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Thank you for reading with me!

Mondrala Press publishes English translations of

great Polish books—books with a track record of international

critical and commercial success but which, for political reasons, have never been published in English. And now, finally, they are!

I have grown up reading these great books and I have been telling my American friends about them all my life. And they have always asked: “When will you translate these books so we can read them, too?”

And now, finally, I am. And it is fun and I am absolutely delighted to  share this with you.

To see my newest titles or to subscribe to our mailing list or just to say “Hi!” please visit:

www.mondrala.com

The Greatest Books You Have Never Heard of

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Mr. Wheels has been a huge smash hit in Eastern Europe for decades. 160 volumes of fan fiction (!), three cinematic releases (including one in 2023), two TV series, comics, games, toys! It’s bigger than Tolkien and Dune put together. And never a peep in English!?

Well, until now!

Unlike his professional colleagues—the English Sherlock Holmes or the French inspector Maigret—the Polish Mr. Wheels does not deal with vulgar serial killers or psychopaths; he tracks gentlemen (and gentlewomen) thieves, forgers, and smugglers of... art. His mysteries come with the sort of original settings, fast action, humor, and attractive characters you expect from mystery best-sellers but also feature something unique: each has a different and fascinating historical or art-historical background.

This is another episode in the 15-volume series. Further volumes will appear every six weeks. If you would like us to let you know when new titles in the series appear, drop me a line here.

FROM YOUR TRANSLATOR

Translating and publishing this series is a labor of love for me, and I am thrilled to share it with you. It won’t make me rich, but if you enjoy the book, would you write a review of it? Your opinion will help other readers find the book.

THANK YOU!
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An Important Note:
On the Spelling of Polish names
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In this book, I use a phonetic spelling of Polish names. 

Some of you may be familiar with the Polish script and may be surprised that I write “Helmno” instead of “Chełmno” or “Wooj” instead of “Łódź.”

I do this because I have discovered that people unfamiliar with Polish script cannot pronounce these names, and because they cannot pronounce them, they cannot keep them straight. One of my readers put it best: “I can’t keep track of who is who because they all have long names, and most start with an S.” 

Now, phonetic transcription of foreign names is a matter of course. Translators of Tolstoy write Trubetskoy, not Трубецкой. Translators of Chinese write Li Bai, not 李白. So, why not write Helmno instead of Chełmno? No spelling convention should ever stand in the way of a good book, right? As a translator and editor, I have the duty to make my books readable and fun, and I find that this phonetic spelling helps my British and American readers.

But for those of you who are familiar with the Polish script and would prefer to see it in this book, contact me via www.mondrala.com. I will send you a version of this book with Polish spellings free of charge. 
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An Important Note:
Old Prussians Versus New Prussians
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Once upon a time, on the shores of the Baltic Sea, lived a pagan nation called the Prussians (the “Old Prussians”). Then, a Catholic religious order arrived from Palestine and exterminated them. In their place, the order brought German settlers. Over time, those settlers came to call themselves “Prussians,” and their country became the “Kingdom of Prussia.” This “new” Prussia went on to become a great military power and existed until the end of World War 2, when, by the decision of the victorious allies, it was dissolved and its territory divided between Poland and Russia.

When we speak of “Prussians” in this book, we mean the “Old Prussians.”
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From Your Translator:
The Knights Templar and The Teutonic Knights
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You’ve probably bought this book because of the Knights Templar in the title. That order of warrior monks has played a huge role in the history of Western Europe, and its shocking destruction by Philip the Fair of France in 1307-1314 made a permanent mark on Western civilization. Every decade brings a dozen new books about the Templars, new films, podcasts, and documentaries, as well as numerous theories connecting the Templars with the Masons and the Rosicrucians, astrology, witchcraft, magic, Mary Magdalene, devil worship, gemology, aliens, and so forth.

But the Knights Templars had a brother institution—the Teutonic Knights—also an order of warrior-monks, also born in Palestine during the Crusades, and also as important. That order went on to play an equally important role in another part of the world: in Eastern Europe. While the Templars became Western Europe’s richest bankers, the Teutonic Knights went a step further: they created an independent state. In the process, they eradicated whole nations—The Prussians, the Yotvingians, and the Kurs—and came very close to destroying several others, including Poland and Lithuania.

To see just how important the Teutonic state was in Eastern Europe, just look at the map below. It shows the present-day borders of Europe and, superimposed on them, the borders of the Teutonic State at the height of its power in AD 1410. 
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The Teutonic State in Eastern Europe circa 1410

The Teutonic State, a church organization with no ethnic basis of any sort, became a dominant power in Eastern Europe.

It is no exaggeration to say that the destruction of the Teutonic Order in the battle of Grunwald on 15 July 1410 by the combined Polish and Lithuanian army was one of the watershed events in East European history.

