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3 – SLOVAKIA

Saturday, 14 September
I obviously did fall asleep, for I was woken by my little alarm clock, which I had set
to 6.30 a.m. However, when I went to the washroom and looked at my watch, I
realized that something was wrong: it was only ten past four! I returned to the
couchette, apologized to Karen for waking her, and went back to bed. For some
reason or other, the hands of the alarm clock had turned around – maybe because of
the motion of the train.
At 6.30 a lady came to wake us. As Karen was fast asleep, I ordered coffee for her
and tea for myself. When Karen woke a little later, we drank our hot beverages, and I
returned the sheets and blankets.
We arrived at the old and shabby train station of Banská Bystrica at seven; there
was very little life in the place. We found our way to the ticket office and enquired
about the next osobný vlak (local train) to Brezno and were told that one would
leave at 8.42. The price for two tickets came to just 24 Kčs (about 54p)! As we had
time to kill, we looked for some place where we could eat breakfast. We found a
café full of rough peasant people who were laughing, shouting, swilling great glasses
of foaming beer, and demolishing large helpings of meat, potatoes and soup. I was
quite astounded to see this, especially at this early hour of the morning, but Karen
had seen this type of thing before in Prague. We ordered some dainty little open
sandwiches, tea and coffee. We stayed for a while in this grim, dirty place, then left
for the relative quietness of the waiting hall.
By now I urgently needed to answer a call of nature but, as the cubicles in the
gents’ room were locked, I went outside to see if I could find a public WC. I walked
along one of the streets, presumably towards the city centre; some shops were open
and people were about, but there was no sign of a public convenience. The city
looked horribly grim under a leaden sky; I was very glad that we had not planned to
spend time here! Fortunately I found a WC in a nearby bus station.
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When I returned to the train station, Karen was waiting anxiously for me with her
rucksack on her back, for our train to Brezno had just been announced. However,
when we walked to the platform, the train had not yet arrived, though it did shortly
afterwards. Off we set along the Hron valley which, according to my guidebook,
promised to be very beautiful. However, the beauty escaped both of us – especially
in such dull, misty conditions. As the train chugged slowly along, stopping at every
station, both of us came over sleepy and I dozed off. I was woken by the ticket
inspector; earlier I had spoken to him and had asked if the train would stop at the
village of Hel’pa, which we intended to visit, and he had said yes. He now informed
us that the extra cost would be 10 Kčs – about 23p for both of us. We had no
objection to paying this surcharge!
We continued our journey and once again I fell asleep. When I woke, Karen told
me that we had passed some pleasant scenery. I looked out of the window as we
continued on our way to Hel’pa, but the scenery once again proved to be
disappointing. We finally arrived at our destination, got off the train and made our
way to the one and only hotel, not knowing what to expect. Unsurprisingly, despite
the praise lavished on the village by my guidebook, Hel’pa turned out to be a
mediocre, sleepy place with a few scattered examples of fine local architecture – not
exactly the ‘pristinely preserved folk architecture’ as described in my book!
On reaching the hotel, we decided to have a meal in the restaurant and think
about what to do next. Although it was lunchtime by now, the restaurant was closed
but the bar in the basement was open. Over a drink we tried to decipher the menu.
After checking words in dictionaries, we ordered soup followed by schnitzel and
potatoes and, for me, a tomato salad. I finished with stewed plums and Karen asked
for a pancake.
Tired by now, we decided to book a room in the hotel, explore the village
properly and leave on the following morning. As there was nobody at the reception
desk, the lady in the bar summoned a colleague and we were shown to a clean little
room containing two beds that would cost 120 Kčs – about £2.50. Karen laughed
when she heard the price and said that she thought we might be able to afford it!

Hel’pa
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We brought our luggage upstairs, had a shower (both in the men’s room as the
ladies’ was locked and the key could not be found) and, somewhat refreshed, went
out to explore the village. We wandered up a street towards a picturesque church,
stopping here and there to take some photos. There were some curious little
wooden houses to be seen, but the dull light did little to enhance them. The exterior
and interior of the church proved to be quite pleasant, and inside we saw a lady who
was busy arranging flowers.

