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      I

      Doctor Witherspoon offers a theory

      I engage a manservant

      An incident with a burglar

      Doctor Witherspoon expounds on common sense, warning signs and Pythagoras

      I could not possibly say that all the parables and comparisons interwoven into Doctor Witherspoon’s intemperate speeches were entirely to my taste. But I have to admit that there is something in his graphic tale of a fellow in a cafe with a plate of doughnuts. At the very least the story may serve as a rough guide to Saturnin.

      Dr. Witherspoon used to categorise people according to the way they behaved in a half-empty cafe when confronted by a plate of doughnuts. Imagine some high-class coffee-house on a Sunday morning. It is a lovely day outside and there are only a few guests in the cafe. You have already taken breakfast, you have read all the newspapers. Now you are comfortably leaning back in some cosy nook, lost in thought and gazing at the plate of doughnuts. Boredom is slowly spreading into every inch of the cafe.

      This is where it can be shown to which category of people you belong according to Dr. Witherspoon’s theory. If you are allegedly a person without imagination, any dynamic passions or a sense of humour, you will subject the doughnuts to a dull and thoughtless gaze until perhaps midday. Then you will rise to your feet and take yourself off to lunch.

      I have a well-grounded suspicion that Dr. Witherspoon considers me to belong to this first category. I think him somewhat unjust. We will not speak about humour and dynamic passions, but about his denying me any imagination. When I recall that he is well aware of my success in satisfactorily completing an official tax return, I have to say that his accusation surprises me. But we will let the matter

pass. Even if I really did belong to this category, it would be more pleasant than being in the other one. At the sight of the doughnuts a member of the second category enjoys reflecting on what it would be like if someone, quite out of the blue and without warning, employed these pastries as missiles and began bombarding the other customers in the cafe.

      I do not understand how a grown-up, intelligent person can think of such things. At the same time I am in full agreement with the view that Dr. Witherspoon, as he himself admits, belongs to this latter category. For whatever inexplicable reason he is proud of the fact. He considers this second group of people to be spiritually more advanced. Of course I haven’t the faintest idea what spiritual maturity has in common with doughnuts fragmenting around the heads of peaceful cafe guests. I cannot imagine it, but I have refrained from arguing the point with him. For I have a definite opinion concerning debates with Dr. Witherspoon. Whenever I let myself descend to such an argument, I feel like someone who has been foolish enough to smash a hole in the wall of a dam.

      If fate had not brought me into the path of Saturnin, I would never have believed that a third category of people existed, the members of which are as rare as white crows. I mean those people for whom the idea of a doughnut whistling through the air is such an enticement that they get up and actually make it happen.

      Such individuals Dr. Witherspoon holds in unholy esteem. He maintains that to carry out such a deed it is necessary not only to possess a marked sense of the comic, but also courage, a good temperament and who knows what else. In my opinion the task also calls for an unusual degree of lunacy. Indeed I cannot but feel that any reasonable person would be astonished to see people of this sort anywhere outside an institution established especially

for them. Unfortunately I was fated to discover that such people actually exist and that no limits have yet been placed upon their personal freedom. For such a one is Saturnin.

      If I look back today at the short period of my life which I have recently lived through, I find many things to wonder at. In fact I wonder at how much happened during this period. My life was somehow condensed, events tumbled over one another and I could hardly follow what was going on. I was like someone who upon descending from a snow-covered hill steps onto a patch of ice hidden beneath the snow.

      I have a feeling that at the time when I was sliding downwards as if on glass I hardly behaved in a very dignified manner. I think that this is understandable, and I would like to know who could blame me for it. Only a person with no knowledge of what it is to engage in a desperate battle to keep one’s balance and not topple over would say that I could have left the ice patch at any moment of that undignified descent. Come to that it wasn’t an unpleasant experience, and I even think that it was well worth it. I grew out of boyish dreams of adventure long ago and I like a quiet and sober existence. However, I think that a passing shower of unusual events does no harm to anyone. No one is drowned by rain and one is apt to forget the unpleasant things that have happened. A miserable journey through a snowstorm seems to have been an interesting adventure when recalled some time later.

      Perhaps it was not altogether wise for me, a single and relatively young chap, to engage a manservant. I daresay it even seems eccentric and too like a character in a novel. Certainly no one can deny the fact that not many young men can be found in Bohemia who have their own gentleman’s gentleman. Consequently the mere recollection of having done something so strange and unusual embarrasses my normally peaceful and conservative self.

