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Summary: “Courageous Women: Stories of Czech Women in the Fight for Freedom” is a captivating collection of narratives that explore the remarkable lives of Czech women who played crucial roles in the struggle for freedom. From resistance fighters to activists, artists to leaders, these women defied oppression and exhibited immense bravery. This book celebrates their unwavering spirit, resilience, and commitment to justice, offering profound insights into their profound impact on the fight for freedom in the Czech Republic. – Provided by publisher. 
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Courage is not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave Czech women featured in this book embody the true essence of courage, as they fearlessly fought for freedom and justice. Their stories inspire us to stand up for what is right and to never underestimate the power of a determined spirit.
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In tracing the historical trajectory of Czechoslovakia's national revolution and the establishment of its independent state, one cannot overlook the pivotal role played by women. These extraordinary individuals, with their unwavering dedication and tireless efforts, contributed significantly to the nation's journey towards liberation and the realization of a functioning state. Within the confines of this comprehensive compilation, we embark on a profound exploration that reveals the invaluable contributions of women during Czechoslovakia's national revolution and the establishment of its independent state. This illustrious journey is anchored by the translated version of Žena v našem boji za svobodu (Woman in Our Struggle for Freedom) penned by Josef Kudela, a Moravian legionnaire, and originally published in 1930. Through this meticulously curated source, we gain profound insights into the experiences, struggles, and triumphs of these resolute women, illuminating their vital roles in shaping the course of Czechoslovak history.

Accompanying this translated text are poignant biographical sketches, which can aptly be described as captivating narratives, delving into the lives of 40 remarkable women who emerged as prominent figures within the historical events under scrutiny. These sketches serve as illuminating windows into the varied backgrounds, challenges, and achievements of these extraordinary individuals, enabling a more nuanced understanding of their indelible impact on the liberation of Czechoslovakia.

The inclusion of these biographical sketches stands as a reverential homage to the women who have inscribed their names in the annals of history, transcending the boundaries of time and space. By delving into these stories, we acquire an intimate comprehension of their unwavering dedication and the far-reaching consequences of their contributions within the broader context of the national revolution and the emergence of an autonomous Czechoslovak state. It is through these narratives that we gain a profound appreciation for the multifaceted nature of their efforts, which encompassed a spectrum of endeavors pivotal to the cause of Czechoslovakia's freedom.

The intricate biographical sketches not only afford us a glimpse into the lives of these remarkable women but also shed light on their motivation, agency, and resilience amidst trying circumstances. As we navigate the narratives of their lives, their profound influence on the destiny of Czechoslovakia becomes unmistakably evident, underscoring the critical role they played in shaping the nation's trajectory.

The translation of this work, coupled with the inclusion of the biographical sketches, stands as a testament to the enduring significance of these courageous women. By delving into their stories and accounts, we pay homage to their legacy and ensure that their invaluable contributions are etched into the annals of Czechoslovak history. It is through the exploration of these narratives that we gain a more comprehensive understanding of the historical events that unfolded and the profound impact of women's involvement in shaping the destiny of Czechoslovakia.

- Kytka Hilmarová
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The quest for the reinstatement of state sovereignty and national unity in Czechoslovakia unfolded as a meticulously orchestrated symphony of endeavors, characterized by a comprehensive array of initiatives encompassing awareness-raising, education, and the establishment of organizational structures. Encompassing the entire spectrum of our national awakening, these tireless efforts persisted until the cataclysmic outbreak of the Great War. Historiographical accounts, often biased towards a male-centric perspective, primarily highlight the names of visionary men who articulated the nation's aspirations, shaped its ideological framework, championed innovative concepts, established associations, led movements, and built and sustained institutions and enterprises.

