by means of subterfuge—in short, to dupe the venerable Abbot.

	So I knocked on the monastery gate and presented my visitor’s card, upon which was written: “Your Reverence, I turn to you for the sake of research on the Kipchak peoples, whose traces I seek in the Váh river valley.” Below this stood simply: “I request accommodations and permission to conduct research in the monastery archive.”

	The Father let me in, escorted me through the cloister, and hurried to inform Abbot Eusebius of my presence.
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	After some time Abbot Eusebius appeared. He shook my hand and reckoned, with embarrassment, that he had no useful information to offer regarding the Kipchak people. So he was just as knowledgeable as I! As far as the monastery archive was concerned, it stood at my disposal for as long as I should desire. He then led me into the refectory, where the friars sat playing chess.

	He introduced me, and Father Liberatus assigned me to a room with a marvelous view of the Váh. He opened the window, pointed to the landscape and said: “All of this belongs to the order!” There were expansive, fertile fields upon which the crops blazed a luscious gold, verdant meadows and bluish forests. All this was the property of the friars of Beckov!

	Then he told me of the blessing of God, at which his eyes lit with ecstasy and his cheeks shone with fat.

	Inviting me into a cloister chamber, where roses adorned the window and the air smelled of basil, he opened the cabinet, took out a can of sardines, and offered me some. From another cupboard he produced a bottle of cognac.

	We drank, smoked cigars, and spoke of all sorts of things: of flooding, which they had long anticipated and had averted by means of prayer; of this summer of abundance; of crops ripened by the Almighty; of the bountiful yield of hay; and of soft clover.

	Afterwards he led me up the tower, showed me a stately row of homesteads, and told me that it all belonged to the monastery; so, too, did some four hundred cows, three hundred pigs, and a farm of chickens. A bit farther could be found a sheep farm with four hundred sheep and—still farther towards the forest—a fenced enclosure for the rearing of pheasants.
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	In the surrounding forests worked a gamekeeper and two woodsmen, because there was game in abundance—big game, roe deer and fallow deer, rabbit, partridge, and wild boar.

	And as the honorable Father Liberatus described this all to me in such detail, he folded his hands humbly; thereupon, he said: “God is merciful!”

	At this point we were already sought after, as it was time for dinner. Around a long table sat twelve of us, and, as we arose and mumbled a short prayer so that God’s mercy might grant us a blessed appetite, the friars proceeded to dole out steaming dishes.

	The dignified monastery cuisine! God, the Almighty, had conferred a providential hand upon the brother chef of the Beckov Monastery, and God, in his endless benevolence, bestowed upon us a chicken soup with a generous portion of chicken innards and finely-chopped chicken breast.

	Then followed a glass of Madeira wine and, immediately thereafter, pheasant stuffed with chestnuts.

	And the graciousness and charity of God knew no end and bestowed upon us further still roast gosling with salad.

	Raw delight shone from the eyes of the the friars and fathers, and before the baked trout was dished up, we thanked the dear Lord once more for a short interval.

	The trout tasted exquisite. We knew to appreciate God’s grace: the Almighty had brought all of these magnificent things into being that the Franciscans might fare well upon the Earth. But God had also brought wine into being.
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	And what a wine! The wine in the Beckov Monastery was so fine and and pleasant to the taste that we scarcely bothered to pour it into glasses to drink it.

	The hours trickled away in such convivial togetherness. We smoked, and the Abbot told humorous stories.

	One discussion led to another, then Father Fortunatus or Father Liberatus broached a number of juicy topics, which they introduced artfully, such as, for example: “How truly profligate the world is nowadays, one would hardly think it possible.” Or: “So I was told once by a coachman, as I rode to a feast in the monastery of Trenčin, some man supposedly told him this lewd joke; in such ways do people commit sin. I did not say much, which proves …” And now opened the floodgates of such talk, much was only insinuated through gestures—and as a select cognac was served, the sun was already rising over Trenčin.

	Confound it! I felt no desire to sleep. And as the lord friars retired to rest, I left the monastery and strolled out onto the estate.

	The workday was already in full swing upon the fields. Amid the gray dawn, grass was already being reaped for the monastery’s cows. At the edge of the forest, an old man sharpened his scythe.