      
      Saturnin advertised in the newspapers for the position of manservant, under conditions which I felt able to accept, and he had several very good references. His appearance and correct manner were very much to my liking. I later discovered that he was the recipient of a systematic and by no means superficial education. His rather unusual name somehow rang a bell, but it was only recently that I first discovered the connection that had lodged it in my memory. A copy of a newspaper which must have been about two years old had come into my hands, containing an article about an attempted burglary at Professor Luda’s villa. I remembered that we had talked about it at the time in the cafe. Saturnin was the hero of the hour, though the more serious-minded readers of the newspaper felt inclined to shake their heads at his behaviour. Incidentally, I still have the newspaper cutting:

      
        EXCITING INCIDENT WITH A BURGLAR. During the night of Saturday, 5th August an unknown burglar broke into the villa of Professor Luda, historian and collector of fine objects, and tried to prise open the reinforced case used by Professor Luda to keep safe a number of valuable gold antiques. Before he could open the case, he was disturbed by a member of the domestic staff, Mr. Saturnin. What then took place between the two men is the subject of further investigation. When the police, summoned by telephone, arrived at the scene of the crime, they found the burglar unconscious from a serious head injury. Mr. Saturnin’s testimony concerning the preceding events was somewhat strange. According to his statement the burglar had injured himself, making use of the mediaeval flail included in Professor Luda’s collection. He persisted stubbornly with this curious explanation. The burglar recovered consciousness in hospital but claimed to have forgotten his own name. Initial investigations indicate the following course of events: the disturbed thief tried to frighten
        
        Mr. Saturnin with a loaded revolver. Mr. Saturnin knocked the weapon from his hand and threw it out of the window into the garden, where it was indeed later discovered. Then Mr. Saturnin addressed the burglar with a speech of some length, in which he elaborated upon the notion that a duel between two unequally armed combatants was hardly cricket. He forced the intruder to avail himself of a weapon hanging on the wall, which the man describes as a pole with a ball and chain, and picked one up for himself. After somewhat confusing opening formalities the duel commenced, during which the burglar was wounded. It is of interest that the injured party does not exclude the possibility that the head wound was of his own doing. He says that the weapon in question was very difficult to control and that he had been forced repeatedly to dodge the swinging ball of his own weapon. Moreover, throughout the battle he was apparently in mortal fear of breaking the chandelier. On the whole the burglar admitted to being rather pleased at the outcome of his adventure. At the conclusion of the investigation we will not fail to provide readers of our paper with a full report.
      

      I have already pointed out that it is impossible to argue with Dr. Witherspoon. Not only does he overwhelm you with a torrent of words, but he usually carries out an intellectual somersault and delivers a diatribe against something which you never had the slightest intention of discussing. This will somewhat influence the coherence of my tale, but there is nothing I can do about it. The unexpected speeches of Dr. Witherspoon will sometimes be responsible for the existence of a chapter treating of criminality at the beginning and criminality at the end, while being almost entirely filled with a discussion of trout fishing. The doctor is like this, and a fifty-year-old person is hard to change.

      When I once asked him what a person with a healthy mind is to think about the events described in this newspaper

cutting, he replied that it is very difficult to decide, because these days no one has a healthy mind. He explained that we have all hitched up our brains to the service of narrow, specialised occupations and that we try with all our strength to let the other parts of our brains atrophy. As soon as this happens we are noticed by our superiors and begin to fall into a career. It is apparently amazing how even simple and straightforward considerations are already beyond the brain capacity of most people.

      Dr. Witherspoon continued to speak for another five quarters of an hour, and to this day I do not recall what he was talking about. He ended with a paean of praise for Pythagoras. I did not challenge his views, but concerning his contention that no one today has a healthy mind, I rather think that Doctor Witherspoon should speak for himself.

    

  
    
      
      
      II

      A peaceful old house

      I do not use proverbs on principle

      The peculiar ways of Saturnin

      We live on a boat

      I agree to recapture Marcus Aurelius

      No man can abide doubts about his courage

      I would like you to imagine how quietly I used to live before Saturnin came into my employment. I inhabited a fairly modest flat in one of those old town houses whose individual charm always had an effect on me. I felt most content there. The atmosphere of these houses – facades filled with ornamental stucco, well-trodden stone steps, intimate corridors that never saw the full light of day, high panelled doors – is so much closer to my heart than the uniform surroundings of modern buildings. I somehow feel that a pleasant and reassuring twilight is part of what makes a person’s home homely.

