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Translator’s Note 

and Foreword 1

by

F .  X .  C a l d e i r a

I.
Who was V.  M.  Straka?  The world knows  

his name, knows his reputation as the prolific 
author of provocative fictions, novels that toppled 
governments, shamed ruthless industrialists, and 
foresaw the horrifying sweep of totalitarianism that 
has been a particular plague in these last few 
decades. It knows him as the most nimble of writ-
ers, one whose mastery of diverse literary idioms 
and approaches was on display from book to book, 
even chapter to chapter. But the world never knew 

1	 This book was to have been published by my former employer, Karst & Son—as all of Stra-
ka’s previous books were. However, that firm has shut its doors abruptly and without notice to 
its employee. I have—at considerable personal expense (financial and otherwise)—begun my 
own publishing venture so that Straka’s capstone work can be appreciated by the public.
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personal reclusiveness was perhaps the grandest 
and most provocative of these.

 But the focus on the Writer and not the Work 
dishonors both. Only in the author’s private life—
which was and is nobody’s business—might it matter 
“who” he “was.” The few verifiable public statements 
Straka issued confirm that he, too, believed the 
authorship controversy was misguided—not to men-
tion a pernicious threat to his safety, liberty, and 
peace of mind.

Nineteen novels are attributed to Straka, the first 
being the satirical adventure Miracle at Braxenholm, 
which was the toast of Europe in 1911, the final one 
being the book you have in your hand. Herein you 
will also find extensive annotations that I have con-
tributed for the benefit of Straka’s devoted readers 
and the responsible scholars who study his work.

II.
While I do so with trepidation, I shall encapsu-

late the most common arguments over “candidates,” 
lest readers seek such information from unreliable 
sources.

Some believe that V. M. Straka the author was the 
factory worker Vaclav Straka (born 1892 in South 

Straka’s face, never knew with certainty a single 
fact of the man’s life. 

Predictably, though disappointingly, the mystery 
of Straka’s identity has become more intensely stud-
ied than his body of work. Interest in his life story is 
understandable, certainly, as he is widely acknowl-
edged as one of the most idiosyncratic and influen-
tial novelists of the first half of this century.2 His 
appreciative readers wanted to know the man who 
created the stories they loved, and his enemies 
wanted to know who he was so he could be silenced. 

The furor over Straka’s identity is particularly 
intense due to the rumors about his activities and 
affiliations—rumors that are fairly bursting with 
tales of sabotage, espionage, conspiracy, subversion, 
larceny, and assassination. If there is a category of 
skullduggery to which Straka’s name has not been 
linked in the popular press (and in some infuriating 
articles passed off as “literary scholarship”), I am 
not aware of it. Perhaps this is to be expected, as 
Straka’s work itself often included secrets, conspira-
cies, and shadow-world occurrences. The author’s 

2	 Ernest Hemingway expressed his admiration for Straka’s books in a 1935 interview in 
Le Monde. It is well-known that Hemingway later became one of Straka’s harshest critics. 
What is less well-known is that Hemingway’s about-face came shortly after he begged for 
a personal audience with Straka and his request was met with indifferent silence. 
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• 	 The French archaeologist-suffragist-novelist Ama-
rante Durand.3 

Some allegedly-serious people have suggested 
occult origins (A little girl receiving messages from 
a fourteenth-century nun! An ancient Nazca king, 
originally from a distant planet! Grand Duchess 
Olga, writing both before and after her murder!) 
and other absurdities (A murderous Serbian nation-
alist known only as “Apis’s Amanuensis”! The almost-
certainly-fictional “Last Spanish Pirate” Juan Blas 
Covarrubias! The proverbial million monkeys!), 
which merit mention only to be scoffed at.

