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Cities/towns not located perfectly to scale. Beginning in 1969: Czechoslovakia formally made up of the Czech Socialist Republic and Slovak Socialist Republic.







To Melanie, Casey, & Serena

and

To the people of Czechoslovakia, the Czech Republic (Czechia), and Slovakia.

This is your story.






PROLOGUE Replay of a Lost War


March 21, 1969. Three small-town men and their hockey teammates from the little country of Czechoslovakia found themselves in the midst of a scene unlike any they had ever encountered. When Jaroslav Holík, his younger brother Jiří, and their friend since childhood Jan Suchý took to the ice in Johanneshov Stadium in Stockholm, Sweden, a crowd of thousands engulfed them, shaking the arena with a mad roar for Czechoslovakia’s hockey squad. In the stands, people chanted, Revenge for August ’68! As the players looked around, they saw fans holding banners supporting their team. One in particular stood out: “You Send Tanks, We Bring Goals.”

This was no normal sporting event.

Just months earlier, the Soviet Union—“the Russians”—had invaded their country. Jaroslav, Jiří, Jan, and all of Czechoslovakia watched as, each day, piece by piece, their freedoms disappeared. In desperation, Czechs and Slovaks searched for a sign that the Soviets had not stolen everything from them. Powerless against thousands of tanks and half a million troops, they knew they could never take down the soldiers in a military battle. But what if they defeated the Soviets in a different kind of fight? What if they could show that even though Moscow held them physically captive, there were freedoms that it could never take from them?

They turned to their country’s heroes, the representatives of Czechoslovakia’s national hockey team. The task for these men? Nothing less than bringing defeat to the greatest hockey squad on the planet. The Soviet Union had won the previous six world titles, including the last two Olympic Games. Nevertheless, everywhere the Czechoslovak players went, people told them, “We don’t care what else you do. Just beat the Russians!” For the people of Czechoslovakia, the March 1969 World Ice Hockey Championships in Stockholm turned into a battlefield.

On March 21, seven months to the day since Soviet tanks first appeared on their streets, Czechs and Slovaks—through Jaroslav, Jiří, Jan, and their teammates—could finally fight back. By the end of the evening, the Czechoslovakia-Soviet rivalry would be all anyone at the tournament talked about. The front-page headlines in the Western press described it aptly: Hate Match. Alexander Dubček, Czechoslovakia’s leader, would describe it as much more: “It was a replay of a lost war.”



For years to come, people would speak of that week in Stockholm when Czechoslovakia’s hockey players spit on the Communist coat of arms that adorned their jerseys, took out their anger on the ice in ways that no one had ever seen in a sporting event, and inspired the people of their demoralized country.

The inspiration would shape the lives of a new generation. Hockey players twenty-nine years later and thousands of miles from home would kiss a new coat of arms and try to achieve the one thing that eluded the heroes of 1969.

Through it all, the ice warriors fought for far more than just hockey victories. They battled to show that the people of their long-overlooked country had the freedom to win.






PART I FROM WINTER TO SPRING



Lenka interrupts. “In the West no one knows anything about Prague. They try to forget Prague after they betrayed us in 1938. Do you know about 1938?”

“The Munich accord?”

“Accord? Does accord mean agreement? But we did not agree to anything. Mnichovská zrada, that is what we call it. The Munich betrayal. And because of this betrayal we are forgotten, our country is forgotten, Prague is forgotten, and who cares that it is most beautiful city in Europe? So we need people like you to help the world rediscover our city and our country. And to protect it against the Russians.”

—Simon Mawer, Prague Spring1








CHAPTER 1 The Butcher Shop on Thin Ice


In 1942, in a little town in what was once known as Czechoslovakia, a twenty-year-old man named Jaroslav Holík [“ya-RO-slav ho-LEEK”] opened a butcher shop. In the years to come, he and his family put their hearts and souls into the shop. It would become the center of their world.

The young man could hardly have chosen a more difficult place and time to open a new business than the town of Brod in 1942. Just a few months earlier, in late September 1941, Reinhard Heydrich, a high-ranking German official, had arrived in the Czech capital of Prague seemingly straight out of central casting. Six feet, three inches tall, with neatly slicked blond hair and pale blue eyes, Heydrich personified the ideal Aryan. Adorned with nicknames such as the Blond Beast, the Hangman, Himmler’s Evil Genius, and the Young Evil God of Death, Heydrich had helped organize the Kristallnacht reign of terror on German and Austrian Jews and served as the official planner of “The Final Solution,” the Nazi plan for the genocide of the Jewish people. Heydrich instantly lived up to all of his nicknames, executing more than 140 people within five days of his arrival in the Czech lands.

To many, Heydrich’s landing in Prague felt sudden, but really it had been centuries in the making. Today Brod sits in the very center of the Czech Republic, almost exactly equidistant between the country’s two biggest cities, about seventy miles from the capital, Prague, to the northwest and Brno to the southeast. But once upon a time the area was all forest-covered frontier. Settlement began in the mid-1200s with the discovery of silver ore deposits. Soon German settlers made up the majority of the population, leading the town to name itself Německý Brod (German Ford) in 1308. Over the years the town was visited by numerous calamities, from plagues to fires to floods, but the greatest threat arose because of its location in the middle of the continent. One after another, the powers of Europe sought to hold sway over the region, and by the late 19th century it had become part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

After intense lobbying by Czech and Slovak nationalists and the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of the first World War, in 1918 the Allies supported the creation of a new country, Czechoslovakia, out of a small part of the lands that had been under the Empire’s control. Czechoslovakia was immediately among the world’s most industrialized countries, and established a parliamentary democracy. In Brod, jubilant citizens marched through the streets to celebrate the establishment of the free Czechoslovak state. As they did, they tore down all Austrian signs, pictures of the Austrian emperor, and any other symbols of the imperial state, which they burned in a huge bonfire in the main square.1

But Czechoslovakia faced a major problem. The western corner of the country jutted nearly 150 miles into Germany, with German lands to the north and the south, and ethnic Germans made up nearly a quarter of Czechoslovakia’s population. As a result, Czechoslovakia included numerous German-speaking enclaves, especially in the area surrounding Brod.

Over time, German nationalists in Czechoslovakia increasingly demanded that their border regions be made part of the “homeland,” and once Hitler rose to power in the 1930s, Germany threatened to use force to accommodate them. Desperate to prevent war across Europe, in 1938 Britain and France signed the Munich Agreement with Germany, thus giving Hitler effective control over large swaths of Czechoslovakia. As he prepared to give Germany much of what it wanted, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain explained the decision to his people over the radio: “How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas masks here because of a quarrel in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing.” Czechoslovakia was not even invited to the negotiations over its lands and felt betrayed by the western powers, all the more so because it had a military alliance with France. This would not be the last time that the world abandoned Czechoslovakia.

On March 15, 1939, German military forces entered the Czech lands. News of the invasion arrived in Brod first thing that morning, and heavily armed German soldiers entered the town at 1 P.M. In Jihlava, a town with a large German population sixteen miles to the south, the residents celebrated the new arrivals. But in Brod—where the Hussite Wars had driven out much of the German population in the 15th century—the mood was largely one of indifference, and only a few representatives of the city came to greet the invaders.2 In the following weeks, that mood changed. Posters started to appear all over town, in German and broken Czech, listing new ordinances for the residents, most notably a nightly curfew.3 Brod was permitted to maintain its own mayor, but Germans controlled the rest of the administration and opened an office for the Gestapo, the Nazi secret police.4 Over time, the Germans sent hundreds of thousands of Czechs to concentration camps, but at the beginning the Nazis showed greater restraint than they demonstrated elsewhere in Europe because of their desire to mobilize the Czech population for the German war effort. Eventually, though, Hitler grew impatient with what he saw as overly lenient treatment of the Czechs by his deputies. In September 1941 he sent in Heydrich, one of his favorite lieutenants, to whip the country into submission.

Appropriately fearing for its country’s fate under the rule of the Nazi that Adolf Hitler affectionately called “the man with the iron heart,” in the late spring of 1942 the Czechoslovak resistance assassinated Heydrich. Hitler immediately ordered devastating reprisals. German forces killed more than 1,300 Czechs, and in June entirely eliminated two helpless villages.

It was at this very time, as the threat of violence from German forces swirled around him, that young Jaroslav Holík decided to carve out a new life for himself. Earlier in the year he had convinced the beautiful Věra Kašparová to marry him. On August 3, 1942, as Nazi terror rained down upon the country, Jaroslav and Věra’s first child was born. They named him Jaroslav, just like his father. Given the utter madness that surrounded his birth, perhaps the Holíks should have anticipated that the child would grow up to be wild.

As if marriage, a new child, and the Nazi occupation weren’t enough, in 1942 Jaroslav Sr. also decided to open a butcher shop. The decision had actually been made by his father, who said to his son, “Look! There is an open butcher shop. Rent it, and show me what you can do.”5 Meat was the family business. Jaroslav’s father was a butcher. So was his brother. And even though little more than 10,000 people lived in Brod during the war, the town had enough demand to accommodate multiple butchers.6

Jaroslav and Věra’s shop sat in a nearly perfect location on Horní Street, a three-block-long, narrow gray-brick lane lined with local businesses. Horní Street led diagonally into the beautiful town square, which was surrounded on four sides by distinctive two-story Renaissance and Baroque houses with decorated gables. In the square’s northeast corner, a centuries-old church tower allowed visitors to view the quiet town and the vast countryside beyond.

By the time Jaroslav and Věra wed in 1942, the German occupation had hit Věra’s family hard. Věra had been born in 1922 to a woman who worked on a nearby farm and died after childbirth. A kind Brod couple, Robert and Marie Horák, adopted the little girl and brought her to live with them. Robert had long been deeply concerned about the plight of the poor and the grave inequality he saw around him. He became a devoted member of the Communist Party and even served under the Party banner as Brod’s deputy mayor. In 1941, the Germans carried out a series of arrests of Communists in the town. The occupiers executed the editor of the Communist newspaper for his “resistance activities” and shipped Horák off to Buchenwald concentration camp. Věra spent the next four years caring for her ill mother and waiting for news of her father.7

The period following Jaroslav and Věra’s wedding, the opening of the butcher shop, and the birth of little Jaroslav proved no less terrifying. In 1943, the Germans took complete control of Brod’s administration and established German as the town’s official language. Former officers in the Czechoslovak army organized resistance groups, which the Gestapo quickly crushed, putting to death two of their members and sending others off to concentration camps, some never to return. The Holíks’ worries only grew after their second son, Jiří [“YI-rzhee”], was born on July 9, 1944. Allied air raids focused on a local airfield and dropped bombs on the town, which damaged buildings and killed four schoolchildren.8

Life in the butcher shop didn’t feel much safer. For the rest of his life, Jaroslav Jr. would vividly remember German soldiers confiscating smoked meats. Věra hid the boy under a table, holding his head down so he couldn’t see, but he never forgot the pounding of the soldiers’ heavy boots as they shouted in German at his father.9 The Holíks had to confront a series of difficult questions in their shop: “Will we have enough?” “Will we have the products that the Germans want?” “Should we sell to them?” “Will we have enough for our regular customers?” “Will the Gestapo come take our store?” Then, toward the end of the war, when local partisans came to buy products, the question became, “If we sell to them, will someone rat us out?” One day, a Czech partisan bought sausages and salami. Several hours later, Věra saw German soldiers carrying the man away… dead.10

Nevertheless, needing to make a living, Jaroslav Sr. and Věra threw themselves into the shop. Jaroslav Sr. lacked both a formal education and the glad-handing panache of a typical salesman, but he had good sense and simply outworked everyone else. A disciple of Dale Carnegie and his book How to Win Friends and Influence People, the young man became a skilled negotiator, able to get products and rent services and space at good prices.11 Věra, who had previously worked in a hairdressing salon in Prague, handled sales.12 The Holík butcher shop not only survived, but even became popular.13

With the tide turning against the Germans in early 1945, a civilian resistance group in Brod formed to fight back. In early May, as Czechs in Prague spontaneously rose up to fight their occupiers, civilians in Brod revolted as well. In response, German forces carried out brutal countermeasures, including executing Brod locals. The repression continued until May 8, when the Germans fled, fearing the approaching Soviet Red Army. On May 9, Soviet forces liberated the town. Only then did the people of Brod learn just how cruel the occupiers had truly been, as they uncovered mass graves of tortured patriots.14

In the weeks after the liberation, the Holíks received a welcome shock: Věra’s father, Robert, abruptly appeared on the doorstep of the butcher shop, thin as a pole and weighing less than ninety pounds.15 Many Germans had lived in the area around Brod prior to the war, and Grandpa Horák had learned quite a bit of the language. His knowledge of German had helped him survive in Buchenwald.16 A die-hard Communist, Horák was grateful to the Soviets for their part in freeing him and his country from Germany’s clutches.

