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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Eastern Europe, introduces you to a trio of grand Polish cities: historic Kraków, thriving Warsaw, and gorgeous Gdańsk. Covering the best of Poland, this book offers an enjoyable cross-section of this proud nation.

Poland’s historical capital, Kraków, clusters around one of Europe’s biggest and most inviting market squares. Explore Kraków’s picture-perfect Old Town—filled with museums, restaurants, university life, and Old World charm—and head to the Kazimierz neighborhood to learn about Poland’s Jewish story. Side-trip to the world’s most powerful memorial to the victims of the Holocaust at Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp.

For a look at today’s Poland, visit Warsaw—leveled in World War II, rebuilt soon after, and now rapidly gentrifying. Stroll through Warsaw’s reconstructed Old Town, promenade along newly spiffed-up boulevards, gape up at the communist-style Palace of Culture and Science, and dip into engaging museums on WWII history, native son Fryderyk Chopin, Polish painters, and much more.

On the Baltic Coast, Gdańsk offers a vibrantly colorful main drag fronted by opulent old Hanseatic facades, plus inspiring tales from the toppling of communism at the shipyard where the Solidarity trade union was born. Nearby in Pomerania is a pair of medieval red-brick sights: the imposing Gothic headquarters of the Teutonic Knights, Malbork Castle; and the appealing, gingerbread-scented town of Toruń.

To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:

• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time

• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints

• Sights with ratings:

▲▲▲—Don’t miss

▲▲—Try hard to see

▲—Worthwhile if you can make it

No rating—Worth knowing about

• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range

• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, and boats

Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, phoning, making hotel reservations, eating, transportation, and more, plus Polish survival phrases.

To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.

Szczęśliwej podróży—happy travels!

Rick Steves
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POLAND


Polska

Americans who think of Poland as run-down—full of rusting factories, smoggy cities, and gloomy natives—are speechless when they step into Kraków’s vibrant main square, Gdańsk’s colorful Royal Way, or Warsaw’s lively Old Town. While parts of the country are still cleaning up the industrial mess left by the Soviets, Poland also has some breathtaking medieval cities that show off its kindhearted people, dynamic history, and unique cultural fabric.
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The Poles are a proud people—as moved by their spectacular failures as by their successes. Their quiet elegance has been tempered by generations of abuse by foreign powers. The Poles place a lot of importance on honor, and you’ll find fewer scams and con artists here than in other Eastern European countries.

In a way, there are two Polands: lively, cosmopolitan urban centers, and countless tiny farm villages in the countryside. City-dwellers often talk about the “simple people” of Poland—those descended from generations of farmers, working the same plots for centuries and living an uncomplicated, agrarian lifestyle. This large contingent of salt-of-the-earth folks—who like things the way they are—is a major reason why Poland was hesitant to join the European Union and remains fiercely “Euroskeptic.”
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Poland is arguably Europe’s most devoutly Catholic country. Catholicism has long defined these people, holding them together through times when they had little else. Squeezed between Protestant Germany (originally Prussia) and Eastern Orthodox Russia, Poland wasn’t even a country for generations (1795-1918). Its Catholicism helped keep its spirit alive. In the last century, while “under communism” (as that age is referred to), Poles once again found their religion a source of strength as well as rebellion—they could express dissent against the atheistic regime by going to church. Some of Poland’s best sights are churches, usually filled with locals praying silently. While these church interiors are worth a visit, be careful to show the proper respect: Maintain silence, keep a low profile, and if you want to snap pictures, do so discreetly.
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Visitors are sometimes surprised at how much of Poland’s story is a Jewish story. Before World War II, 80 percent of Europe’s Jews lived in Poland. Warsaw was the world’s second-largest Jewish city (after New York), with 380,000 Jews (out of a total population of 1.2 million). Poland was a magnet for Jewish refugees because of its relatively welcoming policies. Still, Jews were forbidden from owning land; that’s why they settled mostly in the cities. But the Holocaust (and a later Soviet policy of sending “troublemaking” Jews to Israel) decimated the Jewish population. This tragic chapter, combined with postwar border shifts and population movements, made Poland one of Europe’s most ethnically homogeneous countries. Today, virtually everyone in the country is an ethnic Pole, and only a few thousand Polish Jews remain.

Poland has long been extremely pro-America. Of course, their big neighbors (Russia and Germany) have been their historic enemies. And when Hitler invaded in 1939, the Poles felt let down by their supposed European friends (France and Britain), who declared war on Germany but provided virtually no military support to the Polish resistance. America, meanwhile, has been regarded as the big ally from across the ocean—and the home of the largest population of Poles outside of Poland. In 1989, when Poland finally won its freedom, many Poles only half-joked that they should apply to become the 51st state of the US.



  Poland Almanac

  Official Name: Rzeczpospolita Polska (Republic of Poland), or Polska for short.

  Snapshot History: This thousand-year-old country has been dominated by foreigners for much of the past two centuries, finally achieving true independence (from the Soviet Union) in 1989.



Population: Nearly 38.5 million people, slightly more than California. About 97 percent are ethnic Poles who speak Polish (though English is also widely spoken). Three out of every four Poles are practicing Catholics. The population is younger than most European countries, with an average age of 39 (Germany’s is 46).

Latitude and Longitude: 52°N and 20°E (similar latitude to Berlin, London, and Edmonton, Alberta).

Area: 121,000 square miles, the same as New Mexico (or Illinois and Iowa put together).

Geography: Because of its overall flatness, Poland has been a corridor for invading armies since its infancy. The Vistula River (650 miles) runs south-to-north up the middle of the country, passing through Kraków and Warsaw, and emptying into the Baltic Sea at Gdańsk. Poland’s climate is generally cool and rainy—40,000 storks love it.

Biggest Cities: Warsaw (the capital, 1.7 million), Kraków (757,000), and Łódź (747,000).

Economy: The Gross Domestic Product is $814 billion, with a GDP per capita of $21,100. The 1990s saw an aggressive and successful transition from state-run socialism to privately owned capitalism. Still, Poland’s traditional potato-and-pig-farming society is behind the times, with 16 percent of the country’s workers producing less than 3 percent of its GDP. About one in ten Poles is unemployed, and nearly one in five lives in poverty. And yet, perhaps because its economy is so primitive, Poland fared especially well through the recent economic downturn.

Currency: 1 złoty (zł, or PLN) = 100 groszy (gr) = about 30 cents; 3 zł = about $1.

Real Estate: A typical one-bedroom apartment in Warsaw (250 square feet) rents for roughly $600 a month.

Government: Poland’s mostly figurehead president selects the prime minister and cabinet, with legislators’ approval. They govern along with a two-house legislature (Sejm and Senat) of 560 seats. Since late 2014, the prime minister has been Ewa Kopacz, of the centrist Civic Platform. President Bronisław Komorowski, also of the Civic Platform, is up for re-election in 2015. (For more on Polish politics, see here.)

Flag: The upper half is white, and the lower half is red—the traditional colors of Poland. Poetic Poles claim the white represents honor, and the red represents the enormous amounts of blood spilled by the Poles to honor their nation. The flag sometimes includes a coat of arms with a crowned eagle (representing Polish sovereignty). Under Poland’s many oppressors (including the Soviets), the crown was removed from the emblem, and its talons were trimmed. On regaining its independence, Poland coronated its eagle once more.

