Czech is one of the Western Slavonic languages, distinguished from its neighbours (like Polish) by a series of diacritical marks introduced by the religious reformer Jan Hus in about 1410, including háceks (little hooks), which change the pronunciation of letters. Under Hapsburg rule (1620-1918), Czech was firmly suppressed; the language was revived as part of the nationalist movement in the nineteenth century.

Slightly less daunting than it looks, almost all Czech words are stressed on the first syllable. The most difficult sound is the 'r' with the hácek above it (pronounced 'rzh') – which even Czech children have to be taught to pronounce correctly.

English is rapidly becoming the second language, especially among the younger generation, and the majority of tourist services will have at least one English speaker on the staff. The older generation will be more likely to speak German. Moments of communication breakdown will arise from time to time but they will always be good-humoured. Problems can arise in Prague with the shortening of 'ano' (yes) to 'no'.

Phrases

Yes - Ano (often shortened to 'No')
No - Ne
Hello - Dobrý den
Goodbye - Na shledanou
Please - Prosím
Thank you - Dekuji
My name is … - Mé jméno je …
How are you? - Jak se máte?
I'm quite well - Jde to
I feel ill - Je mi spatne
How much does it cost? - Kolik to stojí?
Do you speak English? - Mluvíte anglicky?
I don't understand - Nerozumím
Where is … ? - Kde je … ?
Entrance - Vchod
Exit - Vychod
Danger / Warning! - Nebezpeci / Pozor!
Open - Otevreno
Closed - Zavreno
Toilets - Záchod / WC
Doctor - Lékar
Hotel - Hotel
Restaurant - Restaurace
Beer - Pivo
Wine - Víno
Menu - Listek
Today - Dnes
Tomorrow - Vcera
Monday - Pondelí
Tuesday - Úterý
Wednesday - Streda
Thursday - Ctvrtek
Friday - Pátek
Saturday - Sibita
Sunday - Nedele
One - Jeden
Two - Dva
Three - Tri
Four - Ctyri
Five - Pet
Six - Sest
Seven - Sedm
Eight - Osm
Nine - Devet
Ten - Deset
Twenty - Dvacet
Thirty - Tricet
Forty - Ctyricet
Fifty - Padesát
Sixty - Sedesát
Seventy - Sedmdesát
Eighty - Osmdesát
Ninety - Devadesát
One Hundred - Sto
One Thousand - Tisíc 

Please/You're welcome: Prosim (PROH-seem)
Thank you: Dekuji Vahm (Dyeh-koo-yih vahm)
Hello: Dobry den (DO-bree-den)
Goodbye: Nashledanou (NAH-sleh-dah-noh-oo)
Yes: Ano (AH-no)
No: Ne (neh) 

Ruzyne-Prague Airport is a modern and spacious international airport located on the northwest edge of Prague and around 17 km north of the city. All international flights arrive here (there is no other civil airport in Prague). However, Prague has three other small airports and several landing areas for helicopters, located at airports and in hospital compounds. The journey from the airport to the city centre takes around 25 - 30 minutes 

Prague Christmas Markets:

Visitors come from all over to experience and enjoy the Christmas markets in Prague (vánoční trhy). The markets usually start four Saturdays before Christmas Eve (Dec. 24) and run until the beginning of January. They are open every day of the week.

Prague Christmas markets are always busy despite the cold. Holiday items, crafts, traditional Christmas decorations and gifts are sold along with hot wine (svařené víno or svařák), grog, warm honey liquor (medovina) and traditional foods. Czech Christmas carols add to the festive atmosphere. After dark, the markets are lit up beautifully.

The most popular markets are those on the Old Town Square and Wenceslas Square where Christmas items and Czech souvenirs are sold in 70 - 80 stands. Other, smaller markets in the same general area are located at the Havelské tržiště and Republic Square. A little outside of the center and easily accessible by the tram and metro is the Christmas market on Náměstí Míru. A special Christmas market is also held at the Prague Exhibition Grounds in Prague 7, usually accompanied by weekend events.

