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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Traveling as a Temporary Local


Wedged between Germany and Austria, the Czech Republic is the first stop for many visitors’ foray into Eastern Europe. After the fall of communism, the Czech capital, Prague, quickly became one of Europe’s most popular destinations. Come see what all the fuss is about...but don’t overlook the rest of the country. Even in a quick visit, you can enjoy a fine introduction to the entire Czech Republic.


This book focuses on Prague, but also includes my favorite small-town and back-to-nature destinations in the countryside. If you want to experience the best two weeks that the Czech Republic has to offer, this book has all the information you’ll need.


Experiencing Czech culture, people, and natural wonders economically and hassle-free has been my life-long goal as a traveler, tour guide, and writer. This book is selective, including only the top destinations and sights. For example, the Czech Republic has dozens of historic countryside castles, but I take you to only the best (Konopiště, Karlštejn, Křivoklát, and Lednice).


The best is, of course, only my opinion. But after spending much of my life researching Europe, I’ve developed a sixth sense for what travelers enjoy.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Prague & the Czech Republic is a personal tour guide in your pocket. Better yet, it’s actually two tour guides in your pocket: The co-author and researcher of this guidebook is Honza Vihan, a Prague native with 20 seasons of guiding experience. Together, Honza and I keep this book up-to-date and accurate. For simplicity we’ve shed our respective egos to become “I” in this book—though at times, you’ll know from the intimacy of some of the comments that Honza is sharing his own uniquely Czech perspective.


[image: Image]


Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


The first half of this book focuses on Prague, following this format:


Orientation to Prague includes specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information. The “Planning Your Time” section suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Sights in Prague describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours. Major sights have self-guided tours.


The Self-Guided Walks cover the Old Town, the New Town’s Wenceslas Square, and the peaceful, view-filled Vyšehrad park, pointing out sights and fun stops.


The Self-Guided Tours lead you through Prague’s most fascinating museums and sights: the Jewish Quarter, Museum of Medieval Art, Mucha Museum, and Prague Castle.


Sleeping in Prague describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.


Eating in Prague serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive eateries to fancy restaurants.


Shopping in Prague gives you tips for shopping painlessly and enjoyably, without letting it overwhelm your vacation or ruin your budget.


Entertainment in Prague is your guide to fun, including a wide array of concerts and nightclubs—as well as other Czech entertainment options, from the unique Black Light Theater to hockey and soccer games.


Prague Connections outlines your options for traveling to destinations by train, bus, plane, or with a private driver.


The second half of the book, Beyond Prague, is devoted to the rest of the Czech Republic. For easy day trips from Prague, consider the towns of Kutná Hora (with bone church) and Karlovy Vary (with famous spa), the Terezín Memorial (concentration camp), and three castles. Farther-flung destinations are each covered as a mini-vacation: the pretty town of Český Krumlov; a cluster of distinctly different Southern Czech towns (Třeboň, Telč, Třebíč, and Slavonice); the youthful town of Olomouc; and the scenic Mikulov Wine Region.




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly, but things change. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:








	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about









Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. Accommodations are categorized with a Sleep Code (described on here); eateries are classified with a Restaurant Price Code (here). To indicate discounts for my readers, I include RS% in the listings.


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


A [image: Image] symbol in a sight listing means that the sight is described in greater detail elsewhere—either with its own self-guided tour, or as part of a self-guided walk. A [image: Image] symbol indicates that a free, downloadable self-guided Rick Steves audio tour is available.


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour, and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





Near the end of the book, you’ll find these chapters:


Czech History explains the complicated, tumultuous, and ultimately uplifting background of this country.


The Practicalities chapter is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best travel advice about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation.


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and Czech survival phrases.


Throughout this book, you’ll find money- and time-saving tips for sightseeing, transportation, and more. Some businesses—especially hotels and walking tour companies—offer special discounts to my readers, indicated in their listings.


Browse through this book, choose your favorite destinations, and link them up. Then have a great trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Czech people.


Planning


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Your trip to the Czech Republic is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and to really appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book in its entirety before you go accomplishes much the same thing.


Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note holidays, festivals, colorful market days, and days when sights are closed or most crowded (all covered in this book).


If you have only a few days for Prague, remember that the impressive sights of the Jewish Quarter are closed on Saturday, and other museums (particularly in the Old Town) are closed on Monday. Monday can also be a problem day outside of Prague, as many Czech museums and castles are closed.


To get between destinations smoothly, read the tips in Practicalities on taking trains and buses, or renting a car and driving. A smart trip is a puzzle—a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. To maximize rootedness, minimize one-night stands. It’s worth taking a long drive after dinner to get settled in a town for two nights. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Reread this book as you travel, and visit local tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI in this book). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. Get online or call ahead to learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.




The Czech Republic at a Glance


Best Home Bases


▲▲▲Prague Czech capital and one of Europe’s most romantic cities, boasting a remarkably well-preserved Old Town, a thriving New Town packed with Art Nouveau, and fascinating 20th-century history.





▲▲Český Krumlov Charming Bohemian hill town huddled under a colorful castle and hugging a river bend.





▲Telč and Southern Czech Towns Tiny town with spectacular main square that’s a good overnight stop for visiting other southern Bohemian towns: Třeboň, surrounded by artificial lakes; Třebíč, with echoes of Jewish history; and—huddled along the Austrian border—Slavonice, with evocative, never-used WWII fortifications.





▲Olomouc Moravian cultural capital and thriving university city; nearby are the Rococo château in Kroměříž, and the time-passed, mountainous Wallachia region.





▲Mikulov Wine Region Czech Republic’s top wine-growing area, with a trio of worthwhile stops: the historical town of Mikulov, the humble village of Pavlov, and the impressive château-and-garden complexes of Lednice and Valtice.





Day Trips from Prague


▲▲Kutná Hora Workaday Czech town with an offbeat bone church, stunning cathedral, and silver mining museum.





▲▲Terezín Memorial The Nazis’ model “Jewish town,” now a sobering memorial to the victims.





▲Konopiště Castle Neo-Gothic residence of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, with captivating stories about its former inhabitants.





▲Karlštejn Castle Dramatically situated summer residence of Charles IV, with fairy-tale-esque exterior.





Křivoklát Castle Genuinely Gothic hunting palace of Czech kings, later transformed into royal prison.





▲Karlovy Vary (Carlsbad) Swanky spa town with grand architecture.





Enjoy the friendliness of the Czech people. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the ultimate characteristically Czech pub. (Anything with an English menu doesn’t count.) Once inside, ask the locals to recommend the best beer, and make it your goal to get the most interesting story you possibly can out of them.


Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for confirming prices, noting directions, and organizing your thoughts. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.


TRIP COSTS


There are two price tiers in the Czech Republic: Prague, and everywhere else. Outside of Prague, you’ll be amazed at the low prices for accommodations, food, transportation, and sightseeing. In Prague, you’ll find prices closer to the Western European range. Prague hotels are particularly expensive, often surpassing Western prices. But even in Prague, things that natives pay for—such as transportation and food (in local-style, rather than tourist-oriented, restaurants)—are very affordable. Despite the expense of Prague, if you avoid overpriced restaurants on the main tourist drag, and if you use my listings to stay at only the best-value hotels, a trip to the Czech Republic can still be substantially less expensive than a trip to Western European destinations.


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare to Europe, transportation in Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare to Europe: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Prague can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). If Prague is part of a longer trip, consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another (for example, into Prague and out of Vienna). Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Transportation in Europe: Point-to-point train and bus tickets within the Czech Republic are inexpensive—a second-class train ticket from Prague to the farthest reaches of the country won’t run you more than about $20. Renting a car is convenient for exploring the Czech countryside, but doing so is much more expensive than public transportation (allow $230 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance). If you’ll be keeping the car for three weeks or more, look into leasing, which can save you money on insurance and taxes for trips of this length. Car rentals and leases are cheapest if arranged from the US. Those with more money than time can consider hiring a car with a private driver (a full-day, round-trip excursion from Prague to Český Krumlov runs about $152; see here). Rail passes normally must be purchased outside Europe but aren’t necessarily your best option—you may save money by simply buying tickets as you go. For more on public transportation and car rental, see “Transportation” in Practicalities.




The Czech Republic’s Best Two-Week Trip by Car


[image: Image]








	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in










	1

	Arrive in Prague

	Prague






	2

	Prague

	Prague






	3

	Prague

	Prague






	4

	Day trip to Terezín Memorial

	Prague






	5

	Tour Konopiště Castle en route to Český Krumlov

	
Český Krumlov






	6

	
Český Krumlov

	
Český Krumlov






	7

	To Třeboň, then Telč


	Telč







	8

	Side-trip to Slavonice

	Telč







	9

	Visit Třebíč on the way to Mikulov Wine Region

	Mikulov or Pavlov






	10

	Tour Lednice Château and visit whichever town you’re not sleeping in

	Mikulov or Pavlov






	11

	To Olomouc (with time, visit Kroměříž en route)

	Olomouc






	12

	Olomouc (possible side-trip to Wallachia)

	Olomouc






	13

	Visit Kutná Hora on the way back to Prague

	Prague






	14

	Prague

	Prague












Room and Board: You can manage comfortably in Prague on $100 a day per person for room and board. This allows $10 for lunch, $15 for dinner, and $75 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $150 double room that includes breakfast). Outside Prague, hotel rates plummet to $70 or less for a decent double, and food prices also drop—making $50 a day per person a reasonable budget in the Czech countryside. Even in Prague, students and tightwads can eat and sleep for as little as $40 a day ($25 for a bed, $15 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Sightseeing is inexpensive here. Most sights generally cost about $5-10. A few biggies cost more (such as Prague Castle—$10) or much more (the Jewish Quarter—$20), but that’s rare. Most sights offer senior and student discounts; always ask. Figure $20-35 for concerts, Black Light Theater performances, and other splurge experiences. You can hire a private guide for as little as $100 for four hours. An overall average of $30 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience the Czech Republic.


Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $1-2 per stamped postcard, coffee, beer, or ice-cream cone. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.