      Dr. Witherspoon says that such sentiments are inherited from our ancestors who lived in caves. Whenever he expressed himself on the subject of my flat at this time, he did so in a derogatory manner. He simply did not understand how I could choose to live in this house. He said that as soon as he stepped over the threshold his heart missed a beat and his soul filled with depressing thoughts of human tragedies. Apparently all the people who had lived there before me had taken their happiness away with them, leaving pain, sorrows and despair behind in the building. He claimed that every corner of the house was soaked with tears shed during unhappy nights, after which there was someone who never saw the dawn. In short, he claimed that terrible things must have happened here and that it was a place where he felt everything collapsing about his ears.

      
      So far as I know, nothing terrible ever happened here. Once some scaffolding fell down, but not in any way onto Dr. Witherspoon, but rather into the courtyard. Nothing untoward took place and there was no reason for anyone to be unhappy. Dr. Witherspoon then said that he would prefer sadness to land on his head than scaffolding. Such is the manner in which he runs away from every serious discussion.

      So I lived like this in a small, peaceful flat, the walls covered with faded wallpaper and pictures in broad and ancient frames. The tune on a musical grandfather clock marked the passing of time during my quiet evenings, which I whiled away in a huge winged armchair.

      Yes, I would spend plenty of time at home, particularly if faced with inclement weather outside. On dark autumn nights, when the heavens open up and pour streams of rain onto the earth below, a whirlwind tears the leaves off the trees, and the shrieks of a howling gale encircle the towers of old castles and mingle with the cries of frightened crows, when lonely riders gallop along paths caked with mud in pursuit of dubious ends – these are the sort of nights on which I used to sit beside the stove and read the romantic novels of Václav Beneš Třebízský. Afterwards I went to bed and dreamt of a mistress crying, the crackling of burning roof beams and oaths of revenge. Then in the morning I was filled with wonder at the fact that trams were still running along the streets of Prague. Indeed I was surprised that the coffee which Mrs. Sweeting brought to me had not been laced with poison.

      This Mrs. Sweeting was an elderly lady with black hair parted in the middle and she showed quite a maternal concern for my welfare. I lacked nothing and had nothing to complain about, which perhaps was exactly what I was annoyed about. There is a proverb about this, but on principle I don’t use proverbs and maxims. My soul cries out against

them. When you have learned about my Aunt Catherine, you will understand why.

      And then one day Saturnin entered this peaceful environment and considered it his duty to stir my life up as much as possible. You shall see for yourselves how he succeeded in doing so.

      Insofar as I can recall the circumstances, I would not want to claim that Saturnin was not a good manservant. He had all the qualities which a gentleman’s gentleman should have. He was a handsome fair-haired fellow, honest, reliable and very intelligent. I always had the impression that he could just as easily have been the manager of some international concern as a butler. Of course he could not have had himself transferred from one managerial job to another in quite the same way as he moved position as a manservant.

      When he produced his references, I couldn’t help observing that he lacked a report from his last place of employment. Later I learned why he couldn’t have one. He’d abandoned the position after an almost absurd scene. He was thrown into some kind of tantrum where he supposed that he could no longer tolerate the behaviour of his employer. In a fit of rage, which I have reason to believe was simulated, he caused inexcusable damage to the furniture of the apartment and, taking his employer by surprise in a park, threw her into a fountain. Only then did he calm down. I will not give the name of the lady concerned, even though I know her very well, but I would like to make the observation that my own experience of this lady partly explains and perhaps even excuses Saturnin’s behaviour. I mean by this that I know a considerable number of people who would be quite happy to throw her into a fountain as well. Of course none of them would complete the task in quite the same manner as Saturnin. When this lady emerged waist deep in water and fixed a look of utter incomprehension upon the wrongdoer, Saturnin bowed stiffly

and announced that the table was laid. Then he went off to pack his things.

