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 Dedication

To Gregg, as they all are.

To Barbara Wrabetz, for preserving this heritage, and
Marie Kolafa, for living it.
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 Forward

As a child, I often sat transfixed as my
grandmother told me and my cousins stories of knights and heroes,
ghosts and graveyards. Later I realized some of those tales had
been oral history at its finest.

My mother encouraged my grandmother to write
some of these stories down. But my mother died soon after, and I
thought they were lost.

Then, late in 2018, I came across a sheaf of
papers in my childish handwriting, with my mother’s typed version
on thin onionskin behind, titled “Reminiscence of Christmas in
Bohemia.” The story rested on a brown envelope tied up with string.
A quick glance suggested maybe one or two more stories lay inside.
Having gone back to school at the age of sixty-one and embroiled in
the joys of Java and .Net programming, I put them aside to deal
with over summer vacation.

May 2019. Imagine my joy when I realized the
envelope contained, not just a couple stories, but over a dozen
letters handwritten by my grandmother. And as I began to enter them
into Word documents, I realized they weren’t just cute tales of
life on the farm in the old country.

No, here were the ghost stories and oral
histories of the Czech people. I was delighted to realize that my
grandmother had a hand for storytelling, and the more she wrote,
the more fun the stories became.

I knew I had to share these delightful tales
with you.

My grandmother didn’t receive an extensive
education, and English wasn’t her native language. However, she has
a definite style and flair in storytelling. I have taken the
liberty of adding indefinite articles and changing word tense, as
well as deleting some of the storyteller ands, and the story titles
are mine. But as much as possible I’ve sought to preserve the
original text for its flavor.

I’d like to acknowledge my mother Barbara for
encouraging my grandmother to write down her stories, and for
saving and transcribing many of them. Thanks, Mom. You helped
preserve this heritage for all of us.

 


Mary Hughes

May 24, 2019


 The Water
Man

Marie Kolafa

1836 N. 24th Place

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

In a letter to grandson James, October 7, 1968

 


Dear James,

Wednesday noon, and it is sure a bleak day.
Just enough to set me in the mood to write one of those gruesome
tales as I promised.

I see myself as a child, sitting in front of
the old kitchen range, watching sparks glitter through the slots of
its feeding door. Cold chills are running down my spine as I listen
to an old neighbor relating some real, honest-to-goodness
adventures he or his grandfather had with the mystic world.

 


It is the so-called dark hour, when supper is
over, and it is too light for the lamp to be lighted for economy
sake but dark enough to add proper background to his yarn.

“Sure,” he says. “It is God’s truth. I saw
him with my own eyes, the little Water Man sitting on the banks of
Sitov, repairing his shoes. He was dressed in a green frock coat,
and out of his left coat tail was dripping water, so much that it
ran like a small stream into the Sitov.”

“Oh, that was perhaps some old tramp you
saw,” objected my brother Charles.

“No, I am telling you I saw him clearly, for
the moon was shining bright, and besides, he was singing. ‘Shine my
moon, down on my work, for I must have good shoes and a dry frock,
for tomorrow I am getting married.’ And then he took off his coat
and spread it on the hazelnut bushes that grew there and gave a
sinister laugh.

“I shivered and crossed myself, praying out
loud, ‘Lord be with me and drive evil away.’

“At that, he looked straight at me, gave out
a shriek that pierced my bones, and disappeared into the lake.

“I stood petrified on the bank, shivering
from fear and the cold shower he gave me when he plunged into the
dark waters of the Sitov. And all that remained of him were circles
on the water and a large puddle on the bank.”

“It is time for light, now,” Mother decided.
“The children have homework to do.”

“And I must go home.” The old man took a
strong puff out of his porcelain pipe. “You children better stay in
now, otherwise the klekánice will get
you.”

My teeth started to chatter. Vodnik and Klekánice were
old women out to catch disobedient children who roamed the streets
after evening Angelus was rung from the steeple of the old grotto
standing in the middle of our village.

You can bet we didn’t go out even for a drink
of water out of our old well in our back yard.

 


Let me know if you like this one and I will
write again.

 


Love to all,

Grandma


 Vodnik

Marie Kolafa

1836 N. 24th Place

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

In a letter to grandson James, October 13, 1968

 


Dear James,

What a change in the weather. Yesterday and
this morning it was so warm it seemed more like summer. Pepi and
Lucky[1] were teasing Grandpa for another walk, but his
knee was bothering him, arthritis, I guess. That makes two of us in
the same boat.

I don’t know where I left off on the subject
of Vodnik in my last letter, so I’ll try
to finish it now.

 


“Don’t go in the Sitov where the water is
deep,” Mother used to warn us. “Vodnik
will get you and drown you. Then he will put your soul under a cup
in his cupboard, and you will never go to Heaven.”

This last threat had more impact on us than
the fear of being drowned, and believe me, we stayed in very
shallow water.

One Sunday our village was electrified when a
group of teenage boys went swimming on a hot summer afternoon and
one of the most daring dived in the deepest water—and never came
up.

The men of the village were trying to recover
his body while the women folks were consoling his mother. Us
children huddled around, too frightened for words.

“No use, can’t find him,” the exhausted diver
announced.

“I tell you what,” advised a village grandma,
a woman who was practiced in curing any ailment by using exotic
formulas against evil spirits. “Make a raft out of fresh wood. Then
put a lighted candle on it. The candle has to be one that was
blessed in the church. Then set the raft on the water and let it
float. When it reaches the spot where Vodnik is holding his victim, it will stop. And then
you can get his body without fear, for the blessed candle will make
him powerless.”

There were a lot of skeptics who pooh-poohed
at the idea, but a few older men got busy and followed her
instructions. And lo and behold, the raft stopped at a distant spot
from where the boy went under. And in the next few dives, his body
was recovered.

“But grandma, what about his soul?” sobbed
his grieving mother.

“The minute the body came up, his soul was
freed,” Grandma said gravely, and to all of us she seemed like a
person out of another world.

 


Well, that’s all for today so you don’t tire
of reading my scribbling. Oh, by the way, while I was writing, Pepi
hauled out all Grandpa’s shoes, his harness and leash, and he won
the argument. All three of them are walking, Pepi in the lead,
Grandpa limping, and Lucky slouching behind.

 


Love to all,

Grandma

 


[1] Their dogs
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