WHEN TO GO


In Prague and the Czech Republic, the “tourist season” runs roughly from Easter through October. July and August have their advantages, with the best weather, longer days (daylight until after 21:00), fewer tourists in Prague than in the peak months of May, June, and September, and busy festivals held in small towns around the country. In spring and fall (May, June, Sept, and early Oct), the weather is milder, and the colors and scents are more powerful.


Winter travelers find the concert season in full swing, with remarkably fewer tourists—but outside of Prague, many sights are either closed or open on a limited schedule. In December, you’ll find Christmas markets on main squares around the country, fragrant with the scent of hot wine with cloves. After a quiet Christmas season, Prague explodes with fun on New Year’s Eve, teeming with thousands of Germans and other Europeans. In January and early February, when few tourists come, chances are you will wake up to a Prague silenced by the wistful glimmer of snow, which quickly melts in the Old Town but stays on the ground at Prague Castle and on top of Petřín Hill. Seeing the Charles Bridge blanketed by fresh snow makes the hours spent out in the cold worthwhile. Frequent pub stops, with lots of plum brandy and hot wine, are essential at this time of year—and they bring you closer to local life. Winter can linger, but Prague usually turns green with spring around mid-April. Use the climate chart in the appendix as your Prague weather guide.




The Czech Republic’s Best 12-Day Trip by Bus and Train








	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in










	1

	Arrive in Prague

	Prague






	2

	Prague

	Prague






	3

	Prague

	Prague






	4

	Day trip to Terezín Memorial

	Prague






	5

	To Český Krumlov

	
Český Krumlov






	6

	
Český Krumlov

	
Český Krumlov






	7

	To Telč via Třeboň


	Telč







	8

	To Olomouc via Třebíč


	Olomouc






	9

	Olomouc

	Olomouc






	10

	Return to Prague

	Prague






	11

	Side-trip to Kutná Hora

	Prague






	12

	Prague

	Prague









With more time in the Czech Republic, consider a pair of other destinations that are a little more difficult, but still possible, to reach by public transportation: Hikers enjoy Wallachia, which fits easily into the above schedule after Olomouc (make your home base in Trojanovice). Wine lovers head for the Mikulov wine region, easiest to visit between Telč and Olomouc (make your home base in Mikulov or Pavlov).


Beyond the Czech borders, you could visit Budapest, Hungary, and Kraków, Poland—each an easy, direct night-train trip away from Prague (or an even quicker connection from Olomouc). For more on these destinations beyond the Czech Republic, see the current editions of Rick Steves Budapest and Rick Steves Eastern Europe.







[image: Image] Rick Steves Audio Europe [image: Image]


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app is a great tool for enjoying Europe. This app makes it easy to download my audio tours of top attractions, plus hours of travel interviews, all organized into destination-specific playlists.


My self-guided audio tours of major sights and neighborhoods across Europe are free, user-friendly, fun, and informative. In Prague, my City Walk audio tour (marked in this book with the [image: Image] symbol) takes you through the middle of the New Town and Old Town, connecting most of the major landmarks. My audio tours are hard to beat: Nobody will stand you up, the quality is reliable, you can take the tour exactly when you like, and the price is right.


The Rick Steves Audio Europe app also offers a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe.


[image: Image]


This app and all of its content are entirely free. (And new content is added about twice a year.) You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.





SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


So much to see, so little time. How to choose? Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, the following are my recommended priorities:








	3 days:

	Prague






	4-5 days, add:

	Your choice of nearby day trips (Kutná Hora, Terezín Memorial, Karlovy Vary, and three castles: Konopiště, Karlštejn, or Křivoklát)






	6 days, add:

	
Český Krumlov (and skip day trips)






	8 days, add:

	Olomouc






	10 days, add:

	Třeboň, Telč, and Třebíč, and/or Slavonice






	More:

	Your choice









This includes nearly everything on the map on here. If you don’t have time to see it all, prioritize according to your interests. The “Czech Republic at a Glance” sidebar can help you decide where to go (see here). This list assumes you’re primarily interested in the Czech Republic. But note that Prague also splices neatly into a wider-ranging trip that can include such nearby destinations as Vienna (4.5 hours by train), Budapest (7 hours), Kraków (8 hours), Munich (6.25 hours), and Berlin (4.5 hours).




How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? You can share tips, concerns, and discoveries at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in the Czech Republic. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports and requirements for the Czech Republic, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.


The Czech Republic has joined the open-borders Schengen Agreement, eliminating checks at border crossings when traveling to and from neighboring countries. You’ll simply zip through the border without stopping. But when you change countries, you still change phone cards, currency, and postage stamps.


Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season (May-June and Sept) or on any major holidays or festivals (see here).


Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, and to request your PIN if you don’t already know it. See here for details.


Do your homework if you’re considering travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


Several Czech castles in the countryside (Český Krumlov, Karlštejn´s Chapel of the Holy Cross, and Konopiště) can only be visited with a guided tour, and may offer just a few English tours each day. While you can generally reserve a space the day before (or even the same day), it’s worth doing some homework so you can plan your day around joining an English tour. Otherwise, you can join a Czech tour and read the English handout.


If you’re planning on renting a car in the Czech Republic, bring your driver’s license and an International Driving Permit (see here).


If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see here).


Check for recent updates to this book at www.ricksteves.com/update.


Traveling as a Temporary Local


We travel all the way to the Czech Republic to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of Czech hospitality. And with an eagerness to go local, you’ll have even more fun.


[image: Image]


Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the Czech image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.


While Czechs look bemusedly at some of our Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford us individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and happy travels!


[image: Image]




Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!
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CZECH REPUBLIC


Česká Republika


The Czech Republic is geographically small. On a quick visit, you can enjoy a fine introduction while still packing in plenty of surprises. The country has a little of everything for the traveler. Quaint villages? Check. Beautiful landscapes? Check. World-class art? Czech, Czech, and Czech.


While the Czechs have long occupied the lands of the present-day Czech Republic, for most of their history they were treated as second-class citizens, under the thumb of foreign rulers (generally from Germany or Austria). That the Czech nation exists as an independent state today is practically a Cinderella story. So let’s get to know the underdog Czechs.


In Czech towns and villages, you’ll find a simple joy of life—a holdover from the days of the Renaissance. The deep spirituality of the Baroque era still shapes the national character. The magic of Prague, the beauty of Český Krumlov, and the lyrical quality of the countryside relieve the heaviness caused by the turmoil that passed through here. Get beyond Prague and explore the country’s medieval towns. These rugged woods and hilltop castles will make you feel as if you’re walking through the garden of your childhood dreams.


[image: Image]


Given their imaginative, sometimes fanciful culture, it’s no surprise that the Czechs have produced some famously clever writers—from Franz Kafka (who wrote about a man waking up as a giant cockroach) to Karel Čapek (who wrote about artificially created beings he dubbed “roboti,” or robots). The unique entertainment form of Black Light Theater—a combination of illusion, pantomime, puppetry, and modern dance—exemplifies Czech creativity (see here). And beloved Czech characters—such as the smiling Good Soldier Švejk, who befuddles his Austro-Hungarian army officers by cleverly playing dumb, and the ubiquitous little cartoon mole called Krtek—will quickly become familiar, as you’ll see them all over the streets of Prague. (For more on Czech lit, see here).


[image: Image]


Czechs refuse to dumb things down; if you want to visit one of the pretty countryside castles, they’ll only let you do it on a thoughtfully guided tour—as if to guarantee that every visitor will come away with a complete appreciation for the place. Education and intellect are important, and academics are honored in Czech society. At the end of communism, the nation elected a poet, playwright, and philosopher, Václav Havel, to serve two terms as president.


Beyond his intellect, voters no doubt also appreciated Havel’s independent thinking and bold actions (he had been imprisoned by communist authorities for his activities promoting human rights). Perhaps because they’ve seen their national affairs bungled by centuries of foreign overlords, many Czechs have a healthy suspicion of authority, and an admiration for those willing to flout it. Other Czechs with a rebellious spirit are national hero Jan Hus (who refused to recant his condemnation of Church corruption, and was burned at the stake), contemporary artist David Černý (whose outrageous stunts are always a lightning rod for controversy), and, of course, the man voted by a wide margin to be the greatest Czech of all time, Jára Cimrman. A fictional character originally created in the 1960s by a pair of radio satirists, Cimrman has taken on a life of his own—and today is something of a nationwide practical joke. (For more on Cimrman, see here.)




Czech Republic Almanac


Official Name: As of 2016, the country’s new official short name is Czechia. It’s better known as the Česká Republika, born on January 1, 1993, along with Slovakia, when the nation of Czechoslovakia—formed after World War I and dominated by the USSR after World War II—split into two countries.


Population: 10.6 million people. About 64 percent are ethnic Czechs, who speak Czech, and another 5 percent are Moravian. Unlike some of their neighbors (including the very Catholic Poles and Slovaks), Czechs are inclined to be agnostic: One in 10 is Roman Catholic, but the majority (54 percent) list their religion as unaffiliated, and another 35 percent list none.


Latitude and Longitude: 50˚N and 15˚E (similar latitude to Vancouver, British Columbia).


Area: 31,000 square miles (similar to South Carolina or Maine).


Geography: The Czech Republic comprises three regions (called “lands” here)—Bohemia (Čechy), Moravia (Morava), and a small slice of Silesia (Slezsko). The climate is generally cool and partly cloudy.


Biggest Cities: Prague (the capital, 1.3 million), Brno (378,000), Ostrava (300,000), and Plzeň (167,000).


Economy: The gross domestic product equals about $332 billion (similar to Minnesota). The GDP per capita is approximately $31,600 (compared to $51,490 for the average American). Major moneymakers for the country include machine parts, cars and trucks (VW subsidiary Škoda is a highly respected automaker), and beer (the leading brand is Pilsner Urquell). Industrial production declined during the economic slowdown, but not beer consumption, which dropped only minimally (the vast majority of Czech beer is consumed domestically). More than a third of trade is with next-door-neighbor Germany; as a result, Germany’s economic health one year generally predicts the Czech Republic’s fortunes the next.