The Average Pole: In spite of its tumultuous history, Poland is a relatively upbeat nation: 74 percent of all Poles report they are “quite happy.” Three-quarters use the Internet, and the average Pole will live to about age 77. The average Polish woman gets married at age 26 and will have 1.3 children.

Not-so-Average Poles: Poland’s three big airports offer a rundown of just a few of the country’s biggest names: St. John Paul II (in Kraków), Fryderyk Chopin (in Warsaw), and Lech Wałęsa (in Gdańsk). And, despite the many “Polack jokes” you’ve heard (and maybe repeated), you’re already familiar with many other famous Polish intellectuals—you just don’t realize they’re Polish. The “Dumb Polack” Hall of Fame includes Mikołaj Kopernik (Nicolas Copernicus), scientist Marie Curie (née Skłodowska), writer Teodor Józef Korzeniowski (better known as Joseph Conrad, author of Heart of Darkness), filmmaker Roman Polański (Chinatown, The Pianist), Daniel Libeskind (the master architect for redeveloping the 9/11 site in New York City)...and one of this book’s co-authors.



On my first visit to Poland, I had a poor impression of Poles, who seemed brusque and often elbowed ahead of me in line. I’ve since learned that all it takes is a smile and a cheerful greeting—preferably in Polish—to break through the thick skin that helped these kind people survive the difficult communist times. With a friendly Dzień dobry!, you’ll turn any grouch into an ally. It may help to know that, because of the distinct cadence of Polish, Poles speaking English sometimes sound more impatient, gruff, or irritated than they actually are. Part of the Poles’ charm is that they’re not as slick and self-assured as many Europeans: They’re kind, soft-spoken, and quite shy. On a recent train trip in Poland, I offered my Polish seatmate a snack—and spent the rest of trip enjoying a delightful conversation with a new friend.

HELPFUL HINTS

Restroom Signage: To confuse tourists, the Poles have devised a secret way of marking their WCs. You’ll see doors marked with męska (men) and damska (women)—but even more often, you’ll simply see a triangle (for men) or a circle (for women). A sign with a triangle, a circle, and an arrow is directing you to the closest WCs.



  Top 10 Dates That Changed Poland

  A.D. 966—The Polish king, Mieszko I, is baptized a Christian, symbolically uniting the Polish people and founding the nation.



1385—The Polish queen (called a “king” by sexist aristocrats of the time) marries a Lithuanian duke, starting the two-century reign of the Jagiełło family.

1410—Poland defeats the Teutonic Knights at the Battle of Grunwald, part of a Golden Age of territorial expansion and cultural achievement.

1572—The last Jagiellonian king dies, soon replaced by bickering nobles and foreign kings. Poland declines.

1795—In the last of three Partitions, the country is divvied up by its more-powerful neighbors: Russia, Prussia, and Austria.

1918—Following World War I, Poland gets back its land and sovereignty.

1939—The Free City of Gdańsk (then called Danzig) is invaded by Nazi Germany, starting World War II. At war’s end, the country is “liberated” (i.e., occupied) by the Soviet Union.

1980—Lech Wałęsa leads a successful strike, demanding more freedom from the communist regime.

1989—Poland gains independence under its first president—Lech Wałęsa. Fifteen years later, Poland joins the European Union.

2010—President Lech Kaczyński and 95 other high-level government officials are killed in a plane crash in Russia.



Pay to Pee: Many Polish bathrooms charge a small fee (around 1 zł). You may even be charged at a restaurant where you’re paying to dine.

Train Station Lingo: “PKP” is the abbreviation for Polish National Railways (“PKS” is for buses). In larger towns with several train stations, you’ll normally use the one called Główny (meaning “Main”—except in Warsaw, where it’s Centralna). Dworzec główny means “main train station.” Most stations have several platforms (peron), each of which has two tracks (tor). Departures are generally listed by the peron, so keep your eye on both tracks for your train. Arrivals are przyjazdy, and departures are odjazdy. Left-luggage counters or lockers are marked przechowalnia bagażu. Kasy are ticket windows. These can be marked (sometimes only in Polish) for specific needs—domestic tickets, international tickets, and so on; ask fellow travelers to be sure you select the right line. The line you choose will invariably be the slowest one—leave plenty of time to buy your ticket before your train departs (or, if you’re running out of time, buy it on board for 10 zł extra). Larger stations have customer service centers where you may have to wait longer (take a number), but you’re more likely to encounter English-speaking staff. For longer and/or express journeys, you’ll likely be given two separate tickets: one for the trip itself, and the other for your seat assignment. On arriving at a station, to get into town, follow signs for wyjście (sometimes followed by do centrum or do miasta). Ongoing construction to improve Poland’s rail lines may make some of your train journeys take much longer than normal, and delays are common.

Museum Tips: Most museums in Poland are closed on Monday, and the ticket office typically closes a half-hour before the museum’s closing time. Poland’s museums tend to frequently tweak their opening times—try to confirm hours locally if you have your heart set on a particular place.

Polish Artists: Though Poland has produced world-renowned scientists, musicians, and writers, the country isn’t known for its artists. Polish museums greet foreign visitors with fine artwork by unfamiliar names. If you’re planning to visit any museums in Poland, two artists in particular are worth remembering: Jan Matejko, a 19th-century positivist who painted grand historical epics; and one of his students, Stanisław Wyspiański, a painter and playwright who led the charge of the Młoda Polska movement—the Polish answer to Art Nouveau—in the early 1900s.

Telephones: Remember these Polish prefixes: 800 is toll-free, and 70 is expensive (like phone sex). Many Poles use mobile phones (which come with the prefix 50, 51, 53, 60, 66, 69, 72, 78, 79, or 88).

POLISH HISTORY

Poland is flat. Take a look at a topographical map of Europe, and you’ll immediately appreciate the Poles’ historical dilemma: The path of least resistance from northern Europe to Russia leads right through Poland. Over the years, many invaders—from Genghis Khan to Napoleon to Hitler—have taken advantage of Poland’s strategic location. The country is nicknamed “God’s playground” for the many wars that have rumbled through its territory. Poland has been invaded by Soviets, Nazis, French, Austrians, Russians, Prussians, Swedes, Teutonic Knights, Tatars, Bohemians, Magyars—and, about 1,300 years ago, Poles.
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Medieval Greatness


The first Poles were the Polonians (“people of the plains”), a Slavic band that arrived here in the eighth century. In 966, Mieszko I, Duke of the Polonian tribe, adopted Christianity and founded the Piast dynasty (which would last for more than 400 years). Centuries before Germany, Italy, or Spain first united, Poland was born.

Poland struggled against two different invaders in the 13th century: the Tatars (Mongols who ravaged the south) and the Teutonic Knights (Germans who conquered the north). But despite these challenges, Poland persevered. The last king of the Piast dynasty was also the greatest: Kazimierz the Great, who famously “found a Poland made of wood and left one made of brick and stone,” bringing Poland (and its capital, Kraków) to international prominence. The progressive Kazimierz also invited Europe’s much-persecuted Jews to settle here, establishing Poland as a haven for the Jewish people, which it would remain until the Nazis arrived.