The relations between the Knights Templar and the Teutonic Knights were close, if not always friendly; plans to unite the two institutions were floated several times. And the Teutonic decision to become an independent state was perhaps in part motivated by the destruction of the Templars in France: the Teutons saw how vulnerable a religious order was to its king and decided to have no king over them.

This book tells a tale of the legendary Templar treasure. This treasure was the reason why the King of France destroyed the Templars: he preferred to spend the money himself. Alas, he never found the treasure, and a persistent rumor has it that the treasure remains hidden and waiting to be discovered.

The departure point of this book is this: when the Knights Templar realized that the King of France was going to rob them, they sent a portion of their treasure to their Teutonic cousins in Poland for safekeeping.

And the rest, as they say, is history.
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A Map of the Land of Lakes
of North-Eastern Poland
Showing Important Places Mentioned in this Book
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Map of the North-East corner of Poland

showing the national boundary and the most important locations mentioned in the book

Two important notes:

1. The Village and Lake of Milkokuk featured in the first part of this novel is really the Village of Vilkokuk (Wilkokuk in Polish) and we know its location precisely.

2. The Village of Kortumovo is completely imaginary, and we place it on our map on the basis of various clues (such as driving) given in this book.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE TREASURE
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Is the Templar treasure in Poland? A mysterious document. The Society of Treasure Hunters. Captain Petersen and his proposal. The grand master of the Order of the Temple hides the order’s treasures. A secret clue for Jacques de Molay.

At the end of June, at high noon, my doorbell peeled like there was no tomorrow. Reluctantly, I got up from my desk at which I had been poring over the history of the Templar Order. I opened the door and saw the friendly faces of my three Boy Scout friends: William Tell, Squirrel, and Hawkeye.

“Mr. Wheels! Mr. Wheels!” they called out. “A new adventure is in the works, right?”

Their faces expressed great excitement. They didn’t even ask if I had time to talk. They packed right into the room and colonized my chairs.

“And what do you think? What do you think, Mr. Thomas?” William Tell asked, waving a newspaper. 

I made an equivocal face.

“I haven’t read today’s press yet...”

“Then read it! An adventure! A new expedition in search of the golden fleece!” they called past each other. And they shoved into my hands the newspaper they had brought.

“But I have work to do....” I tried to object. 

They raised an uproar:

“Mr. Thomas, what’s happened to you? Don’t you want to look for adventures? Are you happy to rest on your laurels? Enough with all those triumphs? Or are you afraid of a new challenge? We are not going to give up on the Templar treasure because of you, are we?”

“What’s that?” I must have blushed. “Templar treasure? How do you know about that?”

“What do you mean: how do we know? From the newspaper you’re holding in your hand!”

I glanced at the newspaper. Immediately, a title printed in bold type caught my eye: 
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I flushed hot and cold. Then, as I read the content of the published article, a feeling of anger rose in me.

“What a fool! What a bonehead! Oh, that I could lay my hands on him!” I shouted, slapping the unfolded newspaper. “Why did he write this?!”

The boys were very surprised.

“You suppose this is a fake story? You think that there is no Templar treasure in Poland?”

I went to the kitchen and had a drink of cold water. That calmed me down a bit. I said:

“I do not know if there are any Templar treasures in Poland. But millions of people read this newspaper. Of these millions, a few—perhaps a few dozen—will now decide to recover this priceless treasure. And such a search for treasure will begin that it gives me a shiver just to think about it. They will start drilling holes in all the old castles and digging up every square foot of their courtyards. They won’t find the treasure, of course, because it may not be here at all—for all we know—but they will certainly make the search more difficult for those who want to take this matter seriously. That is why this article made me so angry.”

“So you doubt this treasure is in Poland?” asked Tell.

“Oh, no. I don’t think that,” I replied wryly. “But this is an extremely complicated story.”

Suddenly, Hawkeye stood up, came closer, and, for a moment, hovered around my desk, inspecting the books and journals spread out on the desk.

“Mr. Thomas,” he said finally with grave seriousness. “Why are you trying to fool us? Us? The people who helped you find the Dunin collection? What does all this mean?” He pointed to the desk. “You’ve been reading about the Templars! And from the pile of notes I see here, you have been reading about them for some time.” 

Saying this, he ran his finger over the papers and triumphantly pointed to my notebook full of notes.

“In a word, you have been interested in the matter of the Templar treasure for some time, and you certainly know a lot about it. It seems clear, that you are preparing a new expedition. So let us be of a different opinion about the author of this newspaper article. Thanks to him, we learned about the treasure and thanks to him, we now learned that you intend to search for it without your associates.”

“That’s very disrespectful of you,” Tell was deeply insulted. 

I spread my hands helplessly:

“Alright. Well. You have caught me red-handed. Yes, that’s right. I have been preparing for a new expedition to look for the Templar treasure. And I have not told you about it because I was afraid that you would want to take part in it. And I could not agree to that.”

“And why? It’s obvious that we have to take part in the expedition,” Squirrel said indignantly.