      I did not have to find out that the creation of such absurd situations was a passion of his until much later. By this, I don’t mean that he would ever allow himself to behave in a similar manner towards me. In the first place my bodily proportions convince him that he might not be able to predict the exact outcome of such an encounter. In the second place my natural dignity inhibits him. But in spite of that, from the moment he became my employee I have not been able to predict when I will be forced to deal with a wholly unexpected situation. Something unbelievable could happen at any hour of any day, and despite its sensational character, the event would in all likelihood afford me very little pleasure.

      It began with his habit, whenever my name came up in the course of his conversations with Mrs. Sweeting, of referring to me in terms of the most outlandish titles, such as His Lordship, His Grace, Sahib and His Excellency, according to whatever he had just been reading. Then he collected together various hunting trophies for the flat, such as buffalo horns, elephant tusks, an assortment of animal skins and similar objects. I later found out that he borrowed these things from the props manager of our leading theatre. In my absence he apparently regaled my friends with fictitious hunting yarns. This is the only way I can explain the fact that several ladies of my acquaintance surprised me in a cafe with the request that I explain to them how I came to kill a shark with a camera tripod. Naturally I denied that I had ever done such a thing, and from that time forth I have acquired the reputation of being too modest a hero.

      I have pondered in vain the reasons why Saturnin does this. At first I presumed that he had a kind of pathological need to become the servant of some gentleman adventurer,

and that out of necessity he sought to wrap my prosaic character in an aura of heroism. Later I arrived at the conviction that he simply enjoyed it.

      His sense of humour was really almost beyond the pale. He once acquainted me with a very confusing theory of his concerning a special type of practical joke. As far as I could understand him, the punch-line of such jokes is that either the house burns down or someone is badly wounded. I have to say that I wasn’t exactly enamoured of such humour.

      After about six months Saturnin expressed his opinion that the flat in which we had lived perfectly happily until that time was not big enough. On the whole this was true. Although originally its size was perfectly satisfactory, things had changed. I don’t know whether any of you has ever seen buffalo horns . . . but that would be a long story. It goes without saying that Dr. Witherspoon supported Saturnin. He said that I should have already changed my residence long before, and he said something about my health being frail and the flat damp. There wasn’t an iota of truth in this. In the first place the flat wasn’t even slightly damp, and so far as my health is concerned, Dr. Witherspoon knows absolutely nothing about it. He last treated me when I had measles at the age of about ten.

      The outcome was as follows. One afternoon Saturnin searched me out among my circle of acquaintances and discreetly informed me that we had moved. He added that we now lived on water near to a suspension bridge.

      Apparently it would have suited his book had I proceeded to faint. However, I received the news in silence and continued my game of cards. Not before evening did I avail myself of several cognacs and set off to look at my old flat. Sure enough it was empty and Mrs. Sweeting had tears in her eyes. From the manner in which the owner of the house treated me I judged that it would not be a good idea to inquire too closely into the details of the move.

      
      Then I departed for the suspension bridge. It was a foolish thing to do, but I had to go somewhere. Saturnin stood on the embankment wearing a flat sailor’s cap and hailed me as ‘Captain’.

      From this time forth we lived on a houseboat and I cannot say that it was an unmitigated evil. It is true that in the very first week the anchor broke loose and our boat went over a weir. It was an unpleasant experience, taking place in absolute darkness, and at first I thought that Saturnin had drowned, because a search of the whole boat failed to disclose his whereabouts. Later it was revealed that he was asleep in the crow’s nest. But I have to say that despite this one disturbing event I had nothing to complain about in my new abode. One must accept life’s little difficulties.

      Of course I do not mean that I resigned myself to being at the mercy of Saturnin’s ideas of what made for gracious living. I could not do so because I was not indifferent to my reputation, which had already been considerably affected by his hare-brained schemes. I had begun to acquire stature as a person of reckless daring and as a notable eccentric – in short, a person in the mould of Harry Piel. There was once mention of our houseboat in the newspaper and in this connection it designated me ‘our famous sportsman’. Next day I unintentionally overheard an argument between Saturnin and our fuel supplier, in which Saturnin was griping that the reference was not to ‘a big game hunter’, despite the fact that he had explicitly stressed this appellation to the editor.

