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Being Czech

Czechoslovakia and England 1936–49

The company town of Bata, the Czechoslovak shoe company, was built in the small south Moravian town of Zlín from 1906. Moravia, with Bohemia, was one of the two Czech provinces which united with Slovakia to form the new state of Czecho-Slovakia after the First World War. To the south and west of the town lie some of the glorious centres of Moravian baroque: Olomouc, the seat of archbishops and once the capital of Moravia; Kroměříž, the archbishops’ summer residence, whose palace was the site of the failed attempt to secure Czech and Slovak independence after the 1848 revolutions against the Habsburg rulers. The palace houses a magnificent art gallery including Titian’s The Flaying of Marsyas. Nearby is the provincial capital, Brno, with its squares, castle, cathedral, monasteries and churches.

The Hussite Wars of the fifteenth century raged in this area, inspired by Jan Hus, the Protestant revolutionary later adored as a national hero. Kroměříž Cathedral was burnt down in the fighting. During the Thirty Years War, 1618–48, the cathedral burned yet again. After their 1620 defeat in the Battle of White Mountain, the Protestant leaders who had precipitated the Thirty Years War were returned to Brno for trial; twenty-seven were executed as a dreadful example to all such rebels. (History mattered to my family; my mother came from a long line of Hussites and often muttered darkly about ‘seven hundred years of persecution’ – inaccurate, perhaps, but passionately felt. Very few Sunday lunches passed without

my father referring with equal passion to the ‘slaughter of the flower of Czech nobility at the White Mountain’. He was born Catholic but converted to Protestantism at my grandfather’s insistence. All he had to do was to fill in a form from the post office!)

To the west of Zlín lies the village of Slavkov, historically known as Austerlitz, site of Napoleon’s great victory in 1805. Southern Moravia had been wracked with war and turmoil, its gently rolling fields and meadows forming the backdrop for set-piece battles, but also for the war of manoeuvre, for cavalry, for massed ranks of uniformed infantry. This, not Belgium, was surely the true ‘Cockpit of Europe’.

Of all this the newly established Bata company town of Zlín was mightily unaware, and probably indifferent too. It created and lived in a self-contained world remote from history. The firm was about the new, the modern, the future, the socially enlightened, the paternally directed. What did the past matter when you were building the future? Tomas Bata – ‘The Founder’, as he was always called – had no doubts; he would produce affordable shoes for the unshod millions of the world using the new system of conveyor-belt mass production. Modern well-lit factory buildings housing scores of production lines were built in the austere modernist style first conceived by the Bauhaus School in Dessau in Germany. The workers would – and did – live in similar Bauhaus-influenced houses: plain-fronted, flat-roofed, with private gardens, schools, clinics, shops and restaurants clustered around the factory buildings.

There was one architectural and social model for Bata communities anywhere in the world, whether in Czechoslovakia, England, Holland, France or even India – as Vikram Seth’s great novel A Suitable Boy bears graphic witness. In this brave new Bata world, Seth’s hero chooses the efficient modernity of the Bata factory, its management style, its work habits as representing the future rather than traditional India. Wherever they were established, Bata companies had no time or place

for the cosy, the rustic, the vernacular, the local, the traditional. As for the past, it had bare feet. Where was the attraction in that?

This was the physical, social and cultural environment into which I was born. I learned only slowly how odd, on so many levels, such surroundings were, but I have never underestimated the cumulative effect of Zlín’s strangeness on me. After all, to be born in a planned town, an ideological town, an authoritarian town, a town with but a single purpose and activity – making shoes – was mighty strange, fascinating, and in the end constricting. My father was a lifelong ‘Bataman’, chose Bata as his company, adopted Zlín as his town. He was proudly Czech, he who had been patted on the head as a young boy by the Emperor Franz Josef when he passed through on the ‘Hofzug’ – the imperial train! He who had been educated in German at school, in preparation for life and work in the Habsburg empire. But now Bata was to be my father’s family, a Czech family, his own family having little bearing on his or our lives. System and order were essential elements of the company make-up; perhaps conformism too. It was one part of my own inherited background.

There was another part close by. Across the Hostýnské Vrchy, to the north-west, lay the country town of Bystřice pod Hostýnem. The 600-metre-high wooded hill of Hostýn played its role in the area’s crowded history. For it was here in 1241 that the Virgin Mary halted the seemingly irresistible advance of the Tartars into Central Europe by sending lightning bolts to destroy their encampments. The town had a quiet sense of standing on the redoubts of threatened European civilisation. Ever since it has been a major centre of Marian pilgrimage. Bystřice was my mother’s town and remains the home of some of her family today.