In truth, US army forces had entered Czechoslovakia by early May 1945, prepared to support the effort to defeat the Germans. However, American president Harry Truman and General Dwight Eisenhower wanted to avoid a showdown with Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, who saw Eastern Europe as his payment for the millions of Soviet soldiers who had died fighting the Nazis. The American leadership ordered its forces to stay back, thus giving the Soviets time to carry out the liberation. It was a decision that many leaders on the US side came to regret and that millions in Eastern Europe, including the Holíks, came to despise. Once again, Czechoslovakia’s geography—this time, its shared eastern border with the USSR—proved to be a curse.

But in the immediate aftermath of the war, the people of Brod thought little about that; instead they focused on rebuilding. Wanting no more to do with its long-gone German heritage, the town changed its name to Havlíčkův Brod [“hav-LEECH-koov brodt”] (Havlíček’s Ford), honoring local nineteenth-century writer Karel Havlíček Borovský. Residents volunteered nearly 100,000 hours to remove damaged buildings and vehicles, repair and repave roads and squares, and restart city gas distribution. One year after liberation, visitors were hard pressed to find any clear evidence of war damage in the town.17

The town’s population was growing, which was great news for the young entrepreneurial family. Jaroslav Sr. and Věra worked from dawn to dusk in the shop, and the boys helped whenever they were needed. Yet money was hardly plentiful for the young couple, both just twenty-four years old, with two small children. They lived in a small town, with a population now close to 12,000, in a small country of just twelve million that was struggling in the postwar world. The kids had little beyond the bare necessities: each had two pairs of shorts, one pair of cloth pants, and a “disgusting” pair of sweatpants.18 Jaroslav Sr. and Věra poured their earnings back into the business, purchasing machinery and devices to expand into a large meat cannery, the first of its kind in Brod.

Even still, they didn’t put every crown (Czechoslovakia’s currency) into the shop. For Christmas in 1946 they gave four-year-old Jaroslav Jr. a gift that would shape the rest of his life: his first ice skates, a detachable pair that affixed to the bottoms of his boots.

The gift was a rare luxury for the Holík family. When it came time to exchange presents that year, Jaroslav’s father handed his wife a hat. It was the very hat he’d given her the year before, which he rewrapped so she would have something to open. It was the same hat that he would give her the next year as well.19

When the Holíks awoke on Christmas morning, the scene was bleak. On the first floor, their one-room kitchen, living, and dining space was also used by the butcher shop, so the wooden floor was usually covered in meat mess and grease. Věra got up at 3 A.M. three times a week to scrub it, with only a woodstove to warm her. Upstairs they had just a single bedroom in which they all slept. During the winter they used a single heating drum to warm the apartment and to heat water for bathing. It had no separate bathroom. Instead, a single toilet sat in the hallway. The toilet space was so poorly lit that Jiří avoided relieving himself in the house because of his fear of the dark.20

Little Jaroslav’s Christmas gift was part of the effort Jaroslav Sr. and Věra made to create a joyful childhood for their boys. Despite the poverty of the time, life for the Holík kids looked a lot like that for children elsewhere. With their parents working all day, they were able to mostly just run free when not at school. Somehow, even in small-town Czechoslovakia, kids got their hands on magazines from the West filled with stories of exotic lands like “Texas.” At night they hid under the covers, reading these magazines by flashlight. In the summer they created elaborate maps of the town wherein the local creek became “The Amazon.” So it was for the young Holík boys. Brod covered only a total of twenty-five square miles, markedly smaller than American towns such as Middlebury, Vermont, and Bend, Oregon, and even a shade smaller than tiny Oshkosh, Wisconsin. The Holík boys, with their closely shorn towheads, could be seen running all around town throughout the year. Although Jaroslav towered over his just two-years-younger brother, there was little doubt that they were siblings. As little boys, both were so skinny that their ribs stuck out when they frolicked in their swimsuits at the lake.21

The kids in Brod especially loved winter games. On cold winter evenings, they poured water onto the streets so they could get up early the next day and slide around town on makeshift sleds.22 But the older Holík brother yearned to do something else on the ice.

When he opened his new skates on Christmas Day, Jaroslav Jr. could not contain his excitement. Brod contained numerous ponds of varying sizes, some just tiny patches of water. Jaroslav Sr. took his older boy out to one such patch behind a nearby park and taught him how to skate. From that day on, whenever young Jaroslav had a free moment in the winter, he went from pond to pond, skating to his heart’s content.23 Two years later, when Jiří was four, Věra started making Jaroslav bring his little brother with him. Until the boys were old enough for school, on winter mornings the parents headed off early to work, then around lunchtime took the boys to the pond.

Most often, Jaroslav Jr. and Jiří went to Cihlář (Brickworker) Pond, so-called because it sat by the brickwork factory. The pond sat nestled near Vršovice, just outside of Brod, where Věra’s parents lived. In the winter the pond typically froze over by the end of November and remained frozen through the end of February. But the first signs of ice were hardly reliable. The neighborhood children were largely unsupervised, and as the surface began to solidify, they all went out to test it. From time to time, one of the kids took a step too many, the thin surface collapsed, and the child fell into the icy water. No one ever drowned, but many had to run home to change clothes. As the temperature turned colder, the kids watched with fascination as ice makers cut big chunks from the frozen pond for the local brewery. Once the adults left, the Holík boys would jump onto floating ice sheets, pretending that they were Inuits.24 With all the kids skating around, the ice became chipped and uneven, so the Holík boys turned their grandparents’ old metal tub into a Zamboni. They filled the tub with water, dragged it down to the pond, and poured it onto the ice to smooth out the surface.

Jaroslav Jr. loved his time at the pond, but complained about having to bring his brother: “Why do I have to tie his shoelaces and watch over him?!” Jiří followed his brother around on the ice until around 6 P.M. when their parents came to get them. As she picked up the boys, Věra always girded herself, ready to hear the latest from other parents about her older son’s poor behavior.

From the earliest age, Jaroslav Jr. drove his parents to distraction. Much like the neighborhood crusty elderly man who knew better than everybody else, he never hesitated to let anyone within earshot know his opinion. The other kids nicknamed him “Old Timer” (Starej). People with big mouths often find themselves in conflict with others, and the Holíks saw their firstborn starting fights at a young age, even with children older and bigger than he was. Jaroslav Sr. was beside himself. “You jackass, why do you have to fight with everyone? Just look at your brother, he smiles and everything is good.”25

When he started attending school, Jaroslav Jr. made life miserable for his teachers, whom he talked back to on a regular basis. He was a natural leader in the classroom and directed his followers to join him in causing a general ruckus. They hid under their desks to play blackjack and invented new games, such as seeing who could spit through the classroom window and come closest to nailing the horse that carried the town’s mail.

Corporal punishment was the norm in Brod schools at the time, so Jaroslav found himself getting smacked repeatedly by his teachers, but it was his mother’s lectures that he most feared. In the house, Věra handled academics and had to suffer through reports at parent-teacher conferences that not only was Jaroslav performing poorly on his schoolwork, he also was constantly in trouble. Jaroslav usually argued with her, but once she started haranguing him, his eyes glazed over and he felt his mind melting. He decided to take steps to reduce the torture. Each student had a special notebook in which teachers recorded students’ grades and noted disciplinary issues. As Jaroslav racked up the punishments, he got himself a second notebook, where many of his worst citations would get listed. When his parents asked to see the notebook, he only showed them the first book, so they never learned of half his shenanigans.26

Jaroslav developed such a reputation that when Jiří entered the school that his older brother attended, one teacher recoiled. “You are Holík’s brother? Jesus Christ, what an ordeal this is going to be!”27 But, in reality, Jiří couldn’t have been less like his brother. Jaroslav Jr. had inherited his father’s fiery temper, but everyone described Jiří as more like the sweet-tempered Věra. Whereas Jaroslav ran from one place to the next, Jiří strolled. At times Jaroslav wished he could borrow the peace that seemed part of his younger brother’s inner nature, but he quickly became infuriated at the thought of staying so still. The younger boy followed instructions and did well in school. Whenever she looked at her sweet little boy, Věra’s heart melted. She told Jiří that all it took was a smile and everyone fell in love with him.28

So it was that when Věra came to pick her boys up from the pond, she could always expect to hear complaints about Jaroslav. But when both boys had been skating together for about a year, she began to hear something else as well. People of all ages were awestruck by her son. Not Jaroslav—it was Jiří that everyone gawked at. At no more than five years old, Věra’s baby glided around the ice with extraordinary grace and speed. No one had ever seen anything quite like it, and it made an impression on an important person in the town.29

Brod had a rich tradition of hockey, going back well before World War II.30 In the early years after the war, kids played pickup hockey on any pond that would freeze. In 1949, when Jaroslav and Jiří were seven and five years old, the Holík boys began to notice a gray-haired man in his fifties watching them play. The man was Jaroslav “Dad” Tománek, who worked in the local revenue service office but was also the area’s godfather of youth hockey, serving as team organizer, manager, treasurer, and occasional coach. In the years that followed, none of the kids could think of a time that he was missing from Brod’s Kotlina rink, even if it was freezing or snowing. He never played hockey, and had never been seen on skates. But he loved children and knew what sports meant to them. Tománek didn’t know the first thing about coaching, but he focused on one core principle: He forced the boys to skate while looking at him. He held up various numbers of fingers and instructed the skaters to tell him how many he was holding up. If they looked down, he gave them a quick smack with a stick. Because of this one drill, the boys learned to see everything around them on the ice while also controlling the puck.31

Kotlina was an open-air, natural-ice rink surrounded by wooden boards. As was common throughout the country, the base of the skating surface was concrete, which was sprayed down with hose water that turned to ice when the temperature dropped low enough. When resurfacing was required, volunteers dragged barrels of hot water all over the ice. There was a small bleacher stand next to the rink, but many fans stood on snowbanks to watch. An old house abutted the rink and provided miserable, cramped changing rooms floored with wooden planks. Upon entering, players needed to immediately start a fire in the heater or they would freeze while changing.32

At seven years old, Jaroslav Jr. caught Tománek’s eye, and with the prodding of Jaroslav Sr., decided to join the organized hockey team. The boy had to look after his brother while his parents worked, so the Holíks insisted that Jiří also join the squad as one of its youngest members.33 From the beginning, they were joined by one other boy Jiří’s age.

Jan Suchý [“Yaan SU-khee”] was born in Brod on October 10, 1944, three months after Jiří. When Jan was born, both his parents worked at the local hospital. His twenty-year-old mother, Jarmila, was a cook, and his twenty-eight-year-old father, František, drove the ambulance. František rarely talked about his work and, in fact, was rarely home at all. Every day after work, he returned to the apartment, changed out of his work clothes, and headed to one of his two favorite pubs, where he hung out and played cards with a group of friends. The routine there was always the same: a pack of cigarettes, three beers, and four rums.

The Suchýs lived near the hospital, about half a mile due east of the Holíks, in an apartment building nicknamed “The Pigsty” (Prasečák) because it used to house pigs. Their apartment had a kitchen and a single bedroom in which they all slept. Cash was extremely tight, and they had to scrimp to be able to afford anything beyond the necessities. Despite the lack of money and the close quarters, František and Jarmila got along well, and Jan never once heard his parents fight.

