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         Introduction to

Poland 
In many ways, Poland is one of the success stories of 

the new Europe, transforming itself from communist-

bloc one-party state to parliamentary democracy and 

European Union member in a remarkably short period of 

time. More than a decade and a half of non-communist 

governments have wrought profound changes on the 

country, unleashing entrepreneurial energies and widening 

cultural horizons in a way that pre-1989 generations 

would have scarcely thought possible. Gleaming corporate 

skyscrapers have taken root in Warsaw, and private shops 

and cafés have established themselves in even the most 

provincial of rural towns. The country has a radically 

different look about it, having exchanged the greyish tinge 

of a state-regulated society for the anything-goes attitude 

of private enterprise – and all the billboards and window 

displays that go with it.

All this may come as a shock to those who recall the 
Poland of the 1980s, when images of industrial unrest 
and anti-communist protest were beamed around 
the world. Strikes at the Lenin shipyards of Gdaksk
and other industrial centres were the harbingers of 
the disintegration of communism in Eastern Europe, 
and, throughout the years of martial law and beyond, 
Poland retained a near-mythical status among outside 
observers as the country that had done most to retain 
its dignity in the face of communist oppression.
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For many Poles, the most important events in the movement towards a 
post-communist society were the visits in 1979 and 1983 of Pope John 
Paul II, the former archbishop of Krakow, for whose funeral in April 2005, 
televised live on huge video screens, crowds of almost a million massed in 
the city. Poland was never a typical communist state: Stalin’s verdict was 
that imposing communism on the nation was like trying to saddle a cow. 
Polish society in the postwar decades remained fundamentally traditional, 
maintaining beliefs, peasant life and a sense of nationhood to which the 
Catholic Church was integral. During periods of foreign oppression 
– oppression so severe that Poland as a political entity has sometimes 
vanished altogether from the maps of Europe – the Church was always the 
principal defender of the nation’s identity, so that the Catholic faith and the 
struggle for independence have become fused in the Polish consciousness. 
The physical presence of the Church is inescapable – in Baroque buildings, 
roadside shrines and images of the national icon, the Black Madonna of 
Czqstochowa – and the determination to preserve the memories of an 
often traumatic past fi nds expression in 
religious rituals that can both attract and 
repel onlookers.
World War II and its aftermath 

profoundly infl uenced the character 
of Poland: the country suffered at the 
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The sense of social fl uidity, 
of a country still in the 
throes of major transitions, 
remains a primary source 
of Poland’s fascination
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hands of the Nazis as no other in 
Europe, losing nearly twenty percent 
of its population and virtually its 
entire Jewish community. In 1945 
the Soviet-dominated nation was 
once again given new borders, losing 
its eastern lands to the USSR and 
gaining tracts of formerly German 
territory in the west. The result-
ing make-up of the population is 
far more uniformly “Polish” than 
at any time in the past, in terms of 
both language and religion, though 
there are still ethnic minorities
of Belarusians, Germans, Lithuanians, 
Slovaks, Ukrainians and even Muslim 
Tatars.

To a great extent, the sense of 
social fl uidity, of a country still 
in the throes of major transitions, 
remains a primary source of Poland’s 
fascination. A decisive attempt to 
break with the communist past as 
well as tenacious adherence to the 
path of radical market economic
reforms adopted in the late 1980s 
have remained the guiding tenets 
of Poland’s new political leadership 
– a course seemingly unaltered by 
the changing political complexion of 
successive governments. Few would 
question the economic and human 
toll reaped by Poland’s attempt to 
reach the El Dorado of capitalist 
prosperity – not least among the 
most vulnerable sectors of society: 
public sector employees, farmers, 
pensioners and the semi- or unem-
ployed. Paradoxically, many of those 
who made the country’s democratic 
revolution possible – militant indus-
trial workers and anti-communist 

Fact file
• Poland occupies a vast 
swathe of territory in north-
central Europe, bordered by 
Germany to the west, the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia 
to the south, and Ukraine, 
Belarus, Lithuania and Russia 
to the east. 