However, it is incumbent upon us to acknowledge the profound contributions of women who stood as indispensable figures in this transformative era. Far from being confined to domestic spheres, these women assumed pivotal roles as nurturing mothers, actively shaping the minds and values of the next generation. As devoted wives or partners, they provided unwavering support and collaborated in efforts that facilitated the realization of the nation's aspirations. Through recently published memoirs, such as the poignant recollections presented in Paměti babičky Kavalírové (Memories of Granny Kavalírová,) the indomitable spirit of ordinary women emerges as a steadfast pillar within their families. Their unwavering dedication and resilience played an instrumental role in fostering the rebirth of a resurgent nation, ensuring its vitality and strength.

The restoration of Czechoslovakia's state sovereignty and national unity stands as a testament to the collective endeavors of both men and women, whose distinct yet interconnected roles played a pivotal part in shaping the nation's destiny. Together, they formed the vibrant core of a nation on the brink of metamorphosis, etching their names into the annals of history and sowing the seeds of a promising future.

In the historical tapestry of Slovakia, the significance of women's contributions to the national cause resonates deeply. As noted by Hana Gregorová, their endeavors extended far beyond the realms of politics and nationalism, encompassing the wider domain of familial aspirations that illuminated the path to a better tomorrow. With an unwavering commitment to their families, Slovak women emerged as pillars of strength, tirelessly nurturing the flames of progress. Their invaluable role as companions and supporters to men stands as an irrefutable testament to their profound impact.

Amidst the vast array of lesser-known workers and assistants, the chronicles of our modern national development unveil a multitude of distinguished women whose profound contributions have left an indelible imprint on our collective story. Though their names may have at times been overshadowed by their male counterparts, they form a vibrant mosaic of excellence and resilience. Through their remarkable endeavors, these women have woven themselves into the fabric of our nation's progress, forever enhancing its tapestry with their unwavering commitment and profound influence.

The annals of history bear witness to the remarkable legacies left behind by illustrious women such as Božena Němcová, Karolina Světlá, Eliška Krásnohorská, Tereza Nováková, Růžena Svobodová, Elena Maróthy Šoltésová, and Terezia Vansová. These names resonate not only for their artistic contributions, which have enriched the literary landscape, but also for their profound impact on the education of conscious members of society and courageous individuals. Recognizing the serious impediments posed by the limited awareness and inadequate education of women to the nation's holistic development, these visionary women embarked on a path of dedicated efforts aimed at addressing these challenges. Their unwavering commitment to education and personal elevation laid the foundation for a more enlightened and empowered future generation, shaping the trajectory of our collective consciousness, and contributing to the progression of our nation's historical tapestry.

The realm of empowerment extended far beyond the realms of literature, encompassing diverse spheres of societal engagement. Karolina Světlá's visionary spirit found expression in the establishment of the Czech Production Association, while Eliška Krásnohorská's pioneering efforts led to the creation of the first girls' gymnasium. In the face of relentless Hungarian oppression, Elena Maróthy Šoltésová emerged as a resolute leader, guiding the endeavors of Živena, the association of Slovak women. Notably, Eliška Machová's commitment to education materialized in the establishment of schools for Vesna, while Marie Steyskalová's compassionate vision came to life through the creation of the Women's Shelter in Brno. Collaborating with Dr. Miroslav Tyrš, Klemeňa Hanušová played a pivotal role in the formation of the Women and Girls Gymnastics Association, a groundbreaking initiative that laid the groundwork for the advancement of women's gymnastics within Sokol and resonated throughout the nation. These remarkable women, through their bold initiatives and unwavering dedication, have left an indelible mark on our nation's historical landscape, catalyzing transformative change and inspiring generations to come.