	“God’s greetings!” he said. “How fare ye?” I replied.

	“My God, I do not desire to sin—how well can I fare, really?” he answered. “All the blessed day I work for the gracious lords of the monastery, and for that they pay me only twenty Kreuzer per day, with no rations. They must save money for the Pope.”
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	With this, he made the sign of the cross and continued to sharpen his scythe in the still of the morning, as a mist dispersed gently over the the Váh and twelve Franciscan friars lay snoring in the Beckov Monastery.
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	In the surrounding forests worked a gamekeeper and two woodsmen, because there was game in abundance—big game, roe deer and fallow deer, rabbit, partridge, and wild boar.

	And as the honorable Father Liberatus described this all to me in such detail, he folded his hands humbly; thereupon, he said: “God is merciful!”

	At this point we were already sought after, as it was time for dinner. Around a long table sat twelve of us, and, as we arose and mumbled a short prayer so that God’s mercy might grant us a blessed appetite, the friars proceeded to dole out steaming dishes.

	The dignified monastery cuisine! God, the Almighty, had conferred a providential hand upon the brother chef of the Beckov Monastery, and God, in his endless benevolence, bestowed upon us a chicken soup with a generous portion of chicken innards and finely-chopped chicken breast.

	Then followed a glass of Madeira wine and, immediately thereafter, pheasant stuffed with chestnuts.

	And the graciousness and charity of God knew no end and bestowed upon us further still roast gosling with salad.

	Raw delight shone from the eyes of the the friars and fathers, and before the baked trout was dished up, we thanked the dear Lord once more for a short interval.

	The trout tasted exquisite. We knew to appreciate God’s grace: the Almighty had brought all of these magnificent things into being that the Franciscans might fare well upon the Earth. But God had also brought wine into being.
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	And what a wine! The wine in the Beckov Monastery was so fine and and pleasant to the taste that we scarcely bothered to pour it into glasses to drink it.

	The hours trickled away in such convivial togetherness. We smoked, and the Abbot told humorous stories.

	One discussion led to another, then Father Fortunatus or Father Liberatus broached a number of juicy topics, which they introduced artfully, such as, for example: “How truly profligate the world is nowadays, one would hardly think it possible.” Or: “So I was told once by a coachman, as I rode to a feast in the monastery of Trenčin, some man supposedly told him this lewd joke; in such ways do people commit sin. I did not say much, which proves …” And now opened the floodgates of such talk, much was only insinuated through gestures—and as a select cognac was served, the sun was already rising over Trenčin.

	Confound it! I felt no desire to sleep. And as the lord friars retired to rest, I left the monastery and strolled out onto the estate.

	The workday was already in full swing upon the fields. Amid the gray dawn, grass was already being reaped for the monastery’s cows. At the edge of the forest, an old man sharpened his scythe.

	“God’s greetings!” he said. “How fare ye?” I replied.

	“My God, I do not desire to sin—how well can I fare, really?” he answered. “All the blessed day I work for the gracious lords of the monastery, and for that they pay me only twenty Kreuzer per day, with no rations. They must save money for the Pope.”

	Report this ad

	Report this ad

	With this, he made the sign of the cross and continued to sharpen his scythe in the still of the morning, as a mist dispersed gently over the the Váh and twelve Franciscan friars lay snoring in the Beckov Monastery.

	 


Money Troubles

	After fifteen years, the aged Šíma, clerk at the Procházka & Co. Banking House, had worked up the courage to knock on the door of the financier Procházka to request a salary increase of twenty crowns monthly beginning in the new fiscal year.

