AJA: Always a Champion

Mo mamer how many people are in a
rootn, ones eye s immediately drawn o
this st ri.I'i.iI:IE WOITEAR: SLTuesguE, chie, beau-
tiful. She Jsl.ii:ll‘l b d.-l.'l.'|.l in disousiion with
Dick Bumoen, Bataring Wi, Tem Collins,
Ivana Trump — or receiving a grear hosor
from the President of her native Ceech
RA'_'I.ILI.I:I“\'_. Shes former two-time World
Charnpion Aja Zanova, a lady equally com-
fortable afi-the-ice navigating the coffidar
of |.1i.|5 business, peditics and power.

Behind che t':l""""j“ﬁ ekin, the fine jewels,
the charm, resdes a -::Lll:l:li:llf.'?: individual:
intelligent, discerning. Vulnerable, strong.
A |r_r}';|.'l friend. A formidable .llj'l-'l.'l.'.'uil.l'}'. A
force for causes and |:||:r.r]:|c she believes in.
A survivor,

Her life mjr;|11 have been deawn from the
pages of a novel, LIJI:I:I|.'I|1.'|.I.' with adventures
of the kind one usually encounters only on
a4 motien picture SCreen: 3 |i.I-|.'-L||n.'u11.'|:|j:|i:,
esCapE from an oppressive Comemurnise
regiite; reifventing Jll.'l.'.'-l.'l.l.LthtllJIL'll.".:.", i a
l.u:::iy_n. COURLEY and culiire, into a sophis-
ticated, glamorows skating star, beginning a
|jfr.'|un|5 love affair with the USA. (The only
other female to mainmin a wp pro career

that lasted as long a Ajas was Sonja Henie,
and Henie didn't tour eleven maonths a vear
for \'.'it:llll.l.‘l.'ﬂ =131 :tr;ul._';hi.]

Fanova PI:':H:I.'I.'d.lL'Ij 10 reinvent |1¢.'n»c]:|-;r'|.'!
again, proving there dor life after :-;ku.ii::tr..
schieving spectacular results as an [SHEA
meur on the Mew Yook restaurant seene, her
hushand Paul by her side.

Her joursey has sor beenn the standard
sleares-ro-suecess tale — her childhood Fasn-
tasies didn't include Flgl.uu skates. “I waned
to be a skied" she recalls. The
Crechoslovakia of her vouth was a land of
|um;u'l. s|1|.|w-::u3:-|:l|.'d. mountains, rounded
haills, and |u:||i|:1|:rI plains. [t was a landlocked
COUnEry, in the center of Ewrope. In the
pefiod between the world wars, it was a
|.|:r_'|.'d.uu:|-Ju'\.-i|1i;, jlillt[rl:tlljt[ll II.'|:ILI.|:IJi.L,
|:li:l.'l]LEr|.iLi.' of famous COIMPOSErs and
authors, Smetana and Kafka amaong them.

Aja [nee Alena) Vezanova was an only
child. Her mother, Anna, was an opera
singes. Her fathes, Miroslav, was an expert
on finance and a cellise. “They were
artians,  stares Aja, “bur ours was hardly
what youd call 2 “show basiness’ family”

Wodd War I1 was a distant threar during
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Apals carly years. le was a sad day when her
country becarme a “proecrorae” of the
German government; the population faced
2 bleak and uncerrain furure. The desize 1o
live as “nosmal” a life as ]Ju:xiHc. during
the oCCupation, pl.':lnl.'u.t-l.'l.‘l the du.i];r' lives of
the citizens.

The Vrzanova family unit remained
intace. For young Aja and her mothes,
concentration on the sport al sku!i:l:.r; Wik
a podsend. Practice was seeictly on owt-
door ice, all skaters ar the mercy of the
elemenms. “We were the opposite of
spoiled.”™ stares Aju “We even prepared
our own e, We learned how o be
resoieceful, ler me ell :\m-u."

Aja skared only in the winter. In the
sumrmers, she lived with her t';rundpun.'rm.
at their home in the southern part of the
counery. "1 can’t complain abour my youth,
despite the air-raids. We'd go down to the
cellar for hall an hour, then the all-clear
would sound. One got wsed po i I had a
liele bit of everything — I had my family,
fum, oo real worries, and r.l:.ul!inl'. Wik S0me-
L||i|:L1; [ lovved doing.