I shook my head.

“No, boys. I like you very much, and I owe a lot to your vigilance and loyalty. But this expedition will be arduous and may even be dangerous. When we were looking for the Dunin collection, you were at a Boy Scout camp nearby and helped me by the way of your holiday. Now you’re on holiday again, you will again go to camp, perhaps in some other part of the country. And besides, you need to rest before the new school year.”

“Mr. Wheels! We beg you, spare us lofty speeches,” groaned William Tell.

“Mr. Thomas,” said Hawkeye. “We have anticipated all your objections. Here are our parents’ written permissions. They entrust us to your care.”

And all three took out of their pockets their parents’ signed permissions to take part in my “expedition.”

“Our parents will call you about it,” said Squirrel.

“No, boys. This is impossible. You do not know the history associated with these treasures and do not realize the difficulties that lie before me. Plus, this expedition will probably end in a big fat nothing. You will have wasted your vacation.”

I didn’t want to look at their distraught faces and reached for the newspaper they had brought. This time, the last few sentences of the article—sentences that I had not noticed in my first cursory reading, jumped out at me.

“Dear God!” I jumped up from my seat. “I should have left already. This morning! They will beat me to it! And—shoot!—my car is in the shop!”

Fingers trembling with excitement, I dialed my phone.

“Mr. Roolka? I beg you, hurry up with the inspection of my car,” I said tearfully into the phone. “I must have it today. Immediately! What?... Not until tomorrow morning? There is no way to do it faster?”

In despair, I hung up.

“What a nice start,” I sighed. “Right out of the gate, I lose twelve hours. And, no, I’m not the only one who has read this article. Others are surely already on their way to Milkokuk”.

The thoughts that now rushed through my head were not among the most cheerful. The boys were also gloomily silent, offended by my refusal. Finally, Hawkeye spoke up:

“If it weren’t for us, perhaps your expedition would have been delayed not by a few hours but by a few days. You would probably have sat here hunched over your desk all day, and you may not even have read today’s newspaper at all. We brought it to you, and that’s how you found out that it was time to leave.”

He was right. I looked at them gratefully.

“It’s true. Very well, then, I will not move from the house at all and will finish with these materials first. So I am very grateful to you and thank you for your help. And while it is very sad, I cannot take you with me.”

At that moment, my phone rang. William Tell’s father was on the line.

“Are you really going on that expedition?” he asked. “When my son read that story in the newspaper, he immediately decided that you would definitely take part in the search for the Templar treasure. He forced me to give him my permission to go with you. Not only that, I had to call Squirrel’s and Hawkeye’s parents and persuade them to give their permission as well. Admittedly, the boys were due to leave for the Boy Scout camp the day after tomorrow, but under your supervision...”

“I don’t really wish to take them because it will be a very tiring trip,” I interrupted the doctor’s speech.

“Tiring? Perhaps,” agreed the doctor. “But you do realize that since that story with that collection, Dunin or whatever, the boys have improved in their studies? This year, they all had A’s in history, they organized an anthropology circle at school, and the school principal is delighted with them. So, when my son said that you were going on a new expedition, I did not hesitate. After all, the boys are already quite grown up and very independent...”

“When I just...” I started.

“Ah, I see,” said the doctor. “Do you think they will be in your way?”

“In my way?” I became indignant. “No! They helped me a lot with the Dunin collection. And now...”

“Oh, yes?” the doctor was very pleased. “In that case, I would very much like you to tell me how to equip our boys. They have a three-person tent, mattresses, sleeping bags, backpacks, a spirit stove. What else should they take with them? And when do you plan to leave?”

“Tomorrow morning,” I groaned. “They should be here at daybreak.”

I could not hear what else the doctor said because his words were drowned out by the tribal yell of the boys. They let out loud war whoops and gave each other powerful body slams. Then, they began to dance around my desk. I had to end the phone call quickly.

“Since everyone is against me, I have to give in,” I said. “Let’s go together then. Tomorrow at dawn, we start our search of the Templar treasure.”

––––––––
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And now there was a complete silence. The faces of the boys became suddenly serious. This was perhaps the best indication of their suitability as my fellow explorers. The moment I made the decision to take them along, they realized they stood before an extraordinary adventure. They were going to face challenges and perhaps dangers that no one could foresee. They had to be vigilant, serious, and responsible.

“Do I bring my crossbow?” William Tell asked quietly. 

I nodded. Hawkeye said:

“The newspaper article annoyed you but did not surprise you. This means that you already knew about this treasure business. And therefore you probably know more about this story than is written in the newspaper. If we are to be of any help to you, we also should know more than we can read in the newspaper.”

The others joined in:

“Yeah. Like, who were The Knights Templar?”

“And—what would be a good place to start?”

