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“Does the government want development of people in the highlands?
Or development of people outside, based on what they can get out of the
highlands?” Himalayan farmer

As the pace of development accelerates in mountain regions, more often driven by the needs of
urban, lowland populations and industry than by highland communities, so the social and
physical environment is changing. The implications for the wider world are likely to be significant. 

Panos has been working with community-based environmental, cultural and development
organisations to record the oral testimony of local people, and to communicate their
experiences and their understanding of the challenges ahead. 

The project has involved local people as both interviewers and narrators. Ten collections have
been gathered: in the Himalaya (India and Nepal); the Karakoram (Pakistan); the central
Andes (Peru); the Sierra Norte (Mexico); Mount Elgon (Kenya); the highlands of Ethiopia
and Lesotho; southwest and northeast China; and the Sudety mountains (Poland). Each
booklet contains a selection of the interviews gathered in that locality. The full
international archive holds the views and experiences of some 350 individuals, and
represents a wealth of material – vivid, challenging, full of human detail and variety – to
complement and illustrate other forms of research into sustainable mountain development. For
more information on the themes, projects, participants, and the unedited but
translated transcripts, visit www.mountainvoices.org.

Each collection is a snapshot, and does not claim to represent an entire mountain community.
But the range of individual voices provides a remarkably comprehensive picture of highland
societies, their changing environments, and their concerns for the future. The challenge is to
meet national development needs without further marginalising mountain peoples. They are
the custodians of diverse – sometimes unique – environments, essential to the survival of the
global ecosystem. Further erosion of mountain people’s ability to care for those assets will be
the world’s loss, not just theirs.
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“The people living here identify themselves with these areas more
and more… you need whole generations…before you can say ‘we
belong here’.” Andrzej highlights the growing sense of community
in Poland’s Kłodzko Valley. Deep in the Sudety Mountains,
southwest Poland, the area was directly affected by one of the
greatest population shifts in European history. 

Once part of Germany, the Kłodzko Valley lay within the
Western territories “recovered” for Poland from Germany after the
Second World War (1939–45). As a result of the redrawn national
boundaries, many Germans were deported from the area, and taken
west to resettle on the German side of the new border (see map p6).
In turn, Poles expelled from Poland’s former eastern provinces were
settled in the towns, villages and farms vacated by the Germans.
These Poles were deported by the Russian authorities, their
homelands in the east having in turn been “recovered” from Poland
by the USSR (today these are Ukraine and Byelorussia). In effect,
Poland’s post-war borders took a great shift westwards. Many of
these narrators had been sent to Siberia during the war, and there
are some powerful descriptions of camp survival.

These new Polish settlers, used to the fertile but undeveloped
“flatlands” of the east, were quite unfamiliar with mountain terrain
and many found it threatening and alien. There were few social ties
between the settlers, and for nearly 50 years many existed in a state
of limbo, believing their situation to be “temporary”. Indeed, unlike
many culturally rich and distinctive mountain groups, these settlers
were not united by any commonly held tradition, folklore, songs or
other forms of cultural expression. Interviews with different
generations illustrate how, for some, a sense of identity with the
location has only gradually developed. This collection also contains
stories from some of the few Germans who stayed on in the valley
after 1946, having become “outsiders” in their own environment.

These groups—the original German inhabitants and the Poles
who were resettled—were joined by another group of settlers, who
identify themselves as the intelligentsia déclassé. Most were
professionals such as writers, academics, journalists, politicians and
scientists who left public life and urban environments because of
disillusionment with the political regime. The waves of their retreat
to remote rural areas coincided with crucial moments in Poland’s
post-war history: 1956, 1968, 1976, 1981 and 1989.  Although all
took up farming to survive, since 1989’s “Velvet Revolution” many
have revived their old skills and interests, establishing NGOs and
becoming a driving force for change in the region.
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Maria and Adolf POL 11 and 17

Now in their 60s, Maria and Adolf are among the few original residents of
the area, being Germans from Upper Silesia who did not leave after the war
and later moved to Wilkanów in Lower Silesia. They showed the
interviewers their extensive collection of gramophone records of German
religious songs, once popular in the Kłodzko Valley, as well as photographs,
books and magazines, all devoted to the old German customs.

Maria: We didn’t have toys [in my childhood].
We were quite poor… Work was the most
important thing. My parents didn’t have much
time for us… During the war…as we didn’t
have any machines, we had to cut everything
with a scythe. The grain, hay—all of it had to
be raked by hand. Although I was very young
at that time, I had to help, take the cows out to
the pasture… 

In the old days, we cooked, did the
laundry, using the river water. We had 9
hectares of land. All the grain was cut with a
scythe and then gathered by hand. Mother
would gather it, I did the binding. Then we
had to thresh it. It usually took the whole
winter, but still we had time for everything… We travelled by
bicycles, but never too far, only to the next village, because how far
can you get by bicycle? We didn’t have time to get close to nature,
admiring it. On Sundays, we had only two to three hours of leisure,
then you had to milk the cows. On Sunday morning, we had to
cook dinner, then, at 12 o’clock, there was the Sunday church
service, dinner, washing-up, and only then were you free…

From the age of 16 to 19, I worked at the timber works, we
manufactured fruit baskets. Some of us plaited the bottom, others
the sides, and I, among others, did the handles. The factory was
situated in Domaszków. In the summer, we went there by bicycle;
in the winter, on foot. It was nice, clean work. Only young girls
were employed there. It was a way of earning some extra money.
Because there wasn’t much from the farm…

I can’t say anything bad [about the Polish settlers from the
east]… In the beginning, when they saw that mother had decided
to stay, they helped us a lot, they brought [things] and gave us
bedclothes, towels, crystal glass. What they could, they gave us. 
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Indeed, there is a real sense that only now, in an era of greater

openness and looking forward, has a community history project
like this become possible. Germans who had remained silent about
their origins, for example, are now willing to open up. The result is
over 40 varied, vivid and compelling personal accounts of
change—social, political and environmental—which, being set in
such a central part of Europe, tell a wider story of how major
historical events affected individuals and their families (see
www.mountainvoices.org).

Themes
While questions of identity, conflict, reconciliation and politics
characterise this collection, there is also much material on the
changing environment, especially the forests, and on perceived
shifts in patterns of weather, seasons and wildlife. During the
communist era, local farmers were relatively well-off, but today
agriculture has become barely sustainable and out-migration is
accelerating. People speak of the way changes in agricultural
practices and policies—and the polluting effect of industry during
the communist era—has visibly affected the local environment,
although this immediate area (Lower Silesia) escaped some of the
pollution that ravaged Upper Silesia. Another topic is a massive
flood in 1997, which caused widespread damage in the area.

Currently the only collection in this series gathered in the North,
these interviews show how the complex political history of Europe’s
last 80 years has had a profound impact on a relatively remote
highland area. The slant on mountain development may be
different from that in the other collections in this project, but the
sense is equally strong of the urgent need to meet new challenges if
a sustainable way of life is to be established. 

Partner and project
Zdanie (“Point of View”), a local non-governmental organisation
with a strong grassroots base, was a natural partner for this project.
Interviews were gathered in 1999 by Ewa Kinal, Agata Nowicka,
Joanna Pokora, Anna Rynkal, Agnieszka Salach, Karolina Tomczyk,
Iwona Wąsowicz and Wioletta Witkiewicz. In June 2000, Zdanie
launched an exhibition based on extracts from the testimonies with
portraits of each narrator, together with photographs, old and new,
of the surrounding environment. Further plans for the testimonies
include radio programmes and an expansion of the collection, with
a particular emphasis on the German narrators, which may serve as
a springboard for developing closer links between Zdanie and
similar organisations in Germany.



us… We made hollow bricks ourselves…
My mother-in-law also had a farm, she rented 3 hectares, so we

helped her as well, and she had three cows which yielded a lot of
milk…We gradually got into farming and, starting from one cow,
we finally had three, and four calves… Later, we sold everything,
when times changed so much…

In the ’80s a lot of people wanted to run to towns, because
young people are like young people have always been—they’ve
never wanted to work hard. Life wasn’t that easy in towns, either,
because the shops were empty. All you could buy was what you
had coupons for… Some didn’t succeed and later they said it was
just as well they hadn’t succeeded, now they came back and started
building. In the village of Wilkanów, there are a lot of new houses.
But it is still quite unprofitable to work in farming.

[Germans who were deported] come here very often; they want
to talk. Some people receive them warmly, but some only ask, what
do you want here?… One year, there were three coachloads that
came at a time. Well, it’s because the surroundings are beautiful.
They walk [in] the mountains, go sightseeing, sometimes they get
invited in. It’s only the young generation that doesn’t want to keep
any contact. The older generation does. 

I made a mistake [when I stayed here 50 years ago], because
everybody left—the whole village… I am German and I will never
be Polish… After all, my mother was German, we all were, so what
do you expect me to feel? Everybody says we are German, Krauts,
no matter whether we say we are Polish or not. 
Adolf: In 1939, I was five years old. I remember that I was sitting
on a fence and watching the troops going to Poland. The border was
1 km away from us. It was then that I heard the first shots, probably
it was the heavy cannons in Gliwice, that were used then. I still
have a clear visual memory of the marching troops… My parents
were very critical of the war, of Hitler’s plans. We were very
negative about it too, so when there was special training for young
people at school, we didn’t like attending. That was why we were
badly treated later on. We were treated as second-class people…

[In 1945], the Russians came, they immediately withdrew, then
came again in two weeks’ time, at night… Later, it was the Polish
activists who took over the power, they formed the authorities in
the communes. The first thing…they tried to make all the names
Polish. We had to assume new first names and almost all of us had
to change our surnames…

We were lucky to settle in Waliszów… Everyone in Waliszów
was a stranger, but they received us very nicely. We looked very
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They were not rich themselves… Only when I got married in ’63,
and we moved [to Wilkanów], we were strangers. People looked
down at us, and when the children went to school, it was even
worse. They were good learners. But others would say to them, you
write in the Kraut language and that’s why you get good grades,
you read in the Nazi language, that’s why learning is easy for you…

Once, we went to visit my aunt in Germany—that was in
’74—and everything was different there. Everything was available
in the shops. I was offered a job there, my husband worked a little
in Germany, because we wanted to earn some money. And because
we could work there, our life improved a bit. But that brought
about people’s envy… We wanted to stay there, but it would have
been difficult to leave all our belongings back in Poland. After all,
we built all that with our own hands. Others came and found
ready-made farms; we had to make something out of nothing…

We lived at my mother-in-law’s, later we bought the plot where
our house is now standing… And so, slowly, slowly, unlike
today—today, they want to have everything, TV set, virtually
everything as soon as they move in—first we furnished one room,
then the second one. We put paper on the floor, it wasn’t easy for
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lame horse and one cow. However, my mother was a very diligent
person, and it wasn’t long before we recovered. We started pig-
breeding. I took up all the available jobs anywhere in the vicinity.
I worked as a bricklayer, I made roofs, renovated plasterwork,
erected ovens. I had learnt all that when I was in the construction
business. In this way I earned money to purchase the necessary
machines.