• Much of northern and 
central Poland is made up 
of agricultural plainland
and gently rolling country-
side, although the Sudeten 
and Tatra mountains in the 
south provide a dramatic 
contrast.

• Its population of 38.6 
million is predominantly both 
Polish and devoutly Catholic, 
although, unsurprisingly for a 
country which has changed 
its borders many times in the 
past, signifi cant pockets of 
Ukrainians, Belarusians, Bojks 
and Łemks exist in the east of 
the country. 

• Traditionally, Poland is 
known for its shipbuilding, 
coal and steel industries,
although these days cosmet-
ics, medicines and textile 
products – often made under 
licence for Western conglom-
erates – are increasingly 
important sources of foreign 
earnings. 

• The vast bulk of foreign 
visitors head for splendid old 
cities like Kraków, or the ski 
resorts of the Tatras, although 
Baltic beaches and inland 
lake resorts – both much 
patronized by the Poles them-
selves – help to complete a 
varied tourist picture. 
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intellectuals – have found them-
selves marginalized in a society in 
which street-smart businessmen 
and computer-literate youth are 
far better poised to take advan-
tage of the brave new Poland’s 
burgeoning opportunities.

Dramatically changed geopoliti-
cal circumstances have seen Poland 
join NATO, the US-led military 
alliance of which it was – offi -
cially at least – a sworn enemy 
only ten years previously. Perhaps 
even more signifi cantly, Poland, 
along with neighbours the Czech 
Republic and Hungary, is now a 
fully-fl edged member of the EU
– a status which promises to trans-
form the country more profoundly 
than anything since the advent of 
communism. 
Tourism is proving no exception 

to Poland’s general “all change” 
rule, but despite the continuing 
state of fl ux in the country’s tour-
ist infrastructure, it is now easier to 
explore the country than anyone 
could have imagined only a few 
years back. This sea change is 
refl ected in continuing and signifi -
cant increases in the numbers of 
people visiting the country.

Encounters with the people are 
at the core of any experience of 
Poland. On trains and buses, on 
the streets or in the village bar, 
you’ll never be stuck for oppor-
tunities for contact: Polish hospi-
tality is legendary, and there’s a 
natural progression from a chance 
meeting to an introduction to the 
extended family. 

Folk music in Poland 

Polish folk music may hold 
a signifi cant position in the 
general national consciousness, 
but it’s especially vibrant in 
the folk cultures found chiefl y 
among the country’s minorities 
and in its southern and eastern 
parts. Thanks to Chopin, whose 
inspiration came in large part 
from his native Mazovia, music 
from here is probably the best 
known but there are other equally 
worthwhile traditions in Silesia, 
the Tatras and the Beskid Niski. 
The festivals in Zakopane and 
Kazimierz Dolny offer excellent 
opportunities for getting to grips 
with many of these rootsy rural 
styles, while along the Baltic 
coast the popularity of sea 
shanties is demonstrated in many 
an annual festival. For a more 
detailed look at Polish music see 
p.64 and p.683. 
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Where to go

P
oles delineate their country’s attractions as “the mountains, the 
sea and the lakes”, their emphasis fi rmly slanted to the traditional, 
rural heartlands. To get the most out of your time, it’s perhaps 
best to follow their preferences. The mountains – above all the 

Carpathian range of the Tatras – are a delight, with a well-established 
network of hiking trails; the lakes provide opportunities for canoeing 
and a host of other outdoor pursuits; and the dozen or so national parks 
retain areas of Europe’s last primeval forests, still inhabited by bison, elks, 
wolves, bears and eagles. Yet you will not want to miss the best of the 
cities – Kraków, especially – nor a ramble down rivers like the Wisła 
for visits to Teutonic castles, ancient waterside towns and grand, Polish 
country mansions, redolent of a vanished aristocratic order. Regions 
inhabited by ethnic minorities offer insights into cultures quite distinct 
from the Catholicism of the majority, while the former centres of the 
Jewish community, and the concentration camps in which the Nazis 
carried out their extermination, are the most moving testimony to the 
complexity and tragedy of the nation’s past.