Currency: 25 Czech crowns (koruna, Kč) = about $1.


Government: From 1948 to 1989, Czechoslovakia was a communist state under Soviet control. Today, the Czech Republic is a member of the European Union (since 2004) and a vibrant democracy, with about a 60 percent turnout for elections. Its parliament is made up of 200 representatives elected every four years and 81 senators elected for six years. The president is selected every five years. No single political party dominates; the current leadership is a coalition of Social Democrats (left), Christian Democrats (center), and an unpredictable one-man populist party. Ailing President Miloš Zeman, elected in 2013 in the first-ever popular presidential vote, is viewed as increasingly out of touch with the public and bent on steering the country’s foreign policy toward Russia and China.


Flag: The Czech flag is red (bottom), white (top), and blue (a triangle along the hoist side).


The Average Czech: The average Czech has 1.4 kids (slowly rising after the sharp decline that followed the end of communism), will live 78 years, and has one television in the house.





The Czechs’ well-studied, sometimes subversive, often world-weary outlook can be perceived by outsiders as cynicism. Czechs have a sharp, dry, often sarcastic sense of humor, and a keen sense of irony. They don’t suffer fools lightly...and watching a united nations of clueless tourists trample their capital city for the past generation hasn’t done wonders for their patience. Cut the Czechs some slack, and show them respect: Be one of the very few visitors who bothers to learn a few pleasantries—hello, please, thank you—in their language. (See “Czech Survival Phrases” on here.) You’ll notice the difference in how you’re treated.


Of the Czech Republic’s three main regions—Bohemia, Moravia, and small Silesia—the best-known is Bohemia. It has nothing to do with beatnik bohemians, but with the Celtic tribe of Bohemia that inhabited the land before the coming of the Slavs. A longtime home of the Czechs, Bohemia, with Prague as its capital, is circled by a naturally fortifying ring of mountains and cut down the middle by the Vltava River. The winegrowing region of Moravia (to the east) is more Slavic and colorful, and more about the land.


Tourists often conjure up images of Bohemia when they think of the Czech Republic. But the country consists of more than rollicking beer halls and gently rolling landscapes. It’s also about dreamy wine cellars and fertile Moravian plains, with the rugged Carpathian Mountains on the horizon. Politically and geologically, Bohemia and Moravia are two distinct regions. The soils and climates in which the hops and wine grapes grow are very different...and so are the two regions’ mentalities. The boisterousness of the Czech polka contrasts with the melancholy of the Moravian ballad; the political viewpoint of the Prague power broker is at odds with the spirituality of the Moravian bard.


Only a tiny bit of Silesia—around the town of Opava—is part of the Czech Republic today; the rest of the region is in Poland and Germany. (The Habsburgs lost traditionally Czech Silesia to Prussia in the 1740s, and 200 years later, Germany in turn ceded most of it to Poland.) People in Silesia speak a wide variety of dialects that mix Czech, German, and Polish. Perhaps due to their diverse genes and cultural heritage, women from Silesia are famous for being intelligent and beautiful.


Baby-boomer tourists, who grew up thinking of Prague as a dingy and dangerous outpost of an “Evil Empire,” are often surprised at how well the Czech Republic has gotten its act together. But after all, it’s been nearly three decades since the Velvet Revolution peacefully overthrew the Soviet puppet regime. Communism seems like ancient history, and the country feels every bit as modern, affluent, safe, and “Western” as any other European country. English is widely spoken, the economy is thriving, roads and railways are in good repair, formerly run-down old buildings are newly gleaming, and locals think about communism only when tourists bring it up.


Ninety percent of the tourists who visit the Czech Republic see only Prague. But if you venture outside the capital, you’ll enjoy traditional towns and villages, great prices, a friendly and gentle countryside dotted by nettles and wild poppies, and almost no international tourists. Since the time of the Habsburgs, fruit trees have lined the country roads for everyone to share. Take your pick.
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Few cities can match Prague’s over-the-top romance, evocative Old World charm...and tourist crowds. Prague is equal parts historic and fun. No other place in Europe has become popular so quickly. And for good reason: Prague—the only Central European capital to escape the large-scale bombing of the last century’s wars—is one of Europe’s best-preserved cities. It’s filled with sumptuous Art Nouveau facades, offers tons of cheap Mozart and Vivaldi concerts, and brews some of the best beer in Europe. Cross the famous Charles Bridge, communing with vendors, artists, tourists, and a stoic lineup of Czech saints in stone. Hike up to the world’s biggest castle for a lesson in Czech history and sweeping views across the city’s spires and domes.


Appreciate the many layers of Prague’s history: It’s been the center for the Czech people for a thousand years. In the 1300s, when the Czechs’ own ruling dynasty died out, Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV took over...and made the city a world-class capital. Later, Habsburg rulers from Vienna embraced it as a second city of culture. They populated Prague with artists, writers, and composers (most of them German-speaking) and added a Baroque layer (1700-1800), then renovated it (around 1900) in elegant Art Nouveau. When the age of empires ended, and the Czechs and Slovaks finally created their own nation (1918), Prague was the obvious choice as capital. But after World War II, as a Soviet satellite, Prague had no money to modernize. The happy upshot is that, when the city became free of communist rule in 1989, it emerged with its thousand-year ambience intact.


Prague is a photographer’s delight. You’ll wind through walkable neighborhoods, past statues of bishops and pastel facades adorned with gables, balconies, lanterns, and a zillion little architectural details. Prague itself seems a work of art. Besides its medieval and Baroque look, it’s a world of willowy Art Nouveau paintings and architecture. You’ll also see rich remnants of its strong Jewish heritage and stark reminders of the communist era. And you’ll meet an entrepreneurial mix of locals and expats, each with their own brilliant scheme of how to make money in the tourist trade.


Escape the crowds into the back lanes and pretend you’re strolling through the 18th century. Duck into pubs to enjoy the hearty food and good pilsner beer, and tour museums packed with fine art. Delve into one of Europe’s top stops.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


A few days in Prague is plenty of time to get a solid feel for the city and enjoy some side-trips. If you’re in a rush, you’ll need a minimum of two full days (with three nights, or two nights and a night train) for a good introduction to the city. From Munich, Berlin, or Vienna, Prague is a four- to six-hour daytime train ride away; from Budapest, Warsaw, Kraków, or Vienna, you can reach Prague on a handy overnight train.


Keep in mind that Jewish Quarter sights close on Saturday and Jewish holidays. Some museums, mainly in the Old Town, are closed on Monday, as is Veletržní Palace.


Prague in Two or More Days


Here’s my suggested plan for fully experiencing Prague in two days. With more time, I’ve offered more suggestions. Split your nights between beer halls, live music, or Black Light Theater.


Day 1








	9:00

	Take my Old Town Walk to get oriented to the city’s core. Along the way, enter some of the sights (including the Municipal House) and climb at least one of the old towers—at the Old Town Hall, or at either end of the Charles Bridge—to enjoy the view.






	13:00

	Have lunch either in the Old Town or Little Quarter. Explore the Little Quarter (Kampa Island, Lennon Wall, Little Quarter Square).






	15:00

	Follow my Jewish Quarter Tour.









Day 2








	8:00

	Get an early start from your hotel, and zip up to Prague Castle on the tram. Be at St. Vitus Cathedral when it opens at 9:00, then follow my Prague Castle Tour.






	11:00

	As you leave the castle, tour the Lobkowicz Palace.






	12:00

	Have lunch in the Little Quarter, below the castle.






	
13:00

	Ride the tram or metro to Vyšehrad park for a pleasant, crowd-free stroll.






	14:30

	Walk along the river to town and follow my New Town Walk.






	15:30

	Tour the Mucha Museum or the Municipal House (if you didn’t visit it already) to enjoy some Art Nouveau.






	16:30

	Squeeze in one more museum—perhaps the Museum of Medieval Art or the Museum of Communism.






	Note:

	If you’d rather sleep in today, flip this plan—do Vyšehrad, the New Town Walk, Mucha Museum or Municipal House; then tram up to the castle in the early afternoon (by about 14:00), as the crowds disperse.









Day 3 and Beyond


With more time, fit in additional museums that interest you. If you have at least four days, Prague has a variety of worthwhile day trips at its doorstep. I’d prioritize Kutná Hora (delightful small town with gorgeous cathedral and famous bone church) and/or the Terezín Memorial. Several castles (Karlštejn, Konopiště, and Křivoklát) are worth considering. Český Krumlov is another wonderful destination, but it’s a bit far for a day trip—it’s much better if you stay overnight.


Prague Overview


PRAGUE BY NEIGHBORHOOD


Residents call their town “Praha” (PRAH-hah). It’s big, with about 1.3 million people (swelling to 2 million in the metropolitan area). But during a quick visit, you’ll focus on its relatively compact old center.


The Vltava River divides the city in two. East of the river are the Old Town and New Town, the main train station, and most of the recommended hotels. To the west of the river is Prague Castle, and below that, the sleepy Little Quarter. Connecting the two halves are several bridges, including the landmark Charles Bridge.
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Think of Prague as a collection of neighborhoods. In fact, until about 1800, Prague actually was four distinct towns with four town squares, all separated by fortified walls. Each town had a unique character, drawn from the personality of its first settlers. Today, much of Prague’s charm survives in the distinct spirit of these towns.
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Old Town (Staré Město): Nestled in the bend of the river, this is the historic core, where most tourists spend their time. It’s pedestrian-friendly, with small winding streets, old buildings, shops, and beer halls and cafés. In the center sits the charming Old Town Square. Slicing east-west through the Old Town is the main pedestrian axis, along Celetná and Karlova streets. Look at a map of the modern road plan to trace the walls that once protected the town; the Powder Tower is a remnant of the wall system that completed a fortified ring, the other half of which was formed by the river.


Within the Old Town, tucked closest to the river, is the Jewish Quarter (Josefov), a several-block area with a high concentration of old synagogues and sights from Prague’s deep Jewish heritage. It also holds the city’s glitziest shopping area (with big-name international designers filling gorgeously restored Art Nouveau buildings).