Moving to Lower Silesia
There were no political problems in Upper Silesia… Until the time
of Hitler, church services were held in German and in Polish…
People living in Silesia were…constantly under the death
threat—working under the ground [as miners]. Before going to
work, they went to a mass every morning in a chapel—those were
our traditions. They were a God-fearing people. All they cared for
was their faith and their work…

[In Lower Silesia] nobody would call us anything but “a
German”, “a Kraut”. It’s been like this until this day. You could say
everyone looks for their own folks, and we’ve found other families,
people of German origin… 

The Poles who were driven away from the east [to this area] had
to move in with the German families. They lived together for about
half a year. If the Polish mayor was tactless, he would take away
the key from the German host, give it to the Poles and tell them
that it was their house, it was they who were the hosts and they
should rule…

[Now] this region has become my second home… We know the
history of this region, we know every single mountain stream… I
was in the army at the seaside, but I find the sea rather
unfriendly…I can’t see anything beautiful in it. [But] mountains are
something out of the ordinary for me… This is where you can
admire God’s power. Man couldn’t create such things. It was God
who created such things of exceptional beauty.

The difference between what it was like in the German times

The new
settlers spoke
Ukrainian
and Polish

POLAND 7

poor, there were so many of us. The children were growing, they
needed food. You could see that on our faces. After the war, there
wasn’t enough food, we were very poor. The neighbours here
brought us some eggs, some flour—that was very nice of them.
Those people—the new settlers—spoke Ukrainian and Polish, but
there was cooperation. With another farmer, we shared the farm.
We somehow managed. Only when we started to succeed, and we
had more than the other farmer, only then did the envy start
growing…

I was working in the carpentry shop at 1, Maja Street. Within a
year, in 1953, I was promoted to be the foreman, I supervised a
group of 20 people. But in 1954, the Communist Party people came
and they wanted me to join the Party. Back in Upper Silesia, it was
a tradition not to belong to any party, so I refused. My father was
born and died without [joining] any party, and I want to do the
same… The next day, when I came to work, I was not allowed on
the premises…I had been dismissed. Later, I found a job in Kłodzko,
but when they found out about it, they dismissed me as well…

So I stayed on the farm, and I was drafted to the army in the
autumn… The farm was taken over by the kolkhoz, and my family
had to go to work in the kolkhoz. And in 1956, they gave us back a
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Stefania (F, 67 years) POL 5

The Germans who were still living there would come and bring things. They were good people... We
lived in peace [with them]... The most difficult thing was how to communicate with them, because
they didn’t speak Polish and we settlers didn’t speak German–we used gestures, but we were good
neighbours... We were sorry for them... We cried as much as they did [when they were deported],
because, you know, my parents–the Russians chased them away from their home as well, so we
knew what it meant.
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mountains so much. Also, the state, the authorities made their lives
even more difficult, they closed down shops, schools. People living
in the villages had to de-snow the roads on their own, and the
authorities paid them for that… And people found it difficult to
move around, commute, and live in the difficult conditions. They
had to go to Międzylesie or to Bystrzyca to get supplies. In the
1960s, I had a commission in Lesica. I was installing windows and
doors at a farm. It was beautifully renovated. Now…I can see the
farm totally desolate, the buildings dismantled. The farmer moved
away because it was too difficult for him. There are more instances
like that. It’s the state’s fault, they didn’t get interested in these
people, didn’t create conditions for proper living.

There was no water contamination the way there is now. People
knew that it was the source of life, a cow would drink the water, all
the wells were supplied with water from the river. Now people
throw everything they don’t need into the river—litter, old tyres. 

Bronisław POL 26

Bronisław, 66, has retired from forestry, a job he loved. He regrets having
had to give up his forest lodge to live in the town of Kłodzko and misses “the
closeness of nature”. He talks of pollution, deforestation and monoculture
and believes the 1997 flood was almost inevitable given the damage done to
the area’s forests.

I was born in the eastern borderland… I was seven years
old…about to go to school for the first time, when the war broke
out. On 1 September [1939]… And later, the Russians invaded us,
as they said, to save Poland, and so the partitioning of Poland took
place—the Germans on one side, the Russians on the other. So, I
finally started school, but I had to learn Ukrainian instead of Polish.
A year or so after Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, we prepared to
be deported to Siberia, but the Russians didn’t deport us, and we
stayed. Only about half of the village had been deported… And
then the Germans came. The occupation lasted until ’44. 

One day [our village was set alight]. When it got dark, you could
see the light up in the sky, the glow of the distant fire. In the
morning…we were told that the village had burnt down
completely. Well, we packed up all the belongings that remained,
and we stayed with a Jew living nearby… Later, my oldest brother,
Józef, got in touch with the German mayor… To cut a long story
short, in return for a bribe, we were given a railway carriage to take
us and another 13 families with their belongings to my mother’s

POLAND 9

and what it’s like now is tremendous… This area was densely
settled… [There was] a well-developed infrastructure, there was
culture, rich traditions, people would go into tourism a lot. Horse-
riding, hiking. You could say that the villages that were once in the
mountains have disappeared. Poles don’t like living in the
mountains, they prefer comfortable lives in the lowlands.

Perhaps I’ve put it wrongly. You could say that the ones who
settled here didn’t like the harsh conditions…trying to till the soil in
the hilly areas. Perhaps the reason is that they came here from
Tarnawica Polna—flatlands—and therefore they don’t like the
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Maria (F, 80 years) POL 19

And the church fairs were beautiful there, on the [then] Czech [side of the border]… The whole
square was full of it–various things, a fair, stalls, everything. Oh! The hot sausages, Jesus! What
wasn’t there? Beautiful! Merry-go-rounds and swings for young children… My mother once wrote
me a letter from East Germany: "We will never again see those church fairs, we will die here." They
were in Freiberg…

Now I am a Pole. I did what [my husband] said things should look like, for example at Easter.
We used to have different customs, at the table and so on. But we did everything the Polish way, the
way they did in the east…



the Sudety Mountains were covered by arable land, farms
everywhere. There were few forests. But they soon found out that
it’s not profitable [so] they planted the ground with trees, and they
created monocultures. Only spruce and spruce everywhere and that
was a mistake. The spruce has got shallow roots, I mean, they don’t
go deep into the ground… If there are strong winds, the trees get
uprooted. The forest should be mixed—beech, hornbeam, birch at
higher altitudes. Aspen, birch, alder…

Apparently, in the past, under the Germans, people didn’t live
here, in the Kłodzko Valley for more than four years. It was all
because of the uranium deposits. Coming here was often treated as
a sort of punishment. Only those who were born here lived longer.
There were places in Lądek where the water would never freeze,
even if the temperature dropped to minus 25 degrees centigrade.
Shallow uranium deposits… The Russians researched it, together
with our specialists. That was back in the 1960s. They bored holes,
analysed, all the mountains—from Jawornik to Lądek.

Man interferes too much with nature. Like with the coal mines.
You cannot mine and then leave the shafts like that. They have to
be filled. One after another, neatly. The way we did it, under
communism, all we wanted was to increase production. It was like
robbing nature. They said if we mined some 160 million tonnes a
year, Poland would be affluent. It never happened. Coal is not all
there is to life. Sure they exported a lot. But where’s the money?

You know, nature is like an organism. If you eat too much
cooked cabbage, your liver will tell you something’s wrong. If you
starve too much, you will feel bad. If you drink too much milk, you
will have waterfalls in your belly.

Poverty
[The people who live higher up the mountain]…I must say, those
people are so extremely poor, you just wouldn’t believe it. They
have to try hard just to make ends meet. Like mushroom picking,
working for someone, collecting dry branches in the forest, etc.
Other than that, there are no sources of income for them. In one

Man interferes
too much
with nature

POLAND 11

homeland, near Krosno…
Later, fate threw us here, to the west… When [at the end of the

war]…the Germans signed their capitulation in Berlin, we went to
the Opole Silesia region, and we arrived [here] on 22 May
1945…because the western land was free for settlement. And we
had been chased away from our homeland with no possibility of
returning there. We had nothing.

[I went to school and then got a job but] my father developed
health problems. I had to help him in the farm. We had 10.5
hectares of land. It was good quality soil… But [farming] didn’t
satisfy me. Something was wrong. You know, hard work never
scared me, but there were quotas you had to give in, pay taxes,
wheat. They would come to the household, go to the attic and see if
we hadn’t hidden anything. So we had to hide the grain. 

Life as a forester
In ’53, I was drafted to the army, to the border guards—on the
eastern border… [And in ’56 I got] a job as a forester… I’ve always
been attracted by the forest, by nature in general… The forests were
neglected like hell, a lot of dry trees, those that died left standing…
All the peaks were barren, only dried-out trunks sticking into the
sky, like you see on TV after some great fire… Only some trees
remaining on the southern slopes, but the northern ones were
barren. The forests were terribly damaged. It was all because that
mazout, the Czechs poisoned the air like hell… It’s a bit better
now…the forests look good now, especially lots of the young
ones… [The trees] are cut down but, you know, as the saying goes,
mother cuts as much bread as the children need, and she makes
sure some is still left. And the same thing has to happen in the
forest. There is a rotation—you should cut down only as much as
has grown.

“The forests were getting more and more damaged”
[What caused the flood?] As early as the 1970s [a friend said] that
something would go wrong sooner or later for the forests were
getting more and more damaged. Too much timber is cut down, too
little is planted… If there are no plants, there is nothing to collect
the water, to stop it. The result is that the water flows down… All of
the ground should be covered with forests, the government should
take care of that. We wouldn’t have any calamities then… When
they do cut down trees, they should cut down every third or
fourth, and plant new ones in [their] place… Wait for the young
trees to grow a bit. That’s how you should manage forests.