Her Mo was her coach. “She did svery-
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shing for me,” recalls Aja. “Through the
vears it was she who woke me ar SAM and
Frome her feet of 'I|'|I'-|.|.L|:Li]!|E e pracice. She
dedicared her life to me" From the E.?I:_Ei:ll-
I.'I:iILE. “1 wasn't afraid 1o LFY oW !!I:i.l:lEL |
learned a ii':li:ll and a wale jLIJII.I_.'I. and
worked hard at h:lu.:ki:lig the spin faseer and
the jump |:|.i#|.-|:r. Mom -I'.“I.'I-ﬂ-l'.‘-IJI:.'IEI.'rJ me,
:]J.wu:ra. [t was fun, and FAVE ME & :|-l:~|.'|j||.E af
accomplishment. If I got a swelled head,
Mom quickly brought me down to earth. I
was discipline our of love.”

Ar the age of seven-and-a-half, her par-
ents entered her in a local L"-'_'|-|:|:||:|I:Li.Li.-;.'-|:|-'l'|'||.'
shl.i.ug clubs I:!'.'-L'IJEI:I:iI‘.I:I'J. the child's poten-
tad, and Aja |:L'l[.llj.'l-ll_!|' absorhed all the
amtention. “Ler's face i, | was a ham,” she
says. 1 loved it when [y mather dressed
me up.”

Dretails of thart first long-age competition
remain vivid in her memory: " lr was 4 one
minute freesryle, and my costume con-
sisted of knitted panty hose and a pink
raffera skirt.” She was proud when she
defeared a 12-year-old competitor.

The young skater went through the
ranks. “From then on, Mom entered me in
Eﬂ:y!]til:ﬂ. Farher loved raking bows when

[ won. He selected all rry music.” Ajas atti-
tude was imporant a8 her talent: "1 was
always what is called voday a ‘positive
thinker."™ It seemed |.-|.'-Ei-'_1] CI!IIJ!.L_EJ:I -—
skare well, do well, “1 was formunare, of
course, becawse shuii:ag for an audience
wasnt a FIIILIL'I']I:JIL. I was I::rl:i:r AETVOLS,
When VOURE NEEVOUS, You lose your ltg.'i-'
[e |:L'lp1!l|.':|.-|.'|.‘|, bur aot often.”

She was also observant, “1 had a E'J.l-'_rd. eye
for II.'I'Jl:l:f'.iII._E,hI she explains. “If a skaver
exhibired E-L'-url lL'-ﬂ:llLi-'.lul:. 1 Ll:'l-pi.d:d Tilg
(Actor Michael Caine, if he saw an actor do
some eltective bir of business, [ fled ir
away in my brain and s'm'lpj:r -:.'|.I|_'.'|-.i|:rl 10 e
all do in, -'.r:l:lg.' few of us admir ie.")

Ajas signarure free skating style emerged
inn time. She was rall, unusual for a Eﬂun:
skater, and had grear presence and person-
:l.i1g.' on the ice. Under her Mom's lu11.'|'.|.g-:.
she built a formidable repertoire of "hig"
jumps and fase spins. “Bur free sharing was
worth ul:ll:r f-’.r:rl!].' peroent of the final score
in those rJ.;'l:r.'i. School I]gu:-r_-. counted for
SEXTY percent. There were skaters who could
barely jump and spin, but they could skare
great |;5_u:ui:. and sometimes were 3o far
ahead in points that E]I.L':r':l.'l win. There was

First lesson with #om

so much 1o p-:r'.|L1i-2-|:!"

Where had her mother '.|.-L'4.]|.|.i:|'-|:|.‘| her
J'i.l]l'_l"l-'ul]I'."l.‘I.El.' of skating? “She leaened from
reading skating books,” states Aja. “Hard
to believe, bue true.”

At the end of the war, the Crechs faced
anathes ll.'l'l‘:iE-:r'iJI.E prospect: Cormmunist
domination and rule, the Country to
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become a police state, parermed afver
Russia. Aja didn'®t realize it ar the tme, bur

she was on a collision couwrse with the new
forces contralling her counery.

