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THE TUNEL WIELKI BONES
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During the 1960s, researchers discovered primitive stone tools in the Tunel Wielki cave, located in Małopolska in what's now southern Poland. These tools are believed to be between 450,000 and 550,000 years old.

The dating suggests that the tools were made by members of Homo heidelbergensis, the (probable) last common ancestor of Neanderthals and modern humans. At that time, the climate in the region would have been much colder, although the inhabitants would have been able to make fires.

The oldest modern humans are believed to have arrived much later, around 45,000 years ago, moving up from Africa at a time when the climate was still cold but had at least begun to become a little warmer.
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THE ÚNĔTICE CULTURE
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From around 2300 to 1600 BC, the people of the Únĕtice culture inhabited large areas of modern Germany, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Poland. They emerged around the start of the Bronze Age.

They're believed to have lived in ranked societies based around small farmsteads. They lived in thatched homes that required fairly complex construction techniques. They were able to produce bronze, and they had trade links with various other groups, including the Wessex culture of Britain.

The Únĕtice culture influenced many other groups across Bronze Age Europe. Numerous grave barrows have been discovered, demonstrating that important members of their society were often buried with a variety of weapons and ceremonial items.
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THE LUSATIAN CULTURE
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As the Bronze Age gave way to the early Iron Age, Poland and many surrounding areas were dominated by the Lusatian culture that ultimately lasted from around 1300 to 500 BC. This was part of the broader Urnfield system that existed at the time across Europe.

The Lusatians are characterised by cremations rather than burials. One of the most famous Lusatian archaeological sites is located at Biskupin in Poland. This site now also features an attempt at reconstructing a Lusatian village, demonstrating the various wooden buildings and ramparts.

The site was destroyed by retreating Nazi soldiers at the end of the Second World War, but was ultimately rebuilt.
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THE WIELBARK CULTURE
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These Iron Age people occupied large parts of what is now Poland, between roughly 100 and 400 AD. They had strong cultural links with many of their neighbours, including early settlements in Scandinavia.

The Wielbark culture emerged around the lower Vistula river (in modern Poland) and gradually expanded toward the south. During this process, they're believed to have become involved in the Macromannic Wars that saw the Roman Empire battle various Germanic groups from the region.

Associated with the Germanic Goths, who later played a role in the fall of the Western Roman Empire, the Wielbark culture was an important part of the Amber Road trade route that existed between the Mediterranean Sea and the North and Baltic seas to the north.
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THE EARLY SLAVS
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These Indo-European people are believed to have emerged from the area known as Polesia, which now covers parts of eastern Poland and the border between Belarus and Ukraine. Their ancestors were likely the Venedi who lived in the region from around the 1st century AD.

By the 6th century, the name 'Slavs' was being used to describe these groups as they spread across Central and Eastern Europe. They became one of the dominant groups on the continent, slowly becoming more Christianised in the process.

The Sukow-Dziedzice culture emerged in the later 7th century in what's now northeast Germany and northwest Poland. While much remains unknown about this period, it's here that the early proto-Polish tribes began to establish themselves.
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LECH
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According to legend, three Slavic brothers went out on a hunting trip one day and went in different directions. As a result, they ended up founding three Slavic groups: Czech founded the Czechs, Rus founded the East Slavs (Russians, Ukrainians and a few others) and finally Lech founded the Poles.

How much – if any – of this is true? We'll never know, although the legend is part of the common ancestry of several regions, so it's not crazy to suggest that there might be some shared history behind it all.

Today, Lech's regarded as the legendary founder of the Polish nation. It's unclear exactly when he's supposed to have lived, but he's believed to have been part of the Lechite tribe and possibly a son of Pan, a Pannonian prince (from modern-day Hungary).
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KRAKUS
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c. 8th century AD

Another legendary early Polish ruler, Krakus was the leader of a Lechite tribe known as the Vistulans. He supposedly killed the Wawel Dragon by feeding it poisoned dead sheep, at which point he became a prince.
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