Unless you’re driving to Poland, you’re likely to begin your travels in 
one of the three major cities: Warsaw, Kraków or Gdaksk. Each provides 
an immediate immersion in the fast-paced changes of the last decade 
or so and a backdrop of monuments that reveal the twists and turns of 
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the nation’s history. Warsaw, the capital, had to be rebuilt from scratch 
after World War II, and much of the city conforms to the stereotype of 
Eastern European greyness, but the reconstructed Baroque palaces, churches 
and public buildings of the historic centre, the burgeoning street markets 
and the bright shopfronts of Poland’s new enterprise culture are diverting-
enough. Kraków, however, the ancient royal capital, is the real crowd puller 
for Poles and foreign visitors alike, rivalling the central European elegance 
of Prague and Vienna. This is the city where history hits you most power-
fully, in the royal Wawel complex, in the 
fabulous open space of the Rynek, in the 
one-time Jewish quarter of Kazimierz, 
and in the chilling necropolis of nearby 
Auschwitz-Birkenau, the bloodiest killing
fi eld of the Third Reich. Gdaksk,
formerly Danzig, the largest of the Baltic 
ports and home of the legendary shipyards, presents a dynamic brew of 
politics and commerce against a townscape reminiscent of mercantile towns 
in the Netherlands. 

German and Prussian infl uences abound in the north of the country, 
most notably in the austere castles and fortifi ed settlements constructed by 
the Teutonic Knights at Malbork, Chełmno and other strategic points 
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Poles and foreign visitors 
alike, Kraków rivals the 
central European elegance 
of Prague and Vienna
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along the River Wisła – as the Vistula is known in Poland. Toruk is one 
of the most atmospheric and beautiful of the old Hanseatic towns here.

Over in the east, numerous minority communities embody the 
complexities of national boundaries in central Europe. The one-time 
Jewish centre of Białystok, with its Belarusian minority, is a springboard 
for the eastern borderlands, where onion-domed Orthodox churches 
stand close to Tatar mosques. Further south, beyond Lublin, a famous 
centre of Hassidic Jewry, and Zamoac, with its magnifi cent Renaissance 
centre, lie the homelands of Ukrainians, Łemks and Boyks – and a chance 
to see some of Poland’s extraordinary wooden churches. 

In the west, ethnic Germans populate regions of the divided prov-
ince of Silesia, where Wrocław sustains the dual cultures of the former 

Seeing Poland’s Jewish heritage 
The history of Poland is inexorably linked to that of its Jewish
population which, before World War II, comprised roughly ten percent 
(three million) of the country’s total, Europe’s largest Jewish commu-
nity and the world’s second largest. Of the current world population 
of fi fteen million, over half are thought to be related to Polish Jewry, 
but up until the late 1980s those travelling to their ancestral home 
remained few in number due largely to fear of anti-Semitism and 
apprehension about travelling in communist Eastern Europe. 

Nowadays, organized tours, particularly from Israel and the US, 
are common, visiting the traditional focal points of Polish-Jewish life 
and culture. Every effort has been made in the Guide to cover sites of 
interest to Jews, and many of the organizations on p.42 can provide 
further information. For more on Jewish heritage, see the “Books” 
section of Contexts, p.692.
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German city of Breslau and the Ukrainian city of L’viv, whose displaced 
citizens were moved here at the end of World War II. The other main city in 
western Poland is the quintessentially Polish Poznak, a vibrant and increas-
ingly prosperous university town.