“I had won the Czech natonal ritle, but
my parents and [ realized thar we needed
help if 1 was to make any impact on the
international skating seene. The Worlds
and Olympics would resume, now thar the
war had ended. [ needed a coach who knew
the technical level 1'd have o reach to com-
pete.” Thar coach would also have o be
wise in the byzantine ways of the skating
world, a universe unre itself *Finding such
a persan was going to be a challenge, if nor
impodsible,” states Aja. "Ar the time, 1 did-
't even speak Englich!™

A family friend, Jarmilla Pachlova, saved
the day. “She changed my life,” notes Aja.
“She was responsible for finding Arnold
Crerschwiler for me. {(Jarmilla is sdll with us
reday, thank God — 103 years oldl)
Witheut her, no Gesschwiler. [ had o go o
London, to meet him, myself. They would-
nt give mother a passport. Green as 1 was,
I st have impressed him. After warching
re train, he said, Aja, if you worl like this,

you can be world champion.” Thar was
what 1 needed o hear. It gave me confi-
dence.” And fortified her resolve.

Trips to foreign territories were tightly
bound by restrictions from her homeland
government. “We couldnt rake much
money with us.” she recalls, “and were
always under close surveillance. T would be
permitted no personal freedom away from
the rink. But what choice did any of us
have? One didn't argue. It was their way or
e way.”

Ajz would live with the Gerschwilers for
rwo years. “His wife, Vi, was like 2 second
mother — and Arnold was 2 second father.
[ felr I had a secure home base, as they say.
They taught me about the western way of
life. "Yes, please,” and ‘No, thank you,'
quickly entered my swiftly growing English
vocabulary. The Gerschwilers taught me
the wisdom of always writing thank-you
notes, a practice 've continued 1o the pres-
ent day."

Was there at least a gratifying personal
life, o far from home? “There was no per-
sonal life, none ar all,” she stares. “Arnold
felt that once 1 fell in love, I'd be aut of con-
trod. “If 1 could avoid that', he said, ‘T could

be world champion’. Since thars whar [
wanted o be, [ followed hiz advice —
except on one sccasion. In London, [ got a
crush on a professional roller skaver, and I'd
met him berause he was a friend of the
Gerschwiler family. So it was Amold's fault!

“I was perhaps sixteen-and-a-half, seven-
teen years old. We went our on a date, 1o a
pestaiirant, and suddenly I didn't feel well I
was fearless on the ice, bur on this e
date,” I was a bundle of nerves. 1 had 1o
visit the ladies room. Bur [ was too embar-
ragssed o walk the few feet — for some
crazy reason, [ felt he'd think I was behav-
ing like a child. So whar did 1 da? [ ran all
the way home, wo use the facilivies there.

"l can laugh abour it now. Do you sup-
pose my poor prince charming is sill
waiting for me o reowrn? Arnold muse have
been thankful he didn’t have 1o worry about
lirele Aja falling in love — ar least not until
after she became world charmpion.™

The post-war years brought rwo specrac-
ular slearers from the Wedt onro the

international scene: Americas Dick Button
and Canadas Barbara Ann Scotr. They
introduced not only a daring new style and

difficult new elements into their free skar-
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ing (Butten invented the “Burton [lying]
Camel,” and jumped the first double-anel
and triple jumps); both were also beilliane
ar fgures. The Europeans were suddenly
face to Face with the future,

In the meantime, Afa had some unigue
moves o distinguish her from her rivals:
she was the first woman w jump the dou-
ble-Lure, “and Arnold and 1 swele Dick’s
open el and Aying sit-spin.”

a'l.j:l': il-.u.l!il:'lg I.'H.I.Egll.l. the eye of 1 woman
unigue in the jce world: Sonja Henke. Iewas
1947, Aja was a reensger and Sonja was
thirry-five, technically still reigning Olympic
champion (the nea year, 1948, 19-year-old
Barbara Ann Scor won the e,

EE\'L_J':F\UIZ'IE l:.'lltw Sr_'lll.ia, ﬂ!u’.‘ WS Mg
thar a skaver, she was a legend, the only
skater to become an American movie star.
She wanted me o wrn pro dght away, and
joim liet ice show. ‘Dhon't worry, my mother
will wakee care of you," she said. 1 was greatly
flatresed, of course, and fascinared by her,
But | wold her [ wanted o be world cham-
pion, and said no’ o her propositon.”