New Town (Nové Město): Stretching south from the Old Town is the long, broad expanse of Wenceslas Square, marking the center of the New Town. The New Town, shaped like a piece of elbow macaroni, hugs the edge of the Old Town—cutting a swath from riverbank to riverbank. As the name implies, it’s relatively new (“only” 600 years old). It’s the neighborhood for modern buildings, fancy department stores, and a few communist-era sights.


Wrapping around the New Town, a bit farther from the center of town, are three interesting neighborhoods: South along the river is the historic hill called Vyšehrad, with great views and the Czechs’ national cemetery. Southeast of the river is Vinohrady, the former “Royal Vineyards” (as the name means), and now an upscale residential area with some recommended hotels. And just north of that, Žižkov is a trendy nightlife zone marked by the city’s futuristic TV tower.
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Castle Quarter (Hradčany): High atop a hill on the west side of the river stands the massive complex of Prague Castle, marked by the spires of St. Vitus Cathedral. For a thousand years, this has been the neighborhood of Czech rulers (including today’s president and foreign minister). Consequently, the surrounding area is noble and leafy, with high art and grand buildings, little commerce, and few pubs.


Little Quarter (Malá Strana): Nestled at the foot of Castle Hill is this pleasant former town of fine palaces and gardens (and a few minor sights). This is Prague’s diplomatic neighborhood, made to feel elegant by stately embassies, but lacking some of the funky personality of the Old Town.


Also on the castle side of the river, north of the riverbend, is the Holešovice district, home to the Veletržní Palace.


Cutting through the towns—from the Powder Tower through the Old Town, crossing the Charles Bridge, and winding up to St. Vitus Cathedral—is the Royal Way (Královská Cesta), the ancient path of coronation processions. Today, this city spine (the modern streets of Celetná, Karlova, and Nerudova) is marred by tacky trinket shops and jammed by tour groups—explore beyond it if you want to see the real Prague.


District System: Prague is administratively carved up into numerical districts (like Budapest, Vienna, and Paris). Almost everything of interest to tourists is in “Praha 1,” the old center on both sides of the river, but a few accommodations and attractions are in outlying districts. Addresses include the district number: For example, Veletržní Palace is in the seventh district, so its address is “Dukelských Hrdinů 47, Praha 7.”


TOURIST INFORMATION


TIs are at several key locations, including on the Old Town Square (in the Old Town Hall, just to the left of the Astronomical Clock; Easter-Oct Mon-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-18:00; Nov-Easter Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-17:00); on the castle side of Charles Bridge (Easter-Oct daily 10:00-18:00, closed Nov-Easter); and in the Old Town, around the corner from Havelská Market (at Rytířská 31, April-Oct Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, closed Nov-March). For general tourist information in English, dial 221-714-444 (Mon-Fri 8:00-19:00), or check the useful TI website: www.prague.eu.


The TIs offer maps, a helpful transit guide, and information on guided walks and bus tours. They can book local guides, concerts, and occasionally hotel rooms.


Monthly event guides—all of them packed with ads—include the Prague Guide (29 Kč), Prague This Month (free), and Heart of Europe (free, summer only).


Prague Card: This pricey sightseeing pass covers public transit (including the airport bus); admission or discounts to a number of sights (including a few biggies—such as Prague Castle and Jewish Quarter sights); a free bus tour and river cruise; and discounts to other attractions, including some concerts and guided tours. For most travelers, it’s not worth the steep cost (e.g., €48/2 days); check what’s included and do the math before you buy (pick up a brochure at the TI, or use the calculator feature at www.praguecard.com).


ARRIVAL IN PRAGUE


Prague has multiple train stations, but most visitors arrive at the main train station (Hlavní Nádraží), on the eastern edge of downtown—a 20-minute walk, short taxi ride, or bus ride to the Old Town Square and many of my recommended hotels. Prague’s Václav Havel Airport—12 miles from downtown—is easily connected to the city center by public bus, airport bus, minibus shuttle, and taxis. For details on all of these options, see here.
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HELPFUL HINTS


Exchange Rate: 25 Kč = about $1


Country Calling Code: 420 (see here for dialing instructions)


Rip-Offs: There’s no particular risk of violent crime in Prague, but—as in any heavily touristed city—naive tourists can get taken by con artists. Most scams fall into the category of being charged a two-scoop price for one scoop of ice cream, having extra items appear on your restaurant bill, or not getting the correct change. Jaded salesclerks in the tourist zone know that the 25-to-1 exchange rate mystifies American visitors, and may try to take advantage of your carelessness. Any time you pay for something, make a careful mental note of how much it costs, how much you’re handing over, and how much you expect back. Count your change. Beware the “slow count,” where clerks give back part of your change, then pause...hoping you’ll think they’re done and walk away. Wait until you get all the money you’re due. Plainclothes policemen “looking for counterfeit money” are con artists—ask to see their badges and they’ll shrink away.


Pickpockets: They’re abundant in Prague. They can be little children or adults dressed as professionals—sometimes even as tourists with jackets draped over their arms to disguise busy fingers. Thieves work crowded and touristy places in teams—for example, they might create a commotion at the door to a Metro or tram car. Keep your wits about you, assume any big distraction is a smokescreen for theft, and wear a money belt. All of this can sound intimidating, but Prague is safe. Simply stay alert.


Medical Help: A 24-hour pharmacy is at Palackého 5 (a block from Wenceslas Square, tel. 224-946-982). For standard assistance, there are two state hospitals in the center: the General Hospital (open daily 24 hours, moderate wait time, right above Karlovo Náměstí at U Nemocnice 2, Praha 2, use entry G, tel. 224-962-564) and the Na Františku Hospital (on the embankment next to Hotel InterContinental, Na Františku 1, go to the main entrance, for English assistance call Mr. Juřina 7:30-16:30 on weekdays, tel. 222-801-278—serious problems only). The reception staff may not speak English, but the doctors do.


For above-standard assistance in English (including dental care), consider the top-quality Hospital Na Homolce (less than 1,000 Kč for an appointment, daily 8:00-16:00 call 252-922-146, for after-hours emergencies call 257-211-111; bus #167 from Anděl Metro station, Roentgenova 2, Praha 5). The Canadian Medical Care Center is a small, private clinic with an English-speaking Czech staff at Veleslavínská 1 in Praha 6 (appointment-3,000 Kč, house call-4,500 Kč, halfway between the city and the airport, tel. 235-360-133, after-hours emergency tel. 724-300-301).


Thai massage parlors (which might sound salacious, but are legit) are all the rage in the Old Town. For a more professional fix, contact Patrick Kočica, an experienced Hoshino therapist (1,000 Kč/hour, mobile 722-070-703, patrick.kocica@hoshino.cz, www.hoshino.cz).


Bookstores: Shakespeare and Sons is a friendly English-language bookstore with a wide selection of translations from Czech, the latest publications, and a reading space downstairs overlooking a river channel (daily 11:00-19:00, one block from Charles Bridge on Little Quarter side at U Lužického Semináře 10, tel. 257-531-894, www.shakes.cz). In the heart of the Jewish Quarter, the Franz Kafka Society has a fine little bookstore with a thoughtfully curated shelf of Czech lit in English translation—from Kafka to Švejk to tales of the Little Mole (daily 10:00-18:00, Široká 14, tel. 224-227-452).




Prague’s Best Views


Enjoy the “Golden City of a Hundred Spires” during the early evening, when the light is warm and the colors are rich. Good viewpoints include the following:
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• The garden terrace in front of Strahov Monastery, above the castle (see here);


• The many balconies and spires at Prague Castle;


• Villa Richter restaurants, overlooking the city from just below the castle past the Golden Lane;


• The top of either tower on Charles Bridge;


• The Old Town Square clock tower (with a handy elevator);


• Hotel u Prince’s rooftop dining terrace overlooking the Old Town Square (also with an elevator);


• The steps of the National Museum overlooking Wenceslas Square; and


• The top of the Žižkov TV tower, offering spaceship views of the city, in the Žižkov/Vinohrady neighborhood east of the city center (150 Kč for elevator to observatory at 300 feet, free access to Oblaca restaurant at 200-foot-level for customers—see here).





Maps: A good map of Prague is essential. For ease of navigation, look for one with trams and Metro lines marked, and tiny sketches of the sights (30-70 Kč; sold at kiosks, exchange windows, and tobacco stands). The Kartografie Praha city map, which shows all the tram lines and major landmarks, also includes a castle diagram and a street index. It comes in two versions: 1:15,000 covers the city center (good enough for most visitors), and 1:25,000 includes the whole city (worthwhile if you’re sleeping in the suburbs).


Also consider getting a mapping app for your smartphone, which uses GPS to pinpoint your location. To avoid data-roaming charges, look for an offline map that can be downloaded in its entirety, such as those offered by City Maps 2Go (searchable offline).


Laundry: A full-service laundry near most of the recommended hotels is at Karolíny Světlé 11 (200 Kč/8-pound load, wash and dry in 3 hours, Mon-Fri 7:30-19:00, closed Sat-Sun, 200 yards from Charles Bridge on Old Town side, mobile 721-030-446); another laundry is at Rybná 27 (290 Kč/8-pound load, same-day pickup, Mon-Fri 7:00 or 8:00-18:00, closed Sat-Sun, tel. 224-812-641). Prague Andy’s Laundromat offers both self- and full-service (self-service-160 Kč/load, full service-300 Kč/load—weekdays only, free Internet access, daily 8:00-20:00, near Náměstí Míru Metro stop at Korunní 14, Praha 2, mobile 723-112-693, www.praguelaundromat.cz).


Mini-Markets: These corner convenience stores, generally open daily until midnight, cleverly stock their shelves to fill most of your grocery needs. Many are run by Vietnamese immigrants, who first came here in the 1980s to train in textile factories as part of a communist government program. After the fall of communism, they stayed on. Prices are generally fair. Locals figure if the beer costs less than a Coke, it’s a good place to shop.