Each morning during the winter, Jarmila dropped little Jan off with a lunch at a local frozen pond, and he spent the day there playing on the ice with other boys from the neighborhood. When the boys got hungry, they built a fire out of twigs to heat their food and then continued playing. When Jan was just four years old the bigger kids taught him how to skate. He didn’t have his own skates, but he begged the other kids to let him play hockey with them. The big kids set him up as the goalie, having him stand in the scoring area in his regular walking shoes. They shot hard but somehow the little boy didn’t flinch. The kids didn’t have much beyond their clothes to cover themselves, but they did make protective hockey gear out of whatever they could find. They stole any materials that might be turned into equipment and brought them to Jan’s mother, who sewed everything together. Thanks to František’s work at the hospital, Jan had ready access to a huge store of cotton balls, which he stuffed into his father’s big winter gloves to catch pucks in the goal. After begging his father throughout the start of the winter season, little Jan got his first skates for Christmas in 1948, the same detachable kind Jiří also received that year. To the little Suchý boy, there was no greater feeling than flying around the ice.

In general, František Suchý gave his son little attention, until one day when he went to pick the boy up from the pond. František had been a soccer player for Brod and appreciated real athleticism. As he arrived to bring five-year-old Jan home, he couldn’t believe what he saw. His son raced around the ice as fast as any of the older boys and played hockey with them as an equal. In a town as small as Brod, František knew Dad Tománek, and he signed his boy up to play with the group at Kotlina. Jan leaped at the chance to play more seriously. When the kids learned that practices ran early in the morning, six-year-old Suchý was the only one from his class to sign up.34

Jiří and Jan were the same age, but they could not have been more different. Little Jan’s thick dark brown locks stood in sharp contrast to Jiří’s blond hair. Whereas Jiří’s constantly smiling boyish face gave him a cherubic image, Suchý’s more angular features made him appear older than he actually was, and his smirk left those around him wondering what hijinks he had up his sleeve. Jan was tall and skinny, while Jiří was just small all over, leading Suchý to refer to him as “Runt” (Mrňous). Jiří quickly got to work figuring out a nickname that he could throw back. He finally came up with Souška, a play on Suchý’s last name that translates to “dry tree,” a reference to how skinny and weak Jan appeared. The younger Holík boy later grew to be a stocky five feet, eleven inches tall, but Suchý never stretched above five-nine, and even though he grew stronger and more muscled, everyone called him Souška for the rest of his life.35

The behavior of the two boys contrasted even more than their physical appearances. Everyone knew Jiří for his happy-go-lucky disposition, his excellent behavior, and the fact that he did as he was told by his teachers and coaches. Suchý, meanwhile, was a completely different story. Souška didn’t mind mixing it up with other kids and simply refused to follow the rules. When the circus came to town, a young Jan skipped school to shovel sawdust in exchange for free tickets. He developed a reputation for his mischief, such as well-planned heists of local farmers’ strawberries, apples, and watermelons or sneakily filching fish from a breeding pond.36 And though Suchý loved hockey and played to win at all costs, he refused to follow his coach’s instructions.

Despite all these differences, Runt and Souška quickly bonded as the youngsters of the team. Jiří was the only person Jan had ever met who could outskate him, while Jiří quickly realized that Suchý was by far the most naturally talented of all the young hockey players he had seen. Each morning in the winter, long before the sun rose, the two met in front of the local painter’s cottage and set out together for the arena. Already in their gear, they would immediately clean the ice and get to work.37

Training was difficult. As soon as nightly temperatures hit freezing, Jaroslav Sr. yanked his groggy boys out of bed long before the sun could rise and possibly thaw the ice. As he shouted at them, Jaroslav Jr. and Jiří begged to stay in bed, but their father had plans for them. A 5 A.M. wake-up, a quick breakfast, and then the boys took off for the half-mile walk to Kotlina for 6 A.M. practice. Ordinarily, the walk might have been quick, but since the youth teams weren’t permitted in the locker rooms, they had to carry all their very heavy gear—skates, pads, sticks—to and from the rink. After practice, the boys stopped at the butchery, where Jaroslav Sr. gave them each a piece of salami or sausage.38

It was hard to get quality hockey equipment in 1950s Czechoslovakia, especially out in the boonies of Brod. In particular, little was available in young kids’ sizes, so everyone had to get creative. One of the regulars at the Holík butcher shop was a carpenter and cabinetmaker named Mareš. When Jiří was just five years old, the little boy carefully hid away one of the sharp butcher knives, cut off a few slices of dry salami, and made a secret visit to see the man: “Mr. Mareš, here is some salami. Please make me a hockey stick.” Before you knew it, the little boy had himself several sticks! For protective gear, Jaroslav Sr. commandeered sheet metal from local factories, which he used to construct pads. Věra handcrafted protection from random pieces of plywood and stitched together padded pants. Still, even with the makeshift protection, it was incredibly painful when the boys got hit by the puck, and their elbows were constantly swollen.39

None of the boys’ families was rolling in money, but life was good. The boys had their hockey. The Holíks had their butcher shop.

And then the Communists stepped in…

In March 1946, early in the year that Jaroslav Jr. received his first skates, British statesman Winston Churchill traveled to the United States to talk about the part of the world where the Holíks lived. After the war, the Soviet Union and its clients in the region employed a range of tactics—from rigging elections and threatening force to outright violence—to ensure the rise of Communist regimes throughout much of Central and Eastern Europe. On March 5, at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, Churchill, who had led Britain throughout the war, spoke passionately about the threat:


An iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in some cases, increasing measure of control from Moscow.… The Communist parties, which were very small in all these Eastern States of Europe, have been raised to pre-eminence and power far beyond their numbers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control.



Jaroslav Jr. knew nothing about the speech and had only heard the name “Churchill” in passing, but the former prime minister was very familiar with the Holíks’ little country. The most positive words in the address came when he noted that Czechoslovakia remained the one true democracy in the region. Prior to the war, Czechoslovakia had been the most democratic country in Eastern Europe. On May 26, 1946, nearly three months after Churchill’s speech, the country held free and fair parliamentary elections. Czechoslovakia’s Communists were the big winners, taking 38 percent of the vote, by far the most for any party.

It was no surprise that the Communists performed so well. In 1946 life was still difficult in Czechoslovakia, which was struggling to rise from the ashes of the war. People faced a deteriorating economy, severe shortages of all goods, and high unemployment. They remembered that historically the country’s Communists had tried to work within the democratic system, that capitalist countries had abandoned Czechoslovakia before the war, and that Czechoslovak Communists had fought hard against the Germans. It also didn’t hurt that it had ultimately been the Communist-led USSR that liberated the country. Following the election, the Communist Party formed a coalition government that sought to address the country’s economic crisis.

It was not immediately clear how much things would change with the Communist Party in power, but there were ominous signs. The Communists now controlled the country’s police, military, agriculture, and propaganda. In addition, the government took steps to control large-scale businesses, which instantly affected people across the country. The Holíks saw the results immediately as the government took over the Veselý Textile Company in Brod, which employed 900 people.40 On the whole, though, the new policies didn’t appear too radical, and the government seemed open to working with the capitalist West. When the US began preliminary discussions on the Marshall Plan, which would offer massive economic aid to help European countries rebuild after the war, Czechoslovakia’s government announced in July 1947 that it would participate.

But the Soviets grew worried about Czechoslovakia drawing too close to the West. Stalin immediately summoned Klement Gottwald, Czechoslovakia’s prime minister and Communist Party chairman, who rushed to Moscow. Stalin berated Gottwald for betraying the Communist partnership. Czechoslovakia’s leader quickly volunteered to pull out of the Marshall Plan deliberations. When he returned home, Czechoslovakia’s government withdrew its stated intention to discuss economic aid with the West.

Meanwhile, Czechoslovakia’s economic problems continued to mount. In turn, increasingly Czechoslovak citizens and politicians lost confidence in the Communists. It became clear that the Party would not do very well in the planned 1948 election.

Stalin and Czechoslovakia’s Communists saw the writing on the wall and decided to act. In February 1948, Stalin sent to Prague one of his top diplomats, Valerian Zorin, whose mere presence offered a reminder that Czechoslovakia’s Communists had the backing of the Soviet Red Army. To bang home the point, Gottwald requested that Soviet forces set up along Czechoslovakia’s border. Stalin also sent “consultants” to Prague. Following the consultants’ blueprint, Czechoslovakia’s Communists purged critics from the national police force and mobilized militias of supporters, who took to the streets.41 Czechoslovakia’s non-Communist leaders saw no good options. They could risk civil war and possibly a Soviet invasion by pushing back against the Communists, or they could give in.

People like the Holíks knew little about these behind-the-scenes machinations. But they did know that over the course of February 1948, police and armed militia groups took over Prague and began a purge of all non-Communists in the government and the bureaucracy. And they knew that, on February 25, 1948, Czechoslovakia’s non-Communist parties and leaders stepped down, permitting the Communists to take full control of the country. In the weeks that followed, the Holíks watched with horror as their new government banned all opposition to the regime and imprisoned non-Communist politicians who continued to resist.42 The one remaining member of the cabinet not sympathetic to the Communists was found dead, having “jumped” out of a third-story window.

Within less than three years, Czechoslovakia had traded a German occupation for a homegrown—but Soviet-supported—authoritarian regime of its own. Initially, following the coup, the police arrested relatively small numbers of potential dissenters from the military, police, and non-Communist political parties, and many of them were soon released. However, in the fall of 1948, the government passed the Law for the Defense of the Republic, which made it a crime to speak ill of Czechoslovakia or its leaders, or even to criticize the Soviet Union. In the coming years, tens of thousands of Czechs and Slovaks would be sentenced to prison for these crimes.43 The StB (Státní bezpečnost), the secret police, detained and then released tens and possibly hundreds of thousands more.44 The secret police also swept thousands of potential opponents out of Czechoslovakia’s cities—opposition party leaders, business owners, lawyers, pensioners. Large numbers were sent to labor camps and uranium mines while their homes were turned over to Communist Party notables. Travel beyond the country’s borders without permission became prohibited.

The government followed Stalin’s cue in calling dissenters the “enemies of the people” and “enemies of the republic.” It carried out a purge of teachers who might not be sympathetic to the Communist cause. In school, children learned Russian—and about both the virtues of communism and the failings of capitalism. Instead of a free press, the media delivered whatever “news” was useful to the regime. The Ministry of Information and Culture took over and “purified” the country’s libraries and bookstores. More than fourteen million books were removed from private collections.45

The Holíks felt the pressure. On a daily basis, Czechs and Slovaks had every reason to fear the secret police, whose network of informants allowed the government’s reach to be everywhere. Throughout the country, coworkers, neighbors, friends and, at times, even family members now reported each other’s actions and words to the government. The Holíks’ good friend Dr. Horníček often came to the house to talk politics and listen to Radio Free Europe with Jaroslav Sr. so they could learn about the news from abroad. When Věra got angry and closed the windows to make sure no one could hear them, the men turned the volume way down and leaned in close to the receiver. Dr. Horníček insisted, “Look, I’m telling you within a year it’s going to blow up and the Communists will be out of power!” One day he said those same words in a local café, and then found himself imprisoned for a year.46

At home, Jaroslav Sr. and Věra constantly cursed the regime, but the moment they stepped outside they zipped their mouths shut. The problem they faced, though, was that Jaroslav Jr. had no filter. No matter how much they pleaded, and no matter where he was or whom he was with, the younger Jaroslav never shied away from expressing his views on the Communists.47 Fortunately, his tirades never came back to haunt the family. Perhaps his years of antics had most of the town already turning a blind eye—and deaf ear.

Following the 1948 coup, Czechoslovakia’s Communist leaders feared that the USSR might remove them from power and possibly even send in troops if they didn’t demonstrate complete loyalty. The government went to great lengths to demonstrate its allegiance to Moscow. “Friendship with the Soviet Union” became a national slogan, and now-President Gottwald became the object—although only as a junior partner to Stalin—of a cult of personality pushed across Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovak officials placed portraits of Stalin and Gottwald everywhere, always careful to describe Gottwald as “Stalin’s best disciple.”48 Work began in Prague on an enormous granite statue of Stalin—some fifty feet high, seventy feet long, and weighing seventeen thousand tons—the largest depiction of the Soviet leader in the world.49

In the years 1949–52, Stalin sent Soviet advisors to help the Czechoslovak government “prove” that it was under threat and rally support around the country for the regime. A series of show trials played out, relying on fabricated charges and evidence, including torture-induced confessions. The torture included direct physical pain, as well as sleep deprivation to muddle the defendants’ thinking, and threats of devastating consequences for wives and children. The trials were broadcast live over the radio and included an audience that the government bused in to watch. Everyone followed a script that all the participants, including the charged, were forced to memorize and rehearse. The outcome, always pre-established, included lengthy prison terms and even the death penalty.50 In the end, some two hundred people were executed.