Belonging to a Protestant Hussite family dating back to the 1630s, they had always proudly asserted their religious identity in a predominantly Catholic area. Such need for self-awareness, for individual definition, for vigilance against

external threat, for personal independence made up the inheritance from my mother’s side. Grandfather, ‘Deda’, was a foreman in the famous Thonet bentwood furniture factory, then the chief employer in the town, still in business today. Much respected, he was the first Protestant to be buried in the town cemetery. Deda also kept animals, owned land, cultivated strips, tended extensive orchards. Such traditional individualism and confident variety were very different from the modern outlook, the organised sense of purpose of my father’s background.

My own temperament and outlook has oscillated between these two poles, the worlds of Zlín and Bystřice, two towns on different sides of the Hostyn Heights: the modern, conformist, managerial world of Bata and the individualistic, traditionalist, familial world of the Sklenar – ‘Glazier’ – family of Bystrice. How have these contrasts, contradictions perhaps, resolved themselves in me and my life? Which of them is dominant in whatever exists or remains of my Czech identity? How has this Czech identity interacted with my subsequent need to become English, or British? And when it came to being British, what kind of Briton would I become? I have wrestled with these questions, sought an understanding, aimed to strike a balance between them all my life.

At the start, for a Bata baby born in a Bata clinic to a Bata man and woman from a Bata house in a Bata town, the Zlín effect was uppermost. I could not have ignored it even though I could not yet understand it. The daily family chatter of Zlín life, our family oral history, created and maintained a set of strongly implanted folk stories of the life taking place all around me as a baby and as a toddler. My early world was made by those words.

I heard how my father, a talented accountant, good with numbers, left school at sixteen, was spotted by the Founder and promoted in his early twenties to manage the Bata tannery at nearby Otrokovice. I heard how my father had to ask the Founder’s permission to get married. Who was he marrying?

Did she come from a good family? Did he have enough money in his company bank account? How the company reserved part of every worker’s salary in order to pay for any business losses for which they were responsible. How Tomas Bata’s office was built in a huge lift on the outside of the main building so that he could and did appear on any floor at any time. (It exists to this day.) How the toilet cubicles in the company buildings were made extra narrow so that no one would linger there. How Tomas Bata fatally ordered the pilot of his private plane to take off in thick fog and was killed in the crash that followed minutes later.

These and many other stories formed the stuff of family life. Some were funny. Not knowing that there might be a different way of living and behaving, many of them seemed quite normal. How could a child tell? Some were very personal. I do not remember being addicted to my dummy. I don’t recall and cannot resent my brother George asking indignantly: ‘Why has Johnny not stopped sucking a dummy?’ and promptly cutting it in half. Photographs of blond baby me surrounded by female relatives show rooms bathed in bright summer light, the early mornings of life’s innocence. Striking any kind of balance between these images, remembered or taught, real or created, would only begin years later and take many years to achieve.

Then actual recollection or imagined memory begins to play its part. After the 1938 Munich Agreement, Nazi forces were gradually stationed throughout Czechoslovakia. Some were undoubtedly based in Zlín. Elder brother George recalls that the local kindergarten playground had an exercise wheel in it. On more than one occasion, a few German soldiers would pass by and ask if they could ‘have a go’ on the wheel. They wanted to play. It all seemed perfectly normal to him, aged six; quite unthreatening.

My own ‘memory’ of Nazi soldiers is as vivid as it is contested. I ‘remember’ two soldiers patrolling our residential street on a motorcycle and sidecar. Do I see their ‘coal-scuttle’ helmets too? I believe I do. As they passed our house – or

did they pull in? – George squirted them with a water pistol. Nothing followed. George recalls nothing of the incident but is too brotherly to dismiss it. Why should I think I remember it if the incident never took place? Why should I – or my memory – make it up when I stood to gain nothing from doing so? There is no answer to these riddles. The ‘memory’ will not vanish as part of the life I lived in Zlín before the Second World War. More reliable was the incident of a distressed neighbour coming to our house, weeping that the Germans had come to ‘take away our land’. What’, I was said to have cried, ‘am I going to stand on?’

Two other incidents in the run-up to world war were both real, frightening and reliably witnessed. In June 1939, with war only months away, Mother took George and me on a Bata-company package holiday to Crikvenica on Yugoslavia’s Adriatic coast. Father was already in England as the newly appointed General Manager of the British Bata shoe factory near Tilbury in Essex. On the return journey we were stopped at the Czechoslovak frontier by a German border guard who insisted we did not have the correct documents to enter the country. It was not clear what was wrong with them. The only place that could issue valid documents, he insisted, was Berlin. How we were supposed to get to Berlin to acquire valid documents for our homeland posed a nightmarish problem for us but was a matter of profound indifference to the German guards.