      This constantly burgeoning, undeserved, and to me personally most unwelcome reputation as a man of exceptional character had some markedly unpleasant consequences. Thus, for example, I was once woken up during the night by a man in an official cap who explained to me that he was urgently in need of my assistance. Making considerable use of my powers of deduction I gathered from the man’s confused

chatter that the inmate of some asylum, supposing himself to be Marcus Aurelius, had escaped from confinement, and that the management of this establishment was of the view that for a man of my calibre it would be a piece of cake to recapture the fellow.

      It is not easy to disappoint people who have a flattering opinion of your talents. I rose from my bed and dressed at speed. The man in the official cap claimed that he had been requested to ask whether I would kindly take a shotgun with me. I do not have one, so I steered the conversation away from this idea. I said that I would not need such a thing, and the man in the official cap looked at me with an expression of unfeigned admiration.

      I gave Saturnin instructions to be carried out in the eventuality of my failing to return, and accompanied the man outside into rain and darkness. Only during the conversation which we enjoyed together on our journey did it come to light that he worked for a zoo and that Marcus Aurelius was a lion.

      I am decidedly a man of at least average bravery, but you can imagine how I felt. I do not like to recall it. In the end things turned out all right. Certain employees of the zoo succeeded in capturing the lion after it had fallen asleep, having tired itself out in vain attempts to attack a number twelve tram. Hence my involvement proved unnecessary, but in spite of this the director of the zoo acknowledged in the warmest terms my willingness to contribute to the defence of the endangered citizens of Prague. He even expressed the gratifying view that on a future occasion I might be granted the opportunity of using my bare hands to apprehend some dangerous beast by the ears. Perhaps he thought that for some reason – God alone knows what – this was one thing I really wanted to do.

      Next day there was mention in the papers of my extraordinary willingness to take part in the capture of poor

Marcus Aurelius. You can imagine how this was grist to Saturnin’s mill.

      When I spoke about these events with Dr. Witherspoon, he delivered himself of a surprising opinion which almost insulted me. It was his view that the legend built up by Saturnin rather suited me. Apparently he could not otherwise manage to explain my willingness to go hunting lions in the zoo district in the middle of the night.

      I have always been of the opinion that a capacity to assess human nature is something that a person must be born with. Neither the years nor experience will endow you with that capacity, as can be seen in the case of Dr. Witherspoon. How could such a thing have occurred to him in the first place? Just how foolish and vain does he think I am? If I had wanted the reputation of an adventurer, I would have obtained it for myself and would not have waited for my servant to create it on my behalf. No one can disregard the fact that circumstances drove me into situations where I had to make difficult decisions between a desire to be truthful on the one hand and my natural dignity on the other.

      If you live peacefully like an ordinary and sober member of the community, you do not exactly inspire your friends and acquaintances with a wish to find out how you would behave if attacked by a raging buffalo. Try to imagine the people in your own life in a similar situation and you will see how nonsensical such a thing is. And now consider the fact that thanks to Saturnin’s fantasies my friends were at once led to think about me in the manner that I have described. Where my personal courage was concerned, I was unwillingly put to the test like a guinea pig.

      I have never, for example, made that foolish claim about the shark and the camera tripod, but you can imagine how you would find it if the most beautiful mouth you have ever seen should curve into a disbelieving smirk and say: “You’ve been with a shark?” It is certainly understandable that

such situations sometimes led me to decisions reached in the hope that one day I would be able to say: “Oh yes, Miss Barbara, I’ve been with the shark and I’ve seen the lion. In fact there have been feats of derring-do the world over.”

    

  
 
III

Miss Barbara

I play three losing sets of tennis

Saturnin builds a training wall

An unusual agreement with the owner of the boat

Doctor Witherspoon delivers a speech on the decline of craftsmanship

I got to know Miss Barbara Basnett on the tennis court. She was a leading light in the suburban club of which I was a member. I used to encounter this beautiful and inaccessible woman while she took part in practice matches with the coach or with some top player. I have Joe to thank for the fact that our acquaintance ever went beyond a polite greeting on my part and an equally polite, if cold, reply on hers.

Permit me to introduce this Joe to you. He is twelve years of age, collects tennis balls and rackets left on the courts, smokes, plays truant and is part of the furniture at the club. Despite being so young, he is renowned for his expertise on the beauty of the female leg, whose different manifestations he carefully scrutinises in the course of carrying out his duties. He is absolutely unwavering in his views on the subject, and it is common knowledge that the owner of the only two legs that have passed the test of his critical appraisal is none other than Miss Barbara.

