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Earlier this summer, my husband Jack and I went on a two-week vacation that took us in a circle from Vienna, Austria, north through the Czech Republic, up into Poland, down through Slovakia, down farther into Hungary, and back to Vienna. We did this in a rented Opel bearing Austrian tags that Jack drove some 2500 miles without a scratch. 
Our navigator was an irritating but useful GPS device equipped with a European chip. She spoke American English, kind of, and gave information in feet rather than miles, and we named her Jadwiga.
Rather than a trip diary, I decided to keep a log of “things I learned on my summer vacation,” a record of useful tips I could pass on to readers as a result of my travels. This also allowed me to complete an assignment for Miss Cowie, my fourth-grade teacher, that I never handed in.
These jewels are listed below in order of the time and place where the insights were gained. 
1. You are NOT three times as large as the person who previously occupied your seat on the airplane. (Reagan National Airport, Washington, DC) For years I have been humbled by the fact that when I sit down in my assigned seat on the plane and begin putting on my seatbelt, it is necessary for me to unfurl several feet of extra strapage to make it encircle my waist. I have always tried to do this surreptitiously so other passengers wouldn’t notice my embarrassing girth. 
On this trip, I purposely sneaked back into the cabin and observed flight attendants tightening up the belts in the now-empty seats to Whippet-sized proportions. I realized this maneuver is one more step in the airlines’ Passenger-Abuse Campaign. First, we make them take off their shoes, then we x-ray them, we strip-search some of them, we serve them water and peanuts, we don’t let them smoke, we cancel their flights without warning, we leave them on the runway for hours, and as a final insult, we make them feel fat! You get the picture.
2. Husbands and wives do not always make the best traveling companions. (Chesky Krumlov, Czech Republic) There are advantages to traveling with one’s spouse(like not feeling compelled to make constant conversation during a six-hour drive from Chesky Krumlov to Wisla, Poland, and agreeing that you’d rather sit in a dark corner of a restaurant by the restrooms than be assaulted by one more Gypsy violinist in the tonier section. On the other hand, there are problems with this arrangement. For instance, men tend to view vacations as a test of their athletic prowess; whereas women see them as prolonged shopping excursions. 
This was especially evident in Chesky Krumlov, a beautiful medieval town a couple of hours south of Prague. This place is a shopping mecca for jewelry, ceramics, woodcarvings, lace and embroidered goods, and art. Shuttle buses bring day-shoppers there from Prague, Vienna, and Bratislava, Slovakia. My heart was aflutter with all of the opportunities spread before me. In addition, the shops along the cobble-stone streets are punctuated with lovely little outdoor cafes serving wine and whipped-cream-filled pastries.
Jack’s attention, however, was riveted on the ancient castle at the center of the town and the variety of tours available—to the main castle, the tower, the theatre, the castle keep. Each of these was accessed by 450 stone steps. We found this to be true of most of the castles and all of the ruins on our itinerary.
We both refused to budge and went our own way in Chesky. The only conclusion to be drawn is that women need to travel with at least one other woman in tow to truly enjoy the trip; men need to bring along a mountain goat for company.

3. Do not refer to Eastern Europe as Eastern Europe. (Prague) Except for Austria, all of the countries we visited were members of the former Soviet Bloc, identified during the Cold War as Eastern Europe. Because of that taint, presumably, or another view of the map, that part of the world is now identified as Central Europe. Eastern Europe begins farther east at the Russian border and extends to the Ural Mountains, where Asia begins.

We quickly had our fingers slapped when we used the term Eastern Europe to describe the places we were visiting. Seeking to curry favor, I began referring to it as Western Europe when speaking to our guide in Prague. When he asked me where France would be located if the Czech Republic was Western Europe, I told him the East Coast of the United States. He seemed to think that made sense.
4. Hire a guide at your own risk. (Warsaw) This was the first trip for which we hired guides—in advance by Internet, of course. We made this decision because we were tired of slinking around the edges of English-speaking tour groups trying to grasp what the hired expert was telling them about sights we knew nothing about, before we were discovered and evicted. Since Jack has trouble hearing and I have trouble walking at more than a toddler’s pace, we decided a private guide was the way to go. 

What we learned is that the commitment to a private guide is analogous to the commitment to a cleaning person in your home. With a cleaning woman, you must basically tidy and scrub for hours before she arrives at your door in order to avoid the embarrassment of her seeing how filthy your house really is. With a guide, you have to do a backbreaking amount of cramming on local history, art, and culture before your meeting so that you won’t appear to be abysmally ignorant.