Henie's reputation, of keeping lifes spot-
light trained srictly on herself, was also
legendary. Ajas intuition may have picked
up those signals, e, bur she setained
Henie'’s admiration and, to a degree, friend-
_'iil.i.J.'ﬁ. “T told you I'd come w watch Fou
skate,” Sonja said, showing up on fuoure
occasions. “1 suspeet, however, that if we
had ever worked together, the kmnq-muuh
would have been owver rather gquickly,”
laughs Aja

Sr. Morire was the site of the ‘48 Winter
Cames. The word championships, the fol-
|-:|-'wi:||g month, would be held in Davos.
Crerschwiler had locared a family for Aja o
stay with, “in Tw i-l‘:li:-mgl:'l.am. near
Richmaond,” che recalls, for the durntion of
her Olympic training in England.

She realized she “wasn't quite ready” oo
medal, bue placed a respectable Gfth in the
Games and made il:l:lpﬂ-rlu.m Contacts.
Competing in Daves the following month
proved o be “grear training for me, the
high alitude built wp my stamina.” Even ar
major competitions, outdoor skating con-
ditions were unpredicrable. *One simply
assumed the elements weee against you. In
Davos, there were snow banks around the
ouwtdoor ice surface. 1 learned 1o line up my
figires against those snow banls.”

The following year, 1949, she wee ready
to msecdal. Ajas training regimen intensified.
i morning, at the rink, i was around 6
M pecalls Aja, “there was nobody on the

Ajo with cooch Arncdd Gerschwiles.

ice, nobody in the building. 1'd been work-
ing oo the |.1.'ru[.|—|.'|!'|.:.hgu-|r.|-|‘.'lp. rEpEating the
figure six times. 1 thought it was enough.”

“Dhe it agpin,’ said Arnold,

“I've done so many tracings, so close w
each other—'

I"':f_-l'm: I:I:Il.'ll‘I:'.l

“Mea! 1 skared off the ice, put on my
skate guards, went o the dressing room, st
on a bench and was unlacing my boors,
Asnold came in.

“Crer up,” he suid, and he swarred me
across the face. Today, a shater would sue!
‘Pur your skares on, and do the figure
again,” he ordered.

“I did as he said, and never disobeyed him
apain.” There was no reom for temperament
in Cerschwiler's strategy for victory

A mew obitacle faced World competitors
that vear “We were informed thar for our

free-shating programs, the music would be
J.'l|.'.|._1_.'|.'|.‘|. Tiwe! h}' the London Symplesny! Al
aof us were in shock — never mind the inspi-
ration of skating vo a live onchestra, What
about the tewpe of the music? We had all
prepared our programs o recorded music, of
course, which never varied in rempo. What
iff the live” orchestra played oo fast, or oo
slow? 1t could have been a disaster. But hap-
pily, things worked our. 1 won”

And she defeaved wop-drawer competi-
tors, including America’s Yvorne Sherman,
who won Silver, and Britain® Jeannette
Mrwegg, who won Bronze.

.l"tju's COURLEVMED Were ecstatic — it was
the fiest dme a Ceech female skaver had
won the Weorld wtde (ir's o distinction Aja
retaing o the present day). Along with the
accomplishiment, she now had a prestige
that made it all the more difficwlt o seserict
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ke Thesadrer of Pdemwy erk:

Ajo with co-chair ond long-time
frimnd lvana Trumg.

her presence abroad.

The 1950 Worlds were scheduled for
London, but the Communist-ruled Crech
government didn't wane her 1o defend the
title. “They wanted o send me o Moscow,
to teach! It was up o my mother w con-
vince the officials otherwise, and somehow
that incredible woman I:::ur.lgn:l. to deo ie"”

Aja’s agends comsisted of more than
defending her title. *Firse of all, I wanted o
prove the first win wasnt any Huke,” she
states. And Aja and her family were poised
o activate a life-alvering, poentially life-
threatening decigon.

