Chapter x

Presov Diary

There have been a number of times since leaving Bradford when I thought I might have been better off taking another course, but I wouldn’t have missed the next four months for anything. A briefing written for us by Jack Grosberg, Head of Mod Lang, had described how everything was so cheap in Czechoslovakia that we would have a “gigantic surplus” to spend on travel etc. I couldn’t wait.

September 

Wed 30  Depart for Presov 3 p.m.

October

Fri 2
  Arrive Presov 1 p.m. Met Maria and Bozena in the train. (This was to turn out to be one of the most amazing chance meetings I’ve had. Think back to James Redfield and The Celestine Prophecy. Jean (Harrison), Janet (Brooks), Nick (Panagakis) and I had shared a compartment all the way from Victoria. When we stopped in Martin, about an hour or so east of Prague, two girls boarded the train and asked if they could sit with us. I can’t remember what language they used but it transpired that one of them spoke Slovak with some German and the other spoke Slovak and broken English. After a while the one who spoke German, Bozena, asked whether she could play my guitar which she could see in the luggage-rack. Most of the next few hours to Presov were spent singing. Bozena and Maria would sing Slovak songs, accompanied by Bozena on the guitar, and we would reply with English numbers (Wild Rover, Last Thing On My Mind – that sort of thing). By the time we got to Presov we were like old friends, so much so that Maria asked us to visit the two of them at her family’s house in Zamutov that Sunday. Bear in mind that this was our first day in Slovakia, Presov was about as far East as you could get without being in Russia and one of two complete strangers had just asked us to spend a day with her family in a village even further east. Of course we said yes.)

Sun 4
Went to Zamutov with Nick, Jean and Janet to see Bozka and Maria. It was great. (What was really great about it was the overwhelming hospitality. Here we were, four English students from middle class backgrounds, used to cars, stereo, TV etc being made to feel like some combination of royalty and long-lost family by people we didn’t know. People who lived in the most modest circumstances in a remote village where livestock roamed the mud tracks that passed for roads. Communication wasn’t easy – Bozka doing most of the interpreting using her German – but you didn’t need to speak the same language to understand that Maria and her family got a huge amount of enjoyment out of sharing what they had with these four emissaries from the Outside World. It must have been clear too that we were enjoying immensely the hospitality and the home-made fare – indeed the whole experience. So much so that we were taken to be introduced to other family members in the village who treated us to home-made sausage, cakes and other local delicacies. Before we left Bozka invited us to repeat the formula at a later date with her family near Martin. We couldn’t wait. To be surrounded by so much warmth, kindness and generosity from strangers was humbling. That’s the only word for it.)

Wed 7
Party in 216. Went training. (Can’t remember who had Room 216, but it wasn’t us, we had a party that Friday. Suffice it to say that we had quite a few parties. I won’t mention them all, only those where something unusual happened)

Mon 12 Went to 2 lectures (Watch out for these entries, there aren’t many of them)

Tue 13
Stayed in bed – went training (This sounds like a logistically difficult manoeuvre. In fact it means that I stayed in bed rather than go to lectures, and then, later in the day, I went training. This was probably the first time I met Mrs Dobre Rano. She was our cleaning lady and quite frequently had to clean round at least one of us when she did her morning rounds. There were 7 boys sharing 2 small bedrooms -Paul Stowell, Tony Handley, Derek Megginson and I in one; Chas Baker, Richard Wimborne and Nick Panagakis in the other. The rooms were connected by a small WC that also had a hand-basin. More substantial ablutions needed to be carried out in the shower-room just along the corridor. The shower-room had fantastic acoustics and doubled as an occasional studio for singing and guitar practice. By the way, Dobre Rano means Good Morning in Slovak. It was probably all she ever said to us.)

Wed 14 Went potato picking (Now, this doesn’t sound too interesting does it? But believe me it was great fun. Hard work, but great fun. The local students were recruited to help bring in the potato harvest and we were asked to help. This consisted of following a tractor as it trundled across a potato field, popping the ploughed-up spuds into sacks as we went. Back-breaking work, but for 2 days it was great fun. At the end of each day we were given tea laced with something red. I can’t remember if this was something alcoholic to ease aching limbs or something like grenadine to improve the taste of the tea.

Thur 15 Went potato picking. Crappy, mistake party in our room. No drink. (Can’t imagine how this happened, or how we lived it down!)