My brother George, aged seven, recalls a huge argument between the guard, the train conductor (who took our side) and the leader of the Bata holiday group. The German was adamant: no entry without the correct documents. ‘Get off the train! Remove your bags! Go to Berlin! Get the correct papers!’ It was late evening; the train was seriously held up. We started to get our bags together. The train conductor and the Bata group leader hatched a desperate plot. We would appear to agree to leave the train. They would get the German guard off and onto the platform. The moment he had dismounted,

the train conductor would slam the carriage door, blow his whistle and the train would pull away. It worked.

I completely trust this detailed version of what happened. I can only add a single embellishment from the perspective of a three-year-old child. At one stage, as my mother stood on the platform, engaged in a heated argument with the German official, I howled so loudly at the terrifying prospect of losing my mother that she was told to get back on the train and shut the child up. This memory is not confirmed by George. He does not deny it. But my mother confirmed it more than once to Annie. How can this happen? There is no contradiction. George recalls what he believes happened. I remember how I felt. Fact, feeling – the two are wholly compatible. Memories, in all their layers, involve both. We had a very close call for sure.

For Father, a young man freshly installed in the newly built Bata company town on the Thames marshes, life was tricky too. It was 13 June 1939 when the Home Office in London finally wrote to say he could apply for a permanent visa to work in England. He arrived on 24 June to find no sign of a British visa for the rest of the family. Time was running short as the European crisis deepened. In near-despair, Father turned to the Chairman of the British Bata Shoe Company, a distinguished former general and politician, Sir Edward Spears. Unless the company could get visas for his family to join him in England, my father would return to Czechoslovakia immediately and not come back.

Spears, phenomenally well connected, pulled every one of his many Whitehall strings. Our visas materialised out of the Whitehall shadows and we reached England on 26 July 1939. War was just weeks away. I owe a huge debt to Edward Spears. That is one reason why his portrait hangs in our house to this day.

Our train journey from Czechoslovakia to England in July 1939, with war just weeks away, had its own moment of crisis. Shortly before reaching the frontier with Holland, a woman in

our carriage approached Mother. She explained that she and her two children were Jewish. As they were almost certain to be removed from the train at the German border, would Mother take care of the children and get them into Holland as part of her family? My mother, as she told the story, decided that the ruse of passing those children off as part of our family would be seen through at once. Trying to smuggle children of a Jewish family out of Germany without papers would lead to our own detention as well. The chances of success were nil. She refused. It cannot have been an easy moment and stayed with her all her life.

My mother retold this story several times, especially to Annie once we were married. She felt she had had no alternative but to say ‘no’. It lay on her conscience and lived on in her memory. What else could she have done? I would be amazed if her own recent trauma of being denied re-entry into Czechoslovakia on returning from Yugoslavia hadn’t weighed with her. How could she risk going through that again? Sadly, I never asked her directly why she acted as she did. Perhaps because the exchanges between Mother and the German woman would have been discreet, muttered, sotto voce, neither I nor George knew anything of it until many years later. Children are sheltered from some of the worst moments. Innocence permits being oblivious to reality, which crowds in later but lacks explanations.

I never thanked my parents for bringing us out of Czechoslovakia and into a land of wondrous opportunities where foreigners could flourish. You don’t when you are only three, but I should have been more openly grateful as I grew up. I never speculated what life would have been like had we remained in Czechoslovakia. An explanation for such failure of generosity towards them, though not a justification, might lie in my later life and experiences.

Father chartered a light aircraft to come and meet us off the train at Hook of Holland. No doubt he wanted to escort us

off the Continent in person. We crossed together on the night ferry to Harwich and drove through the picturesque countryside of rural Essex to the very different estuarial Essex. Was this the best England had to offer? No hills, no pine forests, no rich meadows, no character, no personality, just flat, featureless fields. At last we saw it, our new home, the community that would shape us for a couple of decades, the British Bata Company estate of East Tilbury.

What did we find? Nothing English, nothing strange, nothing new but a reincarnation of the ‘mother ship of Bata’, Zlín, down to the last detail. Identical rectangular factory blocks, identical workers’ and managers’ square houses, identical social and sporting amenities of the enlightened 1930s kind. Instead of the lush surroundings of the Hostyn Heights cradling the shoemakers’ community, there was only the flat, featureless, desolate marshes that line the north bank of the Thames estuary. We had left Zlín, Moravia, and ended up in proto-Zlín, Essex. The full humour of it only dawned years later. You can’t see the joke when you are three. In July 1939, we considered ourselves lucky to be out of Czechoslovakia, luckier still to be in England, lucky to be employed, lucky to be in a friendly Czech community. Any complications surrounding identity, who I was, who I might become, these would have to wait.