“It’s a very long story,” I said. “It will take a couple of hours and we do have to leave tomorrow morning. But it will be a long drive because we will go all the way to Milkokuk, so I will have plenty of time to tell you about it on the way. Right now, I have to pack and pick up the car from the shop. You, too, should prepare for the expedition. I don’t think I need to enumerate what scouts going on a dangerous expedition should bring with them.”

“Well, don’t leave us like this! Tell us something so that we know what to pack!” said Hawkeye.

“We’re all ears!” exclaimed the boys. 

“Very well,” I said and began:

“As you know, I wrote a couple of books about some successful treasure hunts in Poland. Some of these books must have found their way abroad because one day recently, I received a letter from Paris. It was written by a certain Mr. Chabrol, president of the Society of Treasure Hunters. The headquarters of this Society is in Paris.”

“The Society of Treasure Hunters?” Hawkeye burst out laughing.

“Well, the name sounds a little silly, yes, but I assure you that it is a very serious society. Entry and membership fees are staggering. And the members are professional treasure hunters—yes, there really are such people. You would think they are some metal-detector guys, but they aren’t. They do a great deal of preparatory research, employ lots of people, use aerial photography, machines, sensors, and all that jazz. Quite a few do deep-sea dives for Spanish galleons. One of the Society’s members, a Dane named Petersen, made a fortune extracting gold from Spanish galleons sunk off Cape Engano near Santo Domingo. 

“Well, the president of this Society, Mr. Chabrol, offered me membership in his organization. I respectfully declined since I cannot afford the fees, and, at any rate, treasure hunting is not my profession since I don’t make any profit from it. And if I do sometimes search for lost treasure, I do it for the art and for the adventure. The treasures I find go to museums while I, at most, write a new book.”

“We have seen the Dunin collection in the museum. It looks very impressive, and the kids were really having fun with all the ancient weaponry,” Tell testified with all seriousness.

“Last winter,” I continued my story, “Mr. Chabrol approached me again. This time, he asked if I would be willing, for appropriate remuneration, to take part in an expedition led by Captain Petersen to search in Poland for the treasure of the Knights Templar. He made a big mystery of it all and said that I would only learn details of the mission once I had signed the contract and the appropriate non-disclosure agreements. My contract, he said, would be directly with Captain Petersen who was just then diving for Spanish galleons in the Matanzas Bay in Cuba. By the way, there had been eleven of these galleons. They carried a hundred thousand ounces of gold.”

“Oh God!” groaned Squirrel in astonishment.

“I gave Mr. Chabrol a very polite no, once again reminding him that I do not search for treasure for profit. And if I ever found the Templar treasure, I would hand it over to the Ministry of Culture and not to Captain Petersen, so there really could be no question of cooperation. I also expressed my belief that the Templar treasure was most likely to be found in France, where the headquarters of the order had once been. And that, it seemed to me, was the end of the matter. 

“So imagine my great astonishment when, a month ago, a large article on the Templar treasure appeared in a French magazine. It suggested that according to some documents discovered in a library of a Scottish castle, only some of the treasure was buried in France, and the remainder was deposited by the last Grand Master of the Templar Order, Jacob de Molay, with the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, Siegfried von Feuchtwangen, who was, at that time, based in Venice. Now, that same Siegfried soon moved the capital of the Teutonic Knights to Malborkin Poland and may have brought the Templar treasure with him. It is, therefore, possible that the treasure, or at least some part of it, was hidden not in France but in one of the Teutonic castles on Polish territory.”
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Malbork Castle

a 13th-century castle complex located in the town of Malbork, Poland. It is the former capital of the Teutonic State, the largest surviving castle in the world measured by land area, and a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

“But why would the Grand Master of the Templar Order hand his treasure to the Teutonic Knights?” asked Hawkeye.

“It is a long story. You will understand why when I tell you the history of the order tomorrow. For now, it is enough to say that Jacob de Molay expected that the King of France, Philip the Fair, was going to try to rob the order. Soon, it proved the king had an even more radical idea in mind: he dissolved the order and burnt its knights at the stake, along with their Grand Master de Molay. Yet, the king failed in his main objective: he never found the monastic treasure. Anticipating imminent danger, Jacques de Molay had hidden the monastic treasure and sent the rest to another order of knights. In trust, of course, as a deposit, not as a gift.”
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Jacques de Molay (burnt at the stake in Paris on 18 March 1314)

was the 23rd and last grand master of the Knights Templar, leading the order until its dissolution in 1312.

“And after this French article, you became interested in the Templar treasure,” Tell summed up.

“Yes. I set about studying the history of the Templar Order and the history of their brother order, the Teutonic Knights. But I have barely begun and—there you have it! An article in the Polish press! It says nothing new. It only repeats the French publication. But the author really angered me: didn’t he realize that by running the story, he would spark a general treasure hunt? That thousands of amateurs, shovel in hand, would now descend on all our Teutonic castles? Just listen to the final sentences of his article!”