Bike Rental: Prague has improved its network of bike paths, making bicycles a feasible option for exploring the center of the town and beyond (see http://mapa.prahounakole.cz for a map). Two bike-rental shops are located near the Old Town Square: Praha Bike (daily 9:00-22:00, Dlouhá 24, mobile 732-388-880, www.prahabike.cz) and City Bike (daily 9:00-19:00, Králodvorská 5, mobile 776-180-284, www.citybike-prague.com). They rent bikes for about 300 Kč for two hours or 500 Kč a day (1,500-Kč deposit), and also organize guided bike tours. Another shop offers electric bikes (590 Kč/half-day, 890 Kč/day, April-Oct daily 9:00-19:00, tours available, just above American Embassy in Little Quarter at Vlašská 15, mobile 604-474-546, www.ilikeebike.com).
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Car Rental: You won’t want or need to drive within compact Prague, but a car can be handy for exploring the countryside. All the biggies have offices in Prague (check each company’s website, or ask at the TI).


Travel Service and Tours: Magic Praha is a tiny travel service run by Lída Jánská. A Jill-of-all-trades, she can help with accommodations and transfers throughout the Czech Republic, as well as private tours and side-trips to historic towns (mobile 604-207-225, www.magicpraha.cz, magicpraha@magicpraha.cz).


GETTING AROUND PRAGUE


You can walk nearly everywhere. Brown street signs (in Czech, but with helpful little icons) direct you to tourist landmarks. For a sense of scale, the walk from the Old Town Square to the Charles Bridge takes less than 10 minutes (depending on crowds).
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Still, it’s worth figuring out the public transportation system, which helps you reach farther-flung sights (Prague Castle, Vyšehrad, and so on). The Metro is slick, the trams fun, and the taxis quick and easy. Prague’s tram system is especially wonderful—trams rumble by frequently and take you just about anywhere. Be bold and you’ll swing through Prague like Tarzan. For details, pick up a transit guide at the TI. City maps show the Metro, tram, and bus lines.


By Metro, Tram, and Bus


Excellent, affordable public transit is perhaps the best legacy of the communist era (locals ride all month for 300 Kč).


Tickets: The Metro, trams, and buses all use the same tickets:


• 30-minute short-trip ticket (krátkodobá), which allows as many transfers as you can make in a half hour—24 Kč


• 90-minute standard ticket (základní)—32 Kč


• 24-hour pass (jízdenka na 24 hodin)—110 Kč


• 3-day pass (jízdenka na 3 dny)—310 Kč


Buy tickets from your hotel, at Metro stops, newsstand kiosks, or from machines. To avoid wasting time looking for a ticket-seller when your tram is approaching, stock up on tickets before you set out. Since Prague is a great walking town, most find that individual tickets work better than a pass.


Be sure to validate your ticket as you board the tram or bus, or as you enter the Metro station, by sticking it in the machine, which stamps a time on it—watch locals and imitate. Inspectors routinely ambush ticketless riders (including tourists) and fine them 700 Kč on the spot.


Schedules and Frequency: Trams run every 5-10 minutes in the daytime (a schedule is posted at each stop). The Metro closes at midnight, and but nighttime tram routes (identified with white numbers on blue backgrounds at tram stops) run all night at 30-minute intervals. You can find more information and a complete route planner in English at www.dpp.cz.


By Tram


Navigate by signs that list the end stations. At the platform, a sign lists all the stops for each tram in order. Remember that trams going one direction leave from one platform, while the other direction might leave from a different platform nearby—maybe across the street or a half-block away. When the tram arrives, open the doors by pressing the green button. Once aboard, validate your ticket in the machine.
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As you go, follow along carefully so you’ll be ready when your stop comes up. Newer trams have electronic signs that show either the next stop (příští), or a list of upcoming stops. Also, listen to the recorded announcements for the name of the stop you’re currently at, followed by the name of the stop that’s coming up next. (Confused tourists, thinking they’ve heard their stop, are notorious for rushing off the tram one stop too soon.) The surest way to know whether it’s your stop is to check the platform for a sign that shows the name of the stop.


Handy Trams: These lines are especially useful.


• Tram #22 is practically made for sightseeing, connecting the New Town with the Castle Quarter (see my “Tram #22 Tour,” later, and find the line marked on the Prague Metro map). The tram uses some of the same stops as the Metro (making it easy to get to—or travel on from—the tram route). Of the many stops this tram makes, the most convenient are two in the New Town (Národní Třída, between the bottom of Wenceslas Square and the river; and Národní Divadlo, at the National Theater), two in the Little Quarter (Malostranské Náměstí, on the Little Quarter Square; and Malostranská Metro stop, near the riverbank), and three above Prague Castle (Královský Letohrádek, Pražský Hrad, and Pohořelec; for details, see here of the Prague Castle Tour chapter).
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• Tram #17 connects Vyšehrad and the New and Old Town embankments (including stops at the National Theater/Národní Divadlo—closest stop to Charles Bridge, and Old Town/Staroměstská) and stretches to the Veletržní stop.


• Tram #2 connects Malostranská (near the riverbank, on the castle side of the river) with stops along the Old Town embankment (Old Town/Staroměstská, Charles Bridge/Karlovy Lázně, National Theater/Národní Divadlo), cuts inland along Národní Třída and south to Charles Square/Karlovo Náměstí, and then returns to the river at Výtoň, at the base of Vyšehrad hill.


• Trams #9 and #24 are helpful for traveling across town from the main train station and the Wenceslas Square/Václavské Náměstí and Republic Square/Náměstí Republiky stops.


By Metro


The three-line Metro system is handy and simple, but doesn’t always get you right to the tourist sights (landmarks such as the Old Town Square and Prague Castle are several blocks from the nearest Metro stops). Although it seems that all Metro doors lead to the neighborhood of Výstup, that’s simply the Czech word for “exit.”


By Taxi


I find Prague to be a great taxi town and use them routinely. That said, the city has more than its share of dishonest cabbies, so here are a few tips to avoid being overcharged.


[image: Image]


Legitimate local rates are cheap: Drop charge starts at 40 Kč; per-kilometer charge is around 30 Kč; and waiting time per minute is about 6 Kč. These rates are clearly marked on the door, so be sure the cabbie honors them. Also insist that cabbies turn on the meter, and that it’s set at the right tariff, or “sazba” (usually but not always tariff #1). Unlike in many cities, there’s no extra charge for calling a cab—the meter starts only after you get in. Tip by rounding up; locals never tip more than 5 percent.


Have a ballpark idea of what your ride will cost. Figure about 150-200 Kč for a ride between landmarks within the city center (for example, from the main train station to the Old Town Square, or from the Charles Bridge to the castle). Even the longest ride in the center should cost under 300 Kč.


[image: Image]


To improve your odds of getting a fair metered rate, call for a cab (or ask someone at your hotel or restaurant to call for you), rather than hailing one on the street. AAA Taxi (tel. 222-333-222) and City Taxi (tel. 257-257-257) are the most likely to have English-speaking staff and honest cabbies. I also find that hailing a passing taxi usually gets me a decent price, although at a slightly higher rate than when reserving by phone. Avoid cabs waiting at tourist attractions and train stations, who are far more likely to be crooked—waiting to prey on unwary tourists.


And what if the cabbie surprises you at the end with an astronomical fare? If you think you’re being overcharged, challenge it. Point to the rates on the door. Get your hotel receptionist to back you up. Pull out your phone and threaten to call the police. (Because of new legislation to curb dishonest cabbies, the police will stand up for you.) Or simply pay what you think the ride should cost—300 Kč should cover you for a long ride anywhere in the center—and walk away.




Prague Pronunciations








	English

	Czech










	Main train station

	Hlavní Nádraží (HLAV-nee NAH-drah-zhee)







	Old Town

	Staré Město (STAR-eh MYEHS-toh)







	Old Town Square

	Staroměstské Náměstí (STAR-oh-myehst-skeh NAH-myehs-tee)






	New Town

	Nové Město (NOH-vay MYEHS-toh)







	Little Quarter

	Malá Strana (MAH-lah STRAH-nah)







	Jewish Quarter

	Josefov (YOO-zehf-fohf)







	Castle Quarter

	Hradčany (HRAD-chah-nee)







	Charles Bridge

	Karlův Most (KAR-loov most)







	Wenceslas Square

	Václavské Náměstí (vaht-SLAHF-skeh NAH-myehs-tee)






	Vltava River

	Vltava (VUL-tah-vah)













Tours in Prague


WALKING TOURS


A staggering number of small companies offer walking tours of the Old Town, the castle, and more (for the latest, pick up fliers at the TI). Since guiding is a routine side-job for university students, you’ll generally get hardworking young guides at good prices. While I’d rather go with my own local guide (described later), public walking tours are cheaper (4 hours for about 450 Kč), cover themes you might not otherwise consider, connect you with other English-speaking travelers, and allow for spontaneity. The quality depends on the guide rather than the company. Your best bet is to show up at the Astronomical Clock a couple of minutes before 8:00, 10:00, or 11:00, then chat with a few of the umbrella-holding guides there. Choose the one you click with. Guides also have fliers advertising additional walks.


“Free” Tours: As is the case all over Europe, “free” walking tours that are not really free; you’re expected to tip your guide (with paper bills rather than coins) when finished. While these tours are fine for the backpacker and hostel crowd (for whom they’re designed), the guides are usually expat students (generally from the US or Australia) who memorize a script and give an entertaining performance as you walk through the Old Town, with little respect for serious history. When it comes to guided tours, nothing is free (except for my self-guided audio tour; see here).



LOCAL GUIDES



In Prague, hiring a guide is particularly smart (and a ▲▲ experience)—they’re twice as helpful for half the price compared with guides in Western Europe. Because prices are usually per hour (not per person), small groups can hire an inexpensive guide for several days. Guides meet you wherever you like and tailor the tour to your interests. Visit their websites for details on various walks, airport transfers, countryside excursions, and other services offered, and then make arrangements by email.


Small Companies


Personal Prague Guide Service’s Šárka Kačabová uses her teaching background to help you understand Czech culture, and has a team of personable and knowledgeable guides (600 Kč/hour for 2-3 people, 800 Kč/hour for 4-8 people, fifth hour free, mobile 777-225-205, www.personalpragueguide.com, sarka@me.com).