Kazimierz the Great died at the end of the 14th century without a male heir. His grand-niece, Princess Jadwiga, became “king” (the Poles weren’t ready for a “queen”) and married Lithuanian Prince Władysław Jagiełło, uniting their countries against a common enemy, the Teutonic Knights. Their marriage marked the beginning of the Jagiellonian dynasty and set the stage for Poland’s Golden Age. During this time, Poland expanded its territory, the Polish nobility began to acquire more political might, Italy’s Renaissance (and its architectural styles) became popular, and the Toruń-born astronomer Nicholas Copernicus shook up the scientific world with his bold new heliocentric theory. Up on the Baltic coast, the port city of Gdańsk took advantage of its Hanseatic League trading partnership to become one of Europe’s most prosperous cities.

Foreign Kings and Partitions

When the Jagiellonians died out in 1572, political power shifted to the nobility. Poland became a republic of nobles governed by its wealthiest 10 percent—the szlachta, who elected a series of foreign kings. In the 16th and 17th centuries—with its territory spanning from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea—the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was the largest state in Europe.

But over time, many of the elected kings made poor diplomatic decisions and squandered the country’s resources. To make matters worse, the nobles’ parliament (Sejm) introduced the concept of liberum veto (literally “I freely forbid”), whereby any measure could be vetoed by a single member of parliament. This policy, which effectively demanded unanimous approval for any law to be passed, paralyzed the Sejm’s waning power. Sensing the Commonwealth’s weakness, in the mid-17th century forces from Sweden rampaged through Polish and Lithuanian lands in the devastating “Swedish Deluge.” While Poland eventually reclaimed its territory, a third of its population was dead. The Commonwealth continued to import self-serving foreign kings, including Saxony’s Augustus the Strong and his son, who drained Polish wealth to finance vanity projects in their hometown of Dresden.

By the late 18th century, Poland was floundering and surrounded by three land-hungry empires (Russia, Prussia, and Austria). The Poles were unaware that these neighbors had entered into an agreement now dubbed the “Alliance of the Three Black Eagles” (since all three of those countries, coincidentally, used that bird as their symbol); they began to circle Poland’s white eagle like vultures. Stanisław August Poniatowski, elected king with Russian support in 1764, would prove to be Poland’s last.

Over the course of less than 25 years, Russia, Prussia, and Austria divided Poland’s territory among themselves in a series of three Partitions. In 1772 and again in 1790, Poland was forced into ceding large chunks of its territory to its neighbors. Desperate to reform their government, Poles enacted Europe’s first democratic constitution (and the world’s second, after the US Constitution) on May 3, 1791—still celebrated as a national holiday. This visionary document protected the peasants, dispensed with both liberum veto and the election of the king, and set up something resembling a modern nation. But the constitution alarmed Poland’s neighbors, who swept in soon after with the third and final Partition in 1795. “Poland” disappeared from Europe’s maps, not to return until 1918.

Even though Poland was gone, the Poles wouldn’t go quietly. As the Partitions were taking place, Polish soldier Tadeusz Kościuszko (also a hero of the American Revolution) returned home to lead an unsuccessful military resistance against the Russians in 1794.

Napoleon offered a brief glimmer of hope to the Poles in the early 19th century, when he marched eastward through Europe and set up the semi-independent “Duchy of Warsaw” in Polish lands. But that fleeting taste of freedom lasted only eight years; with Napoleon’s defeat, Polish hopes were dashed. The Congress of Vienna, which redistributed Polish territory to Prussia, Russia, and Austria, is sometimes called (by Poles) the “Fourth Partition.” In a classic case of “my enemy’s enemy is my friend,” the Poles still have great affection for Napoleon for how fiercely he fought against their mutual foes.

The Napoleonic connection also established France as a safe haven for refugee Poles. After another failed uprising against Russia in 1830, many of Poland’s top artists and writers fled to Paris—including pianist Fryderyk Chopin and Romantic poet Adam Mickiewicz (whose statue adorns Kraków’s main square and Warsaw’s Royal Way). These Polish artists tried to preserve the nation’s spirit with music and words; those who remained in Poland continued to fight with swords and fists. By the end of the 19th century, the image of the Pole as a tireless, idealistic insurgent emerged. During this time, some Romantics—with typically melodramatic flair—dubbed Poland “the Christ of nations” for the way it was misunderstood and persecuted by the world, despite its inherent nobility.

Poles didn’t just flock to France during the Partitions. Untold numbers of Polish people uprooted their lives to pursue a better future in the New World. About 10 million Americans have Polish ancestry, and most of them came stateside from the mid-19th to early 20th centuries. Because the sophisticated and educated tended to remain in Poland, these new arrivals were mostly poor farmers who were (at first) unschooled and didn’t speak English, placing them on a bottom rung of American society. It was during this time that the tradition of insulting “Polack jokes” emerged. Some claim these originated in Chicago, which was both a national trendsetter in humor and a magnet for Polish immigrants. Others suggest that German immigrants to America imported insulting stereotypes of their Polish neighbors from the Old World. Either way, the jokes only became more vicious through the 20th century, until the Polish government actually lobbied the US State Department to put a stop to them.

As the map of Europe was redrawn following World War I, Poland emerged as a reborn nation, under the war hero-turned-head of state, Marshal Józef Piłsudski. The newly reformed “Second Polish Republic,” which patched together the bits and pieces of territory that had been under foreign rule for decades, enjoyed a diverse ethnic mix—including Germans, Russians, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and an enormous Jewish minority. A third of Poland spoke no Polish. The historic Baltic port city of Gdańsk—which was bicultural (German and Polish)—was granted the special “Free City of Danzig” status to avoid dealing with the prickly issue of whether to assign it to Germany or Poland. But the peace was not to last.

World War II

On September 1, 1939, Adolf Hitler began World War II by attacking Danzig to bring it into the German fold. Before the month was out, Hitler’s forces had overrun Poland, and the Soviets had taken over a swath of eastern Poland (today still part of Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania).

The Nazis considered the Poles slawische Untermenschen, “Slavic sub-humans” who were useful only for manual labor. Remember that Poland was also home to a huge population of another group the Nazis hated, Jews. Nazi Germany annexed Polish regions that it claimed historic ties to, while the rest (including “Warschau” and “Krakau”) became a puppet state ruled by the Generalgouvernement and Hitler’s handpicked governor, Hans Frank. The Nazis considered this area Lebensraum—“living space” that wasn’t nice enough to actually incorporate into Germany, but served perfectly as extra territory for building things that Germans didn’t want in their backyards...such as Auschwitz-Birkenau, the notorious death camp that functioned as a factory for the mass-production of murder.

The Poles anxiously awaited the promised military aid of France and Britain; when help failed to arrive, they took matters into their own hands, forming a ragtag “Polish Home Army” and staging incredibly courageous but lopsided battles against their powerful German overlords (such as the Warsaw Uprising). Throughout the spring of 1945, as the Nazis retreated from their failed invasion of the Soviet Union, the Red Army gradually “liberated” Poland from Nazi oppression, guaranteeing it another four decades of oppression under another regime.