Why were we on the Bata Estate, East Tilbury, Essex at all? As part of Tomas Bata’s relentless global expansion, England, with its imperial, colonial trading links and connections, was an obvious site for a major shoe-manufacturing plant. Czechoslovakia was not the hub of a worldwide empire. Just as the British Empire had spanned the globe with its trade, its connections and its values, so would Tomas Bata’s shoes.

The Founder’s reputation must have spread fast, for it was a Tilbury-based clergyman, Canon Bown, who suggested that Bata might build a factory in south-east Essex where unemployment was high. A local farmer, Mr W. W. Wilson, was very keen to get rid of acres of potato fields bordering the Thames.

I met both Canon Bown and ‘Farmer’ Wilson some years later. No one bothered to tell me about their key parts in creating the Bata world that would shape so much of me. What would I have made of it? Maybe very little. Yet I feel a lingering resentment at not having this part of my own history opened to me.

By 1933, the first factory buildings had been built on the muddy empty wastes of the Thames marshes. The social centre of the Bata Estate, the very consciously Czech-named ‘Community House’, was finished a year later, as was the first row of houses in Bata Avenue. Building a company estate was an integral part of the Bata vision, the Bata way of life. It was a practical necessity too. There was nowhere nearby in sparsely peopled south-east Essex for the workers to live. By the outbreak of war, another street had been built – Queen Mary Avenue – and the swimming pool and tennis courts were ready for use. Healthy bodies were part of the enlightened paternalism of the times. The basic shape of ‘Zlín-upon-Thames’, as it was never called but as it was in reality, had been put into place. The very speed of its construction could not conceal the strangeness of the basic conception. From estuarial potato fields to model community in under a decade: that was Bata vision, Bata practicality in action.

We were now physically in England, Czechoslovakia left far behind. But how could I ever become English when my Czech base seemed to be pursuing me? One part of my Czech roots would not give up its hold – the ordered, planned, directed, Bata way of life. It took away nourishment from my other Czech roots, the instinctive, individualistic ways of my mother’s family from rural Bystrice.

Father recognised at least part of the dilemma and declared, ‘We speak English at home!’ Mother continued to use Czech for talking to her many friends. Once, when she slipped into Czech as she spoke to me, I told her off: ‘Don’t talk like that in front of my friends.’ Recognising the tensions and contradictions involved in living in England but being surrounded

by Czechs, my parents bought an old farmhouse in the nearby village of Horndon-on-the-Hill in the autumn of 1940. The process of rebalancing identity could begin. Yet the Czech influence remained inevitably heavy when all life revolved around work and that work was Czech in nature and character.

The Bata Estate, East Tilbury, always represented a massive disruption, an intrusion of Central European modernism, Central European paternalism, Central European radicalism into the impoverished flatlands of south-east Essex. Here a few dozen Czech managers, speaking with a funny accent in broken English, applying a Czech system of making and working, organised, ran and managed a workforce of up to 3,000 English workers. If the English thought it was all a bit odd, they also appreciated good jobs in an area otherwise very short of them. This was valued even if the source of the new prosperity was what people called, in a perfectly friendly way, ‘bloody foreigners’. For them it was not a judgement, still less a rejection, just a description.

But the Czechs knew that they were in a sense intruders. They wanted to be British; they tried to be British. The company’s name proclaimed it to be the ‘British Bata Shoe Company’. New streets were proudly and loyally named ‘Coronation Avenue’ and ‘Queen Elizabeth Avenue’. In work practices and behaviour, however, it never ceased to be Czech. The estate, with its Bata Hotel, Bata School, Bata Technical College, Bata Farm, Bata Cinema, Bata Shoe Shop and Bata Garage, proclaimed its foreignness. There was no attempt to merge quietly into something more English, to ape some English ways. For not only was it Czech, the newcomers believed that the way they behaved and worked was very advanced, very modern. They were industrial colonisers bringing a better way of working and living to people who needed instruction. For the local English population, this was the experience of colonialism in reverse.

Many of Bata’s practices – such as objective-setting, management by performance and payment by results – still sound

radical today. It was a very forward-looking organisation. Eighty years ago, it had a brand image and a brand slogan – ‘Our Customer Our Master’. It had a Mission Statement: ‘Our service to the communities where we live and work is to produce good shoes and sell them at the lowest possible price. To make shoes available to everyone and, in so doing, be a partner with the rest of the people who are trying so hard to build up their communities.’ There is something rather touching about the evident sincerity of the ideals in that Mission Statement, as well as a sense that the gaucheness of the language betrays the company’s fundamental Czech-ness. Yet there was nothing sentimental about Bata’s management style.

As a child and young boy, I took it all for granted – that was how they behaved at ‘The Factory’. When he came home for lunch and over supper, my father would keep us informed with a running commentary on daily events at the workplace in vivid detail. The travails of work, of setting up a new factory, of building a nationwide network of retail shops, of initially collecting cash from the high-street shops at the week’s end to pay the factory workers’ wages, these matters were never left behind at the factory gate. They could not be.