I have little interest in arguing about which  
“candidate”—plausible, fantastic, or otherwise—for 
Straka is the strongest. I do not know his birth name, 
his birthplace, or his native tongue. I do not know his 
height, his weight, his street address, his work history, 
or the paths of his travels. I do not know if he com-
mitted any of the illegal, subversive, or violent acts of 
which he has been accused. I do not care who other 
people think he was or what they thought of him.4 

Bohemia), although this argument must strain to 
account for a newspaper item about the suicide of a 
man by this name in Prague in 1910. Others—includ-
ing many soi-disant “literary experts”—dispute the 
theory for a different reason: as with the Shake-
speare authorship controversy, they argue that these 
works could not have been written by a man with 
little formal education. No, they say, it must have 
been someone else writing under the Straka name, 
someone with more sterling credentials, such as: 

• 	 The Swedish children’s author Torsten Ekstrom; 
or

• 	 The Scottish philosopher, novelist, and bon 
vivant Guthrie MacInnes; or

• 	 The once-revered and now-much-out-of-favor 
Spanish novelist and memoirist Tiago García 
Ferrara; or

• 	 The aptly-initialed American pulp novelist and 
screenwriter Victor Martin Summersby; or

• 	 The Canadian adventurer C. F. J. Wallingford; or
• 	 The German anarchist and polemicist Reinhold 

Feuerbach; or 
• 	 The noted Czech poet and playwright Kajetán 

Hruby; or even
3	 Durand is a particularly foolish suggestion. All available evidence indicates that V. M. 
Straka was a man.

4	 Do I think he was a dangerous man? Perhaps, if you posed a danger to him.
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IV.
Three years ago, in late May 1946, I received a 

telegram from Straka summoning me from New 
York to the Hotel San Sebastián in Havana. Here, it 
read, he would hand me the manuscript of the tenth 
and final chapter of his new novel, Ship of Theseus.6 
I’d had the honor and pleasure of working with 
Straka for over two decades, translating thirteen of 
his novels (each of them into several languages),7 
but though our partnership was profound and pro-
ductive, it flourished through correspondence only;8 
we had never, to my knowledge, met face-to-face. 
The telegram hinted that he was, finally, prepared to 
reveal himself to me, fully trusting that I would 
never reveal anything that would compromise his 
anonymity and security.9 

I care about the artistry of his words and the  
passion of his convictions. I feel no urge to identify 
him because I knew him. I saw the world through 
the eyes of his characters; I heard his voice in his 
letters and in our discussions in the margins of his 
typescripts; I felt his gratitude for my efforts to 
bring his stories to a wider audience. His mysteries, 
his secrets, his mistakes? These are not, have never 
been, and will never be, my concern.

III.
I confess: it is my most fervent wish that someday 

my morning mail will contain another one of those 
creased and ink-stained manila envelopes with a 
smudged postmark and no return address, that 
inside it will be one of Straka’s customary onionskin 
typescripts—written, as usual, in a language I was 
not aware the author knew—and that this twentieth 
novel, provocative and delightful, elusive and reve-
latory, will prove to be a worthy addition to the 
author’s oeuvre. 

But this will not happen. V. M. Straka is dead. By 
whose hand, I cannot say.5 

5	 I shall not speculate in print as to who might want Straka dead. Suffice it to say that there 
are several possibilities—individuals and organizations—and that they all have a long reach. 

6	 I had spent the better part of a year working on my translation of the first nine chapters from 
the original Czech but felt I could go no further even on these without knowing how the novel 
would end. I had sent him a telegram that urged him to complete the book, as I (and, of course, his 
entire reading public) was desperately awaiting it. His response, in the message referred to above, 
hinted that he could not write the final lines without the two of us discussing them in person. 

7	 The finest of these, in my opinion, are The Spotted Cat (1924), The Black Nineteen 
(1925), Washington & Greene (1929), The Night Palisades (1934), Wineblood’s Mine 
(1939), The Winged Shoes of Emydio Alves (1942), and Coriolis (1944). No translator has 
ever been credited with work on Straka’s first six novels.

8	 Those who would seek to read or acquire our letters should know that they no longer 
exist. A condition of correspondence with Straka was that the recipient burn all materials 
after reading them. 