Beginning in 1949, the government went after the Catholic Church, which stood as a competitor for the hearts and minds of the working class. The regime seized monasteries. It also imprisoned hundreds, if not thousands, of Catholic priests, monks, and nuns, subjected many to torture and abuse, and in some cases put them to death.51

Perhaps the most distressing of the show trials focused on Milada Horáková. Horáková had worked tirelessly as a social justice and women’s rights activist. When she campaigned in favor of democracy and in opposition to the Communists after the 1948 coup, the government arrested her as the “criminal mastermind of a terrorist conspiracy.” In late spring 1950, Horáková’s trial was broadcast not just on the radio but also through public address systems in workplaces and in the streets. Even after brutal torture by the secret police, the forty-eight-year-old Horáková refused to follow the script and calmly disputed the charges. But the court found her guilty and sentenced her to death. On June 27, 1950, the government hanged her.52

Still, many in the country believed in the communist system; to them, it was kinder than capitalism, which left those at the bottom defenseless. Supporters rejoiced in May 1948 when a new constitution declared that the economy would be founded on nationalized industry and the government began to take over privately owned businesses. Věra’s father, Robert Horák, was one of those people who believed deeply in the idea of communism. He loved the idea of a society and government that would take care of everyone. Grandpa Horák volunteered as the head of the local homeless shelter. He got up at 4 A.M. every day to walk three miles to the train station to pick up a large stack of Rudé právo, the Communist Party’s newspaper, which he then distributed around town. Even at a very young age, Jaroslav Jr. recognized the extraordinary kindness of his grandfather and decided that if he ever had a son, he would name him “Robert.”53

When it came to communism, Grandpa Horák and Jaroslav Sr. totally disagreed. The Communists’ actions directly threatened the Holíks’ lives. Jaroslav Sr. and Věra spent 1949 moving from a state of disbelief to growing unease to downright fear and misery as the government gradually took control of Havlíčkův Brod’s establishments.54 In 1948–49 the regime nationalized all of Brod’s large textile factories and seized local Brod farms, which it transferred to state farm collectives. At first, the government assured the people of Czechoslovakia that it would only take over businesses with at least fifty employees, but over time it extended its reach to smaller and smaller ones as well. The Holíks feared for their cannery but felt safe in their butcher shop, which employed only a few workers. Then they watched in horror as the government moved in on the shops of small craftsmen and even took over the one-man barbershop in town. One night in 1950, the Holíks’ smokehouse burned down when an employee fell asleep on the job. The government used the fire as an excuse, blaming the Holíks for “sabotaging the national economy and harming a workplace of the people.” It gave Jaroslav Sr. two options: He could accept a tiny sum of cash in exchange for the entire business, or the government could simply take the business from the Holíks and send Jaroslav Sr. to jail.

Jaroslav Sr. agreed to the “sale,” but he remained optimistic. Surely the Communist government would soon fall and he would get his business back. But his hopes never materialized. Every day offered a painful reminder to the Holíks of how their world had been turned upside down. They continued to live at the butchery, only the shop wasn’t theirs anymore. They had lost—or rather, the Communists had taken—everything.

To make ends meet, Jaroslav Sr. faced the possibility of working in the mines until some friends helped him get a job at the brickwork factory. As he took up the new position, life for the Holíks took an even worse turn when Věra fell severely ill with tuberculosis. The family lived in constant fear as she spent the next two years in and out of the hospital. To compensate, Jaroslav Sr. picked up a side job of sifting sand.55 Gradually Věra recovered, and after a few years she and her husband took over the management of a fast-food establishment. They made the business a success, but their shifts were twelve hours a day, and one of them had to be there most days.56 Still, their situation was tolerable compared to what some people were facing.

Throughout his life, Jaroslav Jr. would vividly remember the most startling show trial, one making it crystal clear that no one was safe in Czechoslovakia. In 1951, following instructions from the highest levels in Moscow, the Soviet advisors insisted that Czechoslovakia investigate and put on trial leading members of the country’s Communist Party. The authorities arrested as many as 25,000 members of the Party, government, military and security forces, and employees in nearly every sector of the economy.57 At first the investigators arrested only minor figures, but increasingly over time they fabricated evidence against far bigger fish. On December 6, 1951, President Gottwald announced that they had found “proof” that his top deputy and the second most powerful figure in the country, General Secretary Rudolf Slánský—the man who had helped kickstart Czechoslovakia’s show trials—was leading a conspiracy against the Party and the state.58

Nearly one year later, on November 27, 1952, Slánský’s trial produced fourteen guilty verdicts. Eleven of the men, including Slánský, were Jewish, hardly surprising given the heavy antisemitism that was part of the 1950s purges. Slánský was publicly hanged on December 3.59

Jaroslav Sr. invited friends who shared his hatred of the Communists to come sit around his giant dining room table and listen to the radio broadcast of the Slánský trial. Following a behind-the-scenes barrage of mental and physical torture, Slánský confessed to the totally fabricated crimes and willingly followed the government’s script. The men around the table exclaimed, “How could anyone confess to so many things? The people are being swindled!”

Jaroslav Jr. sat with them and listened to every word. As he did, the ten-year-old boy thought to himself, This country is sick… 60






CHAPTER 2 Enormous Fish on a Tiny Pond


When his kids were little, Jaroslav Sr. decided to make them into ski jumpers. He drove them some twenty-five miles to Harus Hill, where they marched to the top of a one-hundred-foot ramp. From there, he could see the path to stardom. Then he looked at the boys. Terrified, little Jiří sobbed, begging not to have to jump. It probably wasn’t going to work with that one. Jaroslav Sr. turned toward his firstborn and told him to begin. Jaroslav Jr. was iron-willed, never willing to admit fear, but his stomach now churned unpleasantly. He tried not to look at the ground far below, and he pushed off. He instantly felt his body sucked downward at an unimaginable speed before dropping off the bottom lip of the ramp… and immediately crashed onto his face. Down on the ground he lay in a crumpled heap. “Again!” Jaroslav Sr. barked at the boy. Jaroslav Jr. made his way back up the ramp and initiated his second descent. Same result. “Again!” Before long, the futility of these efforts dawned on the man. His sons were not going to become ski jumpers. Plus, it was just too much work to reach the mountains.1

Jaroslav Sr. relished the fact that his boys lived a life similar to kids in free countries all around the world. But he also believed that their freedom and joy would be fleeting. Before long, Jaroslav Jr. and Jiří would be grown, and life for the average citizen in Czechoslovakia was difficult. The government had taken away his business. Basic products like fruit, vegetables, meat, and appliances were in short supply. People had to wait in lines for everything and often couldn’t get what they wanted. In a communist society, very few forms of upward mobility existed. The most straightforward path to a better life was to join the Communist Party and work one’s way up within its ranks. Yet the notion of joining the group that had taken away his butcher shop made the Holík pater familias sick to his core. But there was one other way to succeed in a communist society: sports. It was a long shot, but he became convinced that between him and his boys, they could make it happen.

During the Cold War, Eastern Bloc governments placed a big emphasis on sports. They regularly highlighted their own athletes and teams, whose success created a distraction from the difficulties of daily life, inspired in their people a sense of pride in the country, and—when victorious—showed the world the “superiority” of the communist system. For these reasons, communist regimes gave their athletes favored status, allowing them benefits that few others in the country received. They got better pay, greater access to food and luxury items (like cars), and first crack at services such as good schooling and housing. And they were among the very few to be able to travel to lands outside the communist world. Athletes in Czechoslovakia were no exception.

At the very moment that Jaroslav Sr. looked to begin training his boys, he could see all this in the life of Emil Zátopek. In the 1940s and 50s, Zátopek was the finest long-distance runner in the world at a time in which track and field stood out as one of the most popular sports on the globe. Combined with his naturally ebullient and warm personality, Zátopek’s success made him the most popular athlete in Czechoslovakia.

Born in 1922 in Czechoslovakia, Zátopek was a true believer in communism. He embraced the equality that communism purported to create and openly supported Czechoslovakia’s government. In the 1950s, he would cooperate with the military counterintelligence branch of the secret police. In 1950, his signature even appeared on a letter that endorsed the execution of Milada Horáková—although there is debate over whether he had actually agreed to attach his name.2

The Communist regime took full advantage of Zátopek’s athletic achievements in its propaganda efforts. As Zátopek set one world record after another, the government-sponsored newspaper placed his accomplishments on the front page, citing it as proof of the greatness of the country’s administration of sports.3 In the 1948 summer Olympics, Zátopek won a gold and a silver medal. Upon his return after the games, the government organized victory parades for the hero and sent him around the country to give morale-boosting speeches to workers’ groups.

Because Zátopek brought glory to the country, he also had unique latitude to push back against the regime. While at the 1948 Olympics, Zátopek met a Czechoslovak javelin thrower named Dana Ingrová, and the two fell in love. As a member of the military, Zátopek had to seek permission from the army to get married, but his request was quickly rejected because Dana’s godfather had been associated with the country’s pre-1948 democratic regime. When Zátopek announced that he would therefore quit the military, the army did an about-face and consented to the marriage.4

In 1952, Zátopek’s friend Stanislav Jungwirth won Czechoslovakia’s 1,500-meter track championship, thus qualifying to run the event in the Olympics in Helsinki, Finland. But Jungwirth’s father was in prison, jailed for political dissidence, so Czechoslovakia’s authorities informed their 1,500 meter champion that he would not be permitted to travel to Finland. Furious at the poor treatment of his fellow athlete, Zátopek refused to get on the airplane that was to carry the team, informing officials that he would only go if Jungwirth did as well. Czechoslovakia’s officials blinked and agreed to send both men.

Zátopek knew the potential trouble he was in. Even under normal circumstances, he told friends that he feared imprisonment if he failed in athletic competitions. Now that he had directly taken on the regime, many assumed that anything less than a celebrated performance would lead Zátopek to a sentence of hard labor in the uranium mines. Indeed, a document proposing “the exemplary punishment of Staff Captain Emil Zátopek” was delivered to the defense minister’s inbox.

Ordinarily, Zátopek ran only the 5,000 and 10,000 meter races at the Olympics. Now, though, to give himself a greater chance of winning gold, he added an event that he had never run before—the marathon. Over the course of eight days, Zátopek won gold in all three events, each in Olympic record time. The Defense Ministry tore up the document that had proposed his punishment.5

Back in Havlíčkův Brod, Jaroslav Holík Sr. was unaware of how Zátopek had asserted his independence, but he knew that he wanted his children to have the same opportunities Emil had.

Jaroslav Sr. had always been deeply involved in sports. His great love had been skiing, especially ski jumping, and he had trained with one of the country’s legendary jumpers. As an adult with a wife and family, though, he had thrown himself into his butcher shop and insisted that his boys help the business succeed. But when the government took the shop, there wasn’t any point to having the kids come to work with him anymore. Instead, they would become athletic stars! He told them time and again, “If you want to get anywhere in life, you have to play a sport. It won’t happen any other way.”6 It became his obsession.

In the town of Havlíčkův Brod in the country of Czechoslovakia, the obvious sport was hockey.



By the early 1950s, Czechoslovakia already had a rich but sometimes troubling history with hockey.

Organized hockey in its current form, with a flat, circular puck, was codified and became popular in Canada in the last decades of the 19th century. Meanwhile, Europe focused on its own version of the sport, “bandy,” in which players made big golf swings at a round ball.7 Bandy soon attracted a healthy following in Prague, in what was then called Bohemia (Czech lands within the Austro-Hungarian Empire).8 In the early 1900s, though, the popularity of the Canadian style of the game grew rapidly in Europe, and in 1908 a group of European countries founded what was to become the International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF). Bohemia was among the early members.