With six million deaths over six years—including both Polish Jews and ethnic Poles—Poland suffered the worst per-capita WWII losses of any nation. By the war’s end, one out of every five Polish citizens was dead—and 90 percent of those killed were civilians. While the human and infrastructure loss of World War II was incalculable, that war’s cultural losses were also devastating—some 60,000 paintings were lost.

At the war’s end, the victorious Allies shifted Poland’s borders significantly westward—folding historically German areas into Polish territory and appropriating previously Polish areas for the USSR. This prompted a massive movement of populations—which today we’d decry as “ethnic cleansing”—as Germans were forcibly removed from western Poland, and Poles from newly Soviet territory were transplanted to Poland proper. Entire cities were repopulated (such as the formerly German metropolis of Breslau, which was renamed Wrocław and filled with refugee Poles from Lwów, now Lviv, in Ukraine). After millions died in the war, millions more were displaced from their ancestral homes. When the dust settled, Poland was in rubble, and almost exclusively populated by Poles.

Saddle on a Cow: Poland Under Communism

Poland suffered horribly under the communists. A postwar intimidation regime was designed to frighten people “on board” and coincided with government seizure of private property, rationing, and food shortages. The country enjoyed a relatively open society under Premier Władysław Gomułka in the 1960s, but the impractical, centrally planned economy began to unravel in the 1970s. Stores were marked by long lines stretching around the block.


The Heritage of Communism

Poland has been free, democratic, and capitalist since 1989, but some adults carry lots of psychological baggage from living under communism. While the vast majority of Poles much prefer the current system to the old one, even the gloomiest memories are tinged with nostalgia. A friend who was 13 in 1989 recalled those days this way:

“My childhood is filled with happy memories. Under communism, life was family-oriented. Careers didn’t matter. There was no way to get rich, no reason to rush, so we had time. People always had time.

“But there were also shortages—many things were ‘in deficit.’ We stood in line not knowing what would be for sale. We’d buy whatever shoes were available and then trade. At grocery stores, vinegar and mustard were always on the shelf, along with plastic cheese to make it seem less empty. Milk and bread were very low quality—it wasn’t unusual to find a cigarette butt in your loaf. We had to carry ration coupons, which we’d present when buying a staple that was in short supply. They’d snip a corner off the coupon after making the sale. We didn’t necessarily buy what we needed—just anything that could be bartered on the black market. I remember my mother and father had to ‘organize’ for special events...somehow find a good sausage and some Coca-Cola.
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“Instead of a tidy roll of toilet paper, bathrooms came with a wad of old newspapers. Sometimes my uncle would bring us several toilet paper rolls, held together with a string—absolutely the best gift anyone could give.

“Boys in my neighborhood collected pop cans. Since drinks were very limited in Poland, cans from other countries represented a world of opportunities beyond our borders. Parents could buy their children these cans on the black market, and the few families who were allowed to travel returned home with a treasure trove of cans. One boy up the street from me went to Italy, and proudly brought home a Pepsi can. All of the boys in the neighborhood wanted to see it—it was a huge status symbol. But a month later, communism ended, you could buy whatever you wanted, and everyone’s can collections were worthless.

“We had real chocolate only for Christmas. The rest of the year, for treats we got something called ‘chocolate-like product,’ which was sweet, dark, and smelled vaguely of chocolate. And we had oranges from Cuba for Christmas, too. Everybody was excited when the newspapers announced, ‘The boat with the oranges from Cuba is just five days from Poland.’ We waited with excitement all year for chocolate and those oranges. The smell of Christmas was so special. Now we have that smell every day. Still, my happiest Christmases were under communism.”



The little absurdities of communist life—which today seem almost comical—made every day a struggle. For years, every elderly woman in Poland had hair the same strange magenta color. There was only one color of dye available, so if you had dyed hair, the choice was simple: Let your hair grow out (and look clownishly half red and half white), or line up and go red.

During these difficult times, the Poles often rose up—staging major protests in 1956, 1968, 1970, and 1976. Stalin famously noted that introducing communism to the Poles was like putting a saddle on a cow.

When an anti-communist Polish cardinal named Karol Wojtyła was elected pope in 1978, then visited his homeland in 1979, it was a sign to his countrymen that change was in the air. In 1980, Lech Wałęsa, an electrician at the shipyards in Gdańsk, became the leader of the Solidarity movement, the first workers’ union in communist Eastern Europe. After an initial 18-day strike at the Gdańsk shipyards, the communist regime gave in, legalizing Solidarity.

But the union grew too powerful, and the communists felt their control slipping away. On Sunday, December 13, 1981, Poland’s head of state, General Wojciech Jaruzelski, declared martial law in order to “forestall Soviet intervention.” (Whether the Soviets actually would have intervened remains a hotly debated issue.) Tanks ominously rolled through the streets of Poland on that snowy December morning, and the Poles were terrified.

Martial law lasted until 1983. Each Pole has his or her own chilling memories of this frightening time. During riots, the people would flock into churches—the only place they could be safe from the ZOMO (riot police). People would go for their evening walks during the 19:30 government-sanctioned national news as a sign of protest. But Solidarity struggled on, going underground and becoming a united movement of all demographics, 10 million members strong (more than a quarter of the population).

In July of 1989, the ruling Communist Party agreed to hold open elections (reserving 65 percent of representatives for themselves). Their goal was to appease Solidarity, but the plan backfired: Communists didn’t win a single contested seat. These elections helped spark the chain reaction across Eastern Europe that eventually tore down the Iron Curtain. Lech Wałęsa became Poland’s first post-communist president.

Poland in the 21st Century

When 10 new countries joined the European Union in May 2004, Poland was the most ambivalent of the bunch. After centuries of being under other empires’ authority, the Poles were hardly eager to relinquish some of their hard-fought autonomy to Brussels. Many Poles thought that EU membership would make things worse (higher prices, a loss of traditional lifestyles) before they got better. But most people agreed that their country had to join to survive in today’s Europe. Today most Poles begrudgingly acknowledge that the benefits of EU membership have outweighed the drawbacks.

The most obvious initial impact of EU membership was the tremendous migration of young Poles seeking work in other EU countries (mostly Britain, Ireland, and Sweden, which were the first to waive visa requirements for Eastern European workers). Many found employment at hotels and restaurants. Visitors to London and Dublin noticed a surprising language barrier at hotel front desks, and Polish-language expat newspapers joined British gossip rags on newsstands. Those who remained in Poland were concerned about the “brain drain” of bright young people flocking out of their country. But with the recent global recession, quite a few Polish expats returned home.

Poland is by far the most populous of the recent EU members, with nearly 39 million people (about the same as Spain, or about half the size of Germany). This makes Poland the sixth-largest of the 27 EU member states—giving it serious political clout, which it has already asserted...sometimes to the dismay of the EU’s more established powers.

On the American political spectrum, Poland may be the most “conservative” country in Europe. Poles are phobic when it comes to “big government”—likely because they’ve been subjugated and manipulated by so many foreign oppressors over the centuries. For most of the 2000s, the country’s right wing was represented by a pair of twin brothers, Lech and Jarosław Kaczyński. (The Kaczyński brothers were child actors who appeared in several popular movies together.) Their conservative Law and Justice Party is pro-tax cuts, fiercely Euroskeptic (anti-EU), and very Catholic. In the 2005 presidential election, Lech Kaczyński emerged as the victor; several months later, he took the controversial step of appointing his identical twin brother Jarosław as Poland’s prime minister.