Fri 16 
Went to Wine Cellar with the girls (I know this little party included at least Jean and Kath (I have them on film to prove it) but probably also Chas and Derek. The Wine Cellar specialised in varene vino (mulled wine) and featured a Hungarian Gypsy Quartet, one of whom played a cimbalom or Hungarian dulcimer. This was my introduction to mulled wine and I loved it! In fact it became a firm favourite of the group. Most of our parties were based on mulled wine, the big advantage being that the wine did not have to be that good and was therefore cheap. There was also a lot of competition for the job of making the stuff since “tasting “ the brew guaranteed whoever was doing it got a “flying start” to the party.)

Sat 17
Went to disco in Kosice – stayed at Eva’s. (Kosice was the biggest town in the region and, if I remember correctly, was a steel town. It’s also the birthplace of Martina Hingis.  In recent years you may have heard or seen the name Kosice with reference to a Slovak football team that featured in European championships. Every TV pundit I heard managed to mis-pronounce it, making it sound like Kosseechee rather than Koshitzeh as it should be. Tut-tut)

Mon 19 Party’s luggage arrived (This was a big day for those who had sent stuff separately rather than carry it with them – especially for those girls who had been coping with paper knickers for 2 weeks!) 

Fri 23
Party in Hbiezda Club with English Group (This was in fact a Slovak group who sounded very convincingly English, especially when they did Beatles numbers. In fact, they didn’t have a clue what they were singing, they were just repeating the phonetics, but it worked very well.)

Mon 26 Had to throw moolie pea away. Did some work!! Got 480 crowns on the Black Thingy. (There aren’t many times in a person’s life when 3 momentous things happen in one day. This was one of them. Firstly, the moolie pea: this was the name we’d given to a strange looking vegetable we’d found when out walking one day. We took it back to our room. About the size of a small melon it resembled nothing we’d ever seen before – hence the rather Pythonesque name, which I think came from Derek. As it started to putrefy, it took on a personality of its own, albeit not a very interesting one, and it was a sad day when we decided we had better part company in the interests of room hygiene. Secondly the work thing: the fact that it warranted 2 exclamation marks suggests that I’d already spent a lot more time than was sensible being mopped around by Mrs Dobre Rano instead of going to lectures. And last but not least: an ex-Bradford student, Pete Senior, had been working in Presov for some time as a University Assistant and knew exactly how to go about changing money on the Black Market. He showed us the ropes and this was our first experience. I was so edgy I couldn’t even write the word Market in my diary!)

Tue 27  Went to 3 lectures! Numbered floors up to 8. (This work thing was becoming almost a habit. The reference to the floors has me baffled but must have been something to do with the floor the girls were on in their residence block)

Thu 29
 Two meals in the evening. (Derek and I went to a restaurant in town and each had a starter, main course and 2 half litres of beer. When the waiter came to ask us if there was anything else we’d like, we said: “Yes, thank you very much, same again please”. This was the sort of effect that getting Czech Crowns at 2 ½  times the official rate had on us. When the headwaiter eventually came to add up our bill he said: “Sorry gentlemen, there appears to be some mistake, we’ve charged you twice.” “That’s alright”, we said, “We’ve eaten twice”. We thought this was such a hoot that we had 2 dinners each on the next 3 evenings too.)

Fri 30
Two meals in the evening. Got slewed. Came back for a sing-song. Got stopped coming in and had our names taken (Oops!) 

November

Tue 3
Had a wee off the 12th floor of the girls’ block. (In advance of the upcoming European Junior Ice Hockey Championships, due to be held at the ice stadium behind the university, the outside of the girls’ block was being tarted up with some sort of mosaic finish. As a result it was possible to use the scaffolding adorning the outside of the building to gain access to the rooms. Otherwise, getting in probably involved something complicated like signing in and having to be out by a certain time. Clearly that was not on and taking one’s life into one’s hands was a better solution – or at least a lot more fun. However, our girls lived nowhere near the 12th, so this was clearly some sort of statement.)

Wed 4
Had wine party in cellar of Neptun Bar.

Thu 5
Had bonfire.

