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Slavonice, Czech Republic – There are few tourists here in this southern corner of Moravia, one of the three regions of the Czech Republic.  This is a shame, because this small village of only 2500 has some of the more remarkable Renaissance homes in Central Europe.   As you walk along the cobblestone streets you will see that the fronts of many homes have facades with drawings etched into stone depicting scenes from medieval times.   These scenes are remarkably detailed, almost as if they had been painted rather than etched.  You can see very clearly the facial features depicted, so much so that it is easy to forget that you are not in a museum looking at a fine painting.
But there is much more here.  Many of the homes are interconnected underground with a network of tunnels designed originally for drainage.  Some owners now use these for wine cellars.  In fact, we were able to visit one to enjoy a superb wine tasting adventure in a dark cavern housing hundreds of bottles of vintage local wine.
In Mariz, a very small village (perhaps 5 homes) only a few kilometers from Slavonice, we found a ceramics factory where each product was hand-made and then painted in beautiful, bright colors.   We were invited to try our hand, not at making the cups, bowls, and vases, but to paint an object of our choice to be picked up the following day after it had been fired.  My effort was….valiant, but evidence that I should not quit my day job.
Yet another local, but somber, attraction nearby is the bunker system constructed by the Czechs in the mid 1930's to protect their nearby border with Austria where the growing Nazi dominance was becoming an obvious threat.  These bunkers, most of which were destroyed by the Nazis, were situated about 100 meters apart and manned by four Czech soldiers armed with machine guns.  Much to the astonishment of the Czechs, this entire fortification system became moot when they were sold out by the French and British in the infamous 1938 Munich Agreement.  The words of the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, proclaiming "peace in our time," still resonate with irony in the hearts of all Czechs as Hitler was given much of Czech territory in exchange for a promise not to absorb other parts of Europe.  How did that work out?   This stolen land, often called Sudetenland, was the home to many ethnic Germans who had been living in Czechoslovakia for centuries, but it had historically always been part of the Czech land.  And, yes, every one of those bunkers which had been constructed to defend against the Germans was now in German hands - without one bullet being fired.  Most of the bunkers were destroyed by the Germans as practice during preparations for their invasion of other countries later in the war to give them experience in how to best attack such fortifications. The bunkers which remain today now sit peacefully here in a forest not far from Slavonice.  As I picked wild blueberries near the bunkers, I was fully aware of the irony between "then" and now.
Not far from these bunkers is a more joyful site, the Hrad Landstejn castle.  This medieval castle is now mostly ruins, but it has been restored sufficiently so that visitors can climb to the top and view the surrounding countryside.  The views are fantastic, stretching far into Austria beyond the border less than 3 miles away.   We were fortunate to be here when a group of eight actors suddenly appeared from the castle walls to perform a 20-minute play depicting in a farcical manner the longstanding struggles for control of this region between the Austrians, the Germans, and the Czechs.    The play was very well received with many of the local children in attendance laughing and yelling suggestions to the actors during the performance.  It was great fun, and I found that I could follow the gist of the play even though it was being performed in Czech.  At the end of the play, the actors literally passed their hats among the crowd for donations.  I gave them 50 Czech crowns (just over two bucks).
Upon our return to Slavonice we had an excellent meal at our hotel and more of that most  excellent wine from the cellar below.  We were serenaded during dinner by a local 4-piece band, called (no kidding), The Slavonice Band.  They were great fun, and we joined them in a sing-a-long on several songs, including the John Denver tune, Country Road, that they were singing in Czech while we enthusiastically shouted the American lyrics.  By the way, our accommodations here were comparable, or better, than in many American hotels (wifi, flat screen television, fridge, microwave).  
So, the next time you travel to Prague, be certain to head south in the Czech Republic toward Austria.  Take a few days to  allow yourself to enjoy these hidden delights of Moravia.
I thought you might like to know.
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