  Polish Jokes

  Through the dreary communist times, the Poles managed to keep their sense of humor. A popular target of jokes was the riot police, called the ZOMO. Here are just a few of the things Poles said about these unpopular cops:



• It’s better to have a sister who’s a whore than a brother in the ZOMO.

• ZOMO police are hired based on the 90-90 principle: They have to weigh at least 90 kilograms (200 pounds), and their I.Q. must be less than 90.

• ZOMO are dispatched in teams of three: one who can read, one who can write, and a third to protect those other two smart guys.

• A ZOMO policeman was sitting on the curb, crying. Someone came up to him and asked what was wrong. “I lost my dog!” he said. “No matter,” the person replied. “He’s a smart police dog. I’m sure he can find his way back to the station.” “Yes,” the ZOMO said. “But without him, I can’t!”

The communists gave their people no options at elections: If you voted, you voted for the regime. Poles liked to joke that in some ways, this made communists like God—who created Eve, then said to Adam, “Now choose a wife.” It was said that communists could run a pig as a candidate, and it would still win; a popular symbol of dissent became a pig painted with the words “Vote Red.”

There were even jokes about jokes. Under communism, Poles noted that there was a government-sponsored prize for the funniest political joke: 15 years in prison.



The political pendulum swung back toward the center in October of 2007, when the Kaczyński brothers’ main political rival, the pro-EU Donald Tusk, led his Civic Platform Party to victory in the parliamentary elections. The name Kaczyński loosely means “duck”—so the Poles quipped that they were led by “Donald and the Ducks.”

Tragically, the levity wasn’t to last. On April 10, 2010, a plane carrying President Lech Kaczyński crashed in a thick fog near the city of Smolensk, Russia. All 96 people on board—including top government, military, and business officials, high-ranking clergy, and others—were killed, plunging the nation into a period of stunned mourning. Poles wondered why, yet again, an unprecedented tragedy had befallen their nation. (Ironically, the group’s trip was intended to put a painful chapter of Poland’s history to rest: a commemoration of the Polish officers and enlisted men killed in the Soviet massacre at Katyń.)


Bar Mleczny (Milk Bar)

When you see a “bar” in Poland, it doesn’t mean alcohol—it means cheap grub. Eating at a bar mleczny (bar MLECH-neh) is an essential Polish sightseeing experience. These cafeterias, which you’ll see all over the country, are an incredibly cheap way to get a good meal...and, with the right attitude, a fun cultural experience.

In the communist era, the government subsidized the food at milk bars, allowing workers to enjoy a meal out. The tradition continues today, as milk-bar prices remain astoundingly low: My bill for a filling meal usually comes to about $5. And, while communist-era fare was gross, today’s milk-bar cuisine is usually quite tasty.

Milk bars usually offer many of the traditional tastes listed in the “Polish Food” section. Common items are soups (like żurek and barszcz), a variety of cabbage-based salads, kotlet (fried pork chops), pierogi (like ravioli, with various fillings), and naleśniki (pancakes). You’ll see glasses of juice and (of course) milk, but most milk bars also stock bottles of water and Coke.
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There are two types of milk bars: updated, modern cafeterias that cater to tourists (English menus), add some modern twists to their traditional fare, and charge about 50 percent more; and time-machine dives that haven’t changed for decades. At truly traditional milk bars, the service is aimed at locals, which means no English menu and a confusing ordering system.

Every milk bar is a little different, but here’s the general procedure: Head to the counter, wait to be acknowledged, and point to what you want. Handy vocabulary: to (sounds like “toe”) means “this”; i (pronounced “ee”) means “and.”

If the milk-bar lady asks you any questions, you have three options: nod stupidly until she just gives you something; repeat one of the things she just said (assuming she’s asked you to choose between two options, like meat or cheese in your pierogi); or hope that a kindly English-speaking Pole in line will leap to your rescue. If nothing else, ordering at a milk bar is an adventure in gestures. Smiling seems to slightly extend the patience of milk-bar staffers.

Once your tray is all loaded up, pay the cashier, do a double-take when you realize how cheap your bill is, then find a table. After the meal, bus your own dishes to the little window.



The ensuing presidential election pitted the deceased president’s brother, Jarosław Kaczyński, against Donald Tusk’s Civic Platform compatriot, Bronisław Komorowski. Komorowski’s victory—and Donald Tusk’s re-election as prime minister in 2011 (the first re-election of a PM since the end of communism)—have given the centrist Civic Platform the reins of Poland for the foreseeable future.

Meanwhile, Poland’s economy has kept chugging along, even as the rest of Europe and much of the world were bogged down by an economic downturn. More than a quarter of Poland’s trade is with neighboring Germany—another of Europe’s healthiest economies—and Poland was the only European Union country that didn’t have a recession in 2009. When I asked some Polish friends about this, they replied—cynically, but not without a hint of truth—“Well, when you have a backwards, agrarian economy, you’re pretty resistant to international market fluctuations.” Poland is a big, self-sustaining, insular economy. In recent years, Poland’s relatively weak currency (“cheaper” than the euro, yet also shielded from euro volatility) and robust economy are luring foreign investment, paradoxically threatening the very autonomy that has buffered it so far. As Europe struggles to deal with its debt crisis and flagging economic might, it will be interesting to see the role that Poland plays.

In 2014, in a move indicative of Poland’s importance on the European stage, Donald Tusk left his post as prime minister to become the president of the European Council—the top job of the entire European Union. As Tusk moved to Brussels to assume his post, his successor (and fellow Civic Platform member), Ewa Kopacz, became prime minster—and, one would hope, will continue to spur Poland’s evolution.

POLISH FOOD

Polish food is hearty and tasty. Because Poland is north of the Carpathian Mountains, its weather tends to be chilly, which limits the kinds of fruits and vegetables that flourish here. As in other northern European countries (such as Russia or Scandinavia), dominant staples include potatoes, dill, berries, beets, and rye. Much of what you might think of as “Jewish cuisine” turns up on Polish menus (gefilte fish, potato pancakes, chicken soup, and so forth)—which makes sense, given that Poles and Jews lived in the same area for centuries under the same climatic and culinary influences.

Polish soups are a highlight. The most typical are żurek and barszcz. Żurek (often translated as “sour soup” on menus) is a light-colored soup made from a sourdough base, usually containing a hard-boiled egg and pieces of kiełbasa (sausage). Barszcz, better known to Americans as borscht, is a savory beet soup that you’ll see in several varieties: Barszcz czerwony (red borscht) is a thin, flavorful broth with a deep red color, sometimes containing dumplings or a hard-boiled egg. Barszcz ukraiński (Ukrainian borscht) is similar, but has vegetables mixed in (usually cabbage, beans, and carrots). In summer, try the “Polish gazpacho”—chłodnik, a cream soup with beets, onions, and radishes that’s served cold. I never met a Polish soup I didn’t like...until I was introduced to flaki (sometimes flaczki)—tripe soup.
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Another familiar Polish dish is pierogi. These ravioli-like dumplings come with various fillings. The most traditional are minced meat, sauerkraut, mushroom, cheese, and blueberry; many restaurants also experiment with more exotic fillings. Pierogi are often served with specks of fatty bacon to add flavor. Pierogi are a budget traveler’s dream: Restaurants serving them are everywhere, and they’re generally cheap, tasty, and very filling.