Fri 6
Nancy’s Birthday. Tokaic, Wine Cellar, Hbiezda disco – Derek, Chas & I played in the group. Flags. (Sounds like quite an evening doesn’t it? Nancy (Wilkinson) is one of the few people we’ve not been able to track down since we left. Pity, she was a bit of a star. Not sure whether gracing 3 separate venues with our presence was a way of celebrating her birthday or maybe we were just glad it was Friday, but I had forgotten about the three of us performing. When I recently mentioned this entry to Chas he reminded me that he played bass guitar, Derek played drums and I played guitar and sang. I have to be fairly drunk to do anything like that, which helps explain the next bit. This was the so-called “Month of Czechoslovak-Soviet Friendship”. They had officially been the “best of friends” since the Russians invaded in 1968 and there were posters and flags everywhere commemorating the event. All the way along Gottwaldova, the street on which stood both the university and the Hbiezda Club, were lampposts and telegraph poles each bearing 2 flags – in fact any 2 out of: the Czechoslovak flag, the Soviet Hammer & Sickle and the plain red Communist Party flag. By the end of the night we’d cleared a good proportion of the street: I’d shin up a pole, pull out the flag-sticks from their holders and drop them to Derek below. Derek would remove the sticks and while he was burying these in the snow I would be shinning up the next pole. It worked a treat, and soon we had enough to supply most of the 18 members of our Russian group with 1 or 2 each. We got slightly concerned, however, when two days later the snow melted and exposed all the flag-sticks. We spent the next few days expecting a heavy knock on our door.)

Sat 7
Bozena’s Birthday. Went to Turc Klacany. Dance in the evening. (This was the weekend visit we had been promised by Bozka. Again the four of us were treated royally by her family, none of whom spoke anything we could understand)

Sun 8
Walk in the Fatra’s in the morning. Goose for dinner. Club in the evening. (The Fatra mountains, whilst not as well known outside Czechslovakia as the Tatra’s, were still beautiful and we had a great time walking and tobogganing our way to a healthy appetite. Bozka’s father killed a goose and her mother cooked us a fabulous dinner which we washed down with home-made red wine. Heaven!)

Mon 9
 Back to Presov.

Wed 11 Grosberg left. ( Jack Grosberg had come to see how we were getting on. In the case of Nancy and myself this consisted of a pep-talk on the merits of going to lectures from time to time and a threat that, if we didn’t, we’d be booted off the course. This was serious stuff)

Sun 15
 Left for Prague. (The group had planned a few days in Prague.  During our stay we were scheduled to collect some cholera vaccine from the British Embassy. There was an outbreak of the disease not far from Presov and the surrounding area was soon to be under quarantine for 3 months. If we weren’t vaccinated we would not be allowed to leave the area to return home) 

Mon 16 Grosberg back in England.  Sight-seeing in Prague. Chinese. U Fleku. 

(After Grosberg’s warning I was concerned about his whereabouts, but not so much that I couldn’t appreciate Prague. I thought it was breathtaking. I can still picture the sun shining on all those golden spires and clock-faces, the stunning Charles Bridge and Nancy posing next to one of the guards at the Castle on the hill. U Fleku was a great bar recommended to us by Pete Senior)

Tue 17
 Sight-seeing.

Wed 18 Sight-seeing. Wine cellar. Italian. Others left. U Pinkasu. (After lunch in an Italian restaurant the rest of the group returned to Presov. The vaccine had failed to arrive in the Diplomatic Bag and two of us had to stay on to wait for the next Bag. We drew lots to see who the poor “unfortunates” would be. Derek and I lost – or, to put it another way, won. To celebrate we went to 

U Pinkasu, a well-known bar also recommended by Pete Senior. Apart from the fact that the beer was very good and cheap, the one thing that sticks in my mind about U Pinkasu was that the waiter just kept coming round with beers and replacing your empty glasses with full ones until you told him to stop. Every time he left you a beer he’d make a mark with an HB pencil on the porcelain saucer in front of you. It was terribly simple and terribly effective. We got pissed without ordering anything.)

Thu 19 Shopping. Romeo & Juliet. U Pinkasu. (After getting a bit of culture in the afternoon, we thought we might find somewhere quiet to write a few postcards. We decided on U Pinkasu, since we didn’t have to talk to the waiter and could thus concentrate on card-writing.)