For this, we printed out reams of reading material from Wikipedia, which we attempted to memorize so we could answer the basic question, “What would you like me to show you this morning?”
This preparation kept us from asking to see Wenceslas Square in Warsaw (see Prague) or the Lipizzaner horses in Budapest (see Vienna). The equivalent would be like expecting to see St. Louis’s “Gateway Arch to the West” in Orlando or “The World’s Largest Ball of Twine” in Seattle instead of Darwin, MN.
5. Polish jokes are stupid and ignorant. (Krakow, Poland) I’m not against Polish jokes because they’re politically incorrect. Everyone knows it’s socially incorrect to be politically correct. I’m against Polish jokes because they reveal such rank dumbness on the part of the teller.

Poland the land is absolutely beautiful, encompassing part of the Baltic Sea coast in the north and Alp-like Tatra mountains in the south, rivaling anything the South of France or the lakes of Siberia have to offer. The cuisine is also fantastic, not slimming, but fantastic.
It is the birthplace of Copernicus, Chopin, Madam Curie, Pope John Paul II, Lech Walesa, and Zbigniev Brzezinski (Mika’s Dad), among others. Its women are reputed to be the most beautiful in the western world. It became a member of NATO in 1999 and the European Union in 2004 and is a parliamentary democracy.
It has endured a tumultuous history of war and occupation at the hands of the Turks, the Hapsburg Dynasty, the Nazis, and the Communists, to mention a few. An estimated 300,000 civilians died in World War II and 60,000 disappeared into concentration camps, despite heroic but doomed resistance movements. Ninety percent of the capital city of Warsaw was destroyed in WWII. The country has undergone three partitions since 1795 and disappeared entirely from the map for 123 years, its identity preserved largely by language and culture.
So, don’t target the Poles with your wit. Aim it, if you must, at the Austrians or the Canadians or Singaporeans, or Midwesterners or Northerners, or even Basset Hounds. But leave the Poles alone. They’ve had enough.
6. Don’t speak German when stopped by traffic police in Central Europe. (Banska Bystrica, Slovakia) One evening, as we were returning from a restaurant to our residential hotel in a Slovakian city, we were pulled over by the police. Since Jack had been driving below the speed limit and there was no other traffic to offend, we knew it was a nuisance stop, undoubtedly prompted by our foreign Austrian license plate.

 When the policeman appeared at the window and said something in Slovak ending with the work “dok-oo -ment,” Jack responded in German, “Gibt es ein Problem, Herr Offizier?” (Is there a problem, officer?). At this point, Jack was motioned to step out of the car and quickly frisked. Finally he had an opportunity to pull out his U.S. passport and Virginia driver’s license, and the officer aimed his flashlight at them.
“All is okay,” he said, smiling and patting Jack on the shoulder. “Have good evening! Obama good man!”

Only when we got back to the hotel and began reading our Wikipedia notes for the next day’s tour and then visited the many monuments and museum to the city’s war dead, did we realize that Banska Bystrica was the center of the Slovakian resistance movement against the Nazis in WWII. For native Slovaks, the war doesn’t seem so long ago. And German language skills are not so cool.
7. Paprika is not just for garnish. (Budapest) Paprika is a primary spice not only in Hungary and not only in goulash, but throughout Central Europe in all kinds of savory dishes. It has real flavor with a kick, and you don’t sprinkle it on, you add it by the tablespoon. The trick is to buy the “HOT” variety, not the more commonly available “SWEET” paprika. A helpful waiter in Pest told me that sweet paprika is for children. It’s sold locally, but if you can’t find it, try the Internet,  http://www.hungariandeli.com/Paprika.htm .
8. America does not have a monopoly on bad politicians. (Budapest) In Sept. 2006, then Hungarian Prime Minister Ferenc Gyursany appeared on Hungarian TV and made the following pronouncement about his government:
We have screwed up. Not a little but a lot. No country in Europe has screwed up as much as we have…We did not actually do anything for four years. Nothing. We lied morning, noon, and night.
Delivered at a secret party meeting, Gyursany was not aware the speech had been secretly recorded and passed on to the national media. Despite public outcries for his instant resignation, the PM clung to power until spring 2009. Reported in our guidebook, the speech and its aftermath were validated and expanded upon by two shopkeepers and our hotel manager.
These are just the top eight of 912 entries in my log. The next installment of “What Liz Learned on Her Summer Vacation” will come next year after we visit the Grand Canyon in Hannibal, Mo.