If you plan to come to Prague to experience the Christmas markets, come for the atmosphere. Do not expect to find special, unique products that are only available at Christmas time. Lots of the items that are sold at the Christmas markets can be found in regular Prague stores year round. Besides Christmas ornaments, you will see lots of glass jewelry, ceramic beer mugs, Czech wooden toys, scarves, scented candles... You may want to taste some of the traditional foods that are made fresh right in front of you and which are harder to find outside of the markets.

Old Town Square (Staroměstské náměstí)
Nov. 28, 2009 - Jan. 1, 2010
This is the prettiest (and busiest) Prague Christmas market. Little stalls are nestled around the Jan Hus statue and surrounded by centuries old Gothic, Renaissance and Baroque architecture. The market is dominated by a Christmas tree, which is adorned with hundreds of lights and is lit every evening at dusk (usually around 5 p.m.). A stage is erected every year where Christmas concerts and short plays are performed in the open air.

Wenceslas Square (Václavské náměstí)
Nov. 28, 2009 - Jan. 1, 2010
This is another large Christmas market in the city center. It is located in the lower part of Wenceslas Square and is usually dominated by an artificial Christmas tree the color of which has raised questions and sparked debates in the last couple of years.

Havel Market (Havelské tržiště)
This market is held in one of Prague's oldest marketplaces, established in 1232. The Havel Market is on the way from the Old Town Square to Wenceslas Square.

Republic Square (Náměstí Republiky)
Nov. 25 - Dec. 24, 2009
A Christmas market near the Kotva department store within a short walking distance from the Old Town Square.

Peace Square (Náměstí Míru)
Nov. 20 - Dec. 24, 2009
A local Christmas market in front of the imposing Church of St. Ludmila on the pleasant Náměstí Míru in Prague 2. The market is a lot less busy than those in the center and is visited mostly by Czechs.

Holešovice Exhibition Grounds (Výstaviště Holešovice)
Dec. 11 - 20, 2009
The 'Christmas at the Exhibition Grounds' market in Prague 7 will be accompanied by a weekend entertainment program.    Prague Christmas markets get busy! 

Christmas Opening Times

December 24 (Christmas Eve)
Christmas Eve in the Czech Republic can be compared to Christmas Day or Thanksgiving in the United States. There is not much activity anywhere and the streets are quiet. Museums, galleries, tourist attractions, most stores and most restaurants are closed. Banks and post offices are closed. Public transport runs on its Sunday schedule.

December 25 - 26 (Christmas Holidays)
Most museums, galleries, tourist attractions and restaurants in the center of Prague keep their normal opening hours. Some stores may be on their Sunday (i.e. shortened) opening hours. Banks and post offices are closed. Public transport runs on its Sunday schedule.

Christmas market opening times
- Old Town Square and Wenceslas Square, Nov. 28, 2009 - Jan. 1, 2010
  Weekdays 9:00 - 19:00
  Weekends 9:00 - 20:00
  Food stands 9:00 - 24:00
- Holešovice Exhibition Grounds, Dec. 11 - 20, 2009
  10:00 - 18:00 daily

Though only the portal of the original house remains, inside the building is a fascinating little exhibit (mostly photographs) on Kafka's life, with commentary in English. Kafka came into the world on July 3, 1883, in a house next to the Kostel svatého Mikuláse (Church of St. Nicholas). For years the writer was only grudgingly acknowledged by the Communist cultural bureaucrats, reflecting the traditionally ambiguous attitude of the Czech government toward his work. As a German and a Jew, moreover, Kafka could easily be dismissed as standing outside the mainstream of Czech literature. Following the 1989 revolution, however, Kafka's popularity soared, and his works are now widely available in Czech. 