It’s mainly spruce forest around here. Back under the Germans,

The forests
were neglected

like hell
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Stefania (F, 67 years) POL 5

People live under great stress. Back then it wasn’t like this, everyone knew that if they worked, they
would get paid, and how much they would be paid.  There were certain norms, quotas, if you met
them, you got what you deserved… [Now] it’s unbelievable.  Simple things like pencils,
notebooks, and all, everything is so expensive… If it is already the West here, let them give us
Western wages–the way it is now, we’ve got Western prices and Polish wages. 



back to historical settlements and to a combination of species in
which deciduous species will be dominant…

“Now the forest condition is good”
[What caused the recent flood?] It was not the exploitation of the
forest that caused such a quick flow of water, but most of all the
disuse of agricultural areas. For some years these areas have not
been exploited agriculturally… [The] flora and overgrowth form
pillows…[like] thatched roofs…[and underneath] the ground
remains dry, which was proved during the flood. It was dry up to 30
centimetres. Water simply flew down as if over a thatched roof…
Not that it would…have stopped that water, but it would have
delayed the flow of the water, if those areas had been used
agriculturally, and now there are…hundreds, almost thousands of
hectares, that are not exploited…

At the moment, the forest…condition is good… The harm done
by industry—the gases, the dust—we basically overcame it. In
upper parts, stands of trees were virtually reconstructed. The
plantations are mainly for deciduous trees… The biggest harm and
the largest expenses of [the] forest inspectorate…are due to game.
Costs are [incurred] from the moment the trees are planted—in the
first year [they] have to be fenced in, or preserved by means of
chemicals…this is very expensive… [Also] despite the criticism [we
receive] we have to undertake some culling [of deer]…

At the moment a beautiful road is being finished… Foresters will
surely make use of it, there will be easy access to forest areas. Surely
with this improved infrastructure…[and with this] nostalgia that
the Germans who used to live here [feel for the area]…there are
great opportunities for development, because they are going to
come here to their roots, to the places where their grandfathers
were born, and this will strengthen tourism… The Kłodzko Valley is
one of the most beautiful places…in the country. It still has this
chance…of development because of the connections with
[Germany]…the richest part of Europe.

Disuse of
agricultural
areas caused
the floods
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place, there used to be a village, now everything is damaged, only
one old woman lives there…

What should be done here [is to] develop tourism. Relieve these
people from taxes, all the burdens, let them tend their own pieces
of land, let them create those agro-tourist facilities, let them invite
tourists, let them keep some sheep, an odd ram, a horse, or
whatever… And that would be good for the people. The way things
are now, young people run away. Everybody goes to the town, to
look for jobs there.

Kazimierz POL 30

Kazimierz, 45, is a forester in Strachocin forest district. He gives a historical
perspective to farming and forestry in the region, and talks about forestry
policy, the effect of industrial pollution and the disuse of agricultural land
(in his view the main reason behind the recent flood). He believes the area’s
natural beauty and its historical links with Germany could bring
investment in tourism.

Mining and industry—metallurgy most of all—caused great
exploitation of forests because there was a need for wood. Many
ironworks were established, especially in mediaeval times. On this
area there were ironworks in Stronie, Strachocin, Stara Morawa,
and they were wood-fired, which demanded large amounts of
wood. This situation led to intensified felling of forests. The
ironworks in Stronie Śląskie was also wood-fired. This secular,
industrial use of wood is one of the reasons for the lack of primeval
forests in the area of Kłodzko Valley…

In the ’20s, uranium exploitation started in Kletno, it was done
by the Russians. They keep laughing that it was done with Polish
hands… Those [mines] were exploited until…1956… People
working with this uranium, they didn’t work in safe conditions,
because they didn’t use any type of protective measures. Those
uranic blends…were sorted by workers with their bare hands. And
also radiation was huge, and not many people have survived till
today—very few—although they were quite young then… 

In the middle of the twentieth century a new danger to the
mountain forest appeared. It was caused by an inflow of polluted
air from the south. A new generation of brown coal-fired power
works, which have been established in the northern Czechs, emit
large quantities of sulphur. That led to dying-out of…trees above
800 metres… Obviously all the works in the forest industry are
towards reconstructing those stands of forests, which means going

Young people
run away

to the town
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Miroslaw (M, 70 years), retired forestry engineer POL 27

Well, a lot has changed [in the forest]…because Czech and German heavy industries are located
just across our borders, and the winds blow mostly from the west, from Germany, or from the Czech
Republic, from the south-west. Now, if you add to it the activities of our Basin of Turoszów, you’ve
got a lot of poisoning coming here… There are a number of trees that are sensitive to that kind of
poisoning in the air, especially the fir.



[This dam]…was designed by the Germans after the first
flood…there was a huge flood in 1903 and after the flood a
programme was launched by the Germans, here in Lower Silesia
and this dam was constructed as a part of it—18 such dams were
constructed in Lower Silesia. This dam was built in 1905, and in
1908 it was completed. Our folks (Poles)…in the 1970s renovated
it, they made some concrete reinforcements, so it doesn’t leak and
it’s in good technical condition, so it can stand any other flood if it
comes next time… If it had been done badly… the effect would
have been the reverse, wouldn’t it?…The effect was that the dam
didn’t leak at all after the flood… And it might have [without]…the
renovations done by our folks, it could have been…it could have
been different.

[What caused the flood?] Well, it was [just] a [freak]
situation—an anomaly, [exceptional] weather… God’s punishment
my foot!… [And] the stuff about the Czechs [opening some of their
dams] is just a piece of propaganda, because they did let some water
out, but into the Odra river…[and] they reported it to the Water
Institute, that they were letting water go. Here…well, there were
such clouds—here in the mountains—and it rained so heavily.
There was no punishment from God. Anything can happen here. It
can happen at any time, can’t it?

Zbigniew POL 7

Zbigniew is 52 and lives in Gorzanów. He was a member of the district
council when the flood occurred and feels the authorities could have done
more to warn people in advance.

At home, there was no chance to salvage the furniture, the water
was already entering the house, but still I decided to try and save
my bees…to reverse the tractor trailer into the hedge, break it, and
put all the beehives on the trailer, which I did… Some of [the
animals] were out to pasture, so they were safe. The young ones, on
the other hand, were in the buildings. The calves lived through it,
although they spent the night knee-deep in water; actually almost
all of them climbed on to the trough for fear, but they lived
through. You see, animals react instinctively in danger and they
don’t create additional problems for themselves. From other people
I know that…their cattle peacefully climbed stairs when made to.
When the water dropped, however, there were problems with
getting them down… 

There are very few small bridges that survived; practically all of
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Edward POL 2

Edward, 45, was in charge of the dam which was at the centre of the
dramatic events of the 1997 flood. He lives in Międzygórze.

[The 1997 flood] started…on a Sunday. I woke up at eight o’clock,
wanting to get dressed and go to church with my kids, and I looked
[and saw] there was quite a lot of water in the river, so I went to the
dam to see to the water. It was…close to the warning level. I didn’t
go to church then. I started making phone calls to Wałbrzych, to the
Meteo and Water Institute in Kłodzko, and all was set in motion. At
home, people already started [taking action]…because it was
raining non-stop, it started raining really heavily. I started calling all
our units to inform them…

So we started shifts on the dam. We started warning everyone
here, in the housing estate, in the village… The water was going
higher by the hour…it rose by one metre per hour. And…my wife
started arranging accommodation for our people… [Finally] the
mayor…made the decision to evacuate people from the housing
estate… My wife took care of the first aid, evacuating our people,
workers, part of the state forest housing estate…

[After the flood] some [people] had nervous breakdowns… The
worst situation was down there…at the forester’s, it took away the
barn, the bridge… People were organised in the estate, people took
turns guarding…because they were afraid of looting… [Before the
second wave] there was a lot of help from outside… We had many
extra [hands]…so they slept here, no electricity, no nothing, but we
had water, gas lights, so from then on, I had better assistance…

Since the flood, the whole situation [has made people] a bit
nervous, people get paranoid about it, because although the dam
didn’t collapse, but overflowed, and there was a lot of damage,
what would have happened if the dam had…broken somewhere,
or something [like that]? The tragedy would have been much
worse. Some people say the dam is not necessary; some say it is. I
think it is necessary, because after all it stopped the first impact…
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Maria (F, 44 years), teacher POL 36

[After the flood] I saw [my father] swearing quietly to himself. He wandered here and there, he
couldn’t sleep, he just couldn’t find a place for himself…  I could see that he suffered very severely,
and I see it is still in his memory. Whenever he meets somebody or talks to somebody, the leading
topic is the flood. He often recalls his garden, his fruit trees, which he was so careful about. Now he
just has a heap of stone instead. He has lamented about it right after the flood and till now it is all
the same. I am afraid he will stay like this to the end of his life.



ways. The envy—sometimes hatred—that was manifested, all
because of mere possessions… Yes, this flood showed us how fragile
everything is, everything that human beings can gather for
themselves. How little it is against nature’s elements. How little all
that meant when there was a real and immediate danger. Two years
after the flood was enough for people to forget all that… 

I think that this flood—and all that happened as a result of
irresponsible policies in former years—it should be a warning to us,
that we have to find a new way of functioning and farming in the
mountains, and of generally existing here.

Jan POL 12

Jan, now 60, was deported from Ukraine in the 1940s, and settled in Stara
Bystrzyca. He wanted to be a forester, but times were hard and his parents
persuaded him to become a baker, so “at least he would be assured of bread
to eat”. He has been a keen hunter for 35 years—but disapproves of
trapping—and for the interview wore a festive green hunter’s uniform. 

In the 1940s, when we arrived here the…forest border was less
regular, with lots of bays, semicircles, with tongues of forest going
into the fields. That was because the local inhabitants owned farms
and the forests were often a part of those farms, it was their private
property. After the agricultural reforms, the state divided forests
from the fields. The fields were given to farmers as hereditary
tenure as a part of the reform. And all those enclaves, farming land
within the forests, were simply covered with trees—either
naturally, or nature was helped by man. It was a mistake in a way,
because only spruce trees were planted there. And you know, the
spruce has very shallow roots. Now the tilled soil does not hold
them as firmly as untilled land, so if there are strong winds—and
there are strong winds—those trees get uprooted.