Despite its much-publicized pollu-
tion problems – problems it is now 
fi nally making a serious attempt to 
address – Poland has many regions 
of unspoilt natural beauty, of which 
none is more pristine than the 
Białowiewa Forest, straddling the 
Belarusian border;  the last virgin 
forest of the European mainland, it 
is the habitat of the largest surviv-
ing herd of European bison. Along 
the southern borders of the country 
lie the wild Bieszczady mountains
and the alpine Tatras and, further 
west, the bleak Karkonosze moun-
tains – all of them excellent walking 
country – interspersed with less 
demanding terrain. North of the 
central Polish plain, the wooded lake-
lands of Mazury and Pomerania are 
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Polish vodka 

The tipple most associated 
with Poland, vodka is actually 
in danger of being eclipsed in 
popularity by beer among young 
Poles, so it’s well worth seeking 
out the varieties you can’t fi nd 
abroad before they disappear 
from Polish shops and bars 
completely. Traditionally served 
chilled and neat – although 
increasingly mixed with fruit juice 
– vodka can be clear or fl avoured 
with anything from bison grass 
to mountain herbs to juniper 
berries or honey. There’s even 
been a revival of kosher vodkas 
– although whether their rabbinic 
stamps of approval are kosher 
themselves or just a marketing 
gimmick isn’t always obvious.
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as tranquil as any lowland region on 
the continent, while the Baltic coast 
can boast not just the domesticated 
pleasures of its beach resorts, but 
also the extraordinary desert-like 
dunes of the Słowikski national 
park – one of a dozen such parks.

When to go

S
pring is arguably the ideal 
season for some serious 
hiking in Poland’s moun-
tainous border regions, as 

the days tend to be bright – if 
showery – and the distinctive fl ow-
ers are at their most profuse. Summer, the tourist high season, sees plenty 
of sun, particularly on the Baltic coast, where the resorts are crowded from 
June to August and temperatures are consistently around 24°C (75°F). 
Autumn is the best time to come if you’re planning to sample the 

whole spread of the country’s attractions: in the cities the cultural seasons 
are beginning at this time, and the pressure on hotel rooms is lifting. In 
the countryside, the golden Polish October is especially memorable, the 
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rich colours of the forests 
heightened by brilliantly 
crisp sunshine, and it’s 
often warm enough for 
T-shirts. 

In winter the tempera-
tures drop rapidly, icy
Siberian winds blanket-
ing many parts of the 
country with snow for 
anything from one to 
three months. Though 
the central Polish plain 
is bleak and unappealing 
at the end of the year, in 
the south of the country skiers and other wintersports enthusiasts will 
fi nd themselves in their element. By mid-December the slopes of the 
Tatras and the other border ranges are thronged with holiday-makers, 
straining the established facilities to the limit. 

Average maximum temperatures (˚F/°C) and rainfall

LITHUANIA
BELARUS

UKRAINE

SLOVAKIA

CZECH
REPUBLIC

GE
RM

AN
Y

RUSSIAN
FEDERATION

N

0 100 km

WARSAW
Poznaó

Kraków
Przemyôl

Gdynia

 Jan March May July Sept Dec

max (ºF) 32 45 67 76 67 38
max (ºC) 0 7.2 19.4 24.4 19.4 3.3
Rainfall (mm) 28 35 46 111 62 36

max (ºF) 35 40 59 70 64 38
max (ºC) 1.7 4.4 15 21.1 17.8 3.3
Rainfall (mm) 33 27 42 84 59 46

max (ºF) 33 45 67 76 67 38
max (ºC) 0.6 7.2 19.4 24.4 19.4 3.3
Rainfall (mm) 24 26 47 82 45 39

max (ºF) 32 43 67 76 67 38
max (ºC) 0 6.1 19.4 24.4 19.4 3.3
Rainfall (mm) 27 25 57 105 58 43

max (ºF) 32 41 67 76 67 36
max (ºC) 0 5 19.4 24.4 19.4 2.2
Rainfall (mm) 27 27 46 96 43 44
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28
things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that Poland has to offer in one 
trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective 
taste of the country’s highlights: outstanding buildings and historic 
sites, natural wonders and vibrant festivals. They’re arranged in 
fi ve colour-coded categories, which you can browse through to fi nd 
the very best things to see and experience. All highlights have a 
page reference to take you straight into the guide, where you can 
fi nd out more.