He spent one day a week ‘walking the factory floor’. Father must have known the names of between a third and half of the 3,000-strong workforce, and recognised the faces of even more. Today’s ‘advanced’ management cant terms it MBWA – ‘management by walking about’ – as if it was a huge discovery. ‘Batamen’ were practising it half a century ago. Father had a legendary ability to open the one box of shoes waiting to be dispatched which contained one black and one brown shoe. The rumpus that followed the discovery of such a failure of quality control depended on the scale of the error. The management response was covered by the all-too-familiar phrase, ‘playing hell’; mistakes were not treated kindly in the Bata organisation.

The previous Managing Director of the company had been notorious for the way he ‘played hell’. On his regular visits

to the Sample Room – where current and future shoe styles were displayed with all the costings, production and sales figures attached to each – the MD would invariably launch into a tirade of abuse and criticism, punctuated by volleys of shoes hurled in all directions. Cannier managers took to occupying strategic positions close to tables, taking shelter underneath them when the footwear started to fly. This form of ‘Management by Throwing Around’ ended with the old MD’s departure.

The Friday Luncheon Conference was a key meeting during which production targets and sales figures were reviewed. If a production target had been missed or something had run over budget, those responsible would have to answer for their failings; the worse the failure, the more hell would be played. How anyone managed to eat their lunch while this was going on was a source of amazement to me. I lost count of the times that my father returned from work on a Friday evening and reported that he had played hell over some issue. He was often very angry. Afterwards, my mother would say: ‘I thought he would have hard attack’ (always pronounced ‘hard attack’). He never did. It did nothing for his digestion or, I guess, that of his managers. And just in case his ‘playing hell’ didn’t drive home the point about personal responsibility for performance, the portion of their salary liable to be forfeit in case of a loss in their area – not just an underperformance – would be duly deducted from their pay.

When it came to Christmas, the company really sailed in its Central European colours. Senior managers and their wives gathered in the Company Hospitality Flat in the Bata Hotel and received Christmas presents from Father in his capacity as Managing Director. The managers in turn clubbed together and gave my parents a present. We are not talking handkerchiefs here, hostess trolleys more like, on one occasion a walnut-veneered stereophonic radiogram. As a child, I was puzzled. Who paid for these gifts? Was it a kind of company Christmas bonus? Did my father pay from his own pocket? I couldn’t

bring myself to ask; as a result I remained faintly uncomfortable, and probably unnecessarily so.

Our own Czech/Bata identity reached its apogee on Christmas Eve. For all Central Europeans this is the high point of the Christmas season. My mother hated the muddy taste of the traditional dish of carp; good old turkey was just the thing to add English authenticity to an otherwise Czech occasion. A regular guest was the company’s retail sales manager. Around nine-thirty, with the turkey dispatched and the flaming pudding waiting, complete with concealed sixpenny coins, the phone would ring. The retail manager, Norman Dover, would immediately get up from the table to take it in the corridor outside, returning a few minutes later with the retail sales numbers from Bata shops for the all-important Christmas fortnight. If targets had been met or exceeded, thanks were given all round. If missed, we had to settle for relief that they were not worse.

The whole ritual struck me as oddly, even uncomfortably confused; pagan, even. What was really going on? Were we celebrating the birth of Christ or the achievement of good retail sales? I never asked. The answer should have been ‘both’. Without retail sales, who would pay for the turkey? And it was no odder than the Anglican Church’s celebration of Harvest Thanksgiving. Here too, being Czech and being Bata were in the ascendant.

From the autumn of 1940, we lived in Horndon-on-the-Hill in a comfortable, rambling, wattle-and-daubed, wood-panelled, perhaps Tudor farmhouse that had at one time been the local post office. It had a large garden surrounded by trees and fencing, giving us privacy and seclusion. We had little contact with our English neighbours or the local community. Life continued to revolve for the most part around Czech friends on the Bata Estate three miles away. Having fled the suffocating intimacy of that imported Czech neighbourhood, we had in truth no other community to turn to. Home stood on the edge of this rather pretty English village with traditional cottages,

small shops, pubs, church, instantly recognisable for what they were. This was how and where the English lived. Yet we largely turned our back on it all because we did not know how to live like the English.