The guffaws of male members of the club could be heard a mile away whenever Joe held forth on the subject in their company. I considered their amusement to be in extremely bad taste. Even if Joe’s youth partly exonerated him, it remained indisputable that a properly brought up gentleman does not stare at women’s legs. Even if the opportunity to do so presents itself.

Half an hour before I was introduced to Miss Barbara, I myself had such an opportunity. I was sitting on a deck-chair in front of the clubhouse and Miss Barbara was  standing on its raised verandah. She was looking out for the coach and kept consulting her watch. Attached to my deckchair was a sunshade which screened Miss Barbara from the waist upwards. This meant that I could be left undisturbed to examine her legs without running the risk of being apprehended in an act of indiscretion.

My mind was forced to reflect on the fact that several members of the club would be grateful for such an opportunity. With what pleasure would they gaze at the beautifully sculpted, tanned legs with their petite ankles, lissome shins and rounded calves, the plump, girlish knees and the full thighs moulded by sporting activity. The sun had created a pulse-quickening border of pink and brown in those places where the thighs disappeared inside her dazzlingly white shorts. They would even scrutinise a small scar on the left knee and imagine it to be a souvenir of a skiing accident earlier in the year. As I say, such people would be very grateful for such an opportunity and it would never cross their mind to act as I did and continue to read the newspaper.

The coach Miss Barbara was waiting for failed to turn up and this seemed to have put her into a bad mood. She asked something of Joe, who shrugged his shoulders and pointed in my direction. He then came over to ask whether I might like to give the young lady a game. I replied that it would give me the greatest of pleasure, but he conveyed this answer to Miss Barbara simply by looking in the direction of the verandah and calling out, “Yeah.”

Miss Barbara smiled in my direction and I will tell you something. That she has attractive legs, I do not deny. So have many women. But I have never in my life seen such a mouth. The essence of her magic is that wonderful mouth. Even if I had known her a very long time I would not have been certain what her eyes were like, because whenever I was in her presence I was looking at her mouth.


I played three sets with her and lost all of them. This was not a pleasant experience, but I consoled myself with the thought that she would think I was playing the gallant. Strangely enough, however, she did not think this, and informed me after the game that she had never seen such a ridiculous forehand drive as mine. She spoke even more disapprovingly on the subject of my service. She said that I served like an old woman. I do not like it when a young lady expresses herself in such a manner. Naturally you must not be allowed to think that I am a defender of euphemistic social conventions and white lies. I would not have found it preferable if, after a match in which my level of play was almost an embarrassment, I had heard Miss Barbara coming out with sentences such as:

“Oh you play so beautifully! It is so long since I’ve enjoyed a game like that. You must adore playing tennis.”

I would definitely not like to hear that, but at the same time it is not necessary to use suburban slang such as “You serve like an old woman”. I take pleasure in people treating me honestly, but this doesn’t mean that they have to speak in such a manner. It is possible for anyone to use the refined speech of good society. I read once that on no occasion would a diplomat say that someone was lying. In such circumstances he would use the sentence: “I assume that one might successfully doubt the accuracy of your information.” QED.

I do not know how Saturnin learned that I was not an equal match for Miss Barbara. He looked heartbroken and I can only assume that he took it personally.

He devoted the whole of the following day to the erection of a peculiar wooden fence on the deck of our houseboat. I did not dare to inquire as to its purpose. In the evening he painted a line the height of a tennis net along the fence and announced that it was a training wall. He recommended  that I exercise my tennis strokes against it on a daily basis. He particularly mentioned the forehand.

He then provided a demonstration with several drives of such savage force that I felt sure the wall could not withstand such a barrage. I asked him how he acquired his skill and he explained that for a long time he was a tennis coach in Nice.

I decided that it would be no surprise to learn that he had played in the Davis Cup. I trained in accordance with his instructions for perhaps half an hour and discovered that he had built the wall in an ingenious manner with barriers on each side. Consequently only a handful of balls fell into the River Vltava.

So a training wall was added to the manifold alterations, repairs and extensions which our boat was subjected to under Saturnin. I preferred not to think about what the owner of the boat might say about it.