Bigos is a rich and delicious sauerkraut stew cooked with meat, mushrooms, and whatever’s in the pantry. Gołąbki is a dish of cabbage leaves stuffed with minced meat and rice in a tomato or mushroom sauce. Kotlet schabowy (fried pork chop)—once painfully scarce in communist Poland—remains a local favorite to this day. Kaczka (duck) is popular, as is freshwater fish: Look for pstrąg (trout), karp (carp, beware of bones), and węgorz (eel). On the Baltic Coast (such as in Gdańsk), you’ll also see łosoś (salmon), śledż (herring), and dorsz (cod). Poles eat lots of potatoes, which are served with nearly every meal.

For a snack on the go, Poles love zapiekanki (singular zapiekanek): a toasted baguette with melted cheese, garlic, ketchup or other sauces, rubbery mushrooms from a can, and sometimes onions or other toppings. It’s like the poor cousin of a French-bread pizza, and is a favorite late-night snack for bar-hopping young people. The bagel-like rings you’ll see sold on the street, obwarzanki (singular obwarzanek), are also cheap, and usually fresh and tasty.

Poland has good pastries. A piekarnia is a bakery specializing in breads. But if you really want something special, look for a cukiernia (pastry shop). The classic Polish treat is pączki, glazed jelly doughnuts. They can have different fillings, but most typical is a wild-rose jam. Szarlotka is apple cake—sometimes made with chunks of apples (especially in season), sometimes with apple filling. Sernik is cheesecake, and makowiec is poppy-seed cake. Winebreda is an especially gooey Danish. Babeczka is like a cupcake filled with pudding. You may see jabłko w cieście—slices of apple cooked in dough, then glazed. Napoleonka is a French-style treat with layers of crispy wafers and custard.

Lody (ice cream) is popular. The tall, skinny cones of soft-serve ice cream are called świderki, sometimes translated as “American ice cream.” The most beloved traditional candy is ptasie mleczko (birds’ milk), which is like a semi-sour marshmallow covered with chocolate. E. Wedel is the country’s top brand of chocolate, with outlets in all the big cities.

Thirsty? Woda is water, woda mineralna is bottled water (gazowana is with gas, niegazowana is without), kawa is coffee, herbata is tea, sok is juice, and mleko is milk. Żywiec, Okocim, and Lech are the best-known brands of piwo (beer).

Wódka (vodka) is a Polish staple—the word means, roughly, “precious little water.” Żubrówka, the most famous brand of vodka, comes with a blade of grass from the bison reserves in eastern Poland (look for the bottle with the bison). The bison “flavor” the grass...then the grass flavors the vodka. Poles often mix Żubrówka with apple juice, and call this cocktail szarlotka (“apple cake”); it also goes by the name tatanka (a Native American word for “bison”). For “Cheers!” say, “Na zdrowie!” (nah ZDROH-vyeh).

Unusual drinks to try if you have the chance are kwas (a cold, fizzy, Ukrainian-style nonalcoholic beverage made from day-old rye bread) and kompot (a hot drink made from stewed berries). Poles are unusually fond of carrot juice (often cut with fruit juice); Kubuś is the most popular brand.

“Bon appétit” is “Smacznego” (smatch-NEH-goh). To pay, ask for the rachunek (rah-KHOO-nehk).

POLISH LANGUAGE

Polish is closely related to its neighboring Slavic languages (Slovak and Czech), with the biggest difference being that Polish has lots of fricatives (hissing sounds—“sh” and “ch”—often in close proximity). Consider the opening line of Poland’s most famous tongue-twisting nursery rhyme: W Szczebrzeszynie chrzaszcz brzmi w trzcinie (“In Szczebrzeszyn, a beetle is heard in the reeds”—pronounced vuh shih-chehb-zheh-shee-nyeh khzhahshch bzh-mee vuh tzhuh-cheen-yeh...or something like that).

Polish intimidates Americans with long, difficult-to-pronounce words. But if you take your time and sound things out, you’ll quickly develop an ear for it. One rule of thumb to help you out: The stress is always on the next-to-last syllable.

Polish has some letters that don’t appear in English, and some letters and combinations are pronounced differently than in English:

ć, ci, and cz all sound like “ch” as in “church”

ś, si, and sz all sound like “sh” as in “short”

ż, ź, zi, and rz all sound like “zh” as in “leisure”

dż and dź both sound like the “dj” sound in “jeans”

ń and ni sound like “ny” as in “canyon”

ę and ą are pronounced nasally, as in French: “en” and “an”

c sounds like “ts” as in “cats”

ch sounds like “kh” as in the Scottish “loch”

j sounds like “y” as in “yellow”

w sounds like “v” as in “Victor”

ł sounds like “w” as in “with”

So to Poles, “Lech Wałęsa” isn’t pronounced “lehk wah-LEH-sah,” as Americans tend to say—but “lehkh vah-WEHN-sah.”

The Polish people you meet will be impressed and flattered if you take the time to learn a little of their language. To get started, check out the selection of Polish survival phrases on the following pages.

As you’re tracking down addresses, these words will help: miasto (mee-AH-stoh, town), plac (plahts, square), rynek (REE-nehk, big market square), ulica (OO-leet-sah, road), aleja (ah-LAY-yah, avenue), and most (mohst, bridge).


Polish Survival Phrases


Keep in mind a few Polish pronunciation tips: w sounds like “v,” ł sounds like “w,” ch is a back-of-your-throat “kh” sound (as in the Scottish “loch”), and rz sounds like the “zh” sound in “pleasure.” The vowels with a tail (ą and ę) have a slight nasal “n” sound at the end, similar to French.



	English
	Polish
	Pronunciation



	Hello. (formal)
	Dzień dobry.
	jehn doh-brih



	Hi. / Bye. (informal)
	Cześć.
	cheshch



	Do you speak English? (asked of a man)
	Czy Pan mówi po angielsku?
	chih pahn moo-vee poh ahn-gyehl-skoo



	Do you speak English? (asked of a woman)
	Czy Pani mówi po angielsku?
	chih pah-nee moo-vee poh ahn-gyehl-skoo



	Yes. / No.
	Tak. / Nie.
	tahk / nyeh



	I (don’t) understand.
	(Nie) rozumiem.
	(nyeh) roh-zoo-myehm



	Please. / You’re welcome. / Can I help you?
	Proszę.
	
proh-sheh



	Thank you (very much).
	Dziękuję (bardzo).
	jehn-koo-yeh (bard-zoh)



	Excuse me. / I’m sorry.
	Przepraszam.
	psheh-prah-shahm



	(No) problem.
	(Żaden) problem.
	(zhah-dehn) proh-blehm



	Good.
	Dobrze.
	