9	 Certainly I have been tested enough. No amount of money could remunerate me for 
all the threatening encounters, harassment, burglaries, break-ins, pursuits, and surveil-
lance (both stealthy and overt) to which I have been subjected. 
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along with a few additional pages that a maid found 
stuffed under the mattress in Straka’s room, are the 
basis for the version of Chapter Ten that you will 
soon read.10 I have used my best efforts to recon-
struct the chapter and to fill in the gaps in ways con-
sistent with Straka’s intentions. 

V.
 “If Straka is dead,” some have asked, “then where 

is his body?”11 Why does it matter? If his remains are 
in the ground anywhere, then they have become 
part of the earth in its entirety. If they are in water, 
then they fill our oceans and rain down from our 
clouds. If they are in the air, then we breathe them 
as surely as we draw breaths of life from his fictions. 
V. M. Straka was not just a storyteller, he was a story. 
And story is resilient, protean, eternal.

VI.
No book of Straka’s has ever included a foreword, 

a translator’s note, footnotes, or any other additional 

I arrived as planned at the hotel on the morning 
of June 5. At the front desk, I asked for him by the 
alias under which he was traveling (which I will not 
specify here, even though he will use it no more). I 
was told by the desk clerk that “Señor F—” had 
gone out and requested that any visitors wait in the 
hotel restaurant until he returned. I waited until the 
restaurant closed at midnight. Sick with worry, I 
persuaded the night clerk to take me up to the room. 
What we found inside was a scene I shall never for-
get: evidence of a terrible struggle—chairs splin-
tered, a table overturned, holes and slashes in the 
plastered walls, clothing strewn, a Wanderer type-
writer upside down on the floor, blood on the win-
dowsill—and the window open to a three-story fall 
into an alley. Below the window? Two men in police 
uniforms, loading a blanket-rolled body into the 
back of a truck and carting it away. And after that? 
Nothing except for the truck’s exhaust and a few 
sheets of onionskin paper fluttering about. 

Should I have followed the truck? Perhaps. But 
in my shock and grief, I acted on instinct. I ran down 
to the alley and collected the papers. As I had both 
hoped and feared, they were part of Straka’s manu-
script for the tenth chapter of Ship of Theseus. These, 

10	 It should be noted that, unfortunately, the very last page—the one containing the true 
ending of Straka’s masterwork—was not among the pages that were retrieved.

11	 In the most mundanely literal sense, the answer to this question is probably “in an 
unmarked grave in or near Havana.” But no discerning reader of Straka’s work would be 
satisfied with the mundanely literal.
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text; the author was adamant that only his writings 
should appear between the covers of his books. Am 
I then violating his authorial wishes now? Doubt-
lessly so. But if these words of mine were, some-
how, to reach Straka, he would understand my 
motivations and find them sound and sincere. He 
saw me as someone who cared deeply for his work, 
who helped his words reach millions of readers, and 
who zealously guarded the anonymity upon which 
his artistic integrity—and, indeed, his survival—
depended.12 He understood that my allegiance to 
him was and is unwavering, from first to last. It is in 
the fondest regions of my heart and mind that my 
connection with V. M. Straka began, and it is there 
that it shall end.

— F.  X .  C a l d e i r a
October 30, 1949

New York

12	Let me reiterate: I possess no personal information about Straka. I have made tremen-
dous sacrifices and put myself at grave risk by collaborating with him, and I am disin-
clined to invite more of these foul attentions.
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Chapter 1 

What Begins, 
What Ends

Dusk. The Old Quarter 
of a city where river meets sea. 

A man in a dark gray overcoat walks the Quarter’s 
streets, a tangle of cobblestone passages that spin 
from the harbor and thread themselves through 
neighborhoods where the smells of cooking spices 
vary but the sad decrepitude is shared. The build-
ings, black with the soot of centuries, loom over 
him, blocking out most of the sky and making it dif-
ficult to know at any given moment whether he is 
heading toward the water or away from it.1 

1	 A sense of spatial disorientation afflicts characters throughout Straka’s body of work—
most notably in Coriolis, which features a character afflicted with a fictional ailment 
called “Eötvös Syndrome.” The illness causes his sense of disorientation to intensify as his 
travels take him closer to the equator. 