“Serious calamities”
There’s too much human interference in the forest. Old trees, like
ash trees, maples and beeches, feel well in their natural habitat, and
no storm will do anything to them. But in the areas in which man
has interfered, a small-scale storm can do a lot of damage. There
were no large-scale forest fires [in the past], either. We didn’t have
so many losses in this area—only occasional, totally harmless fires
of the forest undergrowth. Some damage is caused by strong
mountain winds—especially in the spring, when the snow melts,
the ground is soft, and trees are not so strongly fixed to the ground
with their roots. The most recent calamity I remember, was in ’56.

This flood
should be a
warning
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them got broken. A lot of large bridges were affected. Transport was
made difficult, sometimes paralysed. It will take many more
years—if there is no help from outside. I think some of the damage
will never be reconstructed. None of the districts can afford to cover
the damage by itself. For example, there is this footbridge linking
the railway station with Kłodzka Street. Until this day, people living
in this part of Gorzanów as I do, have to walk three times as far to
the station as they did before. It is not because the authorities won’t
do anything; it’s because there is no finance.

Positive and negative outcomes
I think it was not only me who received spontaneous, unselfish,
very warm, immediate assistance. As early as the next morning,
people offered their time, transport means, money. A lot of charity
services were provided by various businesses. It was genuinely
spontaneous help… 

[Attitudes to official assistance?] Undoubtedly, at first, the
reactions were positive, people were grateful, but immediately after
that, you could notice demanding attitudes, people saying, “Give us,
we are entitled, you have to…” You could feel it almost
everywhere—in any public office, social assistance office, in the
district office, everywhere. You may think I’m joking but there were
people who, instead of trying to make good the flood damage, were
waiting for assistance to be brought to their doorstep.

“God’s finger waved at us”
People’s behaviour after the flood was evidence for me that it is
high time we remembered who we are and what we are.
Undoubtedly, it was a rare natural phenomenon in this
geographical region, with the huge masses of warm air from the
south and cold air from the north [which] met exactly over the
Massif of ŚnieŻnik. This is the rational explanation. But I, myself, I
must say I [have] got mixed feelings… I think that from time to
time it is God’s finger being waved at us, so that we change our

People offered
time, transport,

money
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Maria (F, 53 years), bakery worker POL 14

[Damage from the flood?] It was just awful what I saw, just awful. Lots of stones, pieces of rock on
the road, people were crying, houses were flooded…  They were trying to save their animals…
When the water dropped, it left such a battlefield behind…you could say there had been a war.
Everything, trees uprooted, electricity cut off, mud-filled yards, cellars…full of mud…bridges had
been broken, and [people] were totally cut off, they didn’t have water, electricity, gas… For the
first day, we didn’t receive any assistance from anywhere. We most needed drinking water, because
[what] we had was undrinkable. All the wells were flooded, full of mud.



three timber-processing plants. For example, there was a factory
that manufactured beer coasters. Now it is coming back. But for
how many years this processing has been neglected!…

Coming back to the pests infecting the forest. People are to
blame, I mean the state, because private owners have been
deprived of the influence over the forest…

The first tree species to disappear from this area was the elm.
Nobody knows what happened to it, it was some sort of disease. It
lost all its leaves, all the bark. Only barren trunks pointed to the sky.
And I haven’t seen its return, to this day. It disappeared from the
local landscape some time in the 1970s. Now something strange is
happening to the beech and the oak. In the past I thought that
nothing could possibly happen to an old beech tree or an oak.
Now…they are beginning to dry out from the top. 

Acid rain…? This phenomenon could be seen most in the 1970s
and the beginning of the 1980s. Not only acid rain, but also the
snow was contaminated with some chemicals. I noticed in several
places up in the mountains, where the snow would stay longer, that
grass does not grow there any more. It means there must have been
some sulphuric compounds in the snow, something that burnt out
all the vegetation. I was surprised, didn’t know what that could be.
Only after three years, I came across a similar phenomenon. There
was a snowdrift, and now nothing grows on that spot. The
vegetation was as if burnt out with something. Now it’s back to the
norm. You can see that the trees are growing much more
healthily…[Before,] it was terrible. After heavy rain, everything
would turn black in the garden.

Hunting and poaching
It’s been 35 years now that I’ve been a hunter, every year I shot
something. Now I don’t shoot any more, there is no place to hang
the trophies. And shooting just for the sake of shooting is not what
I’m into. It’s like murder. Any time that I hunt, I shoot just males, I
don’t shoot females as a rule. I usually try to shoot the weaker
specimens… [Poaching] went on [in the past] and still does. As a
15- to 16-year-old boy, I often went cross-country skiing in these
forests. Sometimes I would go along a well-trodden path and walk
into some sort of wire [trap]—often I would fall, my leg almost torn
away from my body… You came across dead deer in the traps,
savagely killed and not taken away. If [hunting] is done…as a
means to live, if you need meat, it is natural, you have to live
somehow. But the worst thing is they will kill those animals and
leave them.

Acid rain could
be seen most in
the 1970s
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Such a strong hurricane swept this area that a lot of large, strong
trees got uprooted. It took five years for the forest to make up for
the losses.

Talking about calamities, the more serious calamities—maybe it
is connected with human activities—are connected with there being
so many pests in the forest. You go into the forest, it looks pretty
and healthy, 50- to 60-year-old trees, they look all right, they’re
green. Then spring comes, and the bark comes off the trees. It turns
out that they have been attacked by pests.

In the past the forest was taken care of. The forest boundaries
were kept tidy, they belonged to private owners—farmers—and
they looked after it. The farmers had construction material, they
could sell the timber. The timber processing was extremely well
organised around here. In the village [where] I live, there were
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Tadeusz (M, 43 years), farmer POL 39

We can observe more extraordinary events in nature these days... Rainfall is much heavier, it often
results in floods. On the other hand there are droughts and extremely high temperatures. These
contrasts are something new in our climate... I don’t remember such changing weather in my
childhood... Bee-keeping is my primary occupation these days–for economic reasons. Agriculture is
rather unprofitable... [But] because of the recession in agriculture, there is a little more wasteland,
which is covered with weeds. This is a big advantage as far as bees are concerned.



our own land… But when Gomółka came to power, people lost
their hopes of ever returning there. Only then did the people get
serious about organising their lives here. Construction work started
here in the 1960s. 
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“The forest is a simple thing”
Farming is declining in the mountains. Young people look at the old
ones and say, what do they now have from farming? Wild boars
destroy everything, foxes steal your chickens… In the past it was
different because farming land was valued, but now nobody pays
any attention to it. But I think it will come back some day.
Although it will be difficult to bring back to life what’s been
devastated. The forest quickly spreads on the untilled soil. First, it is
the birch, then the spruce, the alder and the beech. I don’t
understand the way the forest economy is organised at the national
level. It’s like a state within a state, nobody knows who’s
responsible for what… The forest is a simple thing after all. There is
the forester. He organises everything in that part of the forest he’s
responsible for, and he knows [his profession], he’s a specialist…
The forest requires a manager who knows what should be planted
where, what grows where. It has been organised quite badly by the
state. Now there is talk about the need to privatise the forests. The
forest must not be privatised, it has to be given to people.

Adam POL 21

Adam, 62, was born in what was eastern Poland, and is now Ukraine. His
wartime experiences in Siberia have led him to fight for compensation and
he is vice-president of the Siberian Deportee Association. He speaks of the
changes in farming in the Kłodzko Valley, where he was resettled in 1946,
and of the current agricultural decline.

When we first came to the west, everybody—especially my
parents—believed we would return to the east, where we lived
before the war. We hoped that conditions would change, that it
would be possible to return there… Nobody renovated the buildings
at that time, there was no money for that. Besides, in the 1940s,
1950s, there were still rumours that we would be coming back to
the east… I remember people talking all the time about returning to
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Adolfina (F, 63 years), pensioner POL 40

I can see that the climate and seasons are changing. The severe winter with a lot of snow and hard
frost was followed by a beautiful spring. It was so warm that we used to go on the 1 May parade
without stockings. Summers were hot and sunny, and then there was a typical Polish "golden
autumn". These days there is hardly any difference between particular seasons. Besides, the rivers
were clean: boys caught fish, women went to the river to rinse the laundry. The environment wasn’t
as polluted as it is today; there were fewer cars and factories.

The church at Wójtowice



health has been caused by your stay in Siberia. Only 33 per cent of
the applications have been accepted, the rest were rejected… It’s as
if a camel was trying to prove it’s got a hump. They require certifi-
cates that say you were in hospital, certificates that nobody kept.
Besides, after the war I was living in the country, where nobody
saw any doctors. We cured ourselves, using traditional methods.

Aniela POL 9

Originally from Chodaczków in the Ukraine, Aniela, 77, has lived in Stara
Łomnica since the war but still yearns to return to her homeland. She
describes the disruption of her happy childhood by repeated German and
Russian invasions, the expulsion of the family to the west and her first
impressions on arrival. She has fond memories of their German neighbours,
saying that when they in turn were deported west, “We cried, all of us.”

[I was born] in Chodaczków Wielki… [My parents] had a house,
they had cows and everything, they sowed grain, planted things,
sugar-beets, and all that they had… Later, when the war broke out,
my mother got ill. There were four of us. One of my brothers died,
and three of us were left… 

Once [the Germans] dropped a bomb on our house… I ran to
fetch some water from the neighbours. A Russian man came and
asked me why I was moving about there. I said…we wanted to save
our house, pour water on it. He pointed his machine-gun at me, so
I put down the water and started backing away. Then I looked and
he fell down. It was a friend of mine who killed him. I left the
bucket of water and [ran] away. My father said, “Go and bring the
water!” I said, “I won’t go there again!” I started crying. It was just
awful, there was no way to live there. Nothing to eat, either…

One time it was the Russians who came, another time the
Germans… Then the Germans retreated, and the Russians came.
And then the Germans again—I think it was four times…that they
came and went… Later, when the Russians pushed the Germans
away, they remained there and the Ukrainians said it was their
land. And they said to us, “You will go behind the San river, where
the dogs go.”…
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“In the mountains, agriculture has ups and downs”
All the villages around here were full of people—unlike today, when
they are almost deserted [and] hardly anyone has any crops. In the
past, it was all farming land, covered with crops, harvested on time.
After the war, I must say, the farmers looked after their fields, the
land that belonged to them. At the moment, in the villages in the
direct vicinity of Bystrzyca, all the land is left uncultivated—all
of which was cultivated in the 1970s and 1980s. It all started
with villages near the border, like Lasówka, Mostowice and
Piaskowice—the dying out of the villages. Now the Germans and
wealthy Poles buy that land, and they build summer houses there…

Shortly after the war, a lot of tourists came here for the holidays.
Until 1952, some families, friends came for holidays to where my
parents were living. There was tourism. Even after the war, it
flourished. Everything went into decline when they started setting
up kolkhozes in ’51, ’52 and ’53. After 1956, there was some
revival, even an economic one. The farmers were taking over their
farms again. But that revival didn’t last long. When Gomółka
started making life more and more difficult, farming went into
decline again. So here, in the mountains, agriculture has always
had those ups and downs. At the moment—with the onset of the
Solidarity governments—farming has collapsed altogether. If
farmers have nowhere to sell their products, they will not till the
soil… How can they till the soil if they have so many tonnes of
grain that nobody will buy? They won’t.