dohb-zheh



	Goodbye.
	Do widzenia.
	doh veed-zay-nyah



	one / two / three
	jeden / dwa / trzy
	
yeh-dehn / dvah / tzhih



	four / five / six
	cztery / pięć / sześć
	
chteh-rih / pyench / sheshch



	seven / eight
	siedem / osiem
	
shyeh-dehm / oh-shehm



	nine / ten
	dziewięć / dziesięć
	
jeh-vyench / jeh-shench



	hundred / thousand
	sto / tysiąc
	stoh / tih-shants



	How much?
	Ile?
	
ee-leh



	local currency
	złoty (zł)
	
zwoh-tih



	Write it.
	Napisz to.
	
nah-peesh toh



	Is it free?
	Czy to jest za darmo?
	chih toh yehst zah dar-moh



	Is it included?
	Czy jest to wliczone?
	chih yehst toh vlee-choh-neh



	Where can I find / buy...?
	Gdzie mogę dostać / kupić...?
	guh-dyeh moh-geh doh-statch / koo-peech



	I’d like... (said by a man)
	Chciałbym...
	
khchaw-beem



	I’d like... (said by a woman)
	Chciałabym...
	
khchah-wah-beem



	We’d like...
	Chcielibyśmy...
	
khchehl-ee-bish-mih



	...a room.
	...pokój.
	
poh-kooey



	...a ticket to ___.
	...bilet do ___.
	
bee-leht doh ___



	Is it possible?
	Czy jest to możliwe?
	chih yehst toh mohzh-lee-veh



	Where is...?
	Gdzie jest...?
	guh-dyeh yehst



	...the train station
	...dworzec kolejowy
	
dvoh-zhehts koh-leh-yoh-vih



	...the bus station
	...dworzec autobusowy
	
dvoh-zhehts ow-toh-boos-oh-vih



	...the tourist information office
	...informacja turystyczna
	een-for-maht-syah too-ris-titch-nah



	...the toilet
	...toaleta
	toh-ah-leh-tah



	men / women
	męska / damska
	
mehn-skah / dahm-skah



	left / right / straight
	lewo / prawo / prosto
	
leh-voh / prah-voh / proh-stoh



	At what time...?
	O której godzinie...?
	oh kuh-too-ray gohd-zhee-nyeh



	...does this open / close
	...będzie otwarte / zamknięte
	
bend-zheh oht-vahr-teh / zahm-knyehn-teh



	Just a moment.
	Chwileczkę.
	khvee-letch-keh



	now / soon / later
	eraz / niedługo / później
	
teh-rahz / nyed-woo-goh / poozh-nyey



	today / tomorrow
	dzisiaj / jutro
	
jee-shigh / yoo-troh





In a Polish Restaurant




	English
	Polish
	Pronunciation



	I’d like to reserve... (said by a man)
	Chciałbym zarezerwować...
	
khchaw-beem zah-reh-zehr-voh-vahch



	I’d like to reserve... (said by a woman)
	Chciałabym zarezerwować...
	
khchah-wah-beem zah-reh-zehr-voh-vahch



	We’d like to reserve...
	Chcielibyśmy zarezerwować...
	
khchehl-ee-bish-mih zah-reh-zehr-voh-vahch



	...a table for one person / two people.
	...stolik na jedną osobę / dwie osoby.
	
stoh-leek nah yehd-now oh-soh-beh / dvyeh oh-soh-bih



	Is this table free?
	Czy ten stolik jest wolny?
	chih tehn stoh-leek yehst vohl-nih



	Can I help you?
	W czym mogę pomóc?
	vchim moh-geh poh-moots



	The menu (in English), please.
	Menu (po angielsku), proszę.
	
meh-noo (poh ahn-gyehl-skoo) proh-sheh



	service (not) included
	usługa (nie) wliczona
	oos-woo-gah (nyeh) vlee-choh-nah



	cover charge
	wstęp
	vstenp



	“to go”
	na wynos
	nah vih-nohs



	with / without
	z / bez
	z / behz



	and / or
	i / lub
	ee / loob



	milk bar (cheap cafeteria)
	bar mleczny
	bar mletch-nih



	fixed-price meal (of the day)
	zestaw (dnia)
	
zehs-tahv (dih-nyah)



	specialty of the house
	specjalność zakładu
	speht-syahl-nohshch zah-kwah-doo



	half portion
	pół porcji
	poow ports-yee



	daily special
	danie dnia
	
dah-nyeh dih-nyah




	appetizers
	przystawki
	pshih-stahv-kee



	bread
	chleb
	khlehb



	cheese
	ser
	sehr



	sandwich
	kanapka
	kah-nahp-kah



	soup
	zupa
	
zoo-pah



	salad
	sałatka
	sah-waht-kah



	meat / poultry
	mięso / drób
	
myehn-soh / droob



	fish / seafood
	ryba / owoce morza
	
rih-bah / oh-voht-seh moh-zhah



	fruit / vegetables
	owoce / warzywa
	oh-voht-seh / vah-zhih-vah



	dessert
	deser
	
deh-sehr



	(tap) water
	woda (z kranu)
	
voh-dah (skrah-noo)



	mineral water
	woda mineralna
	
voh-dah mee-neh-rahl-nah



	carbonated / not carbonated
	gazowana / niegazowana
	gah-zoh-vah-nah / nyeh-gah-zoh-vah-nah



	milk
	mleko
	
mleh-koh



	(orange) juice
	sok (pomarańczowy)
	sohk (poh-mah-rayn-choh-vih)



	coffee / tea
	kawa / herbata
	
kah-vah / hehr-bah-tah



	wine
	wino
	
vee-noh



	red / white
	czerwone / białe
	chehr-voh-neh / bee-ah-weh



	sweet / dry / semi-dry
	słodkie / wytrawne / półwytrawne
	
swoht-kyeh / vih-trahv-neh / poow-vih-trahv-neh



	glass / bottle
	szklanka / butelka
	
shklahn-kah / boo-tehl-kah



	beer
	piwo
	
pee-voh



	vodka
	wódka
	
vood-kah



	Cheers!
	Na zdrowie!
	nah zdroh-vyeh



	Enjoy your meal.
	Smacznego.
	smatch-neh-goh



	More. / Another.
	Więcej. / Inny.
	
vyehnt-say / ee-nih-nih



	The same.
	Taki sam.
	
tah-kee sahm



	the bill
	rachunek
	rah-khoo-nehk



	I’ll pay.
	Ja płacę.
	yah pwaht-seh



	tip
	napiwek
	nah-pee-vehk



	Delicious!
	Pyszne!
	
pish-neh
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KRAKÓW

Kraków is easily Poland’s best destination: a beautiful, old-fashioned city buzzing with history, enjoyable sights, tourists, and college students. Even though the country’s capital moved from here to Warsaw 400 years ago, Kraków remains Poland’s cultural and intellectual center. Of all of the Eastern European cities laying claim to the boast “the next Prague,” Kraków is for real.