Mozart fans should flock to this villa, where the great composer stayed on several occasions as a guest of art patrons Frantisek and Josefina Dusek. The small, well-organized W. A. Mozart Museum is packed with musical memorabilia, including a flyer for a performance of Don Giovanni in 1788, only months after the opera's world premiere at the Estates Theater. Also on hand is a handsome collection of period instruments, several purportedly played by the master. Summer concerts here are pricey, but the atmosphere is unbeatable. Take Tram No. 12 from Karmelitská south (or ride metro Line B) to the Andel metro station. From there a 10-minute walk west on Plzenská past the shopping malls will bring you within sight of the Hotel Movenpick; Bertramka is up and behind the hotel. 
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Simply put, Prague is one of Europe's most beautiful cities. An evening stroll across the Charles Bridge—as the sun sets behind the castle and the last rays are reflected by the Old Town's golden spires—has become one of those European "musts." And who can forget the beer? 

Top Things to Do

1. Walk across the Charles Bridge at night drinking in the dramatic city skyline.

2. Have a drink at the Letna beer garden at sunset, enjoying the breathtaking backdrop of the Old Town's spires.

3. Hike the high-altitude meadow from Hradcany to Petrin Hill with stunning vistas over the city.

4. Get lost in the Old Town. Stow your map at the hotel and leave the masses behind on Karlova, choosing instead the labyrinth of little cobblestoned alleyways.

5. Stroll the river on the Malá Strana side, while feeding the swans.

When to Go

Prague is beautiful year-round, but it's busiest in summer and during the Christmas and Easter holidays. Spring offers generally good weather with a more relaxed level of tourism, as flowers are blossoming, historical sights are open longer, and the Prague Spring Music Festival is in full swing. During the busy Easter season you can watch an unusual fertility ritual with pagan roots, in which boys with willow branches whip the girls in order to keep them fertile; the girls reply by splashing their tormentors with water. When fall arrives, trees take on red-and-gold hues, and Czechs head to the woods to pick their beloved mushrooms. In winter you encounter fewer visitors and find much cheaper hotels; you also have the opportunity to see Prague breathtakingly covered in snow, but it can get very cold and dark, as the sun tends to set by 5 and many days are overcast. Also, some castles and museums, especially those outside of Prague, close for the season. January and February generally bring the best skiing in Bohemia's mountains—and there's great difficulty in finding a room at the ski resorts. If you're not a skier, try visiting the mountains in late spring (April or May) or fall, when the colors are dazzling and you have the hotels and restaurants nearly to yourself. In much of the rest of Bohemia and Moravia, even in midsummer, the number of visitors is far smaller than in Prague, and trips to the towns that dot the countryside can be a welcome break from the long lines and crowded areas of the Golden City.

Climate

Winters can be bone-chillingly cold, with dark, overcast days. The maximum average temperature in December and January is 32° F, and temperatures frequently drop to the low 20s F. Things brighten up considerably in the spring and summer seasons. The days peak in July with around 10 hours of sunshine per day. Showers are infrequent and usually light and short, while temperatures hover in the high 70s F. Fall brings with it fewer crowds and slightly cooler temperatures in the 60s F, as well as a riotous display of color on the foliage in parts of the city and countryside.

On the Menu

Traditional Czech food is hearty, with big portions of meat and something starchy on the side, such as dumplings or potatoes. Herbs and spices are not used heavily, though dill, marjoram, and caraway make frequent appearances, and garlic is a mainstay. Aside from these, the flavor comes from the meat. The Czechs know what they're doing when it comes to smoking meat—the natural way—and smoked uzený (pork) makes its way into many meals.

Bramborák (bram-bohr-ahk). Available from fast-food stands throughout the city as well as in restaurants, this large (six- to eight-inch) potato pancake is flavored with marjoram and deep-fried.

Bezmasá jídla. This section of the menu lists dishes without meat. Listings often include cocka (stewed lentils), smazený sýr (fried cheese), and rizoto se zeleninou (risotto with vegetables).

Cesnecka (ches-netch-kah). A Czech standby, this garlic soup is a thin—usually meatless—garlic-laced broth containing small pieces of potato, served with fried bread cubes.

Cocky (choch-kee). In this traditional dish, green lentils are stewed with or without smoked meat. An egg and pickle are usually served with the meatless version.

Cibulacka (tsi-boo-latch-kah). A close relative of cesnecka—though a little less potent—this onion soup is usually served with bread, and cheese is sprinkled on top. Unlike the French version, it's not made from meat broth, so it's usually quite light.