Aja traveled back home o defend her
Crech national title. She remained home
for Christmas. One d.u:.'. she and her facher
took a leisurely stroll across a local bridge.
“Mo one will be able 1o overhear ws,” he
tald his daughrer. “There’s a lot en your
plate. But we will take ane thing at a time.
You have a great deal o do berween now
and March, bur whatever happens after the
World championships, you will remain in
London and not return home "

She skated exhibitions in January, 1950.
In February, she left home for whar would
be the lase time. Her father camsoned her:

“Do not think abour defecting " The code
mame for the plan o defect: “We're going
to the mountains.” “We will wry o get
Mom our a1 soon as possible,” he wld hee.

Chnce again, she went o Davos to rain.
“I'd be very strong from raining in Davos
at that high altioede, then coming down 1o
London and compering at sea lewel®

Aja won her second Wordd vitle, once
again  defeating  frontrunness Jeannerte
Alrwegg, a Silver medalisn this dme, and
Yvonne Sherman., A gu.lu. receplion for
Lamova was scheduled to rake I:l].u.r in the
Coech embassy. Amold Gerschwiler warned
her: “You cannot go o the embassy.” Instead,
IJ:n::r' were going Lo the mowntaing”

The president of the Wilson Blades com-
pany, at his London home, was walting for
Aja and Gerschwiler with 2 car They were
driven to meet Dick Button and others
from the American team, ostensibly o
begin a tour, which would be lunched in
Paris. Gerschwiler sene a relegram o the
Crech embassy, explaining that Aja must
represent her country on the tour.

The government sprang into action
Others on the world team were sent back
o Prague, while special agenis were dis-



patched vo Paris to meet Aja at the plane —
shre menast retnrn bome

“MNo,” replied CGerschwiler ar the Paris
airport. “She is world champion. Aja muse
fulfill her obligations o us. How will i
lowk for you if she doesn’e?”

It was essential thar the press not lean
what was abowt 1w happen. *Otherwise, my
attempt to defect would be depa,” states Aja,

On Aprl 1, Aja, anxious and rense,
received a letter from her mother. It bore a
West German stamp. Mme. Vrzanova had
escaped, and was in a camp in Wesr
Cermany, where she was being interso-
gated. Mother and daughuer were reunited,
and by then Aja had signed a document
guaranteeing the skater and her family a
rogy future, or so it seemed: a contract with
the [ce Follies.

Bur for weeks following the defection,
Aja received threatening phone calls. The

mysteriows automobile thar had been pass-
ing by her London residence for so long
had, thankfully, vanished. “1ts over, I think
it's okay.” she rold herself.

It was several weeks after the defection,
but Arnold Gerschwiler wold Aja, “Dont
leave the house you're staying in under

any circumstances.”

Aja vemured out — why shouldnt ghe?
“Adver all, I'm free now!” she thought. A
moment after she sepped ouwide — the

house was surrounded by a fence — an auro-

maobile suddenly appeared and screeched w a
hal. Several men emerged and brazenly
artempted o enter the grounds,

“But the fence wouldnt open, thank
God,” recalls Aja, who stamed screaming as
the men wried to reach her and pulled at her,

Help arrived, but Aja was shaken. She
broke down and sobbed “for an entire day,”
she recalls. The kidmap amempt had failed,
but the rension and stress of the bt few
months struck with full force. “I realized
that all that had happened was for read, the

terror of it hir me like a ton of bricks."
She fele a cold hand around her heart on
hearing thar her father had been impris-

oned back home. The cellist’s ralents were
utilized as lunchrime envertainment For

men who worked in the coal mines. Aja
retained passionate feelings about her

home country, and it ook thireen years 1o
effect her Dad's freedom. “But,” she com-

ments sadly, “he was a broken man "

The Vizanovas had paid a heavy price.

“And my name was stricken from all official
records and documents. [e was as if 1 hadn'
existed,” stares Ajo. The young woman
braced herself 1o carve out 2 new life in a
foreign world. “T will always be graveful o
America for embracing me, welcoming me
without any reservations,” It made dealing
with “culmure shock™ bearable.