Compensation
When we started organising the Siberian Deportee Association in
1989, there were still over 800 Siberian deportees living in the
neighbourhood…. It’s all voluntary, we don’t get any money for
our activities. We have meetings every Wednesday… We are trying
to help those people, since for two years now there’s been a possi-
bility of them applying for war benefits. Unfortunately, the Act is
prepared so badly, that you have to prove that your present state of
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Franciszek (M, 79 years), former local mayor POL 4

In the ’50s and the ’40s, up to ’55…farming flourished… Farming was good business back then,
really–life was easy back then. Everybody was happy, because there were also food production co-
ops. And later those co-ops collapsed, they were closed down.

Stefania (F, 67 years) POL 5

I was an eight-year-old child when they took me [to Siberia], and so for six years I didn’t know what
an orange was, an apple or white bread. I knew nothing about such things, I didn’t even know they
existed… I was such a small girl…but I returned without health at all. The joints–inflammation all
over–and now, as you can see, I sit and I can’t walk too much…  [My] health was left behind in
Russia. All of [my family] have this [asthma] in the chest…  When I was getting married, my
teeth had already fallen out, we didn’t have any vitamins. 



“We couldn’t believe our eyes”
We didn’t know where they were taking us, whether to Siberia or
elsewhere… They loaded us on to the train in Nysa… In Gorzanów
they threw us out of the carriages because they said they needed
them. And then we saw those Germans riding on cows. We
couldn’t believe our own eyes. Cows are to be milked, not ridden.
Apparently, they used those cows to work. We were all scared.
Those mountain are so high around here, we thought they were
such huge clouds, and that it would start raining soon… I always
missed my home, I often cried. Somehow we still had this hope of
returning there one day…

We arrived here in autumn, then the winter [came]. They
helped us pick potatoes… We learned to organise our work their
way. For example, if you came from the stables, you would take off
your apron in the stable, come to the house, wash yourself and sit
down to breakfast which was already ready. Later, they sat, mended
their clothes… They were [so] frugal, they would put a patch on a
patch… And when Sunday came, they came in their Sunday best
clothes, hats, handbags and things, so elegant. Our folks don’t know
how to be frugal, the way the Germans are… And we learned some
of it from them.

“They never had any harm from us”
[When the Germans left] we cried, all of us. And how their cattle
cried after them. They gathered them next to the bar, kept them
there for the night, and then took them to Międzylesie, the Poles
had to take them there. They cried, kissed cows on the way, left
everything behind. We said, “Take whatever you want.” But you
can’t take cattle, how could they? So they took what they wanted,
quilts and things… I had got used to them—it was a whole year
together. But they visited us later. During martial law in Poland,
they sent us packages. Well, they never had any harm from us…

We had a horse, we ploughed the soil, we used machines, we
no longer used the scythe… When one farmer bought a machine,
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During the journey here, it was difficult too. They left us in
Nysa, and for another two weeks we were sitting there waiting.
Whenever they talk about the war [in Yugoslavia], I think about
those poor people, how we suffered… Nobody cared if we had food
[and]…[lowers her voice] what lice we had! Now there were so many
of us, no way of washing, nothing.
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“Somehow we still had this hope of returning to the east one day” Jan (M, 60 years), former baker/hunter POL 12

The [German farmers] used horses and oxen to till the soil, they didn’t use any machines. They were
so trained in being punctual and doing everything on the hour, that if an ox heard the hour being
struck on the church tower, it knew it was supposed to leave the field… And even if there was
thunder coming from the sky, they wouldn’t change their routine… They were different from Poles
in that respect. A Pole will work until 10 o’clock at night, and will stay in bed until later in the
morning, or get drunk.



be separated, adults from children, or what. After those 60 days, we
reached the town of Kotlas… They took us in horse-drawn carts to
Jasnok. There we lived in barracks, it was extremely cold.

Survival
They gave us a horse, a beautiful mare. Mother’s job was to look
after that mare and use it to work… We loved that horse a lot, it
was thanks to it that we survived… One winter it got so cold that
we thought we would die of hunger. Luckily, my sister had a
wonderful idea. She loved birds a lot, watched them, talked to
them—you know, the way children do, she was just four years old.
And she had this idea to catch those birds and… cook them, so that
we wouldn’t die, so that we would survive. And she cut the horse’s
mane, and she made a sort of a snare from it, or rather a cage, the
birds flew into it… We had hot soup, which we shared with other
people in the barracks. It may sound extremely cruel now, but
thanks to those birds we survived, and we could help others. 

The worst moment was when the horse died. It died of
exhaustion… It wasn’t my mother’s fault. As I said, it was the only
breadwinner and it worked for all of us. When that horse died, we
dug it out from under the ground and we ate it. Not only us
children, but everyone who was nearby… But because that horse
died, my mother went to prison, although it wasn’t her fault at all.
And she spent three weeks in prison. In the meantime, they took us
to an orphanage, myself and my sister.

“I brought the food at night”
[There were] 120 [children] at the beginning, but later only about
60 remained, maybe 65. The others died of hunger, they couldn’t
stand it. There was a period when we received almost no food at
all—only 15 decagrams of bread per day. You didn’t know what to
do with that, whether to eat all of it at once or to divide it into
portions and leave some for later. [His wife, listening to the
conversation, encourages her husband to tell the story of how he stole food.] 

My sister was in poor health…I had to support her… There was
that narrow hole in the toilet, through which I would slide to the
storeroom upstairs, and I could get something for myself and for my
sister… I brought the food at night, and she had to eat it at night.
Otherwise the other children…would have demanded a share. And
it was impossible to give something to everyone. You couldn’t steal
much because they would have found out that the food was
missing and there would have been trouble… Thanks to that we
survived, we didn’t die. We spent four years in that orphanage…

We thought
we would die
of hunger
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he would help others. Someone would come and cut the grain or
dig the potatoes, we would help them gather their crops or we
would pay. In time, everyone got machines. Later, my grandfather
bought himself a tractor… 

[My life now?] It is sad somehow. I’m quite old now, my legs
are not healthy either, I’ve got a liver condition, pancreas problems.
I would go [back to Chodaczków]. Oh, I would. I would like to be
there. Where my mother was buried, one brother, another brother.
I’m still thinking about it. I was born there, I was brought up there.
I always think about being there.

Marriage
It’s taking responsibilities, getting married is… I preferred being a
maid. [As a wife] you’re no longer free, you’ve got duties. You are
like a servant, you have to cook, bake, iron. When you get married,
you take such a load on your back, you’ve got duties. I wanted to
have children… It took us eight years for Stefan to be born. And
that was it. No more, only one. What good is one child? It’s like
nothing. He himself often says, “What is one child? I don’t have a
sister or a brother!” What can I do? It’s not like something you can
buy in a shop. 

Romuald POL 25

Romuald and his family were taken from their home (in the Ukraine) to
Siberia where they endured extreme hardship before eventually being
moved west after the war to Kłodzko. Yet Romuald speaks with affection and
respect of the Siberian people and says his experiences there taught him to
“accommodate to any kind of situation… I approach everything calmly”.
Now 67, he lives “a quiet peaceful life” with his wife.

I remember one night, when the NKWD people came to take us
away… They took us into the heart of Russia, in cattle trucks… The
journey took 60 days… Some didn’t make it, they died on the way,
mainly the old ones. There were no windows in those carriages, so
there was no fresh air… It was terribly cold. I once touched a rail
with my tongue, and it stuck. The train virtually never stopped,
there was no way to relieve oneself. The adults finally had this idea
to make a hole in the floor, which was used, for those needs. They
later made a sort of curtain to ensure a minimum of privacy…

We didn’t know what day it was, when the day ended and
another began. As long as we were together, we were not afraid.
We dreaded the moment of arrival, we didn’t know…if we would

When you get
married, you

take a load
on your back
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Edward POL 43

Edward, 72, was sent to a camp in Siberia in 1939 and stayed until the end
of the war in 1945, when he was resettled in Kłodzko. He describes the secret
of his survival as adaptability: although only a child, he became an expert
thief (“stealing was the most respected profession”). However, he emphasises
that since leaving Siberia he has never used this skill again!

It was in 1939 that the Russians invaded [Grodno, in Byelorussia].
They said they were liberating us…from “the tyranny of the Polish
lords”. On 19 October my father was arrested… I’ve never heard
from or about him since…

[When we were deported] they took all the clothes from the
wardrobes, packed them and took us to the car. Later, I found out
the orders were to take us without any…luggage, so that we would
die of cold and hunger. And many did. But that officer, he helped
us…asked if we’d taken everything, some provisions, tea, he helped
us pack. Why tea? As it turned out later, tea is worth as much as
gold in Kazakhstan…

I remember when that NKWD officer first said “Pack up all your
things, you’re going to Siberia”, I was pleased… I’d read about
Siberia, about Africa, Asia. Jesus Christ, going to Siberia was
something incredible for me then! I thought we would go there,
return safely soon, that it would be a sort of nice trip for us…[but]
we had to stay there for six years. In order to survive, not to die of
hunger, one had to steal. Again, I don’t want to blow my own
trumpet, but you could hardly find a better thief than myself, not
even among the Russians, not to mention the Poles. I can steal, as
they say, in broad daylight… Stealing was the most respected
profession there… [But when] I returned here…for 10 years I was
a cashier, I had access to millions, I paid out money, collected it,
settled accounts. After that, I worked in the shop audit team. It was
the kind of a job you could easily abuse financially. And you can
see how I live now. All I’ve got is those books, I don’t have a car,
this [shows his room] is all I’ve got. If I had been stealing, I would be
driving a Mercedes now.