Dábelské toasty (dya-bel-skeh). Devil's toasts are a mixture of cooked ground beef, tomatoes, onions, and peppers served on fried or toasted white bread.

Gulás (goo-laush). Less oily than its Hungarian counterpart, Czech goulash is cubes of beef or pork, stewed and served in thin gravy. It's usually served with houskové knedlíky (bread dumplings) and chopped onions on top.

Hotová jídla (ho-to-vah yee'dla). This section of the menu contains dishes that are premade and ready to be served. Listed here you can find the most traditional favorites svíckova stewed beef and goulash.

Jídla na objednávku (yee'dla na ob-yeh'd-nahv-koo). This section of the menu lists dishes that are cooked to order, including a selection of chicken and pork cutlets, as well as beef steak, prepared in various ways. Usually, they differ in their use of ingredients, such as onions, garlic, mushrooms, or cheese.

Klobása (kloh-bah-sa). A mainstay of the obcerstveni (fast-food stand), this smoked sausage is also served in restaurants as an addition to certain types of gulás and soups or by itself.

Kulajda (koo-lie-dah). This traditional creamy soup with fresh or dried forest mushrooms is flavored with wine vinegar, caraway, and dill.

Moucníky (moe-ooch-nikkee). The dessert section on any traditional Czech menu is not terribly long, but you might see palacinky (sweet pancakes),zmrzlina (ice cream), compot (fruit compote), or dort (cake).

Nakládaný Hermelín (nah-kla-den-ee). A favorite snack of cafés and pubs that consists of a small round of hermelín (a soft cheese closely resembling Camembert) pickled in oil, onions, and herbs and served with dark rye bread.

Palacinky (pala-ching-kee). Usually served with jam or ice cream inside and whipped cream on top, these pancakes resemble crepes, but are made with a thicker batter.

Prílohy (pr'zhee-lo-hee). In traditional Czech restaurants, side orders aren't included with main courses, so look for them in this menu section. Regular dishes include hranolky (French fries), Americké brambory (literally, American potatoes; actually, fried potato wedges), and ryze (rice).

Smazený sýr (sma-zhe-nee see'r). A postwar addition to the traditional Czech diet, this staple is literally translated as fried cheese. A thick slab of an Edamlike cheese is breaded and deep fried, ideally giving it a crusty shell and a warm gooey interior. It's usually served with tartar sauce—for liberally spreading on top—and fries.

Studené predkrmy (stoo-den-eh pr'zhed-krmy). The section of cold appetizers on a Czech menu is typically a short one and usually includesutopenec (pickled pork sandwich), tlacenka (head cheese), and sunkova rolka(ham roll with horseradish cream).

Svícková (svitch-koh-vah). Though technically this means a tenderloin cut of beef, on menus it's actually a dish consisting of two to four slabs of stewed beef, usually rump roast; in better restaurants you can get real tenderloin covered with a creamy sauce of pureed root vegetables, garnished with a dollop of whipping cream, cranberry sauce, and a slice of lemon. It's served with houskové knedlíky (bread dumplings).

Teplé predkrmy (teh-pleh pr'zhed-kr-mee). Warm appetizers on a Czech menu ordinarily include topinka (toasted or fried dark bread, rubbed with garlic cloves), and dabelské toasty (devil's toasts).

Utopenec (oo-toe-pen-etts). Literally translated as "drowned man," utopenec is uncooked pork sausage that has been pickled in vinegar. It's not only a common appetizer in Czech restaurants, but it is a ubiquitous beer-snack staple in Czech pubs.

Vepro-knedlo-zelo (veh-pr'zho-kne'dlo-zhe-lo). An affectionately shortened name for the three foods that appear on one plate, this popular family dish consists of roast pork, dumplings, and cabbage stewed with a bit of caraway.

Zelnacka (zell-n'yatch-kah). Cabbage is the main ingredient in this hearty soup whose flavor is accentuated by caraway and smoked pork or sausage. It can be a filling meal by itself when served in a small round loaf of bread.