Even in the era of Božena Němcová, the quest for women's equal rights within a nation under duress began to take shape. Notably, the emergence of dedicated and talented female figures unfolded, leaving an indelible mark on the historical landscape. Within this context, it is crucial to commemorate the names of female authors and editors who spearheaded women's publications. Tereza Nováková, through her influential work in Ženský svět (Women's World), Terezie Vansová in Dennica, Karla Machová through Ženský list (Women's List), and Zdenka Wiedermannová via Ženská revue (Woman Revue), all played vital roles in shaping the discourse and advancing the women's movement. This burgeoning movement, which secured a prominent position within the national landscape at the dawn of the twentieth century, served as a significant groundwork for the forthcoming struggle for liberation. It aimed to foster the spiritual and, at times, material emancipation of a vital segment of the nation, including the mothers and wives of those fighting for freedom. These endeavors not only laid the foundation for societal progress but also showcased the resilience and determination of women in their pursuit of a more equitable and liberated future.

In the year of the Republic's jubilee, the Czechoslovak Protection of Mothers and Children unveiled a remarkable publication titled Matky, které vedly k svobodě (Mothers Who Led to Freedom). This enlightening work delves into the memoirs of esteemed soldiers and revolutionaries, shedding light on the indelible influence exerted by their mothers on their character formation. Notably, the organizer of this endeavor accorded significant prominence to the poignant correspondence exchanged between Charlotte Masaryková and her daughter during her incarceration in Austria. This extraordinary woman not only nurtured and raised resilient offspring but also actively bolstered her husband in his arduous journey towards assuming a leadership role in our nation's revolutionary struggle for freedom. The profound impact she had on the first president of the Czechoslovak Republic cannot be overstated, as he himself acknowledged, “Without her, I would not have attained the clarity that illuminates the purpose of life and my profound political mission.” This captivating narrative stands as a testament to the pivotal role played by mothers in shaping the destiny of our nation and the remarkable resilience they displayed in the face of adversity.

Within the pages of Srdce hrdinná (Heroic Hearts), a poignant publication brought forth by the Czech Land Care for Youth in Mojavě on the occasion of Mother's Day in 1928, one encounters a collection of heartfelt reminiscences. These narratives transport us into the lives of remarkable individuals, including the mothers of M. R. Štefánik, Ed. Beneš, V. Beneš, and many others.

Within the pages of this volume, the accounts presented undoubtedly weave a vivid tapestry of maternal influence on the lives of prominent figures. However, it is imperative to recognize that the ordinary soldiers who valiantly stood on the frontlines of both revolutionary struggles hold their own reservoirs of captivating memories, yearning to be shared and embraced. Through these diverse and profound recollections, we delve into the intricate layers of our nation's history, unearthing the unbreakable bonds that unite mothers with their courageous sons and daughters who marched together in the collective pursuit of freedom. These untold narratives provide a deeper understanding of the multifaceted dimensions of our historical fabric, painting a fuller picture of the indomitable spirit that resided within the hearts of both celebrated figures and unsung heroes.

In the year 1928, during the National Pilgrimage organized to the historic battlefields of our valiant legions in northern Italy, an extraordinary presence graced the expedition. It was none other than the mother of Alois Storch, a courageous legionnaire who had faced capture by the Austrians during a daring reconnaissance mission, ultimately meeting an untimely fate on July 5, 1918, in Rivà. As the pilgrimage arrived in Rovereto, a moment of profound significance unfolded—a meeting between the venerable General Andrea Oraziani, the esteemed former commander of the Czechoslovak army in Italy, and Mrs. Štorchová, a figure representing both resilience and sacrifice. 

Accounts from those who were present recall the deep impact this encounter had on everyone involved. At first, the general appeared somewhat taken aback, but as the realization of Mrs. Štorchová's identity took hold, he approached her with great warmth, embracing her tightly and planting a gentle kiss upon her cheek. The profound emotion that coursed through him was palpable, and turning towards his entourage and the various delegations, he shared the significance of this encounter, underscoring the unwavering strength and humble nature of this remarkable woman hailing from rural origins. In this stirring moment, history intertwined with personal narratives, revealing the enduring bonds that connect the sacrifices of individuals like Alois Storch and the unwavering support of their mothers, forever immortalized in the annals of our nation's heroic legacy.