Education in Siberia
I have to admit, the education system in the Soviet Union was on a
very high level… All the children were supposed to go to school… I
liked that school, went there willingly… There was a library I often
went to… It took me one winter to master Russian well enough to
be able to read Tolstoy… War and Peace… I read it all in just one
week. After work, when I returned home in the winter, I used a
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“The little they had, they shared”
[The] Russians are very sensitive people. Somewhere deep inside,
they are a very good people, nice, helpful and friendly… It was the
authorities that were bad there, not the people. Siberia is a very
poor area, and those people didn’t have much, but the little they
had, they gladly shared with others… 

Everyone suffered the poverty, both the people living there and
us. The only difference was they had their own ways of coping.
They knew how to use the spring, how to use the summer. They
knew what roots to dry in order to survive the winter. We learnt
from them. How could I possibly know that pigweed is edible? But
when I saw them preparing it, I learnt how to do it myself…

[They lived in] timber houses, with the gaps filled with moss.
They were quite warm… The most important thing about those
houses were the stoves. [People] cooked on them during the day,
and they slept on them at night because they were warm…

They are a people that knows how to play… All they need to
have fun is a guitar or a mandolin and singing. They don’t worry
about what tomorrow brings, they live for today, they enjoy every
single day.

“I respect bread a lot”
A lot of things don’t make any difference to me now—I don’t care if
I have to sleep in bed or on hard boards, if under a quilt or under
just a blanket. I can accommodate to any type of situation… There
is not a single dish that I would dislike, the only thing is there has to
be a lot of it. Life in Siberia hardened me. Thanks to it, I respect
bread a lot, every single crumb of it… [When the recent flood
happened] I approached it calmly, and it was my experience from
Siberia that helped me. I approach everything calmly…

We’ve got nine grandchildren. They can’t believe I ate pigweed
or nettles… Now I can relax in my garden…birds sing, we’ve got a
very nice garden, with a shed, electricity and running water—just
like home. It was my wife’s dream to have a garden… My wife and
I lead a quiet, peaceful life.
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Franciszek (M, 68 years), electrician POL 34

In the east we got used to small, chimneyless cabins with a hole in the roof for the smoke. Here [in
the Kłodzko Valley] each house was big and made of brick. Moreover, we did not have electricity in
the east. We used kerosene lamps. And here we had electricity!  For the first few days, me and my
brother were queuing [for] who was to be the first to turn the light off.



There must be something encoded in my brain, I fear hunger, I
always think that if there’s no bread it’s a tragedy. At home, if
there’s just a small piece left, I panic that there is no bread. It is
terrible for me… Until the end of my days I will feel that awful
hunger. Because if you haven’t experienced hunger, you can’t
imagine it… That’s why I always carry a piece of bread or a roll in
my bag, I always carry it.

“Terrible flatlands…beautiful mountains”
Winters [in Siberia] were just terrible… The temperature dropped
well below minus 50 degrees centigrade. It was very quiet then, no
wind… We lived in a flat land, there was no river nearby… Only
flatlands and forests, but only deciduous trees…There were no
fruits, no fruit trees either, absolutely none, because they wouldn’t
grow there.

[When we came here at the end of the war] I was 14 years old…
I found the mountains most beautiful, I was so happy to have come
here…I lacked the words to express how enchanted I was. And the
climate was quite different… Wherever I look, there are those
beautiful mountains, those streams. I don’t like the flatlands. Maybe
it’s because back there, in Siberia, there were those terrible
flatlands. I could see a kolkhoz which was 20 km away. No,
absolutely, I wouldn’t like to live in flatlands, they bring back
unnecessary memories.

Anna POL 13

Anna, 69, is one of the few original inhabitants of the valley. She grew up
on the Czech border and her family’s “Czech roots” helped them stay when
other German families were being deported from Poland. She later married
a Pole. She now regards herself as European: “Well, I’ve got some Czech
blood, some German, all mixed with Polish—who could I be? Only a
European.”

I was born in Ostra Góra, near the Stołowe (Table) Mountains. Half
of Ostra Góra belonged to Pasterka, the other half—to Karłów.
There were about a hundred of us living there… My grandparents
were Czech… This is how it happens on the borderland, people got
married across the boundary… At home we spoke almost only in
Czech. My mother spoke German to us because we were going to a
German school… We often went to school barefoot because it was
very near, quite close… During the war, the teacher often went to
the forest with us to collect raspberries, and above all, leaves from

In Siberia
we lived
in constant
stress and
helplessness
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kerosene lamp and I read. After a week, I took it back to the library.
The librarian…said, “It’s the first time I’ve seen a pupil like you.
Russians don’t read that much. And you’re a Pole who came here
without knowing a word of Russian.” 

“You could count on a warm reception”
The people there, especially the Siberians, are wonderful people,
I’ve got very good memories of them. All had been deported there;
nobody lived there normally… I learnt about that sacred Siberian
law. You could travel all the way across the Soviet Union, from
Sviedrovsk to Vladivostok, several thousand kilometres, with not a
penny in your pocket. You could always count on a warm reception
anywhere you went, people would feed you, give you shelter… I
love [Russians] but only those from beyond the Urals, not the
European Russians. These have soaked up the Western rot, they
like a better lifestyle, Cognac, clothes, American music. The
Siberians are a different type of people. 

Stanisława POL 6

Stanisława is 68 and grew up in what is now Byelorussia. She spent the
war years in a Siberian workcamp and says simply: “I lost my childhood.”
She was resettled in Bystrzyca Kłodzka.

Until ’39, when the war with the Germans broke out, we were
not that much affected because we were living on the eastern
borderland. [But] when the Russian army invaded us on 17
September, they divided Poland in half and shared it between
themselves, the Russians, and the Germans. Until that time, my
childhood was carefree…

[In April 1940] we were put in cargo trucks…for the journey
that took several days to distant Siberia. When they had locked the
door, the windows were barred, I started crying like mad, yelling. I
started suffocating. There was something in my chest, as if the heart
was going to break. I cried… And I didn’t stop until my mother took
me in her arms and hugged me… I developed this nervous
condition—claustrophobia—which has stayed with me until
today…for over six years that we spent [in Siberia], we lived in
constant stress and helplessness, with little hope of being able to
survive and come back to our beloved country. Thinking about
coming back to Poland was in the realm of dreams, and you
couldn’t be sure it would ever happen…

Until this day, I always carry a piece of bread with me, even if I
go to the theatre, there always is a piece of bread in my handbag.

The Siberians
are wonderful

people
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were desperate, they didn’t know what would happen to them.
They took them in horse-drawn carts from Ostra Góra to Radków, I
think, and then further on… Everybody cried… My mother was
scared because there were rumours that they were taking children
away from their mothers, some were sent to the east, others to the
west. Nobody knew where, what would come out of it. We were
glad to have those Czech roots, which eventually helped us [to
stay].

“Now it is all empty”
We have a farm, but we don’t do anything in the soil. We have
transferred the land ownership to the children… They don’t till the
soil because there’s nowhere to sell the crops—that’s how it is in the
mountains. There, near Ząbkowice, it is not far from the silo, so
they take it there and sell it. But before harvest time comes, the
silos are full and they no longer accept new deliveries, you can’t sell
anything. My son planted some potatoes and some wheat, but only
for his own needs.

Back then [when I was young], we had holidaymakers in the
village, and the restaurant was large. [People] came, it was a
beautiful, mountain village. Clean water, tasty, you could drink it
without fear. The views are beautiful. I was born in the mountains
and I’m strongly attached to them. Those who don’t like them were
probably forced to settle down here, they were deported from
where they used to live… Besides, working in the field is harder in
the mountains than in the flatlands… I remember from my
childhood, how often we would go blueberry or raspberry picking.
We, the children, earned enough to buy a feather quilt in this way.
We collected blueberries, mother sold them and bought the quilt
with the money—such a good, feather quilt.

It’s a pity the villages are so deserted. There used to be so many
bees, cows and all that. And now it is all empty. People don’t have
jobs. That hurts, it’s not the way it should be.

The villages are
deserted; people
don’t have jobs
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the young bushes. We picked
those young leaves. Everyone of
us had this rag bag, we didn’t
have plastics then… And then
those leaves were dried in the
school attic for tea for the
soldiers. It was like an antibiotic
for them—raspberries are very
good for you…

One…thing I wanted to
say—maybe it’s interesting—our
village had electricity back in
1924 or 1926. Some places do
not have it even now. My grand-
father was an activist, he worked
in various organisations… And
he directed high voltage

electricity from Ścinawka to Kudowa, so that it went via Ostra
Góra. At home, we always had an electric iron, never one with a
heater or anything… Then we had a butter-maker, that was
electric as well. And various other machines. It was a small village,
but a very strong one. People supported one another.

I had really good friends among the Poles [who moved here]. I
keep in touch with some of them to this day. We don’t live close to
one another, but always, when there is some occasion, a funeral, a
wedding, they call me or I call them. A lot of those friends came to
my husband’s funeral and my daughter’s funeral… And they
helped me a lot, when there was hay-making season or some other
hard jobs… 

Perhaps [we had no problems] because of our Czech roots,
although we were German—after all we lived in Germany, we had
German citizenship and all… We didn’t have any problems with
the language, which is usually the greatest barrier, sometimes
impassable. Only my younger brother went to a Polish school, he
was sometimes called names…

[Customs?] On Palm Sunday, girls would go round the village
singing songs. We had this ball on a stick, with colourful paper
ribbons, and we collected eggs, sweets. That was a custom. And
boys, on the other hand—I don’t remember what day it was, either
on the first day of Easter or the second—they had those willow
twigs, and they chased girls and beat them. Not too hard, of
course… After the war, it all disappeared.

[When people were deported from here after the war] they
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Hane (F, 85 years) POL 28

[After the Poles came] all the holidays were celebrated differently. We didn’t know all the customs
connected with Easter, for example. All those painted eggs, baskets. When my mother-in-law came
to visit me at Easter, I prepared the celebrations the German way. There was coffee and cake for
breakfast, not ham and eggs. And she was surprised… What else? Oh, yes. In Germany, we
celebrate birthdays, not the name day, the way you do in Poland. I think it’s good because everyone
knows when they were born. I always knew when my parents were born and when they celebrated
their birthdays, something people around here don’t know.