In 1909, Bohemia sent a Canadian-style hockey team to its first-ever international tournament in Chamonix, France. Just a few weeks before the tournament, the team’s goalie, a gynecologist by profession, sat down to translate the rules of the game from French into Czech, but an issue remained: the players from Bohemia had never actually played the game. On the train ride to France, a Belgian passenger showed them a puck, the first one they had ever seen. They were surprised by the shape, having thought until then that hockey pucks were square. When they arrived in France, they had to buy Canadian-style hockey sticks suitable for playing with a puck, because such sticks didn’t exist in Bohemia. Not surprisingly, Bohemia lost every game it played.

Despite the losses, the men returned home excited about the game and eager to compete more, but they faced a new problem: ice, or more accurately, the lack thereof. In most years, Prague sees little snow and infrequent freezing temperatures. With no ice in Prague in 1910, the team found itself unable to practice, so it didn’t attend the inaugural European hockey championships in Switzerland. In 1911, the climate proved more helpful… until three weeks before the tournament, when the Prague ice melted. Unwilling to miss out again, the men created a makeshift rink, where they laid down pieces of waxed wood boards on which they practiced shooting goals. Improbably, the approach worked. The team traveled to Berlin, where it won the European championships.9

With the victory, Bohemians went wild over the sport. By 1913 Bohemia had the most hockey clubs in Europe and became a European hockey powerhouse until World War I halted international play.10 Once the games returned in the 1920s, the team from the newly minted Czechoslovakia remained one of the best in Europe (although it didn’t hold a candle to squads from Canada).

During World War II, hockey served a surprising role in the Czech lands: helping maintain the spirit of the people in the face of an otherwise all-powerful foe. In 1940, Germany organized a pair of matches between its own players and those of the occupied Czech region. The plan was to highlight Aryan superiority in sports for propaganda purposes, and accordingly the games were broadcast live over the radio to tens of thousands of civilians from a Prague stadium, where most of the spectators were German soldiers. But things didn’t go as planned for the Germans. The Czechs won 5–1 and 3–0.11

After the war ended, the sport became a joyful outlet for the people of Czechoslovakia. The national hockey team was aided by the fact that its players had been forced to stay in the country, where they had plenty of opportunity to play. Indeed, during the war, the leading teams played games as often as five times a week in exchange for food, one of the most sought-after commodities in occupied Europe.

The first ice hockey World Championships after the war were held in 1947 in Prague as the country tried to rebuild. In those days children went to school six days a week, and because the tournament began on a Saturday, ordinarily they would have been unable to attend. But a coal shortage made it impossible to heat the local schools an extra day, leaving hundreds of children free to watch the opening matches. When Sweden defeated Czechoslovakia 2–1 near the end of the round-robin tournament, it was assumed that all was lost for the home country team. The following day Sweden was matched up against Austria, and a victory by the Swedes would clinch the title. With defeat assuredly at hand, hundreds of Czechoslovakia fans chose to ignore the game and instead attended an afternoon production of The Barber of Seville. To their surprise, in the opera’s final act, a well-informed but still in-character performer sang, “Say to the master that Austria is beating Sweden,” inspiring mad cheering among the audience. Austria held on to defeat Sweden, which meant that Czechoslovakia had won its first ice hockey world championship. Given that ice only really stayed on the ground for around four months per year, Czechoslovakia didn’t have the climate to favor winter sports. But the 1947 world title cemented the country’s love of the game played on frozen water with sticks and a flat puck.12

However, the championship had a large asterisk attached to it, because Canada, winner of eleven of the thirteen prewar World Championships, had chosen not to attend in 1947. Returning to world action in 1948, it made its presence known in the Winter Olympics in St. Moritz, Switzerland. In their one game against each other, Canada and Czechoslovakia tied. The two countries finished the Olympics with identical 7–0–1 (seven wins, zero losses, and one tie) records, but Canada was awarded the gold medal because of its greater goal differential, the margin by which it had outscored its opponents.

Two weeks after Czechoslovakia’s ice hockey team returned from the 1948 games, the Communists carried out their coup. Rather than live under a Communist regime, thousands of Czechs and Slovaks fled the country. In turn, the government imposed strict limits on travel. But the Communists recognized that allowing some movement out of the country could be beneficial. Czechoslovak athletes who performed well in international competition would promote national pride at home and demonstrate the superiority of the country’s sports program. As such, it was important to permit athletes to compete abroad. But the regime also grew worried over what they might do once they left the country’s borders.

In November 1948, Czechoslovakia’s national hockey squad was slated to play a series of exhibition matches in England. The Czechoslovak players split up into two different airplanes—the first group left the continent a day early and then waited for their remaining teammates, who were supposed to come to London the next day. Game time arrived, but the rest of the team didn’t. Later that night, those in London received the news: The air taxi carrying the remaining players had disappeared from radar over the English Channel. The men aboard had almost certainly perished.

The plane crash crushed morale, but hockey had become so popular in 1940s Czechoslovakia that the country retained a large pool of players. Just three months later, a reconstituted Czechoslovak squad traveled to Stockholm, Sweden, to participate in the 1949 World Ice Hockey Championships. Opening the final round of play, the team defeated Canada to take the gold medal, inspiring wild celebrations back in Czechoslovakia.

By now, though, Czechoslovakia’s Communist regime had grown paranoid about its athletes. After Zátopek, Czechoslovakia’s greatest athlete at the time was Jaroslav Drobný. Drobný had been a star on Czechoslovakia’s national hockey team. He was also ranked among the top tennis players in the world and in 1949 quit hockey to focus on tennis. Grateful for the prestige he brought the country, Czechoslovak officials prepared to bestow upon him the title “Master of Sport,” which carried with it a lifetime pension. Ironically, as they finalized the honor, Drobný defected from Czechoslovakia, terrified of how easily the government could take everything away from him.13 The regime temporarily imprisoned innocent friends of Drobný’s as punishment for his departure and prohibited other tennis players from leaving Czechoslovakia at all for the next five years.

An easy-to-miss plaque on a city wall in Prague makes clear just how far the government was willing to go to prevent further escapes by its athletes. The bronze plaque bears the image of a hockey player and an inscription noting that the three-story building there was once a tavern, the spot where tragedy befell players from Czechoslovakia’s beloved team.

In March 1950, the national hockey team arrived at Prague’s airport, where it was to board a flight to London, this time to defend its world title, but abruptly the authorities announced that the trip was delayed and the team should go home to await further instructions. Perhaps the players should have been suspicious. Just days before, Alena Vrzáňová, Czechoslovakia’s top figure skater, had decided not to return to Czechoslovakia after winning her second consecutive world ladies’ singles title in London, and the regime was obviously concerned that more athletes might defect as well. On March 13, Czechoslovak officials informed the players that the trip to London was canceled because, they said, the British had not provided visas for Czechoslovakia’s radio reporters. The entire story sounded fishy. Devastated, a number of the players headed to the U Herclíků tavern in Prague to drown their sorrows. As they drank, they grew boisterous, ranting against the Communist Party. Soon a fight broke out between the players and some other men… who turned out to be members of the secret police, who arrested them all.

The players assumed that the jailing was simply because of the bar fight and that everything would soon return to normal. But events took a very different turn. Before long, the police arrested other members of the team who had not been at the pub, including goalie Bohumil Modrý. The authorities announced that the players were “state traitors” who had planned to defect from Czechoslovakia and that Modrý was the ringleader of the planned escape.14

Since the Communists had taken power in 1948, the punishment for those considering defection had been meted out to thousands of people in the country. First, torture. Police commonly bound, blindfolded, and stripped the accused naked. The inquisitors then beat those they had captured and even sicced attack dogs on them. They routinely burned their captives and stuck needles under their fingernails. The accused typically confessed and then were sent to prison, often for many years, often in the country’s uranium mines, where they worked with little protective gear, choked on radioactive dust, and used radioactive water for tea.15

As the police explained the case before them, the hockey players were flabbergasted. They had pondered defecting in 1948, but ultimately had chosen not to do so. As the players awaited trial, the jailers tortured them. One well-known official, Captain Pergl, used whips and batons and even an apparatus that he attached to the accused’s temples and then tightened.16

The outcome of the trial was preordained: twelve players in all were found guilty, with sentences ranging from eight months to fifteen years. Modrý received the harshest sentence—fifteen years’ hard labor in the Jáchymov mines. There prisoners dug up and carried uranium barehanded, which was then sent to the Soviet Union for the country’s nuclear program. After five years, Modrý was released, but the time working with radiation took its toll, and he died at age forty-six.

To this day, no one knows for certain what the regime hoped to achieve by imprisoning the players. The most convincing explanation is that the authorities arrested the men simply for their behavior at the pub, but once they were in custody, the secret police realized that the event could be used to their advantage. Concerned about a wave of defections, they decided to send a message to the people—no one was beyond the reach of the government, not even star athletes, and even considering defection would be punished.17



Despite the imprisonment of the national team, Czechoslovakia remained obsessed with the sport of hockey, nowhere more so than in Havlíčkův Brod. In part, the townspeople loved the sport because there was little else to do. Only a few families in Brod had a telephone. The only television in town was at the hospital—and even that was really more of a radio with a tiny screen. The Holíks owned a radio and a gramophone, and Jaroslav Sr. had a few vinyl records that he liked to play. For teenagers, there was no place to go dancing or listen to music—just “tea times,” essentially a café or restaurant where teen boys could drink tea and glance awkwardly at girls. Adults didn’t have many options outside the house either. They could go to one of the pubs or an occasional movie, but that was it.18

Brod’s greatest living legend was a hockey player named Václav Chytráček, who was the only player in town good enough to make a full-time living off the sport. When Chytráček skated, he looked like he was floating and appeared to be able to do anything imaginable with a hockey stick. He often grabbed a puck behind his own goal, skated up the ice, and scored—all on his own. The people of Brod loved him when he was briefly appointed to play for the national B-squad, essentially the backup national team. They worshipped him when he declined offers to join top league teams because of his desire to stay in his hometown. And his legend only grew after he took a stick to the face, leaving him blind in one eye, but still continued to play and run every aspect of the Brod men’s team.19

With the town’s love of hockey and seeing Chytráček as inspiration, Jaroslav Sr. made his decision: his boys would become hockey stars. After he lost his business and thought about how he would stay afloat financially, Jaroslav Sr. told those around him his plan: “I have two small boys, and I want them to be athletes. I won’t go work in the mines, but I will work in the brickworks so I can keep an eye on my kids.”

Despite the enthusiasm for hockey in Brod, the youth hockey team was basically a ragtag group of a dozen kids with makeshift equipment and mismatched jerseys who were willing to get up at unspeakable hours to play. They didn’t exactly attend rigorous practices. Occasionally, Chytráček came to coach. On those days, the boys learned a bit about hockey tactics and training. But most days the boys’ “practices” at Kotlina looked a lot like their unstructured play on the pond. They skated for a while, and when they felt ready, they played practice games. With only about a dozen kids there, everyone played, giving them all a chance to hone their skills.20

In addition to Dad Tománek, one other adult was willing to coach: Jaroslav Sr. Like Tománek, Holík rarely set foot on the ice and didn’t even have a pair of skates. Mostly he just told the boys how long to skate and then threw them some pucks. Despite knowing relatively little about the sport, he constantly criticized their play, and his highest praise was “That was weak, but passable.” He focused on keeping his players disciplined. He took greater charge at games, where he roared before every match, “Score five goals in the first five minutes and you’re good to go!” Then, if the boys went more than a few minutes without a goal, he berated them: “You jackasses, how come you didn’t score again?” When the boys were victorious, Jaroslav Sr. insisted they could do even better, informing them that they had only won “by a little.”