Profound veneration and unwavering recognition must be accorded to the mothers of national heroes within their own nation. It is of utmost importance to acknowledge the pivotal role played by women in the semi-revolutionary acts that embodied the nation's resolute resistance against oppression and its fervent yearning for freedom. In the Historii Povstaňja Slovenskjeho (History of the Slovak Uprising), M. Dohnány eloquently sheds light on the indomitable courage exhibited by Slovak women. Among them, the women of Myjava embody a heroic spirit that permeates the town's historical narrative, encapsulating numerous tales of bravery that could only be realized by intrepid souls. It is lamentable that the full extent of Myjava's heroism is often attributed solely to its women, disregarding the profound sacrifices made by countless women in Slovakia who endured Hungarian persecution and suffered greatly.

Let us remember the resolute act of Božena Němcová, who fearlessly adorned the coffin of Karel Havlíček Borovský with a laurel wreath—a martyr's crown—during the darkest days of Bach absolutism. Within the pages of a book chronicling the Youth and Progressive Movement of the 1890s, one encounters captivating portraits of three remarkable women, among them being the translator of the revolutionary anthem “Rudý prapor” from Polish. These extraordinary women serve as testaments to the unwavering spirit and pivotal contributions of their gender to the revolutionary fabric woven into the tapestry of our nation's history.

In a captivating display of foresight, Helena Turcerová immerses herself in the study of the nascent battles in Paris, seemingly presaging the imminent era of armed struggle for the liberation of the nation. Her doctoral dissertation, titled “Louis Štúr and the Idea of Slovak Independence,” attains unprecedented significance under the meticulous guidance of Denisova, evolving into a seminal thesis that garners recognition as a scholarly cornerstone within the nation. This remarkable achievement culminates in its successful defense within a distinguished foreign scientific forum, solidifying its enduring legacy as an emblematic testament to the nation's indomitable spirit.

Embedded within the intricate tapestry of our revolutionary movement, the quest for the restoration of Czechoslovak national unity emerges as a paramount objective, illuminating the indispensable role of women in this endeavor. Hana Gregorová, in her insightful exploration titled Československé styky našich žien (Czechoslovak Connections of Our Women), unveils a captivating chapter that highlights the unwavering pursuit of national unity through heartfelt connections forged between women from diverse historical lands and their counterparts from Slovakia.

Božena Němcová, a true embodiment of this aspirational spirit, leaves an indelible mark through her remarkable example. In resonance with the prevailing sentiments of her time, Elena Maróthy Šoltésová fearlessly proclaims that linguistic subtleties should never serve as barriers to our interconnectedness, whether in the realm of education or any other domain, expressing a fervent hope for the unification of the Czech and Slovak branches within the wider Slavic family under a single literary language. The establishment of the “Women's Library” in Prague in 1897, accompanied by Elena Maróthy Šoltésová's seminal work Proti prúdu (Against the Tide), stands not as a mere coincidence but as an authentic manifestation of the interwoven destinies of these women, collectively forging a path toward a shared destiny.
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During World War I


[image: ]




Women, although not directly engaged on the battlefields, were not spared from the hardships and challenges of war. They may not have endured the physical toll of barracks, the fatigue of long marches, the horrors of combat, or the misery of life in trenches and prisoner-of-war camps. However, it would be unjust to diminish the weight of their experiences compared to that of men who were called to serve. Above all else, women bore the immense anguish and sorrow of witnessing their loved ones depart, suffer, and perish. While war, amidst its grimness, occasionally reveals glimpses of beauty and nobility, offering solace and fortitude through the bonds of camaraderie, a woman confined to the rear of the front, reminiscing about a son, husband, lover, or brother lost amidst the chaotic sea of countless armies, is left to navigate the realms of anguish and apprehension, danger, and death.