The physical contrast between Horndon-on-the-Hill and the Bata Estate could not have been more pronounced. At East Tilbury there were no cottages, no crooked lanes, no pub, no church, no variety, nothing that showed signs of age. The houses were stuccoed, some fronted in red brick, flat-roofed, uniformly spaced along straight streets. The estate lacked surprise, the unexpected. The two basic types of house were modelled on those found in Zlín: the basic box (the majority), and the ‘extended managerial’ (which boasted a first-floor balcony). Designed to offer respite from Central Europe’s stifling summers, in the more temperate climate of Tilbury the balconies seemed forlorn and pointless, and saw little use. The characteristic flat roofs of these Bata dwellings seemed hilariously unsuitable faced with English winter rain.

Set back from the street, each had a front garden, usually a patch of grass enclosing a flower bed. A path by the side of the house, wide enough to bounce balls against the house wall, led to a small, well-used back garden containing the essentials. Space for a coal box, a tool shed, the clothes line, a vegetable plot, flower beds, and of course, being Czech, some soft fruit bushes. The fruit trees, where they existed, were apples, pears, damsons and much-cherished Czech plum. Czech-owned gardens could often be distinguished from the rest by the muslin bag of tvaroch – a curd made from soured milk, which is an essential ingredient in many traditional dishes – hanging from the washing line. If there was modernist uniformity – conformity? – in the housing design, the gardens came from a peasant era.

The internal layout of the houses was standard throughout: a decent-sized front room for receiving visitors, an inner corridor leading to the dining room. The kitchen next door was small, with a sink, some cupboards, small gas stove and later a

fridge. One person could cook in it, two children might wash the dishes – dishwashers were a generation away, freezers and microwaves two generations distant.

Yet within this constricted space, many Czech wives conjured miracles of cooking. ‘Cuisine’ is not the word for these traditional delights; such fare was never sufficiently refined to deserve the word. To say this is not to diminish the results; it was home cooking at its considerable best. Mrs Cermak (‘Bozena’) believed in tasty food; her specialities were roast duck and magically light walnut sponge cakes with cream topping seldom using – it was rumoured – fewer than twenty-four eggs. Mrs Soucek (always referred to as ‘Sister’) was renowned for her star- and crescent-shaped almond and hazelnut biscuits. Both ladies were mistresses of the plum dumpling, both took pride in their plum slice topped with sweet cheese. Each made wonderful apple strudel, the paper-thin pastry rolled, pulled and stretched out on a white cloth before the pre-cooked apple slices flavoured with cinnamon were folded in. For such magical activities, the entire dining-room table would be pressed into service. Conviviality centred on home cooking. No wonder many Czech managers returned home for lunch. Why trust the English-run company canteen?

But foreignness really erupted with the furnishings of the Czech houses. Almost universal was the long wooden integrated sideboard, glossily walnut-veneered, with cupboards for storage, shelves for books, curved doors, and cabinets with sliding glass doors to display treasured objects. Bohemian cut-glass vases, cigarette ashtrays and sweet boxes were dotted around in profusion, along with crystal bowls filled with hand-painted Easter eggs, the prevailing style a bourgeois version of folk-inspired art. My sister Vicky recalls ruby-red glass and figurines of devils chasing young girls, my brother George bulky armchairs with rounded wooden arms. I remember an ashtray with a hand-carved bear looming at one side. Hardly a plate existed that was not painted in cheerful, folksy, floral patterns.


To add to the wildly decorated effect, every piece of cut glass stood on a hand-crocheted lace mat of great intricacy. Most tables had lace runners. The windows had lace curtains. It was all very comfortable but at the same time contradictory: severe modernist exteriors concealing interiors decked out with the aesthetics of an age and a culture the architects would have abhorred. But the austere simplicity of the external forms accommodated these conventional yet alien aesthetics cheerfully enough. Such were my Czech-dominated surroundings as a child and young person.

I have one key, vivid but unverifiable memory of the year we lived on the Bata Estate. Does this make it unreliable? The German aerial blitz of London was on; the Battle of Britain was in full swing. The sense of threat and imminent danger was acute, sited as we were on the eastern approaches of the Thames estuary, providing Luftwaffe bombers an early landfall on their approach to London. Security was highly sensitive. One Bata employee was banished west of London when his wife was heard speaking German. One summer night I stood with my father at the window of my bedroom looking out towards the rear elevation of the Bata Hotel, a hostel for single workers. The rooms faced due east to the mouth of the Thames estuary and the Nazi-held Continent. Why was Father up? Was he looking for something? For my part, I recall seeing a large white signal lamp clearly sending Morse code flashes from one of those hotel windows. To whom? For what?

I never asked my father about it. George, who usually shared the bedroom, was away at boarding school. I know for sure that the room faced directly on to the back of the hotel. I have checked. I could have seen those clear, bright, white flashing signals – if they existed. I can’t prove that they did. But why should my memory have made it up?