I grabbed the newspaper and read aloud:


It is difficult to say whether the treasure of the Templar Order is located in any of the Teutonic castles in Poland. Yet, this author was allowed to see an old document with very mysterious content. It bore the seal of the Templar Order and is in the possession of a certain schoolteacher who lives in the Seyna district on Lake Milkokuk. He owns a rich collection of memorabilia and antiquities, which he has assembled during his travels in Northeastern Poland. But will the document help solve the mystery of the hidden treasure? So far, our only clue is the sentence engraved on an iron crucifix which the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, Siegfried von Feuchtwangen, sent to Jacob de Molay shortly before the latter’s death. The sentence read: “Your treasure is where your heart is.” Whoever understands the meaning of those words might perhaps find the treasure.





The boys’ eyes lit up.

“So there is a clue to the treasure? ‘Your treasure is where your heart is?’ Mr. Wheels! Have you figured it out?”

I waved my hand dismissively.

“At the moment, the document in the possession of the schoolteacher on Lake Milkokuk seems more important—and it seems more important to make sure that it does not fall into the wrong hands. Do you understand? Perhaps Captain Petersen is already here? Perhaps someone has already pointed out this newspaper article to him? Is Petersen perhaps racing for Lake Milkokuk as we speak? He and five dozen other amateur treasure hunters? And we?” I took my head in my hands for pity. “And we sit here and carry on a polite chat. Do you now understand my anger and my despair?”

The boys were silent. Now, they understood why I was angry at the author of the article. They probably also shared my feelings of helplessness.

“Maybe that document will turn out unimportant?” suggested Squirrel.

“Let’s hope so,” I sighed. “But for now, let’s be honest, we are handicapped from the start.”

And here, my conversation with the boys ended. The three scouts said goodbye and went to their respective homes to prepare for the trip. I, too, began packing my things and then dropped in on the mechanic. I wanted to make sure that my car would be ready to go the following morning.

––––––––
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The following morning, William Tell, Hawkeye, and Squirrel, dressed in their scout uniforms and laden with huge backpacks, appeared in front of my house. Tell carried his crossbow on his shoulder. In front of the house stood my trusty car. 

It was because of that bizarre contraption that the boys had nicknamed me Mr. Wheels. The vehicle, despite the fact that I had given it a nice shiny chrome job, still aroused mainly derision, chuckles, and pity, for there was no way to change the shape given to it by its inventor. The car resembled a slimy maggot with bulging headlight eyes, and, really, when it came right down to it, it looked like a dugout on wheels. Only insiders knew that it had a Ferrari 410 engine and was one of the fastest cars in the world. And it could not only drive fast but also—zoom on the water along with the fastest of speedboats.
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Ferrari America was a series of top-end Ferrari models built in the 1950s and 1960s. They were large grand touring cars with the largest V12 engines and often had custom bodywork. 

Two of the series, the 410 and the 400, were called Superamerica. Each body was custom made and the engine was a 5-liter engine with 335 horsepower at 6,000 rpm.

We loaded our luggage and took our seats. The morning was bright and sunny, and the day promised to be beautiful. It was the end of June. The weather service predicted a gorgeous July. So, we set out with the knowledge that many beautiful days awaited us. We did not ask ourselves whether we would actually find the Templar treasure; we were going to have fun. As soon as we set off, our moods improved.

Out of town, on the highway leading toward the northeastern corner of the country, we sang our favorite song:


In the valleys and mountains, 

Among the forests and lakes

He looked for his adventure.

But he found it not!




He sailed the seas, 

He traveled the world, 

But he found it not!




And he dreamed to see

Whether at night 

His adventure may come to him

Stealing upon him like a druid with a golden sickle.




Adventure, where are you? 

Reveal yourself! 




Adventure, where are you? 

What is your name?
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CHAPTER TWO: NOT FOR US, O LORD, NOT FOR US
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Monks with swords. “Not for us, O Lord, not for us.” Masters of secret ciphers. Philip the Fair and his get-rich-quick scheme. The fall of the Templars. The death of the Grand Master. The mysterious Yotvingians.

After leaving Warsaw, we took the road to Bialystok. It was broad, well-surfaced, and empty, and I was able to put the pedal to the metal and, at the same time, to talk to my friends about the adventure awaiting us. I had to initiate them into the history of the two military orders—the Knight Templars and the Knights Teutonic, for they would have to know it in order to be able to help me.

“The story goes back to the 12th century,” I said. “As a result of the Crusades about which you learned in school, the so-called Kingdom of Jerusalem was established in Palestine, presumably to defend the Sepulchre of Christ, but mainly because the Crusaders had conquered the land and now wanted to keep it. But, the Kingdom of Jerusalem faced a huge problem: a shortage of men. You see, the Crusaders were volunteer knights. They usually committed for a limited time, usually only for a single campaign, and then they returned home. Because of the superiority of European arms, they usually won battles and conquered lands but did not stick around to defend what they had captured.

