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encouraged to ask what happened next? Alfred 
Low-Beer's Villa on Drobného Street in Brno is 
now a museum with very little in it. There is empty 
space there waiting to be filled with the history of 
the Low-Beer family, their factories, and the story 
of Oskar Schindler and the 'Ark' he created at the 
Brněnec factory. Then there is the need to teach 
the teachers, who give the history lessons in 
schools, about the important part played by these 
Jewish families in the economic and cultural 
development of Brno during the century before 
1939. Daniel Low-Beer is just completing a book 
about the history of the Low-Beer family from the 
eighteenth century. When this is published, in 
Czech as well as in English, it will be a valuable 
source of information for those schoolteachers, 
their pupils and the general public. 
 
Iain R. Smith is a historian. He has known three 
generations of the Low-Beer family, to whom he is related, 
and he attended the gathering in Brno. 
iain.leamington@googlemail.com 
 
Peter Koenig, who attended the reunion and 
whose mother Margaret ('Didi') Low-Beer fled to 
London in 1939, adds: “At a time when populism and 
nationalism are a growing trend in Eastern Europe, the city 
of Brno once again revealed its post-modern tradition in 
hosting a festival for ‘Reconciliation’. This was not only a 
symbolic token to reconcile and heal past wounds between 
its Czech, Jewish and German populations but the energy 
and spirit it represented were a visceral beacon, a peaceful 
and loving invitation which could be felt by all present, to 
transcend any and all forms of political or cultural 
nationalism. This call by the administration of a regional 
city was extraordinary, as also the generous, impeccably 
organised and warm-hearted invitation to families such as 
ours (Low-Beer/Tugendhat/Stiassni) to partake and so 
help carry this message out to the wider world. A worldwide 
first, undoubtedly.” 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

The Strahov Stadium - 
the Mirror of Twentieth-Century 
Czechoslovakia 
by Eva Hrončeková 
 
Every day crowds of international tourists walk up 
to Prague Castle and further towards the Strahov 
Monastery, to visit sites of major events 
throughout centuries of Czech history. However, 
only a small percentage of them is probably aware 
of a structure which reflects 20th-century events in 
Czechoslovakia as no other does, located only a 
few minutes’ walk away. Today it is hard to believe 
that the Great Strahov Stadium in its state of 
disrepair is in fact the largest sports stadium built in 
the modern world. With its original capacity of up 
to 250,000 visitors, according to some sources it 
may be rivalled only by the Roman Circus 
Maximus. For comparison, the capacity of 
Wembley Stadium in London is only 90,000. 
 
It may come as a surprise that the need of the 
relatively small Czechoslovak nation for such a 
gigantic stadium - mostly known for displays of 
synchronised gymnastics under the direction of the 
Communist Party - was in fact much older.  
 
Being one of many small nations united in the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Czechs had been 
actively trying to define their own national identity 
since the late 18th century. The Sokol movement, 
which hand in hand with its credo “a strong spirit 
in a strong body”, connected like-minded Czechs 
through physical and cultural activities and soon 
became a symbol of national pride. It continued to 
play a significant role in public life in the first 
period of the independent Czechoslovak State, 
after the Empire collapsed following the First 
World War. Displays of mass gymnastics by the 
Sokol movement, for which individual member 
units across the country rehearsed identical 
choreography to perform it later together in one 
place, brought the need for a new venue since, 
reportedly, every fifteenth person in the newly 
formed Czechoslovakia was a member. 
 
The Stadium in the interwar period and during 
World War 2 
The construction of the first sports stadium in 
Strahov began in 1926. This structure, designed by 
Architect Alois Dryák, consciously built for the 8th 
Sokol Gymnastics Festival, was wooden and rather 
simple compared to the gigantic concrete icon 
known to the people of Prague today. 
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The works were carried out under the supervision 
of President T.G. Masaryk, who was himself a 
devoted Sokol member, and the stadium carried his 
name after completion, the Masaryk State Stadium. 
 
It was also here, where he made his farewell in 
office to the crowds in 1937 before retiring, waving 
to the crowds with a scarf in the national colours, 
almost symbolically from the perspective of the 
times that were about to come. One year later the 
Sokol gathering at Strahov turned into an open 
anti-war protest. Nevertheless, German troops 
invaded the country in the autumn of the same 
year. After that, the Stadium's use could not have 
been in greater contradiction of the ideas of the 
Sokol movement for which it was built. A military 
parade celebrating the 50th birthday of Adolf Hitler 
took place here in 1939 before the Stadium became 
an assembly point for Prague's Jews on their way to 
concentration camps in Germany and Poland. The 
Stadium retained this sad purpose in the early 
months after the war, only this time the sides had 
changed. In what became the largest integration 
camp in Prague, some 5,000 - 8,000 German 
civilians and Wehrmacht soldiers awaited forced 
resettlement. Numerous reports from the camp of 
gross violence against Germans, including 
executions and alleged burials on site, are only a 

reflection of the violent events that swept the  
whole country at the time. 
 
