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#3.  Red Bags and White Stripes 
 
There was a light rapping at the door of my room, or rather the wall because there was no door. Only 
a drawn curtain separated my room from the hallway.  I pulled back the curtain and on the other side 
a petite blonde with a beaming smile called me to breakfast…or so I assumed.  Unlike many Czechs I 
encountered, she couldn’t speak a word of English.  But she had a good reason.  She was only four 
years old. 
 
“Zimmer Frei” is a German term which can be translated to English as “Room Available”.  This term is 
often posted by European homeowners to let travelers know the homeowner has a spare room for 
paying guests. The little girl’s mother - who also spoke very little English - had such a room in their 
apartment.  It took us awhile to find the place as it was at the top of a grinding, steep climb up a 
winding road.  The apartment was on the tenth floor of a large building composed of concrete cubes 
stacked in a style sometimes referred to as Socialist Monolithic architecture for its lack of 
imagination.  The building’s formerly gray walls had been repainted in alternating yellow and tan 
stripes which gave its otherwise dull look a little pizzazz.  For a ridiculously small fee, we were 
provided clean beds in a room with an incredible view, hot showers, a small feast for dinner and a 
locked basement storage room to leave our bicycles.  Also included in the very small fee was a gut 
filling, hot breakfast the next morning.  After breakfast while Ken and I sipped coffee and discussed 
the day’s route, the mother dabbled a little oil into a saucepan and took some chicken out of the 
refrigerator.  I assumed she was getting an early start on the day’s lunch. Later, as we were preparing 
to depart, she brought us two large chicken sandwiches wrapped in foil and said in broken English, 
“You ride bicycles and get hungry.  Lunch.”   We pleaded with her to accept more cash for all of her 
generosity.  She steadfastly refused our offers and made it quite clear we would not be able to 
change her mind.  This was Czech hospitality at its finest. 
 



 
 
Back on our bikes it was another glorious day of blue skies and green hills.  We were no longer riding 
the Elbe, but the Labe……which is really the very same river but now with a Czech name.  After an 
hour of riding, we stopped to take a water break under some trees alongside the path.  A man 
passing by stepped over and addressed us in very clear, friendly English. 
 
Man:  “Hello, are you Americans?” 
Us:  “Hello to you, and yes we are.” 
Man:  “I thought so.  I heard you talking and don’t hear much English around here.  Do you live near 
by?” 
Us: “No, we’ve come over from the States to do some bike touring.  We’re on our way to Prague, then 
to Budapest.” 
Man: “Where in the States are you from?” 
Us:  “North Carolina” 
Man:  “I’m from Georgia, but I have been living here for nearly twenty years.” 
Me:  “What brings a man from Georgia to live in the Czech Republic?” I expected the answer to my 
passing question would be related to love or career.  However his response was a slow grimace and 



an uncomfortably long moment of silence while he seemed to contemplate how to either best answer 
the question or how to avoid it altogether.  Then he spoke. 
Man:  “I made some mistakes when I was younger…..did some things I shouldn’t have done.”  And 
with that he quickly changed the subject to more mundane topics….. 
 
“What in the world did THAT mean?” thought I to myself.  Did he have to skip the country?  Is he an 
embezzler? Escaped convict on the lam? A bored husband who faked his death to get out of a bad 
marriage? Could he be a murderer?  I didn’t press the issue.  The last thing I wanted was a murderer 
on the run to know that I knew where he could be found. 
 
And with that lovely departing thought, break was over and time to get back on the bike. 
 

 
 