Water sources
I would say that now it’s even safer [to drink from mountain
streams] than it used to be because these areas are now so deserted.
So, where there used to be a village and waste collectors—there was
no sewage system—all the waste finally found its way to the
ground, and from the ground to those streams. So the streams were
not useful as sources of drinking water then. They were
contaminated biologically, not chemically… There were no
detergents, no phosphorus substances, no mercury. No heavy
metals, so popular nowadays… Now the situation is a bit different.

Stanisław POL 16

Stanisław, who lives in Międzylesie, is clearly passionate about forestry: “if
it weren’t for the legs, I would still be working.” He says that foresters today
just “sit in the office”, while in his day (he is 81) the work was much more
practical. Above all, he emphasises the importance of maintaining a
diversified forest.

Until 1939, you couldn’t get any job
anywhere at all. There were no
factories or anything, so people worked
in the forests. There were even some 60
to 70 women working there. I had a
nursery of young trees, I started it
when I was young: 22 hectares of that
nursery there was. Yes, you could see
that, I rode a bicycle through that
nursery, a lot of people worked there…
they kept pheasants there…

The changes taking place in the
forests nowadays are tremendous. Trees
are tended differently, the work is
different…

In the [past]…they planted only
spruce trees. Under the Germans, it was
the spruce and the beech from time to
time. Now, when we came here, you couldn’t see a single pine tree.
Not far from here, in a few places, I planted some 6 hectares of
untilled farming land, I planted it with a chequer pattern: spruce,
pine, larch, beech. When the forestry director came here from
Wrocław…he said he would hang me if it didn’t work. And you
know, it did work. Now these trees are so big and healthy. 
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Krzysztof POL 22

Krzysztof, 60, from Stronie Śląskie, is a scientist specialising in
environmental protection. He cites air pollution from industry, as well as
other effects of human penetration into the region, as the main factors
behind deforestation and changes in the population of local wildlife.

I think simply that nature can defend itself up to a certain point,
but when it is crossed—it can’t anymore… You can see with the
naked eye that a lot of mountain forest has disappeared. All the
peaks of over 1,000 metres have lost all their trees, they are bare.
New trees are being planted on them now, there’s serious work
going on in order to change the forest structure, but it doesn’t
change the fact that they don’t hold water, they don’t provide [a]
wind shield any more…

[Deforestation] has to be traced back mainly to the air pollution
[although] the situation is not as drastic as it is in the western
Sudety…where over 30,000 hectares of forests have died out. It
looks like there has been an atom bomb explosion. Only bare
trunks sticking out…

Some animal species that lived there for centuries either
adapted or moved to other regions as a result of environmental
changes, human activities, wood-cutting or the disappearance of
forest above certain altitudes.

For example, the heath-cock has always lived in the region of
Puszcza Bialska primeval forest. However, in the 1980s, it…became
more and more rare… I think it is connected with two reasons.
Firstly, old trees were cut down, the trees that were a natural
shelter for the heath-cock. Secondly, human penetration increased.
The heath-cock does not tolerate human presence very well. When
it moved to the dwarf mountain pine on Mount ŚnieŻnik, it found
the peace and quiet it was looking for. As a result, it changed its
behaviour [and] now mates on the ground, not in the trees as it
used to… On the other hand, the fox population has increased
considerably in the region. They have decimated the heath-cock
population by eating the chicks hatching on the ground, where eggs
are laid. 

The black grouse is yet another species that has become almost
extinct in that area… On the other hand, the wild boar is an
example of [a] species that appeared in the area… It found ideal
conditions for living there, and now we’ve got quite a lot of them.
The deer population is probably larger now than it was after the
war, when the land was tilled around there. 

Deforestation
can be traced to

air pollution
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started laying eggs. Most of them—because it was in the
winter—they got cold, fell ill, we had to give away some of them.
Some of the lambs perished as well, the remaining ones got
scattered around, later we kept them in another place. It was a
catastrophe. 

The insurance company representative came and he said they
would pay us damages for the animals, and if I started constructing
a new building, on new foundations, they would repay the costs.
But we didn’t have any funds, we started constructing much
later…they valued it at 150,000 zlotys or something… Well…the
figures changed… it turned out that for the damages for the old
building I could then buy some four packets of cigarettes [laughs].

Agro-tourism
It became more and more clear that there was a potential in agro-
tourism… I did some post-diploma studies at the Academy of
Agriculture… I need some time to tidy up things around here and
to complete the building. And that will be the end of my investment
efforts… You could have outdoor fires, there are two ponds that
have been dug, there will be trout, you could have angling and
preparing the fish. This will be pure pleasure… And then, there will
be this attraction in the form of horseback riding… It will be
possible to organise picnics, have bonfires with sausages, coffee,
Coke. You could go to those mountain pastures, to Wrzosówka, for
example—beautiful sights…you could even spend the night out
there, in tents… 

In the autumn, you can go mushroom picking… [My wife]
suggested we might build a mushroom-drying room as well, so that
people have facilities to dry them on the spot… There are summers,
when the weather is good, and there’s some water…when there are
so many of them, those mushrooms. And raspberries…a stone’s
throw from here, everywhere… If you open a jar of these forest
raspberries, your tongue gets so long you would reach the bottom
of the jar. 
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The winters here are so hard, you cannot work in the forest
without skis. That’s how it was some time ago, anyway. The forest
workers had to carry all the saws—back then they didn’t have chain
saws—they carried saws, axes, wedges. They had to carry all that
with them. And a spade was indispensable in the winter. When you
got to a tree, you had to dig the snow away if you wanted to cut the
tree down. When a tree fell down into the snow, you could see only
some of its branches sticking out. It was a very unpleasant job. Yet
now—I don’t know, perhaps for eight years now—you’ve been able
to wear just ordinary shoes to work. The climate has changed a lot.

Sylwester POL 10

Sylwester, aged 50 and a geodesist by profession, moved from the city to the
mountains (Orłowiec) to be “close to nature”. He admits to wearing “rose-
tinted spectacles” at first about living off the land but the catastrophic winter
of 1986 made him more realistic. He is a keen advocate of agro-tourism.

The silence here is so deep that sometimes, when some of my
relatives visit me here, like my late father, he would say that the
silence is so deep you can hear it…

I like the mountains very much… I never was a free man at
work, and that was my dream, to be so close to nature, and really,
as I often say, to go out in the morning and breathe your own air,
there is such a possibility around here. And so it started somehow. I
knew practically nothing. Especially about construction. I knew
how to hold a pen and how to use my brain a bit…

There was no tolerance for people like me, people who came
here and tried to change their lives, those who didn’t like living in
the town, and who decided to come here and try their luck on this
hard soil around here. I’m talking about the attitude of the
authorities… In the village, they call us tourists; we’ve been here
for the last 16 years, still we are tourists…

There was such a [bad] year—’86… a hard winter, lots of snow,
and suddenly it all started melting. I had farm buildings on the
other side, and there were my hens, plus sheep downstairs… One
of the roof beams broke and the roof collapsed a bit. Together with
my son, we went there and tried to repair it… I thank God I’m still
alive… The next night, when we were trying to support it
somehow, the building collapsed. It broke altogether, all the
remaining beams couldn’t stand the weight of the snow… My losses
were terrible, because beneath that roof, there were 1,500 hens,
egg-laying ones, they’d been kept for half a year and they’d just

The climate
has changed

a lot
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Miroslaw (M, 70 years), retired forestry engineer POL 27

Tourism now is of the consumptionist type… They would like to get everywhere in a car, no effort,
no climbing, no hiking… In the past, the Polish Tourist Association organised tourism and hiking in
the mountains–you scored points, obtained badges. Nowadays, I can’t see such a trend. No trace of
ambition in the tourists to obtain high-grade tourist or mountain badges… Everyone wants to be
comfortable, they would like the coach to take them to the peak of the mountain, admire the views
for a moment, have something to eat, and return.

There is
potential in
agro-tourism



these are mountains, I’ve got several compositions in one space.
And many possibilities… Because I don’t see just one, flat, single
mountain, where nothing happens. The Sudety are mountains that
intermingle with one another…interacting with one another
through their colours. Here you could practically paint one motif
every day, and you would get a different picture each time.

Andrzej POL 23

Andrzej is a 47-year-old engineer who exchanged an urban professional
lifestyle for a farm in Ponikwa. Although his “farming adventure was a
professional loss”, he gained a “richer inner life”. He feels a sense of
community is gradually developing in the area, and recognises that,
especially for those resettled from the east after the war, it has taken many
years for the “sense of temporariness” to give way to a feeling of belonging.

It was…time for a new adventure… We bought the house in 1980,
we moved to the country in 1981—it was the memorable time of
martial law in Poland… In the company I was working for, there
were so many workers’ and farmers’ commissions, so many military
commissars, that I said, enough is enough. And we decided to try
our luck in farming… When [I decided to move] from the town to
the country I felt at ease, at home in the natural environment. In
the madness of the world as it was then, crowded with military
uniforms, stupidity and some idiotic aggression, it felt like a paradise
on earth. Besides, there were a lot of people trying to change their
jobs, they called it “internal emigration”. I mean I didn’t feel a
mission to emigrate or anything. I just escaped to a normal life in
the sense that I understood it, looking for some alternative to what
was going on… 

The farm was quite a large one for our conditions, we had very
little start-up capital, we improvised a lot, we received a lot of help
from our relatives, our parents, some savings of our own. And we
set up a mini zoo… It was a success for an amateur like myself. It
couldn’t last long, though, but there was a time that I liked it a lot. 

“I got a lot of help”
[The local people] were quite all right. I mean, I’ve never been a
stranger in Ponikwa, I come from Długopole Zdrój, which is almost
round the corner, just over the hill. I think I knew most people at
least by sight, if not by name. And they knew me, they knew my
parents, so I can say I simply returned to where I belonged from the
very beginning… I think they looked with some sympathetic irony

The main
problem is
access
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Ewa POL 46

Ewa, 39, is a visual artist who moved to the area from an urban
environment to develop her own work. She also works with local children.

The kids around here don’t have anywhere
to develop their talents, they don’t have the
basic things that kids in towns do, in large
cities. But what do they have? They have
the silence…they have the colours in the
winter, on their way to school, back home,
etc. And they retain that sensitivity…they
can’t develop it [easily], they don’t work on
it, but they keep it somewhere in their
brains, they don’t lose it the way kids in the
towns do. If you walk along concrete
pavements, concrete blocks, shop
entrances, supermarkets, you lose it.