The wransition 1o the world of “profes-
sional skating” was studded with pidfalls
Producers insisted thar the world cham-
pion recreate her gold medal-winning
performance, sometimes three perform-
ances a day, six days a week.

“That was iine with me — but, o my
horror, [ discovered thar the audiences did-
nt ger it ar alll Doubles, singles,
Aying-sping or vwo-foor sping — iv all
looked the same wo them! Coming out of a
big, difficult jump, I'd glance ar the aud;-
ence and they were busy caring theit
popeorn and candy, laughing and ralling,
What was | doing wrong? 1 saw that when
one of the veteran “prog” did a number, the
audience watched every move, even though
the moves were often not difficult. A sim-
ple we-run or spread eagle would bring
more applause than my complicated foor-
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work patterns. Bue the pros had o way of
_Inmmh'r:lg d!ll:illjl.'j'-lﬂ |.|.1H.|. n:n:mm] Lo JlL:kl‘:
all the difference. 1 was going 1o have o
learn how o do thae™

Aja was no longer sharing o please a panel
of judges, who evaluared every move by an
ironclad rulebook, and who were oblivious
o audience reaction. “This new career my
Family and [ had sacrificed so much for was
a whole different game,” she noved.

Aja wasted no time. Nick Castle was one
of the most fameus and respected choseog-
rphers in wwn. ] enrolled in Micks
studio in LA, and ook lessons in svery-
J'.I'?.l:n;— rap, baller, pasitomime, the works.
I streamlined my appearance, taking off
rwenty-five pounds. | was living with my
mother, we'd semled imo a livdle house, 1
was able o focus on wrming mysell inte
the best ‘pro’ skater [ could be®

Gerschwiler was his wsual blume self "He
told me, ‘Give it theee years, and if it Bnk
working, pet martied and have children ™
Thar advice propelled her o work harder
than shed ever workied. “Amold cerminly
kerew how 1o ‘push oy bumons,™ she lueghs.

“T'm grateful my fist show was ‘lee
Follies." There I learned what professional-
s was all abour. Ir was a pure Family
show, | wasn't overwhelmed by the
prospect of turning int a glamour sensa-
tion off the bat. 1 spent three years learning
how to shate *professionally” I never fooled
ervpself, 1 kenew [ was o rank amatenr begin-
ning in the world of ‘show business' 1
remember one number [ did, “Salure o
Freedom' — in a2 cospurme that made me
look like a car hop!”

Whhen Aja joined loe Capades, the Rolls
Royee of ice shows, “1 was ready Show
time! Ron Flecher, a genius in the world of
Etmnﬂ-ﬁﬁ[.‘rhy. ook me under his wing. le
was Bon who made a ‘glamour star’ our of
me" Gerschwiler gave hiz star pupil this
advice: “Put your money in the bank,” he
todd het,

With Aja as s star {she dmppcd the
W' from Vizanova and became Aja
Fanova), lee Capades became the aumber
one show in the counery. She built a bage,
faithful following over the years, her flaic
for sl.'lm'\ml.all:l:l.ip prﬂr\'idill.g the jole of
excitement audiences craved. In deating cir-
cles, Fanova’s reputation as a trowper, and a
diva, ook on legendary proportions.
Raging snowstorms couldn’t keep her from
opening nighes: “Onee, it was the men who
drove the news trucks thar gor me
through,” she recalls. “T arrived ar the sa-

divm juse ad the overoure was E”it'E on.” I
Wi IIJG.I: i SOEne frum lJ:u: I'dm ‘;J'Ul ﬂ]:mul!
Eve" "My stand-in was ready to step onto
the ice,” smiles Aja, who informed the
skater: “Sorry, dear”

O another oceasion, it was decided that
one of Aja's big numbees “would present
me 28 3 Japanese princess. | was much wo
1.:!], |.'lLll 5] m.uu}' in:lnn'_‘[ u:l[lluzﬁiu!:ir.' l|:'|.1[ |
said, ke, let’s do "™ Crpening :Ili.gll.l. was
to take place in Hollpwood, and there
would be a celebrity-packed avdience.
“The afternoon of the show | went o Max
Factors 1o have mypsell authentically made
up. When [ got back vo the rink, my friend
Fran Claudet Johnson rook one look ar me
as Asian ropalty and said, “Take off har
makeup.'” The makeup came off, and Aja
laughs today at her error-in-judgment.