PragueWalker is run by Katka Svobodová, a hardworking historian-guide who knows her stuff and manages a team of enthusiastic and friendly guides (600 Kč/hour for individuals, families, and small groups; mobile 603-181-300, www.praguewalker.com, katerina@praguewalker.com).


Individual Guides


These generally young guides (which is good, because they learned their trade post-communism) typically charge about 2,000-2,500 Kč for a half-day tour.


Jana Hronková has a natural style—a welcome change from the more strict professionalism of some of the busier guides—and a penchant for the Jewish Quarter (mobile 732-185-180, www.experience-prague.info, janahronkova@hotmail.com). Zuzana Tlášková speaks English as well as Hebrew (mobile 774-131-335, tlaskovaz@seznam.cz). Martin Bělohradský, formerly an organic chemistry professor, is particularly enthusiastic about fine arts and architecture (mobile 723-414-565, martinb5666@gmail.com). Jana Krátká enjoys sharing Prague’s tumultuous 20th-century history with visitors (mobile 776-571-538, janapragueguide@gmail.com). Friendly Petra Vondroušová designs tours to fit your interests (mobile 602-319-420, www.compactprague.com, petra.vondrous@seznam.cz). To combine a highlights tour with exploration outside the main circuit, contact this book’s co-author, Honza Vihan (mobile 603-418-148, honzavihan@hotmail.com). Kamil and Pavlína run a family business specializing in tours of Prague and beyond. They also provide sightseeing and transport as far as Vienna and Berlin (mobile 605-701-861, www.prague-extra.com, info@prague-extra.com).


My readers have also had good experiences with these guides: Renata Blažková, who has a special interest in the history of Prague’s Jewish Quarter (tel. 222-716-870, mobile 602-353-186, blazer@volny.cz); Václav Štorek, who specializes in history (mobile 603-743-523, www.storek.guide-prague.cz, vaclavstorek@post.cz); Petr Zídek (mobile 721-286-869, www.bohemiantours.cz, petr@bohemiantours.cz); Andrea Řezníčková (mobile 777-930-024, www.mypraguetours.com, andrea@mypraguetours.com); and Darina Krajakova (krajakova@hotmail.com).




Daily Reminder


Sunday: St. Vitus Cathedral at Prague Castle is closed Sunday morning for Mass. Some stores have shorter hours or are closed.


Monday: The Museum of Medieval Art is closed. Most of the other major sights—such as Prague Castle and sights in the Jewish Quarter—are open, but a number of lesser sights, including Týn Church, Church of St. James, Bethlehem Chapel (in winter), House of the Golden Ring, and Sternberg Palace are closed.


If you’re day-tripping today, the three castles—Konopiště, Karlštejn, and Křivoklát—are closed.


In Prague’s Old Town, classical musicians have a jam session at 17:00 at St. Martin in the Wall, and the cover is free at the Roxy music club, where concerts start at 20:00.


Tuesday-Friday: All sights are open.


Saturday: The Jewish Quarter sights are closed. In nearby Terezín, the Crematorium and Columbarium are closed.





The TI also has plenty of local guides (3-hour tour: 1,200 Kč/1 person, 1,400 Kč/2 people, 1,600 Kč/3 people, 2,000 Kč/4 people; desk at Old Town Square TI, arrange and pay in person at least 2 hours in advance, tel. 236-002-562, guides@pis.cz). For a list of yet more guides, see www.guide-prague.cz.


Running Tours Prague are guided by Radim Prahl, a local with an appetite for ultra-marathons; he’ll run you past monuments, through parks, and down back alleys at your own pace (1,500 Kč for two people; mobile 777-288-862, www.runningtoursprague.com).


JEWISH QUARTER TOURS


Jewish guides (of varying quality) meet small groups twice daily in season for three-hour tours in English of the Jewish Quarter. Wittmann Tours charges an 880-Kč fee that includes entry to the Old-New Synagogue and the six other major Jewish Quarter sights (which cost 480 Kč total), so the tour actually costs only 400 Kč (May-Oct Sun-Fri at 10:30 and 14:00, Nov-Dec and mid-March-April Sun-Fri at 10:30 only, no tours Sat and Jan-mid-March, minimum 3 people). Tours meet in the little park (just beyond the café), directly in front of Hotel InterContinental at the end of Pařížská street (tel. 603-168-427 or 603-426-564, www.wittmann-tours.com). In addition, several of the private local guides recommended earlier do good tours of the Jewish Quarter.


BUS TOURS


Since Prague’s sightseeing core (Castle Quarter, Charles Bridge, and the Old Town) is not accessible by bus, I don’t recommend any of the city’s bus tour companies. (Most are basically walking tours that use buses for pickups and transfers.) For a good once-over of Prague, skip the pricey bus tours and take my “Tram #22 Tour” (see the end of this chapter).


Prague—which is so delightful on foot—really doesn’t lend itself to the hop-on, hop-off bus-tour formula. These buses give ticket holders 24 hours to hop on and off tour buses that come by every half-hour or so as they circulate through town, stopping at major attractions. An uninspired recorded narration plays along the way. Tickets cost about 450 Kč and may include a one-hour riverboat cruise (described next).


Bus tours can make sense for day trips out of Prague. Several companies have kiosks on Na Příkopě, where you can comparison-shop. Premiant City Tours offers 20 different tours, including one to Karlštejn and Konopiště castles (1,950 Kč, 8.5 hours) and a river cruise. The tours have live guides and depart from near the bottom of Wenceslas Square at Na Příkopě 23. Get tickets at an AVE travel agency, your hotel, on the bus, or at Na Příkopě 23 (tel. 224-946-922, mobile 606-600-123, www.premiant.cz). Wittmann Tours, listed earlier in “Jewish Quarter Tours,” offers an all-day minibus tour to the Terezín Memorial (www.wittmann-tours.com).


Tour salespeople are notorious for telling you anything to sell a ticket. Some tours, especially those heading into the countryside, can be in as many as four different languages. Hiring a local guide, many of whom can drive you around in their car, can be a much better value (described earlier).


BOAT TOURS AND RENTALS


Prague isn’t ideal for a boat tour—you might spend half the time waiting to go through the locks. Still, the hour-long Vltava River cruises, which leave from near the castle end of Charles Bridge about hourly, are scenic and relaxing, though not informative (150-200 Kč).


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


Renting a rowboat or paddleboat on the island by the National Theater is a better way to enjoy the river (worth ▲). You’ll float at your own pace among the swans and watch local lovers cruise by in their own boats (40 Kč/hour for rowboats, 60 Kč/hour for paddleboats, bring photo ID for deposit).


TOURS OUTSIDE OF PRAGUE


To get beyond the sights listed in most guidebooks, or for a deeply personal look at the usual destinations, call Tom and Marie Zahn. Tom is American, Marie is Czech, and together they organize and lead family-friendly day excursions (in Prague and throughout the country). Their tours are creative and affordable, and they teach travelers how to find off-the-beaten-track destinations on their own. Their specialty is Personal Ancestral Tours & History (P.A.T.H.)—with sufficient notice, they can help Czech descendants find their ancestral homes, perhaps even a long-lost relative. Tom and Marie can also help with other parts of your Eastern European travel by linking you with associates in other countries, especially Germany, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Ukraine (US tel. 360-450-5959, Czech tel. 257-940-113, www.pathways.cz for tours, www.pathfinders.cz for genealogy research, info@pathfinders.cz).


Reverend Jan Dus, an enthusiastic pastor who lived in the US for several years, now serves a small congregation about 100 miles east of Prague. Jan can design itineraries, and likes to help travelers connect with locals in little towns, particularly in northeastern Bohemia and Moravia. He also has an outstanding track record in providing genealogical services (toll-free US tel. 800-807-1562, www.revjan.com, rev.jan.services@gmail.com).


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs Weekend Student Adventures (WSA Europe), offering 3-day and 10-day budget travel packages across Europe including accommodations, skip-the-line sightseeing, and unique local experiences. Locally guided and DIY unguided options are available for student and budget travelers in 12 of Europe’s most popular cities, including Prague (guided trips from €199, see www.wsaeurope.com for details).



Tram #22 Tour



(See “Prague Public Transportation” map, here.)


A trip on tram #22 makes a good self-guided Prague orientation joyride, worth ▲▲. It runs roughly every 5-10 minutes, and you can hop on and off as you like (32-Kč standard ticket valid for 1.5 hours—see here). Be warned: Thieves and plainclothes ticket-checkers like this route as much as the tourists.


Catch the tram in the New Town and ride it over the river and up to the castle (stop: Pohořelec). You’ll see how easy it is to use the trams, get the lay of the land, and zip effortlessly up to the castle (saving lots of sweat or a 200-Kč taxi ride).


Start by catching the tram at the Národní Třída stop on the same side of Spálená street as the Tesco department store (a Metro stop of the same name is nearby). The tram will turn and rattle along National Street (Národní Třída). Or, since several recommended places to eat and sleep are near the Náměstí Míru stop (four stops before Národní Třída), you could start the tour from there.


At the next stop, Národní Divadlo, you’ll see the recommended Slavia café (look for the Kavárna Slavia sign) facing the National Theater, just before the tram crosses the river. Survey the boat-rental scene (island with rental wharfs) and the romantic beach island, and enjoy a great castle view. The Dancing House (designed by Frank Gehry), while hard to see, is 400 yards upstream.


The next stop, Újezd, faces a park. See the Monument to Victims of Communism—the bronze spectral figures descending the steps into the park at the corner (described on here). A funicular leads to the Eiffel-like Petřín Tower.


The tram then heads north from the Hellichova stop, paralleling Kampa Island on the river side (to the right). On the left side, the tram passes St. Mary the Victorious Church, popular with pilgrims for its Infant Jesus of Prague. As the tram gradually goes uphill, it enters Little Quarter Square. You’ll catch a peek-a-boo view of the Charles Bridge off to the right at the end of the street.