“And when the Muslims counterattacked, sometimes there was no one there to oppose them, to defend the walls. And during one such attack, the monks of the Hospital of Saint John in Jerusalem—this hospital was a religious institution looking after the sick and wounded—stepped up. The Muslim attack was repulsed, but the monks, just in case, no longer parted with their swords; they became both monks and knights. And so, the world’s first knightly order came into being, the order of the Hospitallers of St. John. 

“That order has a long and complicated history, but it still exists and is even recognized by some countries as a state. It owns land and operates embassies. It is more fun and games than anything else today, but some rich people still pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to join the order to be able to call themselves ‘a Knight of Saint John of Malta.’ 
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The Coat of Arms of the Knights of Malta

The Sovereign Military Order of Malta, commonly known as the  Knights of Malta, is a Catholic lay religious order, traditionally of a military, chivalric, and noble nature. Though it possesses no territory today, the order is often considered

a sovereign entity under international law.

“But back when the order was formed, it was run by poor monks who ran a hospital and who later took on the role of escorting pilgrims from the coast where they arrived to various holy places in Palestine. Palestine was a rough country, and it was at war, it was dangerous, and pilgrims were prepared to pay for security. And security proved to be a good business.

“And where there is a need, someone will provide the service. In 1118, a group of entrepreneurs established another knightly order of a similar nature. King Baldwin II of Jerusalem assigned to this new order a building near the ruins of the old Jewish temple. The new order took its name from the Temple and called itself ‘Knights Templar.’ Business was good; the order attracted new members in significant numbers, and it soon began to receive numerous privileges and estates from Pope Innocent II and his successors. By now all of Christian Europe contributed sums of money to the defense of the Holy Land, and a large portion of the money found its way to the Templars. 

“Now, in addition to the usual monastic vows, that is, the vows of obedience, chastity, and poverty, the Templar knights also had to accept the obligation to fight the enemies of the church. The management of the order quickly figured out that it benefited their image to be hard to join. Thus, they required that any man who wanted to join them had to have been born in the knightly estate, from a lawful union, may not have been enslaved or have committed a felony; also, he had to be physically perfect—not crippled on the body, meaning chiefly in those days, not having been castrated as often happened in the East. Only such men could join the order as religious brothers—or Knights of the Temple—and don the white cloak with a red cross. The monastic ensign was black and white with a red stylized cross, and written on it was the motto: Non nobis, Domine, non nobis, sed nomini Tuo da gloriam, which means: “Not for us, Lord, not for us, but for the glory of Your Name.’
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The Baucent (bauceant, baussant, etc.)

was the name of the war flag (vexillum belli) used by the Knights Templar

in the 12th and 13th centuries.

“Were Poles also allowed to join knightly orders?” asked Tell.

“Naturally. The knightly orders were supposed to be supranational. Few people know this, but even the Teutonic Knights, who in time became Poland’s deadliest enemy, counted Polish knights among their number as late as the end of the 14th century. Nevertheless, as always happens, nations tend to hang together, and the Order of the Knights of St. John became dominated by the Italians and the Spanish, the Order of the Knights Templar by the French, and the Order of the Teutonic Knights by the Germans. 

“Because, you see, one more order was created during the siege of Acre. Members—today, we would say, ‘employees’—of the German Hospital of Acre founded their own military order under the name of the Blessed Virgin Mary. We call them the Teutonic Knights. At first, the knights of this order operated as a branch of the Knights of St. John; later, of the Knights Templar, from whom they adopted their garb: the white cloak, except that the cross on their cloaks was not red, but black. In time, they grew in strength during the reign of their fourth Grand Master, Herman von Salza, 1210-1239. 

“But the Order of the Knights Templar grew even faster. Generous charitable gifts flowed to those who fought in the Holy Land, as well as privileges granted by popes, kings, and princes. In the 13th century, the Templars thrived greatly in the Middle East, setting up branches of their order and building local chapter houses—which were really defense fortifications. They also acquired estates in Europe—in Italy and Iberia, in Britain and Ireland, in Germany and France, in Bohemia and Austria, and even here, in Poland, when Prince Henry of Sandomesh brought the Templars in 1156, after returning from a Crusade. 

“But the Templars became rich not only through endowments but also by transporting pilgrims to Palestine and handing their money. They became a kind of travel agency with banking operations attached. The business proved immensely profitable. By the 13th century, the Order of the Temple accumulated enormous wealth, which it spent only in part on fighting the Muslims in the Holy Land. They used the rest of their income to invest in the West, to acquire more productive assets, and to lend money on interest, often to various heads of state. Imagine an international organization, having its people and offices in every country of Christian Europe. A rich organization with numerous and talented international staff, with enormous influence and useful contacts everywhere, and even its own spy network. 