In the ninereen-sixties, on one of her Lee
Capades vours, a TV producer approached
ler with an offer. He was filming a com-
mercial for “Bic” ballpoint pens, and
Fanovas performance sparked an idea: why
ot shoot her doing a “blur® spin with a
“Bic” attached to her boot, it poine at jee-
level. After the spin, it would e
demonstrared that even after such punish-
tment the pen could sl wrire.

As a resule of the widely seen, and highly
lucrative commercial, Aja became a house-
hold image. She was in demand by other
ACCOUNLE, iII.IEI.IJd.iII.E Momsinte lf:md{'llig:

Ajo with co-choirs Tom Colfins and Dick Bution.

and panty hose} and, in this mere innocent
time, cigarettes. “The man from the Camel
Company did nothing else bur lighe your
cigarerte; vou ook exactly two pulfs o pro-
duce a “syuare’ ash — it had o be a ‘square’
ash. The cigarerte always siuck to the lips,
and [ couldn’t breathe for days afterwards.”

A groeling wur schedube, vear after year,
made unsparing demands on the skating
srar A satislying personal life remained an
elusive gu-:]

Oine nighe, in the lite 19608, Aja was in
Mew Yok ve appear on [ohnny Carson's
kl'l.'m.i.giit Show." Two fHends, a skater and
her hushand, invired Fanova wo join them
for dinmer after the taping, whicl was
scheduled for around 5 PM. “My hushand
and I will ke you w2 wonderful restan-
rant, ‘La Popothe,' on $8th berween
Second and Thind, near your apartment,
and theres 2 man we wane o intreduce
vou e

“Cabve me a beeale” rq:Jimi Aja, tired amd
Juukil:lg_ forward Eim]:ll}' Lo hjt'ing a nice,
quiet dinner with her frends. They pes-
sigted, and Famova fimally agreed o meot
their chium, a bachelos fram Crechoslovakia

She wore the wendy outfie shed sporred
ot the Carsan show — it was the era of
mini-shirts, “hot pants” and high boors
When Zanova-and-party arrived ar the
restaurant, the bachelor wasn®t on hand.

Mja and her pals proceeded 1o have dinnee.

1B
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“As we were walking our, he was walki
in,” she recalls. “Paul Seeindler was his
name. He was all apologies, explaining hed
just arrived from Monereal. He was so
charming, and we talked. I learned he was
my fan because of his mother! Through
her, he knew all abour me. So skating had
provided this eppormunity, too! So there we
were, two Czechs in New Yorke We went
on to a bar for champagne. He took a busi-
ness call and ignored me for half an hour! 1
got very angry!”

The next day, New York was snowed in.
“He told me the nexr rime 1 was in the city,
I should call hirn."

Owver the nexr few months, “There were
roses waiting for me in every city 1 wraveled
to,” she recalls, as Paul Seeindler proceeded
o sweep the lady off her feet. "Limousines
to bring me to New Yore. Wonderful times
together. Irwas all so romantic...”

Then he surprised her with an engage-
ment ting, a beawtiful, brge round
diamond, glitering in a glass of champagne.

Within four months, the couple was mar-
red. Ajas Dad gave her away o the wedding,

She made yer another life-alwering ded-
son. “1'd considered leaving my  shating

career five times before. T wanted o leave vol-
untarily. [ always discussed it with my
mother, and her answer was always the same:
You've got to make up your own mind.”

“It was 1968, and I'd been a shating star
for eighteen years swraight — longer, |
believe, than any female skaver. 1 felr the
time had come. ‘Aja, we've gor o know,’
said the producer of lee Capades. | was in
terrific shape, nothing was wrong physi-
cally, I could have continued for a couple of
years more, for sure. Maybe longee "You
can do it," [ told myself, ‘vou can go ourt ar
the top." 1 told the producer, “T'm sorry —
['m leaving. ™

Were there regrets? 1 missed ir, bue
never regretted it I thoughe it would never
end, bur it ended. It hard 1o leave, espe-
cially ar the wp. Bur thanks o Paul, I
discovered there wa life afver sharing!™

Aja entered another highly competitive
arena — the restaurant business. Wich her
hushand, she created “The Duck Joimt"
and “The Czech Pavilion,” both enos-
mously suceessful,

“That’s when [ became friends with ana,
Our Caech background was a powerful bond.
Wied met eadier, in Montreal, but “Duck

Joint' sealed the deal. | knew her before
Dionald, during Donald, after Donald. [ was
at the hospital within vwo hours after each of
vanas children was bom."