The tram stops next at Malostranské Náměstí (closest stop to the Charles Bridge), on the Little Quarter’s main square, dominated by the Church of St. Nicholas. If you get off here, you can hike up Nerudova street to Prague Castle.


After a short tunnel, the tram passes the Old Town end of the Charles Bridge on the left and the Klementinum (National Library) on the right. From the Staroměstká stop, the Old Town Square is 300 yards to the right. Directly ahead across the park is the Rudolfinum, the home of the Czech Philharmonic. The Pinkas Synagogue and the Jewish Quarter are across the tracks from the Rudolfinum.


Next the tram turns left across the bridge and rejoins the old route at Malostranská. Fifteen yards beyond the Malostranská stop, on the left, is the entry to the Wallenstein Palace Garden. Behind you, on the right in the park, is a modern memorial to WWII freedom fighters. (Beyond that, a bridge leads across the Vltava River to Josefov, the Jewish Quarter.) The tram now enters the longest stretch between stations—perfect for ticket-checkers to reveal themselves and catch anyone traveling without a valid ticket. Just after the tram completes its climb up the hill and makes a sharp left turn, you’ll see the Písecká Brána (Písek Gate, or Sand Gate) on your right, one of the few preserved gates of Prague’s Baroque fortification system.


The next stop is Královský Letohrádek. Immediately across the street is the Royal Summer Palace, the Royal Gardens leading fragrantly to Prague Castle, and a public WC.


If you’re in a hurry to hit the castle sights, jump out at the Pražský Hrad stop for the most direct route to the castle entrance. If you’ve got more time, stay on board for my favorite approach from Pohořelec, coming up soon.


The next stop is Brusnice, from which you can explore the Nový Svět (New World) neighborhood, a time capsule of cobblestone streets and tiny houses with no shops or tourists (to reach this area from the stop, walk across the small park that has a statue—just ahead on the left—then go down the steps).


The tram now winds through a greenbelt built along the remains of the city wall. The stop at Pohořelec is my preferred approach to the castle and the closest stop to the Strahov Monastery. Hop out here, and it’s all downhill (for directions to the monastery, see 85). Or catch a tram going the opposite direction to do this trip in reverse.


Extending the Route: To experience workaday Prague without a hint of tourism, stay on the tram three more stops to Drinopol. Browse organic shops and French cheese stores, indicating that this 1930s neighborhood is now populated by cosmopolitan young families. Sit down for a fine, relatively inexpensive meal at the $$ U Bílého Lva (“By the White Lion,” daily 11:00-24:00, Bělohorská 79, tel. 233-355-909), just on the left as you get off the tram, or choose from a wide array of poppy-seed pastries in the tiny bakery-cum-café across the street.


You can also walk or take the tram two stops farther to Břevnovský Klášter (five stops after Pohořelec), a peaceful Benedictine monastery built in a pleasantly simple Baroque style with a garden, low-key restaurant, and the recommended Hotel Adalbert. To get back to the Strahov Monastery and the castle at any point, simply take tram #22 back in the other direction.
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SIGHTS IN PRAGUE


Prague at a Glance


The Old Town (Staré Město)


The New Town (Nové Město)


The Little Quarter (Malá Strana)


The Castle Quarter (Hradčany)


Outside the Center


These sights are arranged by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. Remember that Prague started out as four towns—the Old Town and New Town on the east side of the river, and the Castle Quarter and Little Quarter on the west—and it’s still helpful for sightseers to think of the city that way. I’ve also included a pair of sights outside the city center.


When you see a [image: Image] in a listing, it means the sight is covered in much more depth in a self-guided walk or tour. This is why Prague’s most important attractions get the least coverage in this chapter—we’ll explore them later in the book.


Check www.ricksteves.com/update for significant changes that have occurred since this book was published. For tips on sightseeing, see here.


The Old Town (Staré Město)


THE OLD TOWN SQUARE AND NEARBY


▲▲▲The Old Town Square (Staroměstské Náměstí)


Old Town Hall Tower and Tour


▲Týn Church


Map: Prague’s Old Town


House of the Golden Ring (Dům u Zlatého Prstenu)


Kinský Palace (Palác Kinských)


▲Church of St. James (Kostel Sv. Jakuba)


SOUTH AND EAST OF THE OLD TOWN SQUARE


On Celetná Street


On Melantrichova Street


On and near Bethlehem Square (Betlémské Náměstí)


Bethlehem Chapel (Betlémská Kaple)


More Sights near Bethlehem Square


BETWEEN THE OLD TOWN SQUARE AND THE RIVER


▲Klementinum


▲▲▲Charles Bridge (Karlův Most)


▲▲▲JEWISH QUARTER (JOSEFOV)


Jewish Museum in Prague (Židovské Muzeum v Praze)


Old-New Synagogue (Staronová Synagóga)


NORTH OF THE OLD TOWN SQUARE, NEAR THE RIVER


▲▲Museum of Medieval Art (Středověké umění v Čechách a Střední Evropě)


All the sights described here are within a 10-minute walk of the magnificent Old Town Square.


[image: Image] For a self-guided tour of the square and its main landmarks, see the Old Town Walk chapter. [image: Image] My Prague City Walk audio tour covers sights in both the Old Town and New Town.


THE OLD TOWN SQUARE AND NEARBY



▲▲▲The Old Town Square (Staroměstské Náměstí)



The focal point for most visits, Prague’s Old Town Square is one of the city’s top sights. This perfectly preserved living postcard boasts gorgeous showpieces of virtually every architectural era: stout Gothic towers and steeples, boisterous Baroque domes, and frilly Rococo palaces. The square’s centerpiece is the memorial to Jan Hus, the great Czech philosopher whose criticism of the Catholic Church sparked religious conflicts long before Martin Luther’s time (for more on Hus, see here). Hus gazes up at the iconic twin towers of the Týn Church. Across the square stands the tower of the Old Town Hall, with another Prague symbol, the ludicrously complex Astronomical Clock, which uses revolving discs, celestial symbols, and sweeping hands to keep several versions of time.


[image: Image]


Old Town Hall Tower and Tour


While this building’s most popular feature is its Astronomical Clock, you can pay to see other sights inside. Go through the door to the left of the Astronomical Clock, where the ticket desk shares a space with the TI. From here, continuing deeper into the building, you’ll find pay WCs and a bank of elevators.


Ride the elevator to floor 3 to buy your ticket to ascend the town hall’s tower (via another elevator—if it’s busy, you may have to wait a few minutes), with ▲▲ views over Prague’s prettiest square (110 Kč, Tue-Sun 9:00-21:00, Mon 11:00-21:00; after 19:00 the entry is through the door immediately to the left of the clock rather than through the TI).


On floor 1, you can take a 45-minute tour of the Old Town Hall, which includes a Gothic chapel and a close-up look at the inner guts of the Astronomical Clock, plus its statues of the 12 apostles (100 Kč, or 160-Kč combo-ticket with tower, about 3 tours/day in English—see the schedule at the ticket desk).



▲Týn Church



The twin, multiturreted, fairy-tale-like Gothic towers of the Church of Our Lady Before Týn (its full name) loom over the Old Town Square. While every tourist snaps a photo of this church, consider stepping inside, too. Due to its complex history—first Catholic, then the main Hussite (Protestant) church, then Catholic again—it has an elaborately decorated interior.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: 30-Kč requested donation, generally open to sightseers Tue-Sat 10:00-13:00 & 15:00-17:00, Sun 10:30-12:00, closed Mon. No photos.


[image: Image] Self-Guided Tour: Look at the facade from the Old Town Square. The Týn Church is the Old Town’s main church. It has roots back to the 1100s, though this structure dates from Prague’s Golden Age, built around 1360 as the university church (by the same architect who did St. Vitus Cathedral at Prague Castle). The fanciful steeples (with their forest of sub-steeples) aren’t exactly “twins”—they were built a century apart, and one is slightly fatter.




Prague at a Glance


Rather than a checklist of museums, Prague is a fine place to wander around and just take in the fun atmosphere. Plan some worthwhile activities: Take a self-guided tram tour (here), hire a local guide (here), enjoy a concert (here), or go for a scenic paddle on the river (here).


In the Old Town


▲▲▲The Old Town Square Magical main square of Old World Prague, with dozens of colorful facades, the dramatic Jan Hus Memorial, looming Týn Church, and fanciful Astronomical Clock. Hours: Týn Church generally open to sightseers Tue-Sat 10:00-13:00 & 15:00-17:00, Sun 10:30-12:00, closed Mon; clock strikes on the hour daily 9:00-21:00, until 20:00 in winter; clock tower open Tue-Sun 9:00-21:00, Mon 11:00-21:00. See here.





▲▲▲Charles Bridge Atmospheric, statue-lined bridge that connects the Old Town to the Little Quarter and Prague Castle. Hours: Always open and crossable. See here.





▲▲▲Jewish Quarter Finest collection of Jewish sights in Europe, featuring various synagogues and an evocative cemetery. Hours: The quarter can be visited any time; museum sights open April-Oct Sun-Fri 9:00-18:00, Nov-March until 16:30, closed Sat and on Jewish holidays; Old-New Synagogue open Sun-Thu 9:30-18:00, off-season until 17:00, Fri closes one hour before sunset, closed Sat and Jewish holidays. See here.





▲▲Museum of Medieval Art Best Gothic art in the country, at the former Convent of St. Agnes. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon, may close sporadically due to budget cuts. See here.





▲Havelská Market Colorful open-air market that sells crafts and produce. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:00. See here.





▲Klementinum National Library’s lavish Baroque Hall and Observatory Tower (with views), visit possible by 45-minute tour only. Hours: Tours depart daily every half-hour 10:00-17:30, shorter hours off-season. See here.





In the New Town


▲▲Wenceslas Square Lively boulevard at the heart of modern Prague. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲▲Mucha Museum Easy-to-appreciate collection of Art Nouveau works by Czech artist Alfons Mucha. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.





▲▲Municipal House Pure Art Nouveau architecture, including Prague’s largest concert hall and several eateries. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.





▲Museum of Communism The rise and fall of the regime, from start to Velvet finish. Hours: Daily 9:00-21:00. See here.