The thing was that Saturnin behaved from the outset as if the boat was ours. I watched with growing apprehension, because I presumed that the owner would not approve of the changes which we carried out. At the very least I could not imagine him enthusing about them. For the moment, however, I had no opportunity to discover what view he took of Saturnin’s modifications. I had never met him personally and I didn’t long to do so. Saturnin, who was the one to rent the houseboat, described him to me as small and extremely tubby.

When I say that Saturnin rented the boat, you must not suppose that he followed the usual practice of agreeing the level of rent and term of notice, signing a contract and suchlike. Saturnin cannot act in such an unromantic and pedestrian manner. At the time he informed me that the boat was a free loan for fifty years. Then he explained something to the effect that he told the owner we were preparing  to set off on a polar expedition and that nowhere on the seven seas was there a more suitable boat than his. That it would be for him – for the owner, that is to say – a great honour that one day his vessel would be as well-known as the famous polar explorer Nansen’s boat Fram, and so on with more nonsense.

The owner agreed to all this on condition that we gave the boat a name like Lily, Fifi or something – I have already forgotten what the name was, save that it was something awful – and that when we come upon some hitherto undiscovered land we name it after him. Saturnin promised to do so, but forgot to ask the man his name. He did not even remember to do so at their next meeting, when the man called on him in order to explain that he’d fallen out with his girl and now wanted the boat to be called Cleo.

I cannot imagine where people get hold of such tasteless names. As if there weren’t already enough beautiful names for women. Over and over again I found myself driven to the conclusion that if I managed to acquire a respectable forehand and service, there would be no reason why we couldn’t give the boat the name BARBARA.

In the evening we received a visit from Dr. Witherspoon. He examined Saturnin’s handiwork and hankered after the opportunity of delivering a major speech on the decline of craftsmanship.

I remember as if it was this very day how we sat on deck in small wooden chairs while Dr. Witherspoon declaimed. It was a warm evening and the first stars were coming out in the sky. As we sat on the deck the hodgepodge of sounds that make up the buzz of a city – car horns, tram bells sounding in the distance and the peaceful murmur of the river – provided a muffled background to Dr. Witherspoon’s speech.

If Dr. Witherspoon’s speeches are not confined to personal matters, they are well worth hearing. He is a lively  narrator, knows how to imitate various people in their verbal mannerisms, and at the same time he gets so worked up about the issue at hand that the result is entertaining. The darkness of night gradually descended upon us, leaving only the glow of the occasional cigarette when the doctor stole a puff during the intervals between speeches.

There was a time, Dr. Witherspoon declaimed, when a person who made shoes called himself a shoemaker. Not only did he give himself the name, but he also had it written on a signboard, where an inscription such as Albert Little: Shoemaker would hang next to a picture of a lady’s laced boot. And this Mr. Little, the Master Shoemaker, would be sitting of an evening over his beer and make the following speech: “My dear boy, when I have made you new shoes, you will be able to go on foot making a pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain and back in one day. When you return you won’t be too lazy to come and thank me, even if it’s ten in the evening. That’s the sort of cobbler I am.”

As you know, Dr. Witherspoon continued, shoemakers have died out. It did not happen because some illness overtook them, nor because Baťa’s factory destroyed them. An even worse calamity befell them. In the following generation, for some absolutely inexplicable reason, the shoemaker began to feel ashamed of being a shoemaker, the joiner of being a joiner and the locksmith of being a locksmith.

The son of Mr. Little works at his father’s last in the same cubby hole, but the inscription above the entrance to his business reads: Manufacturer of Footwear. I am well aware, continued the exasperated doctor, that his father, were he to rise from the dead, would take the sign down with his bare hands and would say to his son: “So you are ashamed of your father’s profession, are you? What’s all this about a manufacturer of footwear? You’re a shoemaker! It really is disgraceful. And what about that man Bullock opposite? Another one to go the same way. His inscription  says Furniture Warehouse. Does he own a factory?” The son would explain in a condescending manner that Bullock did not have a factory and that his father should understand that it was simply a question of promotion. “Promotion?” the old man would fulminate, “it’s not promotion so far as I’m concerned. It’s deception. It’s misleading people and it’s false pride. Promotion to me is a shoe or a wardrobe honestly made.”