Fri 20
Kath’s Birthday. Sight-seeing. Back to Presov. (In fact it wasn’t quite as simple as that. We picked up the vaccine from the Embassy and were told that it had to be kept below 4 degrees C. That was ok while we were outside – it was after all November in Czechoslovakia. But, what about on the train? We decided that we would take it in turns to hold the package out of the window. Fine. Do you know how far it is from Prague to Presov? 7 hours – that’s how far it is. After less than an hour of aching arms and frozen hands we opted for the scientifically proven alternative and put the vaccine in the luggage rack.)

Mon 23  Cholera jab. Concert. Scrambled egg. (I can’t remember telling the others about the temperature thing. We didn’t want to worry anybody)

December

Wed 2
Had hair cut by Pete. (In order to keep their son looking reasonably neat and tidy, my parents had given me a comb thing with a blade in it. As you combed your hair you trimmed it. Easy, except I couldn’t see behind me, so I asked Pete Senior to help. The result was frightening. By the time Pete got used to how effective this thing was, I’d been reduced to something approaching a “Number 1 “, a la Beckham. The effect of my new skinhead look was heightened by the fact that I now had a beard. Our hot water had gone off for a few days and, rather than tear at my face using cold water, I let my beard grow. I looked quite menacing. Little did I know that I was to keep some form of facial hair for the next 27 years!)

Thu 3
Beethoven Concert. Meal in Dukla. (The concert was in celebration of his upcoming birthday on the 16th and was the first time I can remember hearing his 9th Symphony. The meal in the Dukla became quite a regular occurrence. The Dukla was the best hotel in town, but still seemed very good value with Black Market crowns. With the benefit of a bit of hindsight I just hope for the sake of the local Slovaks that we didn’t flaunt this too much.) 

Wed 9
Post – Xmas present from P’s. Xmas present from Heidi. Ticket for match. Rissotto with Jean. (Getting post when you’re that far from home was a bit special, particularly when it went through the hands of censors and not everything made it. Just as my Dad did when in Burma, we used to number our letters so that recipients knew in which order to read them and how many didn’t get through. There were other diary entries that concerned post, but none more important than this. This was my first Christmas away from home. I can’t remember what else I received, but I had asked for some Vesta Beef Rissottos and here they were. Not everyone’s Christmas presents arrived unscathed. One of the girls (Jenny I believe) arrived in the post room to see her package in a real mess with the contents spilling out. She was just in time to see one of the security men take a small tit-bit out of some silver foil and pop it into his mouth. Unfortunately for him, but much to everyone else’s delight, it wasn’t a speciality chocolate but an Oxo cube! I bet he didn’t do that again in a hurry. The ticket refers to my purchase for the upcoming Czechoslovak-Russia confrontation in the Ice Hockey Championships. And the day finished in style - a gourmet meal, Beef Rissotto, with Jean. Cooked by me and accompanied by a bottle of Keknelyu Hungarian white wine it tasted all the better for the fact that I had to scale several floors of scaffolding taking the rissotto, frying pan and bottle with me in the pockets of my parka. TV chefs really have it easy you know)  

Thu 17
Had 2nd Rissotto & bottle of Keknelyu.

Fri 18
Nick’s Party. Nobody puked! Not even Derek! (Nick Panagakis is another member we have not been able to contact.Where he is now nobody knows. It was his birthday the following day)

Mon 21 2nd Cholera jab 

Thu 24 . Meal at Dukla. 2 vests, 2 pairs of pants lost in pan-fire. (Many of us went to the Dukla together for a Christmas meal. Before we left I had left some whites to boil in a saucepan in the kitchen which was down the corridor from our room. We had a great meal but returned to find our corridor thick with smoke and my Y-fronts reduced to ashes.

Fri 25
Left for hotel. Arrive – meals. (A number of us had decided to spend Christmas at a hotel in the High Tatra’s. We took the mainline train West until we got to Poprad, and then a branch-line North through Stary Smokovez to Tatranska Polianka, from where we would be taken by snowplough to the hotel. We had a few minutes to kill. In the grounds of the station was a fountain that was still working despite the cold. It was so cold that the water was freezing on the way down so that a mound of ice had built up, to a height of about 3 metres, with the fountain still bravely spouting from the top like a mini-volcano.  Derek and I, with some difficulty I might add, scaled this baby-Tatra and sat astride it while photos were taken. Soon we were off again and finally arrived at Sliezky Dom, an attractive modern hotel high above the clouds. This would be home for the next few days.)   