Great Itinerary

Day 1: Arrival, Prague Castle

On the first day—particularly if your plane lands early—get yourself situated in your hotel and shoot for at least one great site before hitting the sack. That site has got to be Prague Castle, whose grounds contain the towering St. Vitus's Cathedral and the Golden Lane, a row of minuscule cottages built along one of the Castle's walls. Later relax in the nearby Royal Gardens. Take a leisurely stroll down through Malá Strana to the Charles Bridge before returning to your hotel.

Day 2: Josefov & Staré Mesto (Old Town)

On the second day, hit Josefov, the Jewish Quarter, in the morning before the crowds. Then walk over to Old Town Square, to see the Astronomical Clock and the Gothic Church of Our Lady before Týn. If you have time afterward, explore the streets that radiate from the square to Wenceslas Square.

Day 3: Malá Strana

On the third day walk across the baroque, statue-adorned Charles Bridge on your way to Malá Strana, home to numerous embassies and palaces; the bridge is less busy early in the morning. In the Church of Our Lady Victorious be sure to catch the odd effigy of the Holy Infant of Prague, a wax doll dressed in ceremonial garb.

Day 4: Day Trip to Kutná Hora

For an easy day trip, visit the well-preserved medieval mining town of Kutná Hora, whose rich deposits of silver put it on the map in the 13th century. The St. Barbara Church, built with the miners' donations and named after their patron saint, has many colorful murals depicting mining scenes; outside, the Gothic structure's three tent-shape spires rise above lines of buttresses. Be sure to save time either before or after Kutná Hora to visit the suburb of Sedlec to see the eerie Bone Church. If castles are more your thing, substitute a quick visit to Karlstejn or Konopiste.

Day 5: Ceský Krumlov

Take a trip to southern Bohemia to soak up the Renaissance charm of Ceský Krumlov, which is surely one of the most beautiful cities in this part of the world. Built around loops of the Vltava River, the town is listed as second in importance on UNESCO's list of World Heritage Sites, behind only Venice. Plan on spending the night here.

Day 6: Karlovy Vary

Make your way back to Ceské Budejovice and then westward in the direction of Plzen and eventually to Karlovy Vary. If you have got the time, make a pit stop to tour the famous Pilsner Urquell Brewery in Plzen. If you want to drink, it might be wise to plan an overnight here. Otherwise, continue on to the lovely spa town of Karlovy Vary. This is the king of Bohemia's spa resorts with winding hillside walks and cooling pools for taking a dip. Check out the historic city center and don't pass up a romantic dinner at the Embassy restaurant atop one of the bridges over the tiny Tepla river. Plan on spending the night.

Day 7: Return to Prague

Complete any unfinished itinerary from previous days, or go exploring in a new neighborhood: Nové Mesto, Vysehrad, or Vinohrady. In the evening treat yourself to a fine performance at the National Theater or the Rudolfinum, to end your trip on a high note

Good Food On the Go

There was a time not many years ago when a quick bite on the go in Prague was largely limited to the predictable international fast-food chains and the fatty—albeit tasty—fare from the local sausage stands. These are still around, but if you're in the mood for something more flavorful while rushing around, keep an eye out for these specialty shops and bakeries in the downtown area, which offer freshly made sandwiches, salads, prepared meals, and pastries.

Bakeshop Praha (Kozi 1, Staré Mesto) has fresh fragrant bread, good salads, and rich brownies. The sandwiches with English bacon have earned a patriotic following. There's seating indoors if you're not looking to take your meal with you.

Culinaria (Skorepka 9, Staré Mesto) supplies a wide selection of salads, main courses, and desserts that change regularly. The display is always a painter's palette of vivid color, and the staff is helpful. An herbal juice bar is complemented by a sweeping selection of the best imported soft drinks. You can eat standing up at one of the few tables, or everything is available to go.

Paneria (Kaprova 3, Staré Mesto.) locations are popping up in almost every district, some within two blocks of each other—there are at least three in Old Town alone. The sandwiches are standardized but made fresh when you order, and they come with toppings such as green olives, mascarpone, and tomato. Desserts include some winners, such as the flan with forest berries.

