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TIME LINE
	 
	Before the First World War, the Czech state is known as Bohemia, and is part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

	1918
	After the First World War, Czechoslovakia is formed as an independent country. The first president is Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk.

	1938
	Nazi Germany annexes Sudetenland, an area with a mainly German-speaking population.

	1939
	World War II—the Czech state is occupied by Germany. It is called the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, and administered by Reichsprotektor Reinhard Heydrich.

	1942
	Heydrich is assassinated by the Czech resistance.

	1945
	Soviet and US armies liberate Czechoslovakia.

	1945–46
	The minority German population—three million people—is expelled from the country.

	1948
	The “Victorious February” takeover by the communists. Klement Gottwald is the country’s president.

	Early 1950s
	A period of Stalinist repression.

	1968
	As leader of the Prague Spring, Alexander Dubček tries to introduce “socialism with a human face.”

	1968, December
	Soviet and other Warsaw Pact troops invade to crush the Prague Spring. Dubček is replaced by hard-line communist Gustáv Husák.

	1969
	The introduction of repressive “normalization.” Jan Palach and other human “torches” self-immolate in central Prague in protest.

	1977
	The dissident movement publishes Charter 77.

	1989, November
	The peaceful Velvet Revolution, led by the Civic Forum political movement, restores democracy. Former dissident playwright Václav Havel is the first president of the newly independent country.

	1993
	The country splits into the Czech Republic and Slovakia.

	2004
	The Czech Republic joins the European Union.


NOT A STEP WITHOUT BATA
For Egon Erwin Kisch

1882: A STINK
“Why does it smell so bad in here?” six-year-old Tomáš Bata
*
asks his father, Antonín. This is the first manifestation of his desire to set reality straight.

We do not know what his father says in reply. He is probably quite reticent on the whole.

Cobbler Antonín Bata is married for the second time. Twice he has taken a widow with children as his wife. With each wife he has also had his own children. Altogether, at his small cobbler’s workshop in Zlín he is raising twelve children from four marriages. Apart from that, he works with seven other people. His second wife does not like drafts.

TWELVE YEARS LATER: DEMANDS
The three children from his first marriage, Anna, Antonín and eighteen-year-old Tomáš, are standing in front of their fifty-year-old father. They are demanding their mother’s inheritance. They’re also suggesting that he should immediately
give them whatever they are going to inherit after his death. They don’t have the time to wait all those years, and anyway it is crowded at home.

They get eight hundred gulden in silver coins, and they hire four workers.

ONE YEAR LATER, 1895: THE PRINCIPLE
They have debts of eight thousand zlotys. They can’t afford new leather hides and they have no money to pay for the old ones. Antonín is called up for the army, and Anna goes to work in Vienna as a domestic servant.

Tomáš stares at the remaining leather, and in his despair he hits upon the most important principle of his life: always turn failure into advantage.

As they cannot afford leather, they will have to make shoes out of what is available: canvas. Canvas doesn’t cost much, and the rest of the leather can be used to make soles. This is how Bata devises one of the great successes of the new century: canvas shoes with leather soles. He brings in several thousand orders from Vienna, all gathered in a single day. People start to call the shoes
batovky
.

This allows him to build his first small factory, where fifty men work in a space of two thousand square feet.

1904: QUESTIONS
The workers notice that he can never be calm. He is always so stimulated that other people feel exhausted in his company.

He reads a newspaper article about some machines being
made in America. He sets off for the States, and in Lynn, Massachusetts, a shoe-making city, he hires himself out as a worker at a large factory. He takes three of his employees with him, and each one finds employment at a different place. He gives them orders to monitor each stage of production closely. Every Saturday the four shoemakers from Zlín meet up at a saloon, where they exchange observations.

They are amazed that, in America, even small children do their best to earn their own keep. What makes the biggest impression on Bata is a six-year-old boy who goes from house to house, catching flies in exchange for payment.

Some people are dying of poverty, but others bake fritters in the street and sell them for one cent. Tomáš notices a curious feature of the Americans: they can adapt en masse to any kind of novelty humanity has managed to invent.

He has brought 688 questions with him to the States, to which he seeks the answers. During his stay he adds seventy more questions. He reaches the conclusion that the standard of living of the average American, which is higher than in Europe, is due to being free of any kind of routine.

(“It’s clear that Tomáš Bata was an industrial spy in the USA,” Czechoslovak historians will write sixty years later.)

1905: TEMPO
Tomáš learns more and more English, and hears something about Henry Ford. This employer, as E. L. Doctorow wrote of him, has long been convinced that most people are too stupid to be able to earn enough for a decent life. So he hit upon an idea. He divided the assembly of a car into separate, simple
operations, which even an idiot would be capable of performing. Instead of teaching one worker hundreds of tasks, he decided to stand him in one spot and give him one and the same task to perform, all day long, and send the parts along a conveyor belt. This way the worker’s mind would be unburdened. (It would take Ford several more years to put this idea into action.)

In the United States, Tomáš Bata comes across the term “wristwatch” for the first time. It has been in use for four years. With the beginning of the twentieth century the Americans have started to count time in minutes, and time has become the basic measure of production. “Productivity” and “American tempo”—the new fetishes—have demarcated the day into equal units of time. The working day has ceased to depend on the rising and setting of the sun.

SEPTEMBER 5, 1905: SECONDS
That night his father dies.

Tomáš returns to Zlín—still a squalid little town of the kind the Czechs describe as “where the bread ends and the stone begins”—and paints a large sign on the wall of his factory:
THERE ARE
86,400
SECONDS IN A DAY
. People read the sign and start to say that old Bata’s son has lost his wits.

1905–1911: TOIL
He buys German and American machinery. The factory has six hundred workers by now. He builds the first residential housing for them.

When, in 1908, Ford issues his “car for Everyman” series, Tomáš is filled with excitement: “Ford is already making use of his production line!”

In America it takes seven hours to produce a single pair of shoes, and in France it takes almost six. On the wall of the rubber unit, Tomáš writes in letters six feet high:
PEOPLE THINK, MACHINES TOIL!

At Bata, it only takes four hours to make a single pair of shoes now. Cobblers all over Moravia are devastated. Tomáš builds a brick wall around his factory, and has the following message inscribed on it:
IT
’
S NOT PEOPLE WE FEAR, IT
’
S OURSELVES
. (For over twenty years he will ignore this principle. It will never cross his mind that he will end his life a victim of his own self.)
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