
Gdansk to Warsaw – May 30th
Thursday, May 3oth was Corpus Christi, a Catholic holiday that Poles observe with fervour. I went 

out to take some photos at 07:30 and there was not a soul in sight.

This holiday allowed us to leave the city quite smartly and all day the roads were quite clear. As we 

were passing through the outskirts the Tour Manager commented that the architecture was sixty 

shades of grey under the Communists.

Poles are very strong in computer coding. They had a history of excellence in mathematics, and 

before the communist regime fell, they had to crack code in order to get computer programs they 

could not buy.

We headed south to an area that had been a swampy wasteland until Dutch Menonites were invited 

to settle. They used their expert knowledge to drain the swamps and turn the area into arable 

farmland. I saw very flat areas, sliced with drainage ditches. The crops seemed to be mainly barley 

(beer) and canola.

At 08:15 we re-crossed the Vistula. The surrounding area was as flat as a billiard table, so I was not 

surprised to see substantial dykes to control flooding.

We entered the Menonite town of Mariendorf (I did not get the Polish name) and got a great shot of 

a stork in its nest. Many of the buildings were of the Fachwerkhaeuser style (half-timbered).

Apparently the soil is not that great and the climate limits the type of crops that can be grown. 

Basically, the choices are cereals such as rye, oats and barley. Sunflowers are grown for both oil and 

their seeds. Potatoes do well as do apple trees. In some areas opium poppies are grown under very 

strict control for medical supply.

Organic farming is becoming more popular as Germans pay a premium price for organic food.

The old Prussian Junker class established large estates. When the Communists took over, they 

simply converted the Junker estates into collective farms.

By 09:00 we had arrived at Malbork Castle, that of the Teutonic Order. The Order was founded in 

1274 on the banks of the Nogat River by the Knights. Malbork was called Marienburg by the 

Germans.

The castle was 50% destroyed towards the end of World War Two when the Soviets ousted 3,000 

Wehrmacht defenders who were using the castle to defend two bridges over the nearby river.

The order was Catholic and made up of the younger sons of the aristocracy. They swore an oath of 

poverty, chastity and obedience. The Order was ruled by a Grand Master who was elected for life. 

The Grand Master was almost a King. Within the castle there was a monastery for about 60 monks 

within the Order.

The Knights established a series of castles that were within sight of each other. The aim was to 

absolutely control the locals. While the Order owed allegiance to the Pope, for all intents and 



purposes the Grand Master was the local Pope.

When the area fell into Soviet hands in 1945, the German population was moved to the Hamburg 

area. Poles from the western Ukraine and Belarus were resettled to fill the void. This was part of the 

westward movement of Poland under the Potsdam Agreement.

The castle is the largest brick Gothic castle in the world. One estimate says 100 million bricks were 

used. Since 1997, the castle has been a UNESCO World Heritage site. It took forty years after 1945 to 

fully restore it, but the interior furnishings were all ransacked by the Soviet Army. The Poles funded 

the rebuilding. The EU now provides some funding to stimulate tourism.

I was so impressed that I bought a $Cdn 4 fridge magnet to commemorate my visit to this my 137th 

country.

BTW, the black cross that was used by twentieth century German armed forces can be traced back to 

that of the Teutonic Knights.

At 11:00 we drove south and east across the Masuria-Ilawa lakes region towards the capital of 

Warsaw.

At noon we stopped at Ostrado for lunch. It was a truck stop and it took 90 minutes to look after our 

group. I had an apple and mineral water and examined the parking lot in great detail. Colour me 

bored right out of my tree.

Did you know that the Polonaise is Poland`s national dance? It seems that the polka belongs to the 

Czechs and that a Polka is a Polish woman.

In the afternoon the terrain became more rolling and was a mix of fields and woods.

I already knew that Frederik Chopin was Poland`s favourite composer. I must find a suitable sound 

track for a slide show.

As we approached Warsaw we re-crossed the Vistula. There just has to be a way to cruise the Vistula 

– it would be so much better to supplement a road-bound coach tour.

Legend has it that the name Warsaw came from the blended names of two early fishing people in the 

area. ‘Wars’ was the man’s name and ‘Sawa’ the name of the woman.

Krakow had been the traditional capital, but when the Swedish kings were elected in the seventeenth 

century, the capital moved to Warsaw for the simple reason that it was closer to Sweden.

Warsaw had its golden age in the eighteenth century under Poniatowski, the puppet vassal of 

Catherine the Great. They were lovers at one point and had a child.

The Nazi invasion of Poland on September 1st, 1939 was the causus belli for Great Britain, which 

had guaranteed Poland’s security. Once Britain declared war, the Commonwealth countries followed 

suit, but allowing a short interval to assert their sovereignty. Warsaw was occupied by the Nazis in 

1939.

As the Nazis ramped up their persecution of the Jews, all Jews were herded into the Warsaw Ghetto. 

Then the extermination began at Treblinka, not too distant from Warsaw. The Jews finally rose up 



choosing to die fighting rather than in Treblinka. The uprising was brutally suppressed.

As the Soviet Army approached Warsaw from the east, the Polish Government in exile in London 

gave the order for the Resistance to stage an uprising. The Soviet Army stood on the eastern bank of 

the Vistula and watched while the Nazis put down this second rebellion. Some 200,000 Poles died.

When the Germans were finally forced to leave Warsaw, in retribution for the uprising, Hitler 

ordered Warsaw destroyed.

As a result, Warsaw was 85% destroyed in World War Two. There was talk of moving the capital 

back to Krakow, but the people of Warsaw prevailed, rebuilding their city from scratch with little 

outside help.

Irena Sendler smuggled some 2,500 Jewish children out of the Ghetto and then provided them with 

false identity papers and with housing outside the Ghetto. The Nazis eventually discovered her 

activities, tortured her, and sentenced her to death, but she managed to evade execution and survive 

the war.

Since 1995 Warsaw has become an important business centre in Eastern Europe.

When I checked into my 30th floor room at the Marriott, the first thing I noticed was that the price 

of 1.5 litres of water was 9 zlotys, or $Cdn 3. I vowed to get a normal price. The railroad station price 

was 4.5 zlotys.

No dinner was in the program today so that became my primary mission. It being Corpus Christi, 

everything was closed. Equally, we had been dumped in an urban wasteland. Frankly, it may be new, 

but it is also very sterile. The local features were an ultramodern shopping mall (mostly closed), the 

very modern train station and one of Uncle Stalin’s wedding cake monster buildings.

I figured that I could find some groceries in the train station. Well, I could have eaten pastries and 

coke, but nothing appealed.

The station is huge and very clean. I went all the way through it to the shopping centre. There were 

guards to stop people from going into the normal wings of stores. The only thing open was the third 

floor food court. It was a replica of anything in North America. I gave up and had a Big Mac Meal for 

$Cdn 5.50, taxes included.

Then I wandered a bit going back to the hotel and hit pay dirt snagging a bottle of beer for $Cdn 

0.90 – not bad.

There was one big disappointment. Mr Marriott wanted me to pay to use the Internet in my room. I 

don’t do that. After soaking me for the room, I simply regard paying for WiFi as silly
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