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The Vojna Memorial, Central Bohemia, Czech Republic – Those who might be inclined to favor communism should spend a few hours visiting here.  It is a testimony to what really can happen inside a Communist regime.  Czechs lived this nightmare for almost 40 years from 1948 to their Velvet Revolution in November, 1989.  
Following the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945, many Czechs found the promises of communism to be attractive.  Their country had been brutally occupied by the Germans for nearly 10 years, and the Czechs were desperate for "something else" - most notably food, housing, and jobs.  The Communists promised each.  In post-war elections many Communist candidates were freely elected to Parliament, but any vestige of democracy ended when a Soviet-backed Communist regime seized absolute power in 1948.
Shortly after the Communists assumed total control, this Czech regime began systematic repression and persecution of anyone deemed to be a threat.  A policy of violence, terror, torture and murder was instituted.  No one knew who could be trusted.  Virtually anyone might report your activities and beliefs to the police.  Even family members became suspicious of each other; wives might turn in their husbands, and vice versa.  Small children were often quizzed in school by their teachers as to what their parents were saying at home!  Those suspected of "illegal" activity were seized, interrogated, and often imprisoned without trial.  Many were sent to work camps, such as this one here in a remote region in the south of the Czech Republic near a small village named Pribram.  It had been originally built to house German war prisoners, but beginning in 1949 the Czech communist regime began to send political prisoners here to replace the Germans who had been repatriated.
Life inside such prison camps was horrific.  For example, work here consisted of mining uranium, which was then shipped to the Soviet Union for their nuclear weapons program and use in nuclear reactors.  Conditions in these camps were unimaginable.  Over 2000 men were imprisoned inside a relatively small enclosure surrounding by a guarded double fence.  The prisoners were forced to work long hours underground.  There was no regard for the dangers of the radioactive uranium, nor for any other hazards associated with the dark, cold, underground mining.  Food was sparse: a piece of bread in the morning, and some thin soup at night.  Winters are harsh here, and each man was issued one blanket.  Each barracks room was provided one small bucket of coal per night.  The guards, who were also Czech, were brutal.  Prisoners who were deemed to have committed an infraction, whether real or perceived, were thrown into a small concrete underground dungeon with no heat and no bathroom facilities. They were forced to stand most of the day.  To make matters worse, the ceiling was low, forcing many of the men to have to stoop.  Food, when it came through a hole, was even less than that received by those working.  Internment in this hell hole could last up to a month, and then you were sent back into the mine, unless some other trumped up charge was lodged against you to send you back into this torture.
Although most of those assigned to Vojna were political prisoners, there were also some former Nazi sympathizers who were mixed in.  As in the general population, some of these collaborators were willing to snitch on fellow prisoners in order to gain favor.  Just as in the country itself, there was no one whom you could trust.
Nobody is known to have escaped from Vojna.  It was enclosed with two barbed wire fences separated by an open corridor monitored by armed guards in towers overlooking each corridor.  Medical treatment was reserved only for those who could no longer stand, and the only physician was a fellow inmate who may, or may not, have had appropriate medical training.
When the uranium deposits were depleted in 1961, the Vojna camp was closed with the inmates sent to other camps.  Gradually all the camps were closed, but political repression took other forms such as jails, social isolation,  and being shunned.  When an uprising of Czechs against the Soviets and their Communist collaborators began in the spring of 1968, the USSR sent 600,000 troops backed by 60,000 tanks into the country to brutally put down the "Prague Spring."   Once again, "order" was restored and communism was re-vitalized in a process called "normalization."  Daily life continued to be miserable.
Czech patriots resisted domination by the communists for the next two decades.  By late 1989, students had taken to the streets waving keys as a symbol to demand change.  On November 17 the Communist regime collapsed in what is now called the "Velvet Revolution."  Vaclav Havel, a renowned writer and member of the Resistance, became President of a free, independent Czechoslavakia the following month.  He had been imprisoned many times during communist rule, and his party, the Civic Forum, played a major role in the Velvet Revolution (so called, because there was no significant bloodshed).  
But anger over the Communist concentration camps remains deeply embedded in the consciousness of most Czechs.  Nearly 250,000 political prisoners were interned in these labor camps throughout what was then Czechoslovakia.   It is not certain how many survived.  What is known is that when a totalitarian regime gains power, atrocities such as Vojna are not far behind.
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