01 The Tatras Page 479 • Poland’s prime highland playground is a paradise for hikers 
of all abilities, with relaxing rambles in subalpine meadows for the easy-going, or hair-

raising mountain-ridge walks for the more experienced.  
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03 Gdansk’s ulica Długa
Page 176 • A stroll down one of 

Poland’s most beautiful set-piece streets will 
take you past a string of wonderfully restored 
town houses, recalling the mercantile 
dynasties that made Gdansk one of the great 
trading centres of northern Europe.

02 Słowinski national park Page 630 • Trek across Sahara-like dunes just 
outside the seaside town of Łeba, pausing to sunbathe, bird-watch or explore World War 

II rocket installations along the way.

04 Lublin Page 290 • A jewel of an old 
town and a large student population 

make Lublin the liveliest and most rewarding 
of Poland’s eastern cities – and one that’s 
relatively undiscovered by tourists.

05 Vodka Pages 13 & 57 • The 
essential accompaniment to any social 

occasion. It has to be drunk neat and downed 
in one go if you want to do things properly. 
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06 Wooden churches Page 360 • An age-old form of folk architecture 
still preserved in rural corners of the country. Visit some of the best examples in 

Jaszczurówka near Zakopane, or in the remote villages of the Bieszczady.

08 Markets Pages
138 & 443 • In order 

to investigate the changes 
wrought by free-market 
economics in Poland, 
savour the street-level 
commerce of the country’s 
outdoor markets – often 
frequented by small-time 
traders from Poland’s 
eastern neighbours – where 
you’ll fi nd everything from 
fresh fruit and veg, fake 
designer tracksuits and car 
parts to traditional smoked 
cheeses.

07 Malbork
Castle

Page 203 • The 
Teutonic Knights 
lorded it over 
northern Poland 
for more than 200 
years, and this – a 
rambling complex 
of fortifi cations on 
the banks of the 
Wisła – is their 
most imposing 
monument.
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09 Zamosc Page 323 • A model 
Renaissance town located deep in the 

countryside of eastern Poland, and stuffed 
with the palaces and churches built by the 
Zamoyskis, one of the country’s leading 
aristocratic families.

12 Milk bars Page 54 • A 
particularly Polish institution 

in which you can scoff heartily and 
cheaply on staples like bigos (sauerkraut 
stew), pierogi (dumplings stuffed with 
meat) and placki (potato pancakes) 
in unpretentious, canteen-style 
surroundings.

11 Palace of Culture, Warsaw
Page 115 • Love it or hate it, this soaring 

Art Deco monument to Stalinist ideology is still 
the outstanding feature of the downtown skyline.

10 Baltic beaches Page 70 •
Experience the bracing sea 

breezes and mile upon mile of unspoilt 
sands in laid-back, old-fashioned seaside 
resorts like Hel (p.198), Miedzyzdroje 
(p.642) and Mielno (p.636).
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13 Catholic
festivals

Page 63 • As well 
as understanding 
Poland’s politics 
it’s essential to 
appreciate the 
religious backdrop. 
Attending one of 
the big Church 
festivals like Easter, 
Corpus Christi or 
the Annunciation will 
give you a fl avour of 
this deeply religious 
country.

15 Open-air museums
Pages 349, 372 & 619 • Poland’s rich 

tradition of folk crafts has been preserved 
in the open-air museums (or skansen) that 
gather together examples of vernacular 
architecture from around the country – often 
featuring the kind of timber-built farmhouses 
which have all but disappeared in the rest 
of Europe. Those in Nowy Sacz, Sanok and 
Lednica are particularly worth a visit.

16 Wawel
Page 409 •

One of the most 
striking royal 
residences in 
Europe and a 
potent source 
of national and 
spiritual pride, 
Wawel is to Poles 
what Westminster 
Abbey, the Tower 
of London, 
Windsor Castle 
and Canterbury 
Cathedral are to 
the British – only 
all rolled into one.