Houses, Hel’pa
We walked back a different way, stopping to take more photographs, and
returned to the hotel for our evening meal. There were more people in the bar this
time and the television had been switched on. A programme showed some local
scenery, presumably filmed in the Tatra Mountains, which looked quite beautiful. As
we correctly predicted, ordering and receiving our meal took a considerable amount
of time. This time I ate some type of sliced meat wrapped in a thin omelette (quite
tasty) with potatoes and some gherkin. Afterwards I ordered a palačinka or pancake,
which was quite tasty.
We then went up to our room and prepared for bed. I wrote a few words of
today’s diary but, as I was so sleepy by now, I put it away, lay down and fell asleep
immediately – no hanky-panky.
Sunday, 15 September
I woke up this morning just before Karen’s alarm clock went off at 6.15. Feeling
refreshed after a good night’s sleep, we got up, washed, and left just before 7.30.
Although the sunshine was rather weak, it was a fine morning. The village was asleep
and hardly anyone was up and about. We found a railway worker seated at the side
of the road, waiting for a bus. When we asked him about connections to Prešor and
Bardejov, he told us that a bus would take us to a village named Červená Skala,
where we could catch another bus to Poprad. A bus arrived moments later and we
hopped on board. For a tiny sum of money we travelled farther along the valley.
Fortunately the scenery improved a little this morning. Suddenly, long before we
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were expecting it, the railway worker told us that the next stop would be Červená
Skala. The bus to Bardejov, he told us, would leave at eight o’clock.
We thanked him, hopped off and waited at the stop for the next bus. As we had
time to spare, I decided to take a photograph of the village, but suddenly realized –
much to my horror – that I had left my camera on the bus. I went to a little train
station nearby and spoke to the man in charge. He called a colleague who rang
somebody at the bus terminus and kindly made arrangements for me to collect the
camera. He then explained everything to me in halting German. I was told to take
the 8 o’clock bus to Telgart (the terminus for the bus that we had travelled on) and
collect the camera from a nearby hotel. I thanked the man for his help.

Telgart, Slovakia
We accordingly caught this bus and set off once again. The fare cost very little and
the village was not far away. The mountain scenery here was quite impressive,
especially now as the sun was shining brightly. We soon arrived at Telgart and
hopped out. Leaving Karen at the bus stop with the luggage, I went off and found the
hotel. Upstairs, in the reception area, I met the driver and a colleague. They opened
up the bus outside and handed the camera to me. It was obvious that they were not
too pleased!
I then returned to Karen, where a man did his best to help us understand the bus
timetable, but his information was rather confusing. Fortunately a young fellow who
spoke a little English appeared and told me that there would be a bus going ‘directly’
from here to the fourteenth-century Saxon town of Bardejov shortly. The bus arrived
at 8.30 and off we went once more. We now drove over fine wooded mountains,
passing traditional houses and farms dotted here and there, then dropped down to a
wide plain where there were large cultivated fields. In the distance could be
glimpsed the outlines of the menacing High Tatra mountains peeping through a
heavy mist.
After a while, we approached the large and uninteresting city of Poprad, encircled
by ugly high-rise apartment blocks. Rather to our surprise, we discovered that the
journey in this bus stopped at the terminus here. In the bus station the driver
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showed us where to go for our bus to Bardejov and left us. I quickly bought two
bottles of limonada and two salami rolls for breakfast, then rejoined Karen just as
people were about to board the bus at 9.35. We were rather shocked at the price: 88
Kčs for the two of us and two tickets for the rucksacks – a veritable rip-off by local
standards.

On the road again, we drove through some fine countryside. It was quite
interesting to realize that we were now heading for a part of Czechoslovakia that
was virtually unknown in Europe: Carpatho-Ruthenia, home of the Rusyn people,
which was close to the Polish border to the north and not too far from the USSR to
the east. As the journey was a long one, we did not reach Bardejov until about 11.30.