Life was confusing. We had moved to Horndon-on-the-Hill to escape the confines of the Bata Estate. My father wanted us to speak English at home. He spoke correct but heavily

accented English all his life; he also retained his Czech and spoke immaculate Hochdeutsch, classical German, to his dying day. He had a penchant for German proverbs such as the obscure ‘Vorsicht ist die Mutter der Porzellankiste’ – ‘Care is the Mother of the Porcelain Vase’, no doubt used as a frequent rebuke to slapdash children. Mother too occasionally resorted to a German saying, a warning to the idle: ‘Morgen, morgen nur nicht heute, sagen alle faule Leute!’ – ‘Tomorrow, tomorrow but not today, that is what lazy people say.’ This was usually shortened to ‘Morgen, morgen’, which sometimes proved sufficient as a goad to action.

Mother spoke a vivid and rather personal form of English peppered with charmingly incorrect usages. When Annie had her first child by Caesarean section, Mother greeted this joyful event by telling friends that ‘Annie had baby on Caesarewitch’, then a well-known event in the horse-racing calendar. On another occasion, going upstairs carrying a new pot of face cream from Elisabeth Arden, she announced that she was going to ‘re-juvenile myself’. On another, she reported that her doctor had diagnosed her as having ‘high blood pleasure’. A gall bladder problem was refashioned as a ‘gold bladder’. Even in those days I found these versions of English very endearing.

Mother’s own colourful vocabulary could not have been helped by her close friendship with ‘Bozena’ Cermak, whose fractured English was littered with gems such as ‘I am going to Southend on artillery road’ rather than ‘arterial road’. We all knew what she meant.

Coming from a rural background, Mother’s favourite sayings tended to be earthy. Anyone failing to close a door behind them would be greeted with the cry ‘Mas oje v zadnice’, ‘Is a pole sticking out of your arse?’ The response to remarks peppered with ‘ifs’ was ‘If arseholes had fish in them, we would not need fishponds!’ Asking for the impossible was invariably dismissed with ‘Hodinky s vodotryskem!’ – ‘What are you asking for, a wrist-watch with a water fountain?’ Acts of extravagance would be greeted with the rueful yet resigned, ‘Ak jede

crava, tak jede tele’ – ‘If the cow has gone, why bother about the calf?’

It felt very natural to live in a world filled with these words, these sayings. For this sound environment was a comforting part of my emerging and complex awareness of identity. Officially, we did not speak Czech at home. At least not to one another. But with visitors, whether business friends, old friends, or the regular groups of Czech pilots serving in the RAF during the Second World War, the conversation was entirely in Czech. On those occasions the air was filled with the sounds of laughter, jokes, friendship and conviviality. And the language used was Czech, those sounds were Czech. For me, it was the language of friendship. How could I reconcile that with being English? Did I need to learn how to laugh in English? I did not speak much Czech but its sounds, its surrounding atmosphere, held me in thrall. We lived in a babble of broken English, intermittent Czech, German proverbs and Czech farmyard slang. It was a rich linguistic loam.

In later years, the second high point of Christmas was Boxing Day, when the entire Bata Czech community would turn up at our house. After a very few drinks, the men decamped to the billiard room and sang the old Czech songs in flawless harmony. It was very touching and rather sad. This was their annual moment of shared identity. Most of them remained ‘Czecho’ exiles at heart to their dying day.

The wartime years could not resolve the identity question. We were English in spirit though not yet British citizens. We were intensely patriotic. The company prided itself on its title, the British Bata Shoe Company. We were part of the national war effort, with the factory supplying combat boots, wellingtons and gym shoes for the British armed services. (The mothership of Zlín was equally busy making boots for the Wehrmacht. After the war, Zlín shod the Soviet Red Army.) Yet despite my parents’ best efforts, the family atmosphere was more Czech than English, the social environment more Czech than English, the actual and psychological family soundscape tuned to

the sounds of Czech. When English was spoken, it was as a foreign language.

And in my own (as yet unrecognised) oscillation of identity between ‘authoritarian Bata’ and ‘familial Bystřice’, the scales weighed heavily in favour of the Bata influences. I suspect, though I do not know, that my parents had some sense of the need to rebalance our lives by sending George and myself on long holidays to Bystřice pod Hostýnem in 1946 and 1947. Perhaps they wanted to reconnect us with our homeland. Perhaps they wanted us to experience an extended family of grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins galore. This had been lost to us in the move to England in 1939 and it has always felt like a loss. I very much doubt if restoring us to my mother’s family in Bystrice for a few weeks was seen as a conscious antidote to the dominating shadow of Bata. The ‘Bata/Bystřice’ polarity is my own, quite recent construct. Yet it has an emotional truth for me and life in the Sklenář grandparental household in 1946 and 1947 had its own precious essences.