Dr. Witherspoon explained that this elderly gentleman would be appalled by such things, but that we ourselves were already accustomed to them. We read the sign and at once translate it mentally into simple common parlance. Gentlemen’s Fashion Emporium, that is surely a tailor’s. Designs, Decorations, Interiors, that must be a house painter. Manufacturer of Iron Structures, that will be a small-time fitter with a single apprentice, because if he had two that would make them an Amalgamated Engineering Works or some such title. Tar Production Plant – you would hesitate at that one. But don’t be confused, this is our well-known old friend the Master Slater, and the tar products which he needs he buys from a real factory. I happen to know him.

The fact that most craftsmen are nowadays ashamed of their craftsmanship is overshadowed by the the way in which today’s products are ashamed of their producers. The articles are only there in order to fetch a suitable price, but they obstinately refuse to serve their purpose. And don’t tell me, Dr. Witherspoon went on, that I am looking on the dark side. Do not tell me that there aren’t still craftsmen today who make good and reliable things, or that it isn’t still, for instance, possible to get furniture at which the heart rejoices, such as wardrobes that surprisingly enough open, without having to be shaken first, and bookcases whose glass fronts slide across without difficulty. Don’t tell me that there’s no more of the type of furniture that will keep its quality for decades.


I take pleasure in this fact, but for most people it’s of little use. I am thinking of the vast majority for whom fifty thousand crowns probably represents a lifetime’s savings rather than the cost of furnishing a single room. These people have for the most part reconciled themselves to their standard of living, but it is understandable that they should insist on having wardrobes that open, a bookcase with a glass front that’s willing to slide and that they do not wish to find themselves in the paradoxical situation of having to buy new furniture every three years just because they are not well off.

My own family, continued Dr. Witherspoon, was not wealthy either, but you can come to us and see for yourselves what an old oak wardrobe looks like!

It would be somewhat more bearable if today’s craftsmen at least offered to compensate for their low levels of skill and honesty by adopting a helpful manner. But the very opposite is the case. Master Little used to deliver new shoes to your own flat. That was in the past. Evidently it makes no sense to ask for a personal visit from a footwear production plant.

When, for example, the children used to damage some piece of furniture at home, their father would call out to the joiner in the street: “Master Craftsman! I need suchand-such repaired.” The Master Joiner would thank him for the order and promise him that little Joe would be there in a jiffy with his cart. And upon my soul, he was there with his cart. You can go and ask anyone who still remembers those times.

My daughter, the doctor went on, has some kind of playpen with perpendicular staves for her child at home. One of those staves recently snapped, leaving the split wood pointing menacingly upwards, and what might happen if the little chap fell onto it as he toddled around there doesn’t bear thinking about.


So I said to myself that I would handle the matter, that everything would be put right, and at the same time the toddler would discover what grandfathers were for. Because I had had some contacts with craftsmen before, my expectations were rather modest and it never even crossed my mind that I might behave like my late father. I picked up the playpen myself, with as much skill as I could muster, and took it to the nearest large-scale manufacturer of furniture.

I did not expect him to behave with me as if I had brought an order for a million living-rooms, but at the same time my journey was not tormented by concerns about whether Mr. Manufacturer slept well or whether perhaps I might be arriving at an inconvenient moment. I needed him to effect a repair for which I was willing to pay and would even forego the customary haggling.

I walked through a gateway followed by a filthy courtyard and entered the factory which consisted of a small salesroom and a mucky little storeroom. I explained to the factory baron what I needed, after first greeting him in a very respectful manner.

My greeting was not reciprocated and the plant overlord scowled at me in a morose and malicious manner that made my explanation somewhat diffident.

Before I could finish speaking Mr. Manufacturer had scarpered, the door slamming behind him.

Two apprentices exchanged awkward glances before turning in my direction and shrugging their shoulders. All of a sudden Mr. Manufacturer showed his head through the door and he addressed me furiously: “We don’t have the time to deal with things like that!” Then he slammed the door shut even more loudly than before. I reckon that if anyone turned up at Amalgamated Timber’s largest factory hoping to have a broken ladder mended, they would be treated more decently than I was.


I wish ill of no one, concluded Dr. Witherspoon, and my nerves do not clamour for stimulants in the form of thrilling spectacles. However, if it were to come to my attention that in accordance with some unjustly neglected procedure, used in the time of King Charles IV of blessed memory, they will be committing this particular Master Joiner to the Vltava in a basket, then I would be there first thing in the morning, in order to be assured of a place on the edge of the parapet from which to view the spectacle.
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