▲National Memorial to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror Tribute to members of the resistance, who assassinated a notorious Nazi architect of the Holocaust. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-17:00, closed Mon. See here.





In the Little Quarter


▲Petřín Hill Little Quarter hill with public art, a funicular, and a replica of the Eiffel Tower. Hours: Funicular—daily 8:00-22:00; tower—daily 10:00-22:00, shorter hours off-season. See here.





In the Castle Quarter


▲▲▲St. Vitus Cathedral The Czech Republic’s most important church, featuring a climbable tower and a striking stained-glass window by Art Nouveau artist Alfons Mucha. Hours: Daily 9:00-17:00, Nov-March until 16:00, closed Sunday mornings year-round for Mass. See here.





▲▲Prague Castle Traditional seat of Czech rulers, with St. Vitus Cathedral (see above), Old Royal Palace, Basilica of St. George, shop-lined Golden Lane, and lots of crowds. Hours: Castle sights—daily 9:00-17:00, Nov-March until 16:00; castle grounds—daily 5:00-24:00. See here.





▲▲Lobkowicz Palace Delightful private art collection of a Czech noble family. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.





▲Strahov Monastery and Library Baroque center of learning, with ornate reading rooms and old-fashioned science exhibits. Hours: Daily 9:00-11:45 & 13:00-17:00. See here.





Outside the Center


▲Vyšehrad Welcoming, untouristy park at the site of a former hilltop palace, rich with Czech history and great city views. Hours: Park always open, though various sights inside (church, cemetery, etc.) close at 18:00 (earlier off-season). See here.





Enter the church by making your way through the cluster of buildings in front of it, entering at #14 (under the arcade that faces the square). The structure is full of light, with soaring Gothic arches. The ornamentation reflects the church’s troubled history. Originally Catholic, it was taken over by the Hussites (proto-Protestant followers of Jan Hus, c. 1420-1620), who whitewashed it and stripped it of Catholic icons. When the Catholic Habsburgs retook the church, they encrusted its once elegant and pure Gothic columns with noisy Baroque altars, erected statues of Mary and the saints, and added black-and-gold highlights.


Now do a slow, counterclockwise tour around the church, heading up the right aisle. Midway down the aisle, at the base of a pillar on your left, look for an exquisite carved-wood Baptism-of-Christ altarpiece.


At the front-right corner of the church, on the pillar to your right is a brown stone slab showing a man in armor with a beard and ruff collar, his hand resting on a globe. This is Tycho Brahe (1546-1601), the first modern astronomer—whom the Habsburgs brought with them while they ruled Prague.


Now circle around to face the stunning main altar, topped with a statue of the archangel Michael with a flaming sword. A painting (on the lower level) shows Mary ascending to heaven where (in the next painting up) she’s to be crowned. To the right of the altar is a statue of one of Prague’s patron saints—John of Nepomuk (always easy to identify thanks to his halo of stars; see here).


You’re surrounded by the double-eagle symbol of the Catholic Habsburgs: on the flag borne by a knight statue on the altar, atop the organ behind you (Prague’s oldest), and above you on the ceiling.


Exploring the rest of the church, you’ll see lots of reliefs of knights who are buried underfoot, and a number of “marble” altarpieces that are (knock, knock) actually made of wood. Before leaving, read the Catholic spin on the church’s history (in the entry vestibule, in English)—told with barely a mention of Hus, whose followers made their home in this building for two centuries.


Heading outside, on the side of the church facing Celetná street, find a statue of the Virgin Mary resting on a temporary column in an ignored niche. Catholics are still waiting for a chance to reinstall Mary in the middle of the Old Town Square, where she stood for about 250 years until being torn down in 1918 by a mob of anti-Habsburg (and therefore anti-Catholic) demonstrators.


[image: Image]




Sightseeing Strategies


Crowd-Beating Tips Visit Prague Castle either first thing in the morning (be at St. Vitus Cathedral right at 9:00—except Sun morning, when it’s closed for Mass) or midafternoon (closes at 17:00 in summer, 16:00 in winter). Hiring your own guide for a historic walk is relatively cheap and allows you to choose a time (evening or early morning) and route to avoid crowds.


Evening Activities Prague Castle’s grounds stay open until 24:00 and provide a fanciful people-free zone to wander in the evening. Concerts in the National Theater, Smetana Hall at the Municipal House, and Rudolfinum feature superb artists at bargain prices (see the Entertainment in Prague chapter).





Nearby: Tucked immediately behind Týn Church is a welcome oasis of tranquility in the midst of the Old Town Square hubbub. The courtyard called Ungelt was the commercial nucleus of medieval Prague. It once served as a hostel for foreign merchants, much like a Turkish caravanserai. It still bustles with commerce, but now serves mostly tourists (inviting outdoor restaurants, cafés, shops, and hotels).


House of the Golden Ring (Dům u Zlatého Prstenu)


This medieval townhouse is the home of the City of Prague Gallery and its delightful collection of 20th-century Czech art. Since 1900, Czech artists have been refining the subtle differences between dream, myth, and ideal. The English descriptions in each room psychoanalyze this demanding art and recall Prague’s role at the forefront of the European avant-garde in the 1930s and again in the 1960s. Notice the absence of Socialist Realism (the state-sanctioned propaganda art of the communist era): The artists exhibited here chose deeply personal means of expression over regime-sponsored proclamations of universal optimism.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: 120 Kč, Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon, just left of the entry into Ungelt courtyard as you approach it from the Old Town Square, Tý nská 6, tel. 224-827-0224, www.ghmp.cz. The house’s courtyard is home to a lively-with-students café.


Kinský Palace (Palác Kinských)


A meditative space just 10 steps away from the Old Town Square bustle, this modest exhibit of Asian art ranges from Bronze Age China to modern Japan, and from the human-focused art of Buddhism to the flowery and abstract motifs of Islam.


Cost and Hours: 300-Kč combo-ticket also covers Medieval Art Museum, Sternberg Palace, Schwarzenberg Palace, and Veletržní Palace; valid 7 days; open daily 10:00-18:00; Staroměstské Náměstí 12, tel. 224-810-758, www.ngprague.cz.



▲Church of St. James (Kostel Sv. Jakuba)



This fine old medieval church—tucked just behind the Ungelt courtyard—was redecorated head-to-toe in exuberant Baroque following a late-17th-century fire. Step inside to appreciate the gorgeous space, with its gilded woodwork and bombastic frescoes, and to see the church’s main relic, the Madonna Pietatis.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, Tue-Sun 9:30-12:00 & 14:00-16:00, closed Mon, corner of Malá Štupartská and Jakubská.


[image: Image] For a self-guided tour of the church, see the Old Town Walk chapter.


SOUTH AND EAST OF THE OLD TOWN SQUARE


Between the Old Town Square and the New Town, you’ll find several interesting sights.


On Celetná Street


Celetná, a pedestrian-only street, is a convenient and relatively uncrowded way to get from the Old Town Square to the New Town. Along the way, near the square called Ovocný Trh (“Fruit Market”), you’ll find several interesting sights: the Cubist-style House of the Black Madonna, with bold and uniquely Czech architecture and a genteel turn-of-the-century café; the historic Estates Theater; and the looming, Gothic-flavored Powder Tower, marking the course of the former wall that separated the Old Town from the New Town.


[image: Image]


[image: Image] All of these are described in greater detail in the Old Town Walk chapter.


On Melantrichova Street


Skinny, tourist-clogged Melantrichova street leads directly from the Old Town Square’s Astronomical Clock to the bottom of Wenceslas Square. But even along this most crowded of streets, a genuine bit of Prague remains. Halfway along, don’t miss the Havelská Market, worth ▲, an open-air marketplace (daily 9:00-18:00). While it’s dominated by produce on weekdays, you’ll find more souvenirs, puppets, and toys on weekends.




Prague’s Charles University


Back in the 1300s, Charles University students studied the arts first; the other three faculties (medicine, law, and theology) were secondary subjects. Classes were taught in Latin, and Czechs made up only a fourth of the cosmopolitan student body.


During the chaotic Hussite reforms in the early 1400s, greater Czech control over the university prompted foreign students and professors to leave Prague and found the first German university in Leipzig. Although celebrated as a victory by Czech nationalists, as a result Charles University declined from a European center of learning to a provincial institution.


In the 1600s, the mostly Protestant university was given to the Jesuits. Habsburg Emperor Josef II abolished the Jesuit order in the 1780s, opened the university to non-Catholics, and allowed classes to be taught in to German. Czechs finally won the freedom to study in their own language in 1882, when the university split into two separate schools (the German school dissolved in 1945).


Today, the Charles University campus is intertwined with the Old Town. Though lined with souvenir stalls outside, many buildings hold classrooms that have been animated by lecturers for centuries. Some of the Old Town’s most hidden courtyards have provided Czech scholars with their two most essential needs: good beer and space for inspiring conversation.


Charles University has always been a center of Czech political thought. It’s where Jan Hus called for reform of the Church. The revolutions of 1618 and 1848 were sparked by university minds; university students rose up against totalitarian regimes in 1939, 1948, and 1968. Student demonstrations incited the Velvet Revolution, which swept communists out of power in November 1989.


The Czech education system itself has yet to fully escape the legacy of authoritarian regimes: Schools focus on memorization, not independent thinking; even at the university level, few students dare to challenge a professor’s view. There’s also a lack of opportunities within the small country: Most Ph.D. graduates find employment only within their department of study.


Despite these limitations, Charles University still attracts well-qualified Czech and Slovak students. A controversial proposal to begin charging tuition is under debate, but wouldn’t solve the problem of more students than available seats. Only a third of those who apply to Czech high schools (“gymnasium”) are accepted; of those only half get in to state universities. Those from well-educated (and well-off) families tend to do better in a system that begins selecting students from the age of 11.





[image: Image] For more on Havelská Market, see the Old Town Walk chapter.


On and near Bethlehem Square (Betlémské Náměstí)


The charming, relatively quiet Bethlehem Square is a pleasantly untouristy chunk of Old Town real estate.
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