Kraków grew wealthy from trade in the late 10th and early 11th centuries. Traders who passed through were required to stop here for a few days and sell their wares at a reduced cost. Local merchants turned around and sold those goods with big price hikes...and Kraków thrived. In 1038, it became Poland’s capital.
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Tatars invaded in 1241, leaving the city in ruins. Krakovians took this opportunity to rebuild their streets in a near-perfect grid, a striking contrast to the narrow, mazelike lanes of most medieval towns. The destruction also paved the way for the spectacular Main Market Square—still Kraków’s best attraction.

King Kazimierz the Great sparked Kraków’s Golden Age in the 14th century. In 1364, he established the university that still defines the city (and counts Copernicus and St. John Paul II among its alumni).

But Kraków’s power waned as Poland’s political center shifted to Warsaw. In 1596, the capital officially moved north. At the end of the 18th century, three neighboring powers—Russia, Prussia, and Austria—partitioned Poland, annexing all of its territory and dividing it among themselves. Warsaw ended up as a satellite of oppressive Moscow, and Kraków became a poor provincial backwater of Vienna. After Napoleon briefly reshuffled the map of Europe in the early 19th century, Kraków was granted the status of a semi-independent city-state for about 30 years. The feisty Free City of Kraków, a tiny sliver wedged between three of Europe’s mightiest empires, enjoyed an economic boom that saw the creation of the Planty park, the arrival of gas lighting and trams, and the construction of upscale suburbs outside the Old Town. Only after the unsuccessful Kraków Uprising of 1846 was Kraków forcefully brought back into the Austrian fold. But despite Kraków’s reduced prominence, Austria’s comparatively liberal climate allowed the city to become a haven for intellectuals and progressives (including a young revolutionary thinker from Russia named Vladimir Lenin).


  
    Kraków Essentials

    
    
    
      
        	English
        	Polish
        	Pronounced
      

      
        	Main Train Station
        	Kraków Główny
        	KROCK-oof GWOHV-nee
      

      
        	Old Town
        	Stare Miasto
        	STAH-reh mee-AH-stoh
      

      
        	Main Market Square
        	Rynek Główny
        	REE-nehk GWOHV-nee
      

      
        	Cloth Hall
        	Sukiennice
        	soo-kyeh-NEET-seh
      

      
        	Floriańska Street
        	Ulica Floriańska
        	OOH-leet-suh floh-ree-AHN-skah
      

      
        	Park around the Old Town
        	Planty
        	PLAHN-tee
      

      
        	Castle Hill
        	Wawel
        	VAH-vehl
      

      
        	Jewish Quarter
        	Kazimierz
        	kah-ZHEE-mehzh
      

      
        	Vistula River
        	Wisła
        	VEES-wah
      

      
        	Salt Mine
        	Wieliczka
        	vee-LEECH-kah
      

      
        	Planned Communist Suburb
        	Nowa Huta
        	NOH-vah HOO-tah
      

    

  



The Nazis overran Poland in September of 1939, installing a ruling body called the Generalgouvernement, headed by former attorney Hans Frank. Germany wanted to quickly develop “Krakau” (as they called it) into the German capital of the nation. They renamed the Main Market Square “Adolf-Hitler-Platz,” tore down statues of Polish figures (including the Adam Mickiewicz statue that dominates the Main Market Square today), and invested heavily in construction and industrialization (opening the door for Oskar Schindler to come and take over a factory from its Jewish owners). The German overlords imposed a “New Order” that included seizing businesses, rationing, and a strict curfew for Poles and Jews alike. A special set of “Jewish laws” targeted, then decimated, Poland’s huge Jewish population.

Kraków’s cityscape—if not its people—emerged from World War II virtually unscathed. But when the communists took over, they decided to give intellectual (and potentially dissident) Kraków an injection of good Soviet values—in the form of heavy industry. They built Nowa Huta, an enormous steelworks and planned town for workers, on Kraków’s outskirts, thereby dooming the city to decades of smog. Thankfully, Kraków is now much cleaner than it was 20 years ago.

St. John Paul II was born (as Karol Wojtyła) in nearby Wadowice and served as archbishop of Kraków before being called to Rome. Today, the hometown boy-turned-saint draws lots of pilgrims and is, for many, a big part of the city’s attraction. Saintly ties aside, Kraków might be the most Catholic town in Europe’s most Catholic country; be sure to visit a few of its many churches.

University life, small but thought-provoking museums, great restaurants, sprawling parks, and Jewish history round out the city’s appeal. Over the last generation, Kraków has become the darling of Polish tourism. Today, with hundreds of creative places to eat and drink within its Old Town walls, and with more than its share of sights, it lures an estimated 7 million visitors a year.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Don’t skimp on your time in Kraków. It takes a minimum of two days to experience the city, and a third or fourth day lets you dig in and consider a world of fascinating side-trips. More than just good for sightseeing, Kraków is simply charming; more than any town in Europe, it seems made for aimless strolling.

Almost everyone coming to Kraków also visits the Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp Memorial—and should—which is about an hour and a half away. This demands the better part of a day to fully appreciate (either as a round-trip from Kraków, or en route to or from another destination), and also requires an online reservation. Auschwitz is covered in detail in the next chapter.

If you have only two full days (the “express plan”), start off with my self-guided walk through the Old Town and a quick stroll up to Wawel Castle, then wind down your day in Kazimierz (the Jewish and nightlife district). Your second day is for a side-trip to Auschwitz, and another evening in Kraków. This plan gives you an enticing once-over-lightly, but leaves almost no time for entering the sights.

More time buys you the chance to relax, enjoy, and linger: Tackle the Old Town and Wawel Castle on the first day, Kazimierz and museums of your choice on the second day, and Auschwitz (and other side-trips) with additional days. If you have a special interest, you could side-trip to Wieliczka Salt Mine, St. John Paul II pilgrimage sites on the outskirts of town, or the communist architecture of the Nowa Huta suburb.
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Regardless of how long you stay, your evening choices are many and varied: Savor the Main Market Square over dinner or a drink, take in a jazz show, do a pub crawl through the city’s many youthful bars and clubs, or enjoy traditional Jewish music and cuisine in Kazimierz.

Orientation to Kraków

Kraków (Poles say KROCK-oof, but you can say KRACK-cow; it’s sometimes spelled “Cracow” in English) is mercifully compact, flat, and easy to navigate. While the urban sprawl is big (with 757,000 people), the tourist’s Kraków feels small. You can walk from the northern edge of the Old Town to the southern edge (Wawel Hill) in about 15 minutes.

Most sights—and almost all recommended hotels and restaurants—are in the Old Town (Stare Miasto), which is surrounded by a greenbelt called the Planty. In the center of the Old Town lies the Main Market Square (Rynek Główny, a.k.a. “the Square”). From the Main Market Square, the main train station is a 15-minute walk to the northeast; Kazimierz (the Jewish and nightlife quarter) is a 20-minute walk to the southeast; and Wawel Hill (with a historic castle, museums, and Poland’s national church) is a 10-minute walk south. Just beyond Wawel is the Vistula River. Taxis are easy, and cabbies are generally honest; you can get just about anywhere in a snap for 10-15 zł.

TOURIST INFORMATION

Kraków has many helpful TIs, called InfoKraków (www.infokrakow.pl). Five branches are in or near the Old Town (all open daily May-Sept 9:00-19:00, Oct-April 9:00-17:00, unless otherwise noted):
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