“With their money and contacts, secret information, networks of intrigue and conspiracy, they learned to influence the course of political events in individual countries. And secret operations required secret means, so the Knights Templar became masters of ciphers which they used for communications. And because their castles were full of secret passages, hiding places, trapdoors, and clever mechanisms for opening and closing underground passages, they soon gained a reputation for mystery and inscrutability.

“Their riches, influence, and power soon became objects of envy of the other orders, above all the Knights of St. John, who tried to compete with them. But the Knights of the Blessed Virgin Mary—or Teutonic Knights as we call them—quickly gave up any idea of competing for influence in Western Europe. They were too far behind to achieve anything there. Instead, they turned their attention to Eastern Europe and began to build a state in what was then Prussia and now is northeastern Poland. 

“But the fiercest and, at the same time, the most cunning opponent of the Templars proved to be King Philip the Fair of France, who had long feared the power of the order and long dreamed of seizing its wealth. There are reports that he communicated with the future Pope Clement V before the latter even became Pope and promised him support in his election on the condition that the Pope would then help him crack down on the Templars. Public opinion worked in the king’s favor, too. The public has grown unsympathetic to the idea of knightly orders, their power, and influence, especially after the Holy Land was lost. Many thought that the Holy Land was lost precisely because the knightly orders—instead of fighting the Muslims—engaged in building up their power in Europe. Their political influence and frequent disregard for the authority of kings and princes, and even for the supremacy of the Pope, made them many enemies. And their penchant for secrecy and mystery fed rumors. Some began to whisper that the Templars no longer worshipped Christ but money, or perhaps even the devil, indulging in the foul and forbidden practices of black magic. 
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King Philip the Fair of France (1268-1314)

He solved his financial problems by liquidating his creditors—the Templars.

“And so, after carefully preparing the ground, King Philip the Fair ordered the imprisonment of the Templars on the night of October 12, 1307. An investigation was launched into the charges that the order engaged in heresy and ‘impure and ungodly practices.’ The investigators subjected the monks to elaborate and cruel tortures, and while they secured all kinds of confessions about devil worship, they failed to extract the most important thing: the location of the order’s treasure. Philip’s troops, who entered Templar castles, found them stripped of all riches. 

“The Grand Master of the Order, Jacques de Molay, was burned at the stake on charges of heresy. However, the grand master’s closest associate, Peter of Bologna, managed to escape from a Parisian prison and made his way to Scotland, carrying with him, as legend has it, ‘the will of Jacques de Molay’—the secret of the location of the Order’s treasure. In Scotland, Peter of Bologna founded a secret organization whose purpose was to take revenge on those who had destroyed the Order.”

“And why didn’t Peter of Bologna bring the treasures out of hiding?” asked Hawkeye. “After all, he probably needed the money for his new secret organization!”

“A very smart question,” I nodded. “There are two hypotheses on this matter. According to one, Peter of Bologna managed, with the help of his emissaries, to recover the treasure of the order and used it to expand his organization and gain political influence. Therefore, the treasure of the Knights Templar cannot be discovered, because it is long gone, used by Peter of Bologna for his purposes. But according to another hypothesis, Peter of Bologna never managed to decipher the ‘testament of Jacques de Molay,’ and never learned the location of the treasure. And if so, then the Templar treasure still exists today and is probably hidden in some castle in France. 

“But now we have a third hypothesis based on some document found in Scotland. According to this hypothesis, Peter of Bologna did indeed manage to recover the Templar treasure hidden in a French castle and used it to expand his organization. But it was not the entire Templar treasure. Another part of it, in the form of precious metalwork, had been deposited with the Teutonic Knights. The French article claimed that a copy of a letter, dating to 1330 and addressed to the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, Werner von Orseln, had been discovered. The letter is unsigned, but it seems to have been written by Peter of Bologna himself or one of his closest associates. Its author asks Werner von Orseln to return the Templar treasure. The author of the letter refers to a secret agreement between Jaques de Molay and the then Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, Siegfried von Feuchtwangen. Under this agreement, the Order of the Teutonic Knights was obliged to return the deposit to any person who possessed the secret password. And the password was, yes, you guessed it, ‘Your treasure is where your heart is.’”

“And Werner von Orseln returned the treasure?” the boys asked.

“No one knows. He was murdered that year, probably within a few months of receiving the letter.”

“What? The Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights—assassinated?”

“Yes. He was murdered at the entrance to the church at Malbork Castle.”

“Wow! Tell us about it, Mr. Thomas! We beg you!” cried the boys. But I did not want to continue my story.

“I’ve grown hoarse from all this talking,” I said. “When we get to Bialystok, we will have lunch and coffee. We will then have the time for the story of the assassination of the Grand Master. Now watch the landscape, boys, it will be a useful lesson in geography for you. And think about that strange password: ‘Your treasure is where your heart is.’ This is probably the key to the whole riddle.”

“Oh, you said it was just a password,” Tell reminded me. “Like ‘violets are blue,’ or ‘the eagle has landed,’ or something.”