It became clear that his boys and Suchý were a cut above the rest, and once Jan’s father agreed to it, Jaroslav Sr. was tough on all three. If Jaroslav Sr. was unhappy with any of his three young stars… SMACK! Jaroslav Jr. of course argued ferociously with everyone everywhere. At home, Jaroslav Sr. didn’t use corporal punishment to deal with his elder son’s impertinence. But he never hesitated to strike him at the rink, especially when the boy talked back to him. During one match, Jaroslav Jr. tore into Jiří, telling the younger boy that he was causing them to lose the game. Their father grew so incensed that he chased young Jaroslav around the ice and only stopped when the referee came to the rescue. Yet, no matter how he acted with them on the ice, the former butcher felt incredible pride in his children’s hockey prowess. After games, when he knew the boys couldn’t hear him, he exulted to his wife: “Věruška, our boys crushed it on ice today!”21

Coming from a small town without public transportation, the greatest adventure for the boys was getting to travel to other towns to play. Dad Tománek was a skilled organizer and set up matches all around the region. Even just traveling twenty-five miles out of town felt like a huge trip. And going to the big city of Prague? It was like visiting a strange new land. The boys usually went by train, but the most exciting trips were taken in the backs of flatbed trucks. For the whole wintery drive, they lay down on a bed of fur underneath a tarp. Victory always made the freezing cold worth it. Whenever the boys won, Tománek bought them all hot dogs. In their memories, they were the most delicious that they would ever taste.22

Jaroslav Jr. instantly became the team’s undisputed leader, a position he partly maintained by beating up any teammate who didn’t follow his instructions.23 As Old Timer and the boss on the ice, Jaroslav was a natural center forward, the player in the middle of all the action. But even though Jaroslav was better than most kids at most aspects of hockey, he was not an especially good skater or shooter.

It was other, less tangible features of Jaroslav’s game that made him special. He was an indefatigably hard worker, with total control of the stick, a creative mind, and an ability to see possible moves no one else could. Even as a youngster he came up with unexpected and productive passes to his teammates. He never stopped fighting for the puck, no matter what the score or the time remaining in the game.24 In any match he played, he waged a constant stream of battles with his opponents and the referees. He even drove his own teammates crazy with his constant criticism. He especially fought with Jiří and Suchý when he thought they had made poor passes.25

Jiří had a completely different style. With his exceptional natural skating ability, he could elegantly do anything he liked on the ice, even when moving at top speed. And with his great instincts, he always seemed to end up in the right spot to make a play work. He was also so fast that few opponents could keep up with him, making him a constant threat on offense. With that speed, he was one of those rare offensive players who could rush back on defense when needed. As soon as he did, he grabbed the puck and started a new offensive set, which usually began with a pass to his brother.26

The two Holík boys scarcely interacted off the ice, not even saying “goodnight” as they turned off the light in their shared room. During the freezing winter months, though, the boys spent hours every day together at the rink and usually played side-by-side on the offensive line. They balanced each other, in part because of their different but complementary skills. They fought constantly, but their years of focusing on trying to win—rather than on their own individual glory—allowed each to know instinctively what the other would do and made it possible to play completely in sync.

The boys’ personalities played well off each other, too. Born into a family where his older brother and father sucked all the oxygen out of the room, Jiří never tried to be a leader. His cheerful presence acted as a counterweight to his over-the-top brother. Surprisingly, despite his upbeat personality, Jiří quickly became dejected when his team started to lose. If the team fell behind by even just one goal early in the game, Jiří glowered: “This is going to suck!” Jaroslav fumed at what he saw as his brother quitting, but usually the older boy’s intensity fired Jiří back up.27

Even though Jaroslav Jr. drove his parents crazy, his father seemed to favor him over his younger brother. Jaroslav Sr. valued hard work above all else, and no one worked harder than his elder son. As a result, he was more likely to talk about the accomplishments of Jaroslav Jr., no matter how well Jiří did.28 Nevertheless, Jaroslav Sr. always sought to keep both boys’ egos in check. When Jaroslav Jr. was eleven, a sports magazine published a beautiful picture of him scoring a backhand goal after faking out the goalie in a big tournament in Prague. Věra could hardly contain her pride, but Jaroslav Sr. told his son, “Only when you win a World Championship can you say that you know how to play hockey.”29

Unlike the Holíks on the offensive forward line, Jan Suchý positioned himself as a defenseman, even as a six-year-old. He had an extremely physical style, bodychecking offensive players who came into his zone and throwing himself into would-be shots by his opponents. However, whenever he got the puck near his own goal, he totally disregarded the coaches’ instructions to stay back on defense and instead charged up the ice trying to score. When he joined the forwards in their attack, Jiří and Jaroslav yelled at him, “Why the hell are you up here?!” Unlike most who played his position, Suchý had amazing control over the puck. He didn’t shoot with much power, but once he got near the goal, he could aim with stunning precision. He scored a lot, unusual for a defensive player. Coaches couldn’t control Jan’s decision to go on the offensive, and once they saw how well it worked, they gave up trying to stop him.30

By the time the boys were teenagers, hockey took up many hours a day, to the point that it created conflicts with school. It didn’t help that Jaroslav and Suchý scarcely put any effort into their schoolwork. Most of the teachers were unimpressed with the boys’ hockey prowess and weren’t happy with their academic performance and frequent tardiness after getting back late from games.31

As the older one, the issue with school reared its head first for Jaroslav. Around the age of fourteen, students in Czechoslovakia who did well in the classroom could continue on to gymnázium, the standard academically oriented schools. Students who did poorly would have to briefly attend a vocational school and then get a full-time job. In Jaroslav’s cohort, only ninety students would get to continue on the academic school path, and Jaroslav and two of his buddies ranked 91st, 92nd, and 93rd. Jaroslav Sr. grew deeply worried. He knew firsthand how hard life was for the average working person in Czechoslovakia and what a full-time job would mean: “You must go to school, because only then will you have time for hockey.” In the end, though, Jaroslav Jr. lucked out. At the last moment, a few of the top ninety students chose to forgo the local academic school path, creating space for the troublesome Holík boy.32

Though academic doors were rapidly closing, it became increasingly clear that the boys of Brod could play hockey at a very, very high level. The town had a population at the time of only around 15,000 people, in contrast to the roughly one million who lived in Prague. The size of the hockey teams reflected this disparity. Brod’s team had two goalies and around ten skaters, about half what the various city teams put forward. As they lined up to face each other prior to games, the other teams’ roster stretched the width of the ice, while the Holíks, Suchý, and company barely filled up the middle. In addition, when the Brod boys showed up for games, the opposing team’s supporters laughed at them. Kids from Prague hit the ice in beautiful new, ironed uniforms. The Brod boys often came wearing whatever they could find and have their mothers mend for them. It was a treat when Jiří and Suchý were in eighth grade and the Brod organizers got the boys matching green-and-white Brod jerseys, but the crowd still mocked them for their mismatched pants.

Despite—or perhaps because of—its disadvantages, the team bonded. The boys instinctively learned to play in constant motion, always aware of where their teammates were on the ice, but leaving opponents uncertain how to cover them. Hockey teams typically send out to the ice one goalie, three forwards, and two defensemen. Because hockey is so exhausting, most teams frequently cycle in new lines of skaters so players can get regular breaks. But with only ten or so on the Brod team, the Holíks and Suchý rarely rested at all during games.

It was remarkable that Suchý could handle it. When he was eleven years old, he had decided that he wanted to start smoking, but couldn’t afford the cigarettes. A buddy of his, the son of a shopowner, suggested a way: they would take empty bottles out of the shop and then bring them back to the store, saying they had collected them around town, in exchange for money to buy cigarettes. By thirteen, Suchý was smoking regularly and drinking beer whenever he could sneak it.

Somehow, though, when he was on the ice the boy never seemed to need a break. When Suchý was forced to sit, he quickly grew bored and begged to be allowed back into the game. When he and the Holíks really got tired, the Brod team pretended that the goalie needed to retie his leg guards, which bought a bit of time to rest. The boys played until their muscles burned, and after games Suchý was so tired that he didn’t have the energy to eat. But still, the country bumpkins from Brod played such outstanding hockey that they usually crushed the big-city teams.33

Much of the hockey team’s success was clearly due to Jaroslav Jr., who grew into a man in his early teens. Very blond as a little boy, his hair turned somewhat darker as he got older. He was handsome, but not in a classical fashion. With his full lips and strong nose, he looked like an Eastern European version of present-day movie star Liam Neeson, albeit with lighter hair. As a fourteen-year-old, his size and strength foreshadowed the six feet in height and 180 pounds of solid muscle that he would one day carry. His tight, athletic build, neatly coiffed hair, and piercing sharp dark eyes gave the impression that he was a light heavyweight boxer or tough gang enforcer. Despite speaking with the scratchy, high-pitched voice that defined him for the rest of his life, he was clearly not someone to trifle with. It was no surprise, therefore, when he began to hang out with grown men in the town.

At fifteen years old, he became obsessed with gambling. Whenever he had time off from hockey or school, Jaroslav Jr. strolled over to the Brod Café to play cards with a group of local men. None of the group seemed to care that Jaroslav was much younger. In fact they got a kick out of having the teenage hockey prodigy in their group. Somehow, Jaroslav never lost too much money, probably because he didn’t drink (he found both alcohol and tobacco repellent), giving him a significant advantage over those he played with.34

Even as a young teenager, Jaroslav was always on the move. He traveled constantly—by train, bus, even bicycle—to towns as far as 150 miles away to watch minor league hockey or soccer. He took up jobs that lasted throughout the summer. He delivered milk. He made a pretty sum of money pounding out bricks in the factory that employed his father, where workers were paid by the number of bricks they produced. Between his gambling and summer jobs, the boy was even able to buy his mother new rugs for the entire house.35

When he was seventeen, Jaroslav moved to the Brod adult team, leaving the focus of the youth team on Jiří and Suchý. Both boys had grown considerably, and their athletic bodies were filling out. They spoke with deep voices that belied their youth. Despite never quite reaching the height of his brother, Jiří became much stockier. His hair had darkened to a light shade of brown, and he was more conventionally handsome than his brother. With his easygoing expression, he could have passed for a young skier from Colorado. Suchý’s appearance offered a contrast to Jiří’s in every way. He had lost his skinny Souška frame, but his body never bulked up substantially. And his features—his slightly turned-up nose, thin upper lip, dark brown hair, and thick, dark eyebrows—made him look tougher than his friend.

Jan’s and Jiří’s lives often followed very different paths. Both boys were accepted into the same school, but in tenth grade Suchý failed math. František Suchý grew so angry that he marched into the school and bellowed at the teacher, “My boy will be a sports star and has no time for math!” and took his son away.36 Jan went to work at the town’s knitting factory, a cushy job provided by a company that was a major sponsor of the hockey team. Then, as he turned sixteen, Suchý made another major change in his life. Walking by a restaurant in town, he noticed a teenage girl inside eating gingerbread cookies. He watched her through the window, making faces until she invited him to join her. Before long, they were dating seriously and would do so for years.37

Still, Jiří and Suchý remained extremely close, both on and off the ice. Jan did his best to add more fun to Jiří’s life. He tried setting his friend up with a girl he knew, but Jiří didn’t take to her, complaining that her skirts were too short.38 The two teenagers went on long bicycle rides to help with their training. Souška insisted that they take “rest stops” at pubs, where he smoked and ordered a beer while Jiří quietly sipped lemonade.39 Unlike Suchý, Jiří made it all the way through school, graduating with a diploma.40

In the 1960–61 season, when Jiří and Jan were sixteen, Brod’s youth team was invited to play in the prestigious national tournament for kids under the age of eighteen. Coming from such a small town, the boys entertained no serious fantasies of winning the title. They were thrilled just to make the final four against three far bigger cities. And yet, led by their two superstars, the Brod bumpkins triumphed over the big city kids. Throughout the rest of their lives, Jiří and Suchý would recall it as perhaps their proudest moment.41

For his part, Jaroslav Jr. was enjoying his own independence, especially as part of the adult Brod hockey team.42 Everything about the Brod men’s team entertained Jaroslav. As a young gun, he faced hazing when, for example, the newbies were required to carry the team’s gear to the train, unaware that the older players had weighted the bags with bricks. The players’ debauchery after out-of-town games became legendary in Brod. Because he didn’t drink, Jaroslav was able to fully appreciate and even remember everything. The players especially loved playing in Prague—and visiting their favorite watering hole on historic Celetna Street. After games, the men spent the entire night drinking at the pub, where Jaroslav made them a “rainbow.” When fans bought shots for the Brod players, Jaroslav placed the alcohol in his empty lemonade bottle. Once it was filled with a variety of alcohol types, the players declared the contents a rainbow, which they consumed on the ride home the next morning.

