
Sopot – Gdansk – May 29th
We followed the Vistula north to the Baltic Sea, the city of Gdansk being the ultimate target. It was 

decided that we would bypass Gdansk and go to the seaside resort of Sopot first.

It was 13 Celsius when we departed Torun at 07:30 hrs. For once, the sun was shining. As soon as we 

cleared the city, we got onto the almost brand new Amber four lane highway. To me it seemed quite 

similar to the Via Baltica that links Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Both were built using EU money. 

BTW, the Amber Highway is so new that it was not showing on my GPS map.

En route we learned that housing has been a central issue since 1945. Much accommodation was 

destroyed in WW2 and thus rapid rebuilding was urgently needed and quantity was more important 

than quality. The communists decided that 100 square metres per family would be the standard. 

When it all fell apart in 1990, who owned what and how much it would cost to own your own 

apartment became a very uneven playing field. Bluntly, there were white, grey and black markets 

and those with the best connections came out on top.

The other main theme after 1945 was the conversion from an agrarian society to a more 

industrialized one. This involved the movement of many farmers from the land into factories.

By 08:15 we were rolling through very rich farmland. At one major river, only 115 feet above sea 

level, there were dykes and canola as far as the eye could see. It could only have been the Vistula.

Then we suddenly moved into plantations of thin pine trees that went on for quite a distance.

I spotted three separate deer but got only one partial photo. But, I got some great photos of baby 

storks in nests high up on poles.

The Tour Manager confirmed that this trip had been squished to accommodate the US market where 

people say they cannot afford to take too much time off work. Pity, they just lost a customer.

We arrived in Sopot to be met by a local guide sporting bright red hair. I would describe Sopot as 

one of those phoney upscale resorts where the upper class used to go to “take the waters” and to be 

seen to be taking the waters. Basically, it is a beach town on the Baltic Bay where the water is 

freezing cold. There is a 500 metre pier, that charges admission – that ensured that I did not “go to 

sea”.

After a short guided walk, that included a look at the “Crooked House”, that even Gaudi would have 

laughed at, we were released for 90 minutes free time. I was finished in ten minutes. But, I had my 

lunch consisting of an apple, some gingerbread cookies and some sparkling water.

About 12:30 we drove towards Gdansk. The outer suburbs revealed one very different building. It is 

a communist centrepiece that is billed as the longest building in Europe. It is almost one kilometre 

long, has three bus stops and houses 7,000 people.

Gdansk was known as Danzig by the Germans. At the Treaty of Versailles, the map of Europe was 

redrawn. Part of the “solution” was to recreate Poland [It had not been on the map for 123 years]. 



One of the weakest parts of this solution was to give the new Poland a corridor for access to the 

Baltic. This split the German population between Germany to the west and East Prussia on the 

eastern side. When Hitler came to power, one of his aims was to wipe out this corridor in particular, 

and Poland in general. Gdansk was the seaport at the end of the Polish Corridor. Gdansk was known 

to the Germans as Danzig. Many will recognise Hitler’s line, “Danzig ist und bleibt eine Deutscher 

Stadt”.

We went to the Westerplatte where Polish and German troops clashed on September 1st, 1939 as the 

opening engagement of World War Two. The Westerplatte was a Polish fortress built on a peninsula 

to guard the very narrow entrance to Gdansk harbour. The Polish forces were ordered to hold out for 

36 hours, but lasted seven days. The Germans accorded the Poles full military honours when they 

finally surrendered.

Then we had a very slow drive to the Gdansk Shipyards where Lech Walensa and Solidarity started 

the process that unravelled communist rule in Poland, and ultimately in Europe.

The traffic was glacial. When we finally got there I was rather dismayed. The shipyards had just 

launched their last ship one month ago. There used to be 16,000 workers and now there are only 

2,000 left. Like other countries, the Poles have lost out to Asian ship builders. Major assemblies are 

still being produced, for example wind turbines destined to improve Poland’s green image. But, in 

ten years these yards will probably be condos.

Just before Soladarity headquarters we passed a major monument dedicated to all the strikers killed 

by the police in the strikes.

Lech was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize but did not dare leave Poland to collect it. His wife did the 

honours. She subsequently wrote her autobiography, which did not paint a very kind image of Lech.

We finally got to the Gdansk Hilton on the perimeter of the Old Town. We dumped our backpacks 

and went out for a walking tour.

The temperature had climbed quite nicely. It was the first warm weather of the whole trip.

Gdansk was 85% destroyed by Russian artillery towards the end of World War Two. The 

Communists decided to rebuild the Old Town using the old blueprints and photos. Now the facades 

reflect a medieval town, but behind the facades things are a bit more modern. It looked quite Dutch 

architecturally. But make no mistake, it is now a tourist trap.

At the end we went into an Amber Retail Store and got a demonstration on amber processing. Did 

you know that amber burns and that the grindings from processing are mixed with oils to create 

incense?  It was less painful than a carpet factory.

Having rejected the optional dinner, I went out looking for a grocery store. It took half an hour, but I 

finally succeeded and snagged supper. Bread, cheese and salami and three beer cost me eight 

Canadian dollars. The beer was an excellent brew called “Tatra”.

I rather enjoyed my quiet time chez moi.
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