There was ‘Děda’ (Grandpa), who shaved once a week and whose cold, wet, bristly kiss was dreaded all the way on the train from Prague at each visit. There was ‘Babička’ (Grannie), lovely, warm, round, with an incredibly tame Alsatian, Nero (diminutive ‘Nerošku’) who seemed to understand her every word. She endeared herself to me by being the only person to call me by a diminutive of a diminutive, indicating a deep tenderness. In my case, ‘Jan’ (John) was usually softened into ‘Jenda’ (probably Johnny), but in her mouth became ‘Jenicku’ (perhaps ‘little Johnny’). Slav languages are very good at affectionate diminutives.

I reinforced my dormant baby Czech with something more formal and grown up. Given the volume of slang, local usage and the attraction of colourful swear-words in my speech, I did not dare use my Czech in polite company for years afterwards, but it served well enough during these mid-forties visits to the family environment of the single-storey house at Novosady 516, Bystřice pod Hostýnem, Moravia.


The backyard had a wooden outside loo adjacent to the dung heap, sometimes alarming as a wasp patrolled and occasionally settled on my penis; I would sit frozen with anxiety until it flew away. There was the cow, never named, used for hauling the farm cart which returned piled with Victoria plums from Deda’s orchard, and sleep-inducing piles of clover and lucerne grass from his fields. Ferda the pig recognised only Uncle Jozka as a person worth paying attention to, especially when tempted with a branch laden with damsons. Peta, the tame fawn with a broken leg, had been rescued by Jozka on his farm in northern Moravia at Blahotovice. Once healed, Peta tried to escape, broke its leg again and Jozka, the gentlest of men, had to shoot it.

The main excitement in Bystrice itself was Josef Zrubek’s ice cream parlour. Joe’s zmrzlina (ice cream) – one Czech word impossible to forget – enlivened many a long summer country afternoon. As did ‘helping’ in the soda-bottling workshop opposite Deda and Babicka’s house where two of Uncle Ota’s chums pretended to work and tolerated us. I suspect that they were unemployed in the post-war doldrums, but no one was complaining. The Nazis had gone – they had been hated; the Red Army had come and gone – for the moment; they had been ridiculed as stupid and ignorant. The ‘Ivans’, it was said, stole wristwatches and wore them from wrist to elbow on both arms. One commandeered a bike from a Czech boy seen riding on it with his arms folded. The ‘Ivan’ took it, climbed on, pedalled off, folded his arms and fell in the ditch. He thought the bicycle would work on its own. Such were the small revenges of the defeated.

In 1946 and 1947, the country roads were dotted with khaki army three-ton lorries labelled Dodala UNRRA (‘Donated by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Organisation’). There was hope in the air, but it was to be short-lived. The following year, the communists seized power in Prague, Czechoslovakia was forced by Moscow to refuse the offer of US-funded Marshall Aid for European economic reconstruction.

The country vanished behind the Iron Curtain. So did our families. Their years of misery would last a generation.

Uncle Jozka stormed into the local party office, seized a microphone and called for resistance to the communist putsch of 1948. His doctor called an ambulance and got him put into an asylum for a few weeks to avoid a lengthy jail sentence. Cousin Luba, a vet at the national stud in Odry, was sent to the uranium mines on charges of sabotage after an alleged outbreak of equine fever. Acquitted by a local court, his case was referred to a higher court in Prague which duly convicted him as a saboteur. When Luba was released early, it was a sign that he would soon die of radiation sickness. Officially, according to the Czechoslovak government, ‘nobody’ died in the uranium mines themselves.

Second cousin Lydie used to wear Vicky’s cast-off clothes sent by Mother. Condemned for her ‘hooligan appearance’, she was denied a local higher-education place. She had to find one in a remote school for mining engineering instead. My godfather was jailed for ‘being consulted on farming questions by peasants’. He observed later that he slept very well in prison and preferred the company of the ‘cream of Czech intellectual society’.

I never found it strange that there was more than a decade of virtual silence between us and our families in Czechoslovakia. Contacts were difficult, communication complicated, travel virtually impossible. We felt remote, estranged and impotent to help. Did they regard us as indifferent and heartless? When we returned en famille in 1961, the depth of their personal and political anguish was almost too much to bear. ‘When will the West come to free us?’ begged our cousin Luba. There was no reply because we knew what the true answer was.

There is a further explanation for the emotional distance of those years. I was very busy learning how to be English. It was a process that would take me on a kind of forced march through strange English educational institutions, adding further identity problems along the way. Becoming English involved putting

real distance between myself and my Czech origins. More profound questions, such as the tension between ‘Company Zlín’ and ‘Family Bystřice’, were pushed into the background. There were only so many directions in which my identity could be tugged. Time spent in a distant English public school would override everything else. It had to, however uncomfortable it would prove to be.
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