It was a profound shock for Aja when
husband Taul died suddenly. Their love
had brought srrength o both of them. She
bare the tragedy as she had others, includ-
ing the loss of her father in 1978. Courage,
and the determination o survive, were
family characveristics.

She'd refused repeatedly, over the years,
to return to Crechoslovalia for visits, Afrer
the Wall came down, she went home, in
1990, “after forry years in exile. Two gener-
ationd didn't know I'd existed, or thar a
Cazech had won the World tde, raice”

It was the first of many visits, and Aja
was relieved to observe that “the new gen-
eration is going o be okay. The previows
generations didn’t know how o cope with
democracy. Many missed the old system
where people were rken care of whether
they worked or not.”

She evenrually wrote a memoir, which
became a bestseller. In 2003, the President
of the Czech Republic, Vaclav Klaus, con-



racted Aja, requesting that she meet with
him. He vald her how much he appreciated
what an effective goodwill ambassador she
was, “We are very proud of you,"” he said,
and rold her she was going to be presented
with a very special award, on a special dave:
Crcrober 28, 2004, a national holiday cele-
braring the 86th birthday of the country.
The ceremony ok place in the pres-
dential palace in Prague. There wese one
thousand invivees, and three thousand ar
the gala afierwards. “Ir was an emotional

occasion for me,” recalls Aja, “very emo-

ional.” The Medal of Merit lauded her
“Mot just for whar you've done in the world
of skating, bur how you've represented
Crechoslovakia w the world and whar you
have done in life”

“1 even spoke in the Senate,” recalls Aja,
“and explained why 1 escaped the
Communists. 1 didn't gloss over derails. 1
related how difficulr it had all been, how
I'd missed my parents and my home, and
how thrilled [ was when the Iron Curtain
came down.”

There was a poignant and bimersweer
aspect to the occasion: her parents weren't
there to savor it.

A kind of “Aja Fever" swept the nation,
“and I couldn®t believe the exvent of it," she
notes. "It was so wouching, and so exhaust-
ing. 1 didn’t expect v at all. Ar airports,

le would say, ‘Ir's te know every-
things okay." 1 heard from sevenry-year-old
fans who'd kept my old newspaper clip-
pings, which had turned yellow! And the
voung people suddenly knew who 1 was, 1
‘existed” again, despite the Communises'
atempts o wipe me out. Now people
approach me and ask, ‘Can [ write you?”

“Sure,” | tell them. I've learned there are
elubs throughout the country, devored 1o
collecting autographs, and mine is a “ho
property,” she laughs, A famous hockey
player's autograph might be exchanged
for one of *Mrs. Aja®, as her new fans call
her affectionarely.

“I receive so many leners, containing
pictures of me, with a note: "Would you
please sign this for my daughter?' 1 only
wish my mother could see all this — she
gave up so much "

Aja does not squander time. Today she

maintaing real estate inrerests in New York
and Florida, and is 0 constant world erav-

elee. She keeps in close rouch with the

skating scene, here and abroad, and with
old and new skating friends. International
Figure Skating magasine recently mamed
her one of the Twenty Most Influential
People in the spore. Aja is often a judge at
op professional events, and has been
involved in TV production. She’s been a
devored friend and fan of Iee Theatre of

New York since it inceprion.

“I was there at the beginning, and now,
rwenty years laver, Moira North's dream has
become a reality benefiting all who love fig-
ure skating. An amazing accomplishment,
Moira, and a wibute to the hard work of
the many dedicated souls involved. I am so
pleased vo be a part of it. On my card, Lee
Theatre rates a perfect score. [ am o proud
to have been chosen the 2005 honoree. It is

a distincrion [ shall always treasure.”
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