The burden endured by Czechoslovak women during this period was further intensified by the realization that the sacrifices of their loved ones on the front lines were not contributing to the advancement of our nation, but rather aiding the long-standing adversaries of our cause. It is often said that at the onset of the World War, our nation possessed an intuitive awareness, if not a full comprehension, of its position in the global conflict and the responsibilities it entailed. If indeed this was the case, it was the women who grasped this understanding earlier, as their emotions tend to be more deeply felt. Allow me to recount a small recollection. 

During the summer of 1914, while vacationing with my parents in a Silesian village, we witnessed a neighboring woman, a humble rural resident, receive a letter from her son. The letter urged her to come to the train station as their regiment was passing through Bohumín to aid the Germans in Prussia. With tears streaming down her face, she came to 

inform us, “Prajs is going to help.”

Within the solemn walls of the church, the priest offered prayers for the triumphant success of Austro-Hungarian arms, invoking divine intervention to favor their cause. Meanwhile, under the humble chapel nestled in the village square, women from the community would congregate each evening, seeking solace and deliverance through fervent supplications for an end to the war and the safe return of their loved ones reluctantly conscripted to battle. 

The relentless tides of conscription and military parades swept away the robust men and spirited youths from their families, leaving behind the elderly, the infirm, the physically impaired, the young, and the women. The weight of labor and responsibility, traditionally associated with the fairer sex, fell upon the shoulders of these women, growing ever more burdensome with each passing day.

Amidst the tumultuous upheaval of war, the farmer was forcibly separated from his fields, the tradesman abruptly torn away from his workshop and store. Yet, in the face of these disheartening circumstances, it was the indomitable spirit of the women, burdened with the responsibility of caring for their underage children, that shone brightest. Their unwavering determination to uphold their households and secure their livelihoods manifested in tireless toil and unwavering resilience. Eloquent testaments to their endurance and fortitude can be discovered within the pages of Duch české ženy za války (The Spirit of Czech Women during the War): poignant narratives documenting the experiences of housewives grappling with the realities of war, the unyielding spirit of women from the Carpathian Mountains, the extraordinary life of a Chodsko woman, and glimpses into the harrowing wartime existence in Haná, among others.

The inexorable rise in the cost of living cast a shadow over the populace, with its impact reverberating across all strata of society. In his comprehensive analysis, Jiří Mahen meticulously documented the escalating prices of food both before and during the war, unearthing a stark reality. Prior to the conflict, a six-member family could subsist on a modest sum of 1.67 crowns per day. However, as the war unfolded, the cost soared to a staggering 30.78 crowns, placing an immense strain on households. To compound matters, salaries, wages, and support payments were swiftly eroded by inflation, exacerbating the financial burdens faced by individuals and families. Despite the establishment of maximum price regulations by authorities, clandestine transactions often transpired at considerably higher rates, fueling a black-market economy. Furthermore, as the months wore on, supply shortages intensified, necessitating the implementation of ration cards to distribute scarce provisions, thereby further entangling individuals in the intricate web of state-controlled resource allocation.

The concept of rationing, which granted individuals specific entitlements through various coupons, was initially established at a bare minimum threshold. However, the implementation of this system was marred by persistent shortcomings. While the coupons themselves were often obtainable, the stark reality lay in the scarcity of groceries within the very stores and establishments entrusted with ensuring their availability. As one observes the wartime landscape, a grim picture emerges: a landscape devoid of even the meagerest morsels, where potatoes became an elusive commodity and dried vegetables became a privilege solely bestowed upon the military. The plight of the wartime mother epitomized the depths of her sacrifice and endurance, as she would rise in the dead of night to join the arduous queues, beseeching for a mere morsel of fat. Driven by unwavering determination and consumed by maternal anguish for her children's well-being, she mastered the art of acquiescence, aligning herself with whichever side offered a glimmer of salvation. 