14 Białowiesa national park
Page 277 • One of the most extensive 

areas of primeval forest in Europe, which 
you can explore on foot or by horse-drawn 
cart. Also famous for being home to a beast 
indigenous to Poland: the European bison.
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17 Auschwitz-Birkenau Page 445 • Poland was once home to one of the most 
vibrant Jewish communities in Europe, a presence that was all but snuffed out by the 

Nazis during World War II. The most notorious extermination camp of them all, Auschwitz-
Birkenau, offers the profoundest of insights into the nature of human evil, and demands to be 
visited – few who come here will be unchanged by the experience.

18 Kazimierz Dolny Page 312 •
One of the best-preserved small towns 

of Poland’s rural heartland, and an age-old 
centre of Jewish culture, now popular with the 
Warsaw arts-and-media set, who descend on 
Kazimierz en masse on summer weekends.

19 Folk festivals Page 685 •
July and August are the busiest 

months in Poland’s considerable calendar of 
traditional festivals. The International Festival 
of Highland Folklore in Zakopane is the main 
event to aim for, although there are numerous 
other regional events worth considering.
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22 Zalipie
Page 478

• For an insight 
into the riches 
of Polish folk 
culture, visit the 
village whose 
householders are 
famous for their 
distinctive taste in 
interior design.

23 Wrocław Page 528 • Wrocław’s historic core is an exhilarating mixture of 
architectural infl uences, from Flemish-style Renaissance mansions to the late Gothic 

monstrosity of its town hall. At its heart stands a typically vibrant, café-splashed Rynek.

21 Poznan Page 585 • Recharge your 
urban batteries in the down-to-earth, 

work-hard-and-play-hard city that epitomizes 
the invigorating mercantile bustle of the new 
Poland.

20 Młoda Polska Page 405 • Get 
to grips with the belle époque art 

movement that transformed Polish culture by 
visiting the Wyspianski Museum in Kraków.
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24 Rynek Glówny, Kraków Page 384 • A spectacular medieval market square, 
packed with fi ne architecture, in a country that’s famous for them. Settle down in one of 

the numerous pavement cafés and soak up the atmosphere.

25  Torun Page 209 • Birthplace 
of the astronomer Copernicus, 

and famous for the local gingerbread, 
Torun is a medieval university town with a 
satisfying jumble of historical monuments, 
and a laid-back, easy-going charm.

26 The Mazurian Lakes
Page 233 • The central Mazurian Lakes 

are a hugely popular destination for Polish 
tourists in summer, but the further east you head 
into the lakeland, the closer you can get to the 
lakes’ essence as discovered by the fi rst visitors 
here – beauty and solitude.
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28 The Black Madonna of Czestochowa Page 456 • The world-famous 
Black Madonna should not be missed, although what you actually do get to see of the 

painting is limited as the fi gures of the Madonna and Child are always “dressed” in sets of richly 
decorated clothes. More impressive, perhaps, is the sense of wonder, excitement and devotion 
the icon inspires in the pilgrims who come here.

27 Warsaw’s Old Town Page 94 • Lively pavement cafés, fi ne restaurants and 
exuberant street life in a historic town centre that was faithfully reconstructed after its 

almost total destruction by the Nazis. As strong a symbol as any of Poland’s struggle to rebuild 
in the aftermath of World War II.
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About this book 
Rough Guides are designed to be good to read and easy to use. 

The book is divided into six main sections and you should be 

able to fi nd whatever you need in one of them.

The colour section is designed to give you a feel for Poland, 

suggesting when to go and what not to miss, and includes a 

full list of contents. Then comes basics, for pre-departure 

information and other practicalities. 

The guide chapters cover Poland’s regions in depth, each 

starting with a highlights panel, introduction and a map to help 

you plan your route.

The contexts section fi lls you in on history, traditional music 

and books, while language gives you an extensive menu reader 

and enough Polish to get by.

The book concludes with all the small print, including details of 

how to send in updates and corrections, and a comprehensive 

index.

This sixth edition published July 2005
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Accommodation
price codes

Accommodation in this 
book has been price-
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Rough Guides - broaden your horizons 
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