Sat 26
Toboggan – bikes. Skiing – meal - singing round fire. (This was my first taste of skiing and what a great way to build up an appetite for dinner. The fire was a particularly attractive arrangement: a large copper bowl with the sides cut away, it was suspended by its chimney from the ceiling, about three feet above a sunken seating area (if you can imagine that?), so that a group could sit in a circle around it and provided a great focus for the après-ski – chatting, drinking and singing - every evening)

Sun 27  Beautiful weather. Photos in the morning. Afternoon skiing until dark. Evening meal & drink.

Mon 28 Sh***y weather. Skiing. Afternoon sh***ier weather + avalanches, Dubonnet, evening meal, singing round the fire.

Tue 29  Left hotel. Tractor, sledges. To Turc. Klacany. (Those who felt really confident skied back down to the station. I went by toboggan. Edwina, bless her, was towed in a special sledge all to herself. She’d broken her leg and was being taken to hospital. Jean and I had been invited to spend New Year with Bozka; Janet and Nick were off to Maria’s and the others returned to Presov.) 

Our next few days were spent enjoying the hospitality of the Vankova family and the scenery in the Fatra’s, including:

Thu 31
Great walk in the Fatra’s. Ate and drank too much. Dance. 

Jan 1
Really cold! “Marriage Italian Style” (Which we saw at the local cinema)

Jan 2
Walk in the afternoon, played snowballs. Visited father’s family. Tobogganed down road through the village.

Then, after a fairytale Christmas and New Year, back to reality:

Sun 3
Back to Presov. CSSR v. Russia Ice Hockey at 4.30. CSSR lost 6-2. Russia Champs. (This was bound to be a grudge match and we had no doubts whose side we were on. We got a bit too vocal on occasions and were asked to sit down and behave ourselves by soldiers who looked as if they meant it)

Thu 7
Lectures begin. Didn’t go. Went to see “My Fair Lady” (Much more interesting than lectures)

Sun 10
Saw Hitchcock’s “The Birds”

Mon 18 Went to see “Tchaikowsky” (All this talk of culture reminds me that we once went to a students’ music club held, as Derek has recalled, at the Park Kultury i Otdycha (Park of Culture and Rest) to listen to the latest Western music they had been able to smuggle in. On that occasion they were featuring the double-album  “Tommy” by The Who. Unfortunately our hosts had not appreciated that the first LP carried Side One and Side Four, and the second LP carried Side Two and Side Three. So the “Rock Opera” plot was somewhat spoiled by the deaf, dumb and blind Tommy racing directly to pinball-wizardship without so much as a by your leave) 

Sat 23
Bozka and Maria came. Meal in Dukla (where else). Wine in Edwina’s. Sent trunks. (This was our attempt to repay some of the girls’ hospitality before we left. The sending of the trunks was only part of a protracted leaving process that created quite a bit of friction. We had been told by the university authorities that we could pay for our trip home in Crowns. Those of us that were into the Black Market, therefore, changed a fair amount of Sterling to cover this and our last few days in Presov. When the time came to pay for the tickets, and for the trunks to be sent, we were told we had to pay in Sterling. Some people had none left, others so little that they cold not help and some of the negotiations got quite fraught. I found myself with just enough. But I was also now awash with Crowns! So the last few days consisted of  buying souvenirs and eating and drinking as well as possible.)

Sun 24
Bozka and Maria left. Treated Jean to farewell meal in the Dukla. 
(I still have the bill for this. We ate and drank well, then went downstairs to the disco and had wine there too. The whole lot, including service, came to CKrs 878,--, which was nothing at all. I was going to miss this.)

Tue 26 Big farewell meal with all 18 of us, then back to “my place”. 

Wed 27 Off home! Left Kosice at 8.45 p.m. for Prague

Thu 28
 Arrived Prague 8.00 a.m., Nuernberg 6.50 p.m., Stuttgart 9.46 p.m.

Fri 29
Arrived Ostend 9.26 a.m., London 4.00 p.m. 

Sat 30
Took films in. (I’d taken a fair number of pictures in the four months we were in Czechoslovakia and they captured some very special memories.)

When Mod Lang had its first reunion in 1997 the closeness and camaraderie of the Russian group was something that was still tangible. I could think for ever about whether I took the right course or not, but I wouldn’t have missed those four months in Presov for anything. I think most of us felt the same.