Communism 
When the Communist Party won the election in 
1948, the Sokol fair held in the summer of that year 
turned once again into a demonstration – this time 
an anti-communist one. After this incident it 
seemed that mass gymnastic displays would no 
longer have a place in the public life of communist 
Czechoslovakia. However, five years after Stalin’s 
death, there was an urgent need to find a new 
bonding ideology. The first famous Spartakiad – a 
mass gymnastics parade organised by the 
Communist Party – took place in 1955 to celebrate 
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 Above, a young man watching the first Spartakiad in 1955 

 

Below, President Masaryk inspecting the new venue, 
constructed of wood, for Sokol gatherings in 1926 
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the 10th anniversary of the country’s liberation by 
the Red Army, opening an era for which the 
Strahov Stadium is best known. These mass events, 
held every five years, aspired to be a demonstration 
of the unity of socialist society across ages and 
backgrounds, working as one entity towards a 
common ideal. 
 
For these mass events, the Stadium and its facilities 
were vastly developed to their current form 
between the years 1960 to 1975. Large 
accommodation facilities were constructed in its 
close vicinity serving as university halls in the 
meantime, which they continue to do up to today. 
There was only one break in the five-yearly 
tradition of physical displays of the greatness and 
unity of socialist society. With the Sokol gatherings 
having twice turned into protests against the 
political situation in the country, the 1970 
Spartakiad was cancelled as the regime didn’t want 
to risk large-scale public manifestations of dissent 
following the Russian invasion of the country in 
1968. After that, the cycle of Spartakiads 
continued, with the exception of the one planned 
for 1990 when, in the last two months of the 
previous year, the course of history took another 
turn. 
 
The post-revolution era 
In the early years after the fall of communism in 
1989 the Stadium saw gigantic concerts of 
prominent western bands, whose music was 
officially banned in the country under the old 
regime. Perhaps the most legendary of all of them 
was a concert by the Rolling Stones in the summer 
of 1990. With Prague covered in posters screaming: 
"Tanks Are Rolling Out, The Stones Are Rolling 
In", the band’s concert three days before the 22nd 
anniversary of the Soviet invasion of 1968 became 
for many a symbol of the newly gained freedom 
and hope for the future, a feeling typical for the 
first half of the 1990s. 
 
The Sokol gatherings returned to Strahov with 
great glory after almost 50 years in 1994 under the 
auspices of the first president of the Czech 
Republic, Václav Havel and his wife Olga. After 
this period of events sending a clear message to the 
world about the newly gained freedom, the use of 
this colossal venue went into rapid decline, and so 
did its upkeep. 
 
Present 
A lengthy and difficult situation around the 
ownership of different parts of the Stadium – the 

result of changes in asset ownership in post-
communist countries – was resolved in 2014, when 
the whole complex came into the municipal 
ownership of the City of Prague. 
 
Despite parts of the Stadium being currently used 
for training purposes by the youth section of the 
Sparta Praha football club, the large concrete 
masses of the stands are left unused and are slowly 
decaying in the absence of any vision for the future 
of the Stadium. Situated near the Castle on top of 
one of the hills overlooking the city, a stone’s 
throw from the beautiful Petřín gardens, the 
Stadium sits on what is potentially some of the 
most lucrative land in the country. There have been 
discussions about the possible demolition of this 
concrete giant, for which it is too difficult to find a 
viable use, and replacing it with new living 
accommodation. 
 
However, the importance of the Stadium in Czech 
history was officially recognised by a national 
cultural monument listing in 2003, the highest in 
the country, making its complete demolition very 
unlikely. In November 2017 the Stadium received 
nation-wide attention in architecture circles and 
national media coverage, when a young architect, 
Veronika Indrová, graduating from the Czech 
Technical University in Prague, won the first prize 
of the Czech Chamber of Architects with her 
master's thesis focusing on the re-use of the 
concrete stands of the Stadium and their alteration 
for mixed and residential use with a large park at its 
heart. She was commended for her sensitive 
approach to the original concrete structure in 
keeping proposed demolitions to the bare 
minimum, mostly reversible removal of concrete 
panels, literally tailoring the scheme for the listed 
site. The coverage and commendation that 
Veronika’s project received will hopefully send a 
wider message across the country that demolition is 
not always the only solution to difficult problems 
associated with heritage buildings and will 
hopefully set an example for future schemes for 
this controversial site that played a large part in the 
history of Czechoslovakia. 
 
Eva Hrončeková studied architecture at the Czech 
Technical University in Prague and spent three years living 
in the Strahov Halls. She studied for her MSc in 
Sustainable Heritage at University College London and 
currently works as an Architectural Assistant at Wright 
and Wright in London. She is interested in the re-use and 
refurbishment of historic buildings that is sympathetic to 
their history whilst unlocking their future. 
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The Strahov Stadium 
Images clockwise from lower left opposite: 
the teenage girls' display at the Spartiakad of 
1985; 
the stadium today; 
two images of possible re-use of the Stadium, 
designed by Veronika Indrová  
 

 

 

Tatra Cars 

 

Above, archive image of Kopřivnice 
(German: Nesselsdorf), Moravia, in continuous 

automotive vehicle production since 1897.  

Right, Hans 
Ledwinka (1878 
-1967) in front of 

his Tatra T87 car; 
left, the Tatra T11 

 

 