	[image: Screen Shot 2018-05-23 at 9.14.13 AM]Illustration by Josef Lada 

	Šíma thus sat before Mr. Procházka, as the latter had permitted him to be seated after he had listened to his demands. The lord director gesticulated excitedly, paced back and forth in his office, and said: “I should have thrown you out with your obscene request, but seeing as I happen to have half an hour to spare, I wish to have a discussion with you about it. So I should add twenty crowns per month to your salary—that makes two hundred forty crowns per year. And you desire this from me at a time when a downturn hangs like a sword of Damocles over the financial market? Of course you know that the Alpines have fallen from 772 to 759.60, that shares of Bedřich Works stand at 923, and the market price of arms manufacturers is sinking, my dear Mr. Šíma. From 728 to 716.40. That is indeed disastrous, and you require 20 crowns!
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	He wrung his hands and exclaimed: “The bond market is unstable. The leading securities, shares of the Austrian credit association, have been downgraded in recent days, the cut amounts to five crowns from 664.90, and you demand a 20 crown pay increase! The carrying value market rate exhibits weak and low-quality transactions, shares of the state railroad have fallen by an entire twelve crowns. The Hungarian government cannot take a loan of even one hundred million crowns from France, but you want a twenty crown bonus. Germany seeks to sell off its steel works, the sale of Austrian crown lands is rumored, and you come to me and say—as if it were all so self-evident: ‘I have served loyally for fifteen years, lord director, and now I ask you for a monthly pay increase of twenty crowns—bearing in mind my financial situation and the general inflation, in view of my ten children, my hole-riddled shoes and my infirmity.’ You are correct, poor fellow, the financial situation is grim. Shares of the Southern Railway have fallen by five crowns, and I hold them… but to what end do I explain that to you, you unfortunate fellow! Note that not even shares of the Buschtěhrader Railway have favorable ratings: the price of A-Bonds from the Buschtěhrader Railway has fallen from 2515 to 2426 and the price of B-Bonds from 1004 to a mere 976. You are certifiably insane with your demand for a salary increase. Consider the Prague Exchange! In this market there are so many accounts, so many inquiries, but what good is it! The stocks exhibit ominous fluctuation. Not a single one remains steady. Shares of the the Credit Bank, which I acquired for 760, have fallen to 750.75. What do you say to that? Do you still want a bonus, you hapless fellow? Do you still insist on your request, which fails to consider that the Swiss government could take out a public loan of two million from us, which they require for outstanding debts? Yes, my dear fellow! The monthly account withdrawals are not favorable, the balance sheets for this fiscal year are enough to make one go mad. Romania, Turkey, Bulgaria, and Greece are practically insolvent, and you desire that I raise your wages!
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	Spain, Portugal, and Italy cannot acquire a loan anywhere. A French banking house in Lyon has suffered a loss of one hundred and fifty million in an expedition to Morocco, and you come to me calmly and request a raise. Man, have you any idea that a merger between the Rossitzer Coal Works and the Bedřich Works is under discussion, and do you know that the acquisition of mining shares in the Anna Maria Mines would lead to a decrease of twenty thousand crowns in annual revenue? Nowhere is speculation favorable. Just try and buy shares of the Podoler Cement Manufactory, old man, and see how much swagger you will have then; just try your hand at the stock market! You shake your head, so it seems you won’t! Shares of the Koliner Chemical Fertilizer Plant are flat; for these one pays 379, I acquired them at 382, thus I lose three crowns. Believe when I say I can’t understand you! You sit there like a log! May the devil take you, along with all the stocks in the sugar industry. I assure you that with them, too, a slowdown has occurred, and you get no more than 261.50 for these shares if you are lucky. No one would dare to offer them to me, much less the stock of the piston manufacturers, that much I know. I would shoot such a fellow, old man! Do you know that the Wieneberger Brickworks Association stands at the brink of ruin, and that the American billionaire Brown has shot himself? Do you know that the financiers Müller, Skalat, Kovner, and Hübner took their own lives, that the bankers Rêche, Quinay, Mains, and Bulechard hanged themselves? Do you know that the investors Karelt, Morrison, and Commôt and the banker Hamerles and his partner have jumped into rivers, canals, and  seas? Do you know that there’s one bankruptcy after the next, that the coal pits are burning in Alaska and an American coal baron has cast himself into the flames? Do you know that the sulfur mines in the Ural mountains were destroyed by an earthquake, that the Oldenburger Fifty-dollar Certificate has halved in value, that the Salzburg Railroad and Tramway Corporation has gone under? You were probably not aware of all of that, otherwise you would not demand of me a monthly salary increase of twenty crowns…”
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	The financier Procházka shook the motionless Šíma, who fell from his chair, limbs frozen.

	The scale of the financial hardship had caused him to die of a broken heart.
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