Hijinks aside, when Jaroslav played, the Brod team started to win more than in the past. Deciding that the team could afford to lose a few extra games, a couple of older players began to produce specific outcomes for a fee. Once when Brod took an early 1–0 lead in a game, one of the ringleaders pointed to a wad of cash in his glove and screamed at the young players: “Bloody hell, rookies, if you score even one more goal, I’m going to kill you all. I’ve got money here!” In other cases, the team’s goalie let in extra scores to ensure a loss.43

Jaroslav enjoyed the fun, but the simple fact was that he wanted to make a career in hockey. As a fan, he worshipped icon Vladimír Zábrodský, the star of the 1940s world champion Czechoslovakia team, and had an autographed photo of the man with the inscription, “If you want to know more, you need to practice as if you know nothing.” Those words would become Jaroslav’s mantra for decades to come as he strove to be great.44 In part, it was simply that Jaroslav was in love with hockey. In part, it was that he had a fire burning inside that drove him to fight to win in any competition he faced. But there was something else. He had seen what the Communists did to his father: they had deemed the butcher replaceable and treated him accordingly. Jaroslav Jr. refused to allow such a thing to happen to himself. He would make himself indispensable. He would make himself too good to be denied.45

The seventeen-year-old Jaroslav knew that he was good, and indeed made an instant contribution to the adult team. Chytráček brought the teenaged prodigy onto the forward first line with him. Despite being paired with men ten to fifteen years his senior, Jaroslav refused to alter his aggressive style, even when much of the team reprimanded him. Only one big critique stuck with him. It came from Chytráček, the team’s star, who made clear how Jaroslav was to pass to him: “Bloody hell, kid, you have to pay attention to which one of my eyes works!”46

With Jaroslav and Chytráček leading the way in 1960–61, Brod had its greatest season. The best teams in Czechoslovakia, especially those in the big cities of Prague and Brno, played in the “first division” of the country’s hockey league. Teams from smaller towns typically played in lower divisions. With a victory in its final game, though, Brod would be able to move into the top division, an extraordinary accomplishment for a town of its size. Kotlina stadium only held seating for 3,000–4,000 people, but more than 5,000 braved rainy weather to squeeze their way into the open-air arena. In anticipation of victory, fans played music and even brought makeshift coffins as a symbol of their plan to bury their spot in the lower division. The crowd alternately roared and prayed as the match remained close throughout. When it reached the final seconds of play, the Brod team needed one more goal to secure a place in the top league. The crowd bellowed its support. Jaroslav took the puck with a chance to score… and lost control of it, dashing the hopes of the team and the town it represented. The crowd went silent, as if someone had died.47

The lost puck turned out to be the best thing to happen to Jaroslav. Had the team moved up to the top division, he probably would have stayed in Brod for the rest of his life. Instead, a new opportunity appeared.






CHAPTER 3 The Boys from Brod in Army Town


Following the disappointing end to Brod’s season in 1961, Jaroslav Sr. began working out the next steps in his boys’ hockey careers. He determined that Jaroslav Jr. would join the Dukla Jihlava [“YI-hla-va”] squad, which was the best team in the region and competed in the top hockey league in the country. Still, Dukla Jihlava was a relatively new team, with little track record to speak of, and the Holíks intended for Jaroslav’s stay there to be brief. The plan was that Jiří would soon join the famed Sparta Prague club, and eventually Jaroslav would as well. However, it wouldn’t be long before the Holíks learned that, just as in the rest of life, things in the hockey world don’t always go as planned.



By the early 1960s, crazed hockey fandom was the norm across the country.

Following the arrival of hockey in the early 1900s, teams and competitions sprouted all over the lands that would become Czechoslovakia. In 1936, the Czechoslovakia First Ice Hockey League was founded. After the war, the league blossomed.

As the Communists consolidated their power in Czechoslovakia in the early 1950s, they followed the Soviet playbook of promoting sports, most notably in the leading hockey league. Just as the USSR had done, Czechoslovakia’s government created sports teams to represent important parts of the security apparatus. In 1953, the Interior Ministry, led by Rudolf Barák, one of the most powerful men in the country, created its own hockey team in the city of Brno. With a nod to the symbol of communism, the Interior Ministry named its team “Red Star” (Rudá hvezda). At first, Communist leaders hoped Red Star players would come from the worker families of the proletariat, but before long all that mattered was if the kids could play.1

Red Star instantly dominated the hockey league. With its rapid rise, the team became known as Kometa (“The Comets”) Brno. Kometa had a number of advantages. All Czechoslovak men were required at age nineteen to serve two years in the military. But talented young hockey players could serve instead as “border guards” and play for Kometa, even though the nearest border (with Austria) was thirty miles from Brno. Kometa was also able to steal strong players from other squads, in part thanks to pressure from Interior Minister Barák.2 Brno became the best team in Czechoslovakia for more than a decade.

Because Kometa players could be paid as border guards, they didn’t have to get “proper” jobs. In the 1950s players on other teams, in effect, worked two jobs—as employees of the company that owned their team and as hockey players. Because working at the company was their day job, they often had to hold practices in the evenings. Over time, however, teams canceled the company obligations, letting their members become full-time hockey players with brief appearances at their official jobs on pay days. Because they were officially employed in non-sports positions, they retained amateur hockey status and were therefore eligible to play in international competitions such as the World Championships and Olympics. In reality, though, they received salaries to play hockey and earned bonuses for games that their teams won.

In the mid-1950s, Czechoslovakia’s military made a decision that would permanently shape the country’s hockey program. In 1955, it dissolved the army hockey teams. But soon afterward, the country’s military leaders went to the USSR for a series of meetings, where Soviet leaders informed the Czechoslovak visitors that an army sports program was essential to the prestige and success of a Communist regime. Accordingly, in 1956 Czechoslovakia’s government reorganized its military sports program and gave all army sports teams the name “Dukla” in honor of those killed in a famous 1944 World War II battle at Dukla Pass. The government also announced the creation of a new hockey team, but faced the problem of where to put the squad. Cities like Prague and Brno were already spoken for. At last, the army found the spot it was looking for sixteen miles due south from Havlíčkův Brod, in the cityof Jihlava. The authorities had practical reasons for choosing the town, but more than anything, the location was ideal because the people of Jihlava needed something to cheer about.

Similar to nearby Havlíčkův Brod, beginning with the discovery of silver in the 13th century, Jihlava had been a mining town. It became a powerful city inthe region, enclosing itself within huge walls. As textiles replaced mining as the principal industry, Jihlava built an attractive mix of Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque public buildings and private homes along quaint cobblestone streets. The centerpiece of the town was a nine-acre main square, one of the largest in Europe.3

From the beginning, Germans made up the largest group of town residents, but unlike in Brod, they remained in Jihlava even into the 20th century. By 1918, when independent Czechoslovakia was founded, Germans comprised roughly 60 percent of the town’s population, and as Hitler set his sights on the Czech lands, Jihlava was one of the country’s largest German-speaking enclaves. During World War II, the Nazi Gestapo set up a powerful presence in the town, where it executed hundreds who supported the resistance.

By the end of the war, some three million Germans still lived in Czechoslovakia and faced retribution. Beginning in 1945, Czechoslovakia’s leaders confiscated the property of most Germans on Czechoslovak soil, created internment campus to hold them, and expelled them from the country. Between horrible conditions, abuse, and outright murder by Czechoslovak soldiers and police, thousands of Germans died in the process.

The expulsions sharply altered Jihlava. In 1937, the city held roughly 30,000 people. Following the evictions of the German population that began in May 1945, there were only around 17,000. Jihlava found itself with huge numbers of unoccupied homes.

The years that followed the Communist coup were trying for Jihlavans. Prior to the war, the Communists had not been popular in the town, and on the whole residents resented the new government’s policies following the 1948 coup. Agriculture had been a major part of life around Jihlava, creating strong social bonds in the community, and many in the town pushed back against the new government’s efforts to take their family-owned farms. The Communists responded over 1949–52 by punishing many hundreds of farmers in the Jihlava region who resisted, even imprisoning the most recalcitrant. The Communists also cracked down on the Catholic Church, which had a long, rich history in the region. To make an example of both farmers and the church, the government held show trials in Jihlava, ultimately executing a number of opponents of the Communists’ farming reforms and two Catholic priests.

The Communist regime also decided to transform cities like Jihlava. Partly in an effort to engineer economic equality, the government moved thousands of poor citizens from other parts of the country into the often upper-middle-class homes now left empty in Jihlava. By 1953, the population of the city had jumped to more than 33,000. Because of the opportunities the government gave them to climb out of poverty, the new arrivals were strong supporters of the Communist Party, unlike the core of the preexisting population of the town. The awkward mix of longtime residents and newcomers, combined with the tragic history of displacement, meant the city now lacked a sense of community.

A hockey team would help unite them.

Even discounting the catastrophic events that had occurred after the end of World War II, daily life in Jihlava felt dreary. Residents tended to be fairly poor, and government restrictions limited what even those with more resources could do. By 1954, the Communists had banned clubs that were not affiliated with the Party.4

But on September 5, 1954, even before they knew they would have a team, the people of Jihlava broke ground on the construction of a hockey arena on the grounds of a former cemetery. The city had little that it could spend on the project, so Jihlava citizens used their own money to purchase and donate many key items, like the coolant tubes that were needed to freeze the ice.5 By the time the Dukla squad arrived in 1957 and showed what it could do in the beautiful new outdoor hockey arena, the team had already qualified for the country’s top hockey league. In an instant, Jihlavans found something to bring them together. Many locals didn’t really understand the rules of hockey and were befuddled by the various lines and circles painted on the ice, but even they turned into rabid Dukla Jihlava fans.6

Much of the town’s love of the team came to focus on Coach Jaroslav Pitner. Born in 1926, Pitner had briefly played goalie for the air force hockey team in the early 1950s. Although he was merely an adequate player, Pitner proved himself to be a natural leader with a sharp hockey mind. Seeing his great promise, the military sent Pitner to a special school designed to train coaches.

In 1958, following his training, the military instructed Pitner to move to Jihlava to take over the unified armed forces Dukla hockey team. Pitner was devastated. He had created a home for himself in the town of Olomouc, a hundred miles from Jihlava, and he wanted to stay where he was. Nearly as bad, the Dukla team was notorious for poor discipline and led the league in penalties. Pitner felt exhausted at the mere thought of taking over such a group. He repeatedly declined the offer until the Ministry of Defense made its position clear: “We sponsored your coaching training and a soldier never debates his orders.” Pitner packed his bags for Jihlava.



Pitner did impressive work with the wild Dukla bunch during his initial years in Jihlava, winning about as many games as he lost. But he knew that he could create a much better team. He told his superiors that Dukla Jihlava needed to develop a stable core of young players, rather than spinning on a carousel of established ones who were merely there for two years while they completed their compulsory military service. Pitner realized that few young players were interested in playing for a middling team in a sleepy, poor town, so he turned his attention to more unheralded players on second-tier teams—players who would not choose to return to their former team when they completed their military service. Fortunately, thanks to his role as coach of the junior national squad, Pitner was familiar with many of the country’s best young players, and he had contacts in numerous small towns who kept him informed about up-and-coming stars.7

One such town was Havlíčkův Brod. In 1961 Jaroslav Holík, still just a teenager, toiled in relative obscurity as the superstar forward on the minor Brod hockey team. But in the young player’s all-consuming fighting spirit, brilliant passing skills, and leadership, Pitner saw exactly the foundational player he needed. The Dukla coach came to Brod to convince the young man to come to Jihlava.

Jaroslav of course knew who Pitner was, especially with the older man’s distinctive piercing gray-blue eyes and dark brown hair combed back to highlight a sharp widow’s peak. In talking to the Jihlava coach, Jaroslav quickly gleaned a funny habit the older man had. Whenever Pitner was intrigued or irritated by something, he would give a quick sniff of his nose. He also had a natural, easy way with people. Even before the meeting, Jaroslav absolutely wanted to join Dukla. It was where he needed to go to take the next step as a player. After Pitner met with Jaroslav Sr., it was agreed. That April, eighteen-year-old Jaroslav joined Dukla Jihlava, and in the summer he began his mandatory military service.