Along the roads, a haunting spectacle unfolded as impoverished individuals, burdened by backpacks, and clutching tightly to their meager possessions, traversed even the most remote regions. The majority among them were indeed mothers, who, through fervent pleas, resourcefully augmented the value of their hard-earned currency, supplementing it with essential items from their own households, and offering their labor and sagacity as currency in a desperate bid to secure sustenance and solace.

“Does this battlefield of 1916 and 1917 not stand as a desolation greater than any physical front line?” Jiří Mahen provocatively questions, prompting an intriguing proposition: “Let us select five or perhaps ten mothers from this grand epoch and bestow upon them the revolutionary medal in the name of the entire nation.” But what exactly did they achieve within the revolution? Undoubtedly, these mothers played an indispensable role in our revolutionary struggle, for they were the very custodians of our survival and, whenever possible, our well-being. They nurtured and raised the forthcoming generation, the embodiment of our nation's aspirations, those who would inherit the youthful freedom so ardently fought for and propel its ongoing development. Allow me to recall yet another poignant statement from Mahen: “The miraculous anabasis undertaken by our mothers to guide their children through this Red Sea is a feat we shall never wholly fathom.” 

What efforts, sacrifices, and immense suffering were endured! And it was a burden borne almost equitably by women throughout our nation. In urban areas, the few who enjoyed the advantage of their husband's official positions or friendly connections, which facilitated the acquisition of provisions, were a rarity. While it is true that some among us succumbed to the moral decay of wartime, exploiting the prevailing poverty for personal gain, their transient appearances pale in comparison to the redemptive suffering endured by hundreds of thousands of mothers whose love and resilience steered our nation through the valley of death. The relentless poverty pushed women to stage hunger demonstrations against the wartime economy and the very nature of the conflict itself. In several instances (Prostějov, Vítkovice, Pardubice, Plzeň), the anguished throngs of emaciated women, men, and children were met with military gunfire, resulting in tragic loss of life. In Prostějov, nine out of the twenty-two fatalities were women, and in Vítkovice, one of the six casualties was a woman. Such harrowing episodes bear testament to the profound impact of their collective struggle.

Yet amidst this wretched poverty, there emerged remarkable displays of benevolent aid. The epicenter of these endeavors in Prague materialized as the České Srdce (Czech Heart), established in the autumn of 1917 with the primary objective of rescuing impoverished children who faced starvation, illness, and the absence of education while left abandoned on the unforgiving streets. The impact of this organization was profound, evoking a sentiment beautifully articulated by the statement: “The accomplishments of our compatriots at home, on the front lines, and in distant lands in support of České Srdce will forever stand as one of the most poignant testaments to Czech selfless patriotism, unwavering compassion, and remarkable organizational prowess.” It stands as a testament to the inherent goodness and resilience of the Czech people, who rallied together to alleviate the suffering and safeguard the future of these vulnerable children.

The inception of České Srdce was ignited by the visionary Růžena Svobodová, who assumed a pivotal role in spearheading the children's department. Her unwavering dedication was complemented by the remarkable contributions of Anna Podlipná, whose expertise shone in managing community kitchens, and Renáta Tyršová, whose indispensable role unfolded within the distribution department. Meanwhile, Dr. M. Slavíková took the initiative to establish and lead “educational circles” catering to suburban youth who had been deprived of formal education during the war. Růžena Svobodová's selflessness extended beyond her writing career, as she wholeheartedly dedicated herself to the rescue of the nation's youth, even at the expense of her own health (her untimely passing on January 1, 1920, stands as a testament to her unwavering commitment). The collective efforts of countless devoted women, both in Prague and throughout the countryside, were channeled through České Srdce, whose assistance swiftly expanded to encompass the most vulnerable adults in the capital. This crucial endeavor saved no fewer than one hundred thousand Czech souls during this critical period of our history. Inspired by the example set in Prague, similar associations emerged in Brno, under the guidance of L. Konečná and A. Janoušková, as well as in Opava and Vienna. However, the establishment of such philanthropic self-help institutions in Slovakia remained an unfulfilled aspiration.
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