The Old Town Square, Bardejov, Slovakia
We got off near the bus station and asked the way to the nearest hotel, which
was called the Dukla. We were directed through the historic old quarter which, as
my guidebook correctly stated, looked as though it was ‘straight out of the German
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Middle Ages’. Although we only glanced around, it looked really superb: everything
was so neat and beautifully restored, in marked contrast to the rest of the town.
The hotel turned out to be typically seedy. The girl at the reception desk spoke
German and we were given a very good double room at a reasonable price. Once the
formalities were over, we left our luggage in the room and went wandering around
the old town square, the námestie Osloboditel’ov. As the sun was shining on the
beautiful old Germanic buildings, I took out my camera and began taking
photographs. After we had taken a good look around, we went in search of
somewhere to eat lunch. All the restaurants were closed but we found a café, where
we had a couple of pastries and something to drink.
We then walked to the early sixteenth-century Rathaus or Town Hall, where we
looked at an excellent collection of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century icons taken
from Uniate churches in the region, old furniture, armour, coins, seals and so forth.
We both found the exhibits and the local history very interesting. We were also
fascinated to learn something about the Greek-Catholic Uniate church which,
although tied to Rome, had all the trappings of eastern Orthodoxy and was
associated with the local Rosyn (or Ruthenian) people. The girl at the desk was very
helpful and told us how to get to the various old Uniate wooden churches in the
region. We both bought copies of the explanatory booklet.

The Radnica (Rathaus) and Saint Egidius Church, Bardejov
Next we walked to the fine Gothic church of Saint Egidius (the patron saint of
goldsmiths), originally built in the second half of the fourteenth century. With eleven
altars inside, it was very richly decorated. When we entered, we heard some
beautiful choral music that was being played from a loudspeaker; as the sound
quality was so good, I thought that the singing was live.
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The Thick and Small Bastions, Bardejov
After this we took a more extensive look around the old town, stopping to admire
four of the original bastions along the eastern wall and a couple of churches (only
one of which was open). We then wandered over to the bus station. We made an
attempt to travel out to one of the old Uniate churches but, as there were very few
buses running today, we decided to go to the nearby spa town of Bardejovské
kúpele, once a favourite playground of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian nobility.
The bus was full and the place was very crowded with well-dressed people out
enjoying their Sunday afternoon. We strolled among them, passing a few elegant
nineteenth-century mansions and many modern buildings, enjoying the decadence
and relaxed atmosphere of the town. We stopped at a café for something to drink,
then went in search of the skansen or folk village.

The spa town of Bardejovské kúpele, Slovakia
We soon found it and paid the small entrance fee. I had to pay another fee for
permission to take photographs. It was a fascinating place, full of wonderful old
timber-framed buildings, thatched cottages, and an early eighteenth-century
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wooden church transferred from the nearby Šariš region. This unusual church, very
dark inside, was particularly interesting. We slowly ambled around the place,
peeping into the buildings and taking photos. We were both delighted with the place
and agreed that it was well worth seeing.

Timber-framed house and church in the skansen, Bardejovské kúpele
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Interior of the skansen church, Bardejovské kúpele
When we had seen everything, we left and returned to the bus stop by taking a
different route. The spa town looked quite exclusive and expensive; one could easily
imagine monarchs of old being driven through the streets and savouring the luxury
of their surroundings. Even now the place looked quite prosperous. By now I was
thoroughly enjoying this corner of Slovakia and its culture.

Veterná, Bardejov
We returned to Bardejov by bus and went looking for food. As there was little on
offer in the hotel, we followed directions to the nearby Bistro and ate there. We
both ordered schnitzel, though cooked in different ways: mine came with chips and
two vegetables – beetroot and peas. As we were hungry, we also asked for some
bread, then finished the meal with cake. The waitress, who was very pretty, kept
smiling at me and I readily returned her smiles. Although Karen was a pleasant
enough girl, I had not taken to her greatly as she was not really my type. However, it
was good to have her company and she seemed to feel safe with me. Circumstances
had ordained that I leave my loved one in Ireland.
Our meal over, we paid the pretty waitress, who would not accept a tip. We
returned to our hotel early and took cold showers. Afterwards we sat down to write
our diaries. However, as Karen was very tired, she went to bed early. As I had woken
up by now, I continued writing and finally stopped after 11 o’clock. I then read a little
before sleeping.
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