“Maybe, maybe not. A story has been preserved that at the time of his arrest, Grand Master Jacques de Molay wore a Venetian-made iron crucifix. The arms of this cross bore a Latin inscription: Thesaurus tuus ubi est cor tuum. ‘Your treasure is where your heart is.’ And the Venetian archive of the Teutonic order preserves a record of a crucifix of iron being made on the orders of Siegfried von Feuchtwangen. Now, listen to this. According to that document, the inscription was a quotation from the Gospel of Matthew ‘Your treasure is where your heart is.’ Unless you think that crucifixes with that inscription were a fashion statement in 1307, it is probably the same crucifix that was later found on Jacques de Molay. Struck by this coincidence, some have supposed that the inscription on the cross contained a clue, understood by Molay, as to where the Templar treasure was hidden. Two years later, Feuchtwangen moved the headquarters of the Teutonic Order from Venice to Malbork. And so some think that maybe the treasure is hidden in Malbork.”

“So why aren’t we going to Malbork?” asked Squirrel.

“Have you been to Malbork Castle? It’s a massive place with thousands of nooks and crannies. Anyway, it has been rebuilt and remodeled many times. To look for treasure there would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. We need some clue. And maybe this teacher in Seyna has it?”

“‘Your treasure is where your heart is,’” repeated Hawkeye. “Maybe it’s just a pious quote?”

“Well, yes, maybe. Perhaps it really says nothing about the treasure, or someone would have cracked the code long ago. Quite a few clever people have tried to puzzle this out. In any case, one thing seems certain: after receiving this crucifix, Jacques de Molay calmed down and never asked Feuchtwangen for any further explanations. Also...”

“Also?” the boys asked.

“Well, the sentence is not a literal quote from Saint Matthew. Chapter IV of the Gospel of Matthew reports the words of Jesus that go something like this: 


Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin will destroy and where thieves can break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasure in heaven, where moths and vermin do not destroy and where thieves do not break in and steal.



And then comes the clincher: 


For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.



Now, that sentence is seemingly the same, and yet it is not the same. If you think about it, the two sentences have actually opposite meanings. And it is difficult to suppose that the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order got a Bible quote wrong. So, he must have done it on purpose. Is it possible that, by means of a slightly altered pious formula, he gave de Molay a clue as to where the treasure was hidden?”

I shrugged. My car began to pull violently to the right. I gripped the steering wheel hard and reduced speed by downshifting gears, then brought the car to a stop. We had caught a flat tire. I had a spare wheel with me, so it only took about a quarter of an hour to replace it. But I was afraid to set off on a long-distance trip full of surprises without a spare tire. I decided to give the punctured tire to a vulcanizer in Bialystok.

“And what rotten luck! Rotten luck is haunting me again,” I said angrily.

But it was no use being angry. By the time we found a tire shop in Bialystok, where they repaired the tire, two hours had gone by. While waiting for the repair, we ate lunch and did not hit the road again until three in the afternoon. Between Grayevo and Rye-grood I pointed out to the boys the famous Kuwas—the land of marshes. The vast area, covering more than ten thousand acres, was covered with clumps of frail vegetation, dwarf bushes, pools of standing water, rushes, and stretches of grass yielding underfoot and threatening to suck in anyone who dared to set his foot there.
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“The Wilderness”

The Land of a Thousand Lakes, the Suvalki region, formerly known as “The Wilderness.”

“We are going through a stretch of country that the Teutonic Knights called the Wilderness,” I told the boys. “After they exterminated the original inhabitants of this land, the pagan Yotvingians, the Teutonic Knights left the land intentionally uninhabited and overgrown. They meant it to remain impassable as their first line of defense against the Poles and the Lithuanians. Only beyond this wilderness, on the isthmuses of the great Masurian lakes, they built strong castles—their second line of defense. It was not until the end of the 13th century that Polish peasants—settlers from the region around Warsaw—started moving into the area, giving it a Polish character. Of the former owners of these lands, the Yotvingians—only a few buried ruins remain in the forest. Some Yotvingian place names also remain, sounding a little foreign to our ears.”

Beyond Augustov, we drove along a paved road to Pshevensh, through the isthmus between Lake Bialy and Lake Studjenichny. And now the Augustov Forest began—a lush, dark-green wood stretching on both sides of the road. Time and again, we overtook passenger cars loaded with backpacks, tents, and tourist equipment. The vacation season had already started, with tourists flocking to Lake Vigry, the Augustov Lakes, and the Suvalki Lake District—the forests, lakes, and canals of this beautiful part of the country. It was already evening when we reached Ghiby, a small village on Lake Gyeret. I knew a little about these parts. I had once stayed at the Journalist Association’s camping center some three miles from here, on Lake Pomozhe. I had even made a trip to the small forest lake of Milkokuk at the time. I now presumed that the author of the fateful newspaper article had made the same trip and, while at Milkokuk, met a certain teacher with a collection of local curiosities and antiquities. 
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