Veterans on the team hazed all rookies, but they took special glee in trying to torment the young man from Brod with the big mouth and even bigger attitude. A group of four team “leaders” found it hilarious to hold him and the other rookies down so they could paint their derrieres with black shoe polish. They then forced the young men to stand, completely naked, atop the metal roof of the barracks until the polish hardened. The veterans also tried to teach Jaroslav a lesson on the ice, but that backfired. Assuming they could break him down with tough play, they hit Holík hard in practice. The problem was that he went back at them harder, willing to use his fists, hockey stick, and anything else available.8

Jaroslav became the center forward, leading the team’s starting line. The veterans didn’t like it, but there was no denying the results. Dukla Jihlava went from winning roughly half its games to winning two-thirds during Jaroslav’s first season with the team in 1961–62. For the first time ever, it sat among the top teams in the league. Perhaps Jaroslav had flown under the radar before he joined Dukla Jihlava, but in his first year in army town he proved himself to be a star.

Meanwhile, back in Brod, Jiří and Suchý joined the top adult team as seventeen-year-olds. When they got paid for their first victory with the team, the two teens headed to the nearest café, where they spent their earnings on all the whipped cream and chocolate they could buy. Between their success on the Brod adult team and their reputation as the two stars of the country’s top junior squad, they, too, were making a name for themselves.

In 1962, officials from the historic Sparta Prague team came to Havlíčkův Brod and worked out an agreement with Jaroslav Sr. Jiří was studying at a university in Prague and already training with Sparta. That summer, he would officially move to the Prague club. In 1963, Jaroslav Jr. would be done with his military service and join Sparta as well.

However, the Holíks soon had to worry about issues far more serious than where the boys would play hockey. In September 1962, the start of Jaroslav’s second season in Jihlava, Dukla headed to Moscow for a series of friendly matches. Jaroslav and his teammates were taking a walk around the city when suddenly he felt a stabbing pain in his leg. He spat through gritted teeth, “I’m not feeling so well…” and began to collapse. The men rushed him in a taxi back to the hotel, where things got worse. He had a temperature of 104 degrees, but no one could figure out what to do. The team flew him back to Czechoslovakia, where he showed no signs of improvement. It appeared that he might be dying, and no one knew why. Finally, one of the top doctors in Jihlava determined that the bone marrow within Jaroslav’s right leg had become infected. They would operate immediately, and if the infection had spread, they might need to remove his leg. When Jaroslav awoke from the surgery, his leg was still intact. The infection had not spread, and the doctor had successfully removed the tainted portions of the bone.

The question now was whether Jaroslav could ever play again. He went stir-crazy having to remain in a cast throughout the fall, but by December, felt better. Hyperconfident in his ability to power through anything, he decided to remove the cast and return to the ice. He started practicing, played a handful of league games, and then insisted on traveling with Dukla to Sweden for a post-Christmas tournament. As Dukla took on the Swedish team, one of the opposing players accidentally smacked Jaroslav’s leg with his stick, breaking the bone precisely where the doctor had operated. To see how bad it was, the Dukla doctor told Holík to put his weight on the injured leg. As Jaroslav stepped down, the pain reached a crescendo. He screamed, cursed at the team doctor, and lost control of his bladder. When the doctors examined the leg further, it became clear that real damage had been done and that Jaroslav’s career was in jeopardy.

Jaroslav Sr. sent Jiří to Jihlava to live with his brother and help him recover. The deal with Sparta Prague was off for both boys, who now committed to stay in Jihlava. As a small-town kid, Jiří had found living in Prague thrilling, but refusing his father was simply not an option. Jaroslav would be in a cast for months, making Jiří’s help essential.

All the while, Jaroslav never took seriously the notion that he might not be able to return to hockey. This time, he didn’t remove the cast until the doctors permitted it. But by then his leg had been in a cast for so long that he faced muscle atrophy. He needed to learn how to walk again. Unsurprising to anyone who knew him, Jaroslav used his newfound weakness as motivation and got himself ready by the start of Dukla Jihlava’s fall 1963 season.9

As Jaroslav recuperated, two familiar faces joined him on Dukla. Pitner had taken the opportunity to recruit not just Jiří, but Jan Suchý as well. Suchý had become one of the best athletes in all of Czechoslovakia and even made the junior national soccer team. At nineteen years old, he had to decide whether he was going to play for the Dukla Prague soccer team or the Dukla Jihlava hockey squad. In the end, he preferred the greater speed of hockey and thought he had a better chance of becoming a star on the ice. Plus, he could remain with his buddy Jiří. Suchý’s father tried to persuade him to choose soccer. When Jan told him of his decision, František Suchý exclaimed, “Don’t run home complaining that you chose wrong. I’ll just punch you in the mouth.”

It didn’t take long for Jiří and Suchý to figure out that playing for Dukla Jihlava meant more than just hockey—they were in the army! When they first arrived, they had to walk around in military uniforms and obey orders. Worse yet, most of the officers didn’t like hockey players, who had a reputation for flouting the rules. On their very first day of military training, Jiří and Suchý picked up their gray uniforms but neglected to put them on correctly. As they set foot out of the supply warehouse, an officer nabbed them and sent them to military jail for being improperly dressed. It wasn’t the last time the pair found themselves locked up. Their most common offense was going home to Havlíčkův Brod without permission. One time they tried hitchhiking to Brod and hopped into a fancy car going their way. Five seconds into the ride, the driver asked innocently if they had difficulty getting permission to go home. “Oh, we just snuck out.” The driver responded with a grin. “Is that right? Well, just so you know, I am General Veselý, the commander-in-chief of the Havlíčkův Brod division.” And off they went to jail. When incidents like this occurred, the boys were required to call their commander, Coach Pitner, who usually told them, “You were dumb. You let yourselves get caught, so you stay there overnight.” So Jiří and Suchý would spend the night locked up. The next morning at 8 A.M., Pitner would come get them out.

Even hockey players had to go through real military training when they first arrived in Jihlava. They lived in old barracks, where they made their own mattresses from hay and collected coal and wood for heating, even having to go outside to grab more during the night to avoid freezing. Officially, the Dukla men were listed as “tank operators.” Jaroslav feared guns, which he somehow managed to avoid using during his training. And, fortunately, he only had to enter a tank once. With the horrible noise and claustrophobia-inducing cramped space, he hated the experience, but didn’t have to do it again.

But most of all, Jaroslav, Jiří, and Suchý were hockey players, and they quickly made their presence in the league known. Anyone reading the sports news in Czechoslovakia couldn’t miss the fact that the young men were becoming stars. But articles about Jaroslav’s performance couldn’t properly capture his effect on the game. His impact went way beyond statistics and his ability to skate, pass, or shoot.

On March 15, 1964, a young sports reporter named Miloslav Jenšík went to cover the final match of that year’s World Handball Championships, held in Prague. Not yet thirty, Jenšík had already lived a long lifetime’s worth of sporting experiences. Born in 1936 in Prague to a sports-mad father, Jenšík had attended nearly every match of the 1947 Ice Hockey World Championships in Czechoslovakia, and from there his passion for the game only grew. Soon after he graduated from college, the weekly magazine Svět v obrazech (World in Pictures) hired him to write about sports.

On the whole, the handball match that Jenšík watched in 1964 didn’t make much impression on the sportswriter, but at one point one of the handball players launched a primitive, earsplitting, animal-like scream as he released his shot. Without missing a beat, a high-pitched scratchy voice behind Jenšík belted out, “Holy crap! What the hell does that idiot eat?!” The entire section of the stands burst into laughter. When Jenšík turned around to find out who had entertained the crowd, he saw a well-groomed light-haired young man surrounded by a group of hockey players. The sportswriter quickly figured it out. “Ah, so that is Jaroslav Holík!”

Everyone who followed Czechoslovak hockey knew of the young man’s horrible injury, the dreadful possibility that he would lose his leg, and the extraordinary effort he had made to get himself back to the ice for the 1963–64 season. Serious followers of the sport like Jenšík knew that Jaroslav now dominated by doing anything and everything he could think of to win. No one wanted to play against Holík. He put himself into the middle of every play, battling at all times to control the puck. He also worked tirelessly to set his teammates up for scores. When Dukla was on offense, Jaroslav stationed himself directly in front of the goalie and sneakily pounded the netminder over and over with his stick. He constantly got into fights, but his favorite move was slightly more restrained. If he saw the puck in the crease in front of the opposing goal, he took advantage of the opportunity to steamroll through the other team’s goalie.

However, what Jenšík hadn’t known until watching him up close was that twenty-one-year-old Jaroslav Holík had a way about him. He had no hesitation about blurting to anyone and everyone whatever popped into his head, and even off the ice, his magnetic personality made people take notice. Charisma. That was the word for it. When you met Jaroslav Holík, you didn’t forget it.10

Incredibly, Jaroslav wasn’t the most talented player on Dukla Jihlava. In fact, he might not even have been the best hockey player in his family.

Jaroslav’s triumphant return to Dukla Jihlava for the 1963–64 season coincided with a truly exceptional year for his nineteen-year-old younger brother. Locked behind the Iron Curtain, people in Czechoslovakia rarely saw anything of the rest of the world. But when Dukla’s Coach Pitner developed an interest in Jiří and Suchý in 1963, he brought the young men to a preseason junior national team tournament in Essen, West Germany. Having grown up on a steady diet of propaganda about the evils of the West, the boys worried something terrible might happen to them. Instead, they had the time of their lives. It was thrilling to see a world bathed in light at all hours. The neon signs were especially eye-popping. Confronted with limitless goods available for purchase that simply didn’t exist back home, the boys went wild looking for things that they could bring back to their families. Suchý used his pocket money to buy his mother a shirt that he then carried around like a trophy. But that trip turned out to be small potatoes.

As Jiří prepared to make his place on the Dukla Jihlava team in 1963, he got word that he had been selected for Czechoslovakia’s national hockey team that would play in the 1964 Olympics! With his brilliant skating, unselfish play, and high-quality all-around game, Jiří was a deserving choice. But in his usual unassuming, modest fashion, Jiří chalked up the selection at least as much to his likeability as to his skill. And indeed, across the country, people in the sport asked, “Jiří who?!”

National team training began and, still just a teen, Jiří felt terrified as he entered the Olympic squad locker room for the first time. But that was nothing compared to the fear he confronted when the team took its first major trip, to America for a pre-Olympic tournament. As the small-town kid boarded the Soviet-made airplane to start the trip, Jiří began shaking, certain the flimsy machine couldn’t possibly stay airborne. It was all he could do to hold it together as the flight continued across the Atlantic. He would later learn to take sleeping pills when he got on planes to manage the anxiety. When he arrived in New York City, he briefly forgot the terror of the ride: on Broadway, the boy from Havlíčkův Brod stood dumbstruck, staring at the lights, the shops, and the people.

By comparison, the Olympics in Innsbruck, Austria, were a disappointment. The Czechoslovak team didn’t perform especially well but still managed to take the bronze medal. Czechoslovakia’s Communist officials restricted the hockey players’ movements and didn’t allow them to view a number of the competitions. In addition, Jiří was unprepared for what he saw when a pair of team veterans took him out of the Olympic Village. “Hey, rookie! Come with us to experience what life is about.” As the men showed Jiří the windows where they might “select” any one of a group of pretty women, Jiří turned beet red and decided it was time to return to his room and then back to Czechoslovakia as soon as he could.11

When he wasn’t training with the national team, Jiří was becoming part of an exciting new hockey lineup in Jihlava. Despite still quarreling, the Holík boys continued to play beautifully with each other. Jiří didn’t have Jaroslav’s imposing physical presence, but with his spectacular speed and all-around skill, he shaped play all over the ice. Seeing how well they gelled, Pitner kept them together on the offensive line, with Jiří on the left and Jaroslav in the center. Eventually, Pitner placed on the right side of the line the sharpshooting Jan Klapáč. Klapáč had joined Dukla the year before Jaroslav and shown such shooting skill that he had been named to the 1964 Olympic team with Jiří. When Jihlava controlled the puck, the three complemented each other: Jiří set up the offensive play and got the puck to his brother, who brought it into the offensive zone, where he found an open Klapáč, who smacked it into the net. Klapáč was among the league leaders in goals nearly every year, and the Holík-Holík-Klapáč line set records for scoring.12
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