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Central Europe, 2016 - It has been 40 years since I last visited this part of the world.  But then my travels were limited to the nations of Western Europe.  The Cold War was in full swing, and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe were isolated from the West by the Iron Curtain erected and enforced by the Soviet Union.  Czechoslovakia and Hungary were being brutally repressed by the Soviets.  Some Western travelers were allowed entry, but as an active duty member of the U.S. military, I had zero chance of visiting.
But nothing remains permanent in this part of the world - at least if the past thousand years is a guide.  Using the internet, I quickly, and easily, booked a flight to Prague, in what is the capital, not of Czechoslovakia, but now the Czech Republic, a smaller version of its former self.  There was no visa requirement; only a passport is required.  Because the first leg of my flight was through Frankfurt, Germany, no one even checked my passport upon arrival in Prague.  I was now in the EEU, a.k.a., the European Union, and the policy of "Schengen" (unfettered travel between EEU member countries) is in effect.  It was if I had passed the border between two American states.
Czechoslovakia had an interesting "friendly divorce" in 1991, when the prime ministers of its two major regions agreed between themselves to separate the country into two separate nations, the Czech Republic and Slovakia.  Interestingly, there was no vote, and even more interestingly, the vast majority of citizens in both regions were opposed to this move.  But it happened, and now both exist peacefully side by side with most current citizens of each country reported to be happy with the outcome.
On our tour of the region we visited both countries.  The Czechs seemed to me to be the more reserved, with the Slovaks rather outgoing.  We spent over a week traveling throughout both countries, with the majority of time in the larger nation, the Czech Republic.  Citizens in both are very conscious of their histories, and are quite nationalistic.   There is no love lost when their national sports teams play each other. Their languages are different, but similar, so that most Czechs and Slovaks can easily understand one another.
We also traveled further south and east to Hungary.  This is a very different nation from its neighbors to the north.  For starters, the language is very different.  Most Czechs and Slovaks cannot understand Hungarians, and vice versa.  As I mentioned, all are members of the EEU, and travel between them is unrestricted.  Yet Hungary and the Czech Republic have retained their historic currencies, the Forint (284 to $1) and the Koruna (25 to $1), respectively, while Slovakia uses the Euro (0.91 to $1).  
During the past 100 years, all three countries suffered mightily.   From the beginning of WW I in 1914 until near the end of the 20th century, wars, invasions, occupation, tyranny and terrible repression affected the daily lives of essentially everyone here.  Hungary lost 2/3 of its territory, Czechoslovakia was cut in two, reparations following WW I caused extreme economic hardship, and then Hitler and the Nazis occupied and terrified while sending millions to concentration camps and death.  WW II brought even more deprivation and death due to non-stop military action and enormous wartime losses of essentially all infrastructure.  Then the Soviet Union took over each country and imprisoned and murdered its citizens while placing these countries behind the Iron Curtain in regimes devoid of freedom and ruled by the constant terror of the secret police.  
Yet I found now as a visitor to these three nations is that it is difficult to distinguish any of them in terms of "modern" development from my own home nation of the United States.  Internet coverage is as good, or better.  Public transportation is far better, both in terms of availability and reliability.   Starting from the depths of the Cold War years, these nations have surged ahead, each following its own traditions, but with similar economic results.  All are fully functioning democracies and active members of NATO and the EEU.  There are issues and challenges, of course, both economically and socially, but, on the whole, these are prosperous countries.  All have declining birth rates, yet are extremely reluctant to absorb the waves of Muslim refugees attempting to come from the south and east out of concerns over maintaining their own unique national customs and traditions.  In Hungary, for example, much of the need for low cost labor is filled by workers from the Ukraine and Romania because they are non-Muslims who do assimilate easily.
These "Jewels of Bohemia" are indeed fascinating nations to put high on your list of places to visit.  I am certain that you will not be disappointed.
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