[But the schools here] don’t offer
anything imaginative. They offer a lot of
lessons, rote learning. Which means if you
learn something that they told you to learn,

you get a good mark and that’s all there is to it. Even the children
who live in Lądek don’t have anything to do… And here I am with
a child who commutes to school by bus and…what else? If he
wanted to swim, I’d probably have to get myself a helicopter or at
least a car. The main problem is access to anywhere…[for] all the
children around. I know children who come from very poor
families, but they have lots of talents. And they have no chance to
develop [them, because the] authorities will not finance the
transport for their children here.

At first, I looked at [people living here] with indifference, even
with some sort of pity, because they were to me people who could
not arrange their lives a bit better. But now I respect them because
they have endured the hardships of this land and stayed here
anyway. You know, with hard work…they had farms, difficult
conditions, you know, under the communist rules, they had to give
the state some of their crops, etc. And they survived, endured it.
They are ill people, most of them, but you will not hear them
cursing their lives. Here, far away from doctors, any kind of medical
care, these people are for me worthy of the highest respect. 

Living in the mountains to me means having your perception
intensified. Not repeated, but intensified. Because, if it were flat
land, that would be like having just one composition. But because
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I have been trying to use every opportunity to encourage, attract
people from outside who can bring something in—be it capital or
ideas or some valuable contacts… It’s only the spontaneous
activities of the people living in the border areas on both of its sides
that can attract tourists from outside, those who can leave some
capital here. But not only the Poles or the Czech, also the Germans,
especially young German people, so that everyone gets rid of their
xenophobic feelings…so that everyone understands that the future
lies in cooperation.

The same applies to the young people in the east… I don’t mean
only Polish people living in the east, but the young people of
Ukraine, Byelorussia. There are possibilities, I think there are
enormous possibilities of the Euro-region programmes, but this is
something for you [as the younger generation] to do. 

I’ve made quite frequent trips to the Czechs, and I must say, I
got fascinated with their feeling of stability, continuity, local
culture…which we don’t have. Those little towns…have a cultural
standard comparable with my beloved Cracow. But that results
from the fact that people have been living there for generations. I
think we are gradually going in the same direction. That makes me
happy…

The people living here identify themselves with these areas
more and more… I mean, you need whole generations before you
can get integrated with the environment, before you can say “we
belong here”. The connection is manifested by the households
getting prettier and prettier, flowers appearing in the gardens… It
seems to me that the generation of our parents had the feeling of
temporariness—whether they realised that or not. 

POLAND 41

at our attempts to become farmers: “People coming from town,
wanting to be farmers, we’ll see what comes out of it.” I got a lot of
help from many people around… And later, I earned some sort of
respect when I managed to breed some calves or bulls of export
quality. That wasn’t so difficult, really. We looked after those
animals as if they were pets… So, all in all, it was more of a
romantic…than an economic undertaking. But there was a deep
significance in that it made living possible—that was very
important.

I don’t think [I looked for friendship among the local people].
Friendship is a precious thing, but because it’s so precious, it is very
rare. I just looked for human sympathy. I was just trying to have
warm relations with the people, and I think I managed most of the
time. I can’t recall any unpleasant encounters. Most of the time
people smiled at me… To be quite honest, I don’t know what my
neighbours think about me [now], but I can feel some friendliness. 

[How does urban life compare?] I think it is all connected with
the notion of provincialism… I mean, there is a category of
provincialism—a psychological one, not a geographical one. You
can be a complete provincial living in a huge city, or you can be a
worldly person living in the country. That’s the first thing. If you
have something inside yourself, some sort of…willingness to learn
about the world, some drive towards getting to know things,
resulting from your dreams, your sensitivity—then it doesn’t matter
where you are, whether it’s in the city or in the country… Maybe I
am a provincial in that respect—that I like the natural world. I don’t
like the noise of the town, I find it tiring… But… [in] Sopot
[recently] I went straight to the main street leading to the pier.
There, I enjoyed being a part of the crowd. The colourful, careless,
exotic crowd of people in the main street…Italian ice-creams, things
like that. There was a wonderful jazz club…and I just enjoyed the
clash of the wilderness, peace and quiet of the mountains with the
noise of the town. I liked it; it was somehow complementary.

Land and identity 
It seems to me that I notice people’s greater identification with the
region they live in, especially those who were born here, brought
up here. It is not an easy process, it’s difficult to get a job here, you
have to try and look for a new model, go more in the direction of
developing services. This region has a lot of potential for the
development of tourism, regeneration, health, there are health
resorts, spas, etc. But you have to do it in a modern way, I think
finding new forms is the key… 

People identify
with the area

more and more
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Maria (F, 78 years) POL 18

[Since the war]  the quarries have closed down. And there were various factories in Kudowa, there
were factories in Czermna, but that was a long time ago. In the Polish times, there was this huge
factory in Zakrze, my father’s people worked there...the silk factory. But several years ago, 10 or
something, they closed it down. Now people are unemployed, no earnings. And there are very few
bathers now [visiting the Spa]–if they come, they have to pay for everything themselves.

Irmgard (F, 66 years), baker POL 41

In the mountains there was a glass-works factory, besides, many people [worked in] cottage
industries. [One] was the production of wooden boxes for keeping ointment in. In the old days all
the medicines from the chemist’s were sold in boxes. There were a few lumbermen…two bakers,
two butchers, a petrol station, a shoe shop, a few grocery stores.



of them learnt to ski, we divided the kids into groups and taught
them to ski… I was one of the first to infect Bystrzyca with the
skiing bug…I ran courses, I liked it.

“They killed many—there was a war”
I don’t think I am 100 per cent Polish—I don’t like complaining, I
don’t like it at all. I always look at the bright side of life… The fact
that I once was imprisoned for nothing, or things like that—it
doesn’t matter. I did spend some time in prison, but now I’m free,
I’m alive, for God’s sake. If they had killed me, then it would have
been just as well. They killed many—there was a war, what can you
expect? But I’m alive, I’ve survived, and that’s all there is to it…

When I hear people talking about some troubles, about inciting
people against one another, I don’t know—was Poland really so bad
at that time? Surely, the conditions were totally different, but we
had been sold [down the river]. Americans sold us and the English
sold us, everybody knows that. You know, I don’t like it now,
people turning their backs on each other. I think Poles should come
together, hand in hand, we shouldn’t quarrel. You know, for
example, I’ve been often told, “You were there, you were in prison,
you were wounded, you should apply for some damages.”… Why
should anyone take from others and give to me? Because I was in
prison? I was, so what? I think it’s just as well that I was—I know
what freedom is now, I can appreciate it more fully. My wife often
said, “My husband is a fool, he was happy even when he was in
prison” [laughs]. 

You know, it’s unbelievable, this breakthrough. Some 30 years
ago, there was this saying, “Come what may, a Pole and a German
will never be friends”, and everyone deeply believed it. So, I think
the world is progressing in the right direction—I just wonder how
they will manage in Kosovo. It will be difficult there, but perhaps
they will learn as well? One thing is certain, where there’s
affluence, there’s peace. After the war, they knew what to do, they
had this Marshall Plan, I mean for the Germans. If they had done a
similar thing after the first war, probably Hitler wouldn’t have got
the power… Well, we’ll see what’s coming. I will not live long
enough to see, but still…I’m still alive.

POLAND 43

Stanisław POL 15

Stanisław, now 86, was born in the eastern borderlands. Trained as an
army officer, during the war he joined the ZWZ (Polish resistance
organisation). After it ended, he was arrested and imprisoned for six
months. To escape harassment by the authorities, he moved to the
mountains. His interviewer commented on his “joy at the idea that someone
wanted to talk to him about his life, and about how he found himself in
Bystrzyca Kłodzka”.

As an officer, I went to the front line in 1939, and I got shot… I was
lucky to have been shot, you know; all my colleagues were later
taken captive by the Russians and got killed in Katyń… I got better
somehow, you know, I was a young man, of good health, you
know… I survived everything… For example, when I was at the
military school, I went down with scarlet fever, and back then it
was quite a serious disease, you know. And they took me to hospital
in Lvov, and one day, they said, “It’s getting serious for
you”—diphtheria… Diphtheria was a terminal disease, back then…
So they moved me to another hospital, where there were only a
few people. Later again, they said, what the heck, in addition to
diphtheria and scarlet fever, I got measles as well. So they moved
me to an isolation ward. Apparently, I am the only one who
survived something like that… 

[After the Second World War] I came here, because my father
was living here, he had to escape, too. He was a colonel, you
know… I arrived here in 1946 and disclosed my identity in 1947. I
got a job in a local power station, and I worked there until [the]
1950s… They sometimes summoned me to the Security Office, but,
you know, those security officers were scared of those who had
been in Military Intelligence, so they were very careful talking to
us. They summoned me two or three times, but nothing happened.
I worked until ’53 or ’52. I was in electro-energetics in Wrocław, I
was a technical inspector. I had finished various courses. But, you
know, there was that personnel officer, he said that a pre-war
officer could not work in energetics… 

And it so happened that there was a vacancy in [a village near
Bystrzyca Kłodzka]… I worked there for 18 years. Later, I decided
I’d had enough of that commuting. In the Match Factory in
Bystrzyca, they said, “Come to us, we don’t have an engineer, we
need you.”… I stayed there until retirement, in the Match Factory.
You know, I quite liked my job there…

Winter holidays were organised for children [of employees], all
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Jan  (M, 60 years), former baker/hunter POL 12

In the past, there were three or four inns in a village, two or three mills, small factories, people had
jobs all the time. In the summer people worked in their farms, in the winter they would get
employed in such factories. They made their living, everybody profited from that. Now nothing pays.



now. The nightingales used to sing so beautifully, now you can’t
hear them. They disappeared when there was a flood. Maybe they
will come back some day. I hope they will. Things are getting better,
so I think they will.

Krzysztof POL 44

Now aged 57, Krzysztof gave up his Warsaw-based job with the Polish Press
Agency in 1976, disillusioned with political events and having to “praise
what should be condemned”. He decided to make a new life in Wójtowice.
He speaks of the “special kind of sensitivity” that comes from close contact
with nature and also of the re-involvement of voluntary exiles like himself in
public life. He himself has served as a local MP, before becoming active in
“the wonderful world” of non-governmental organisations.

Everything started going wrong, because that socialism of theirs
[couldn’t be reformed]… And everything started to break down.
And the journalists, at least those who had some remnants of
conscience, had problems coming to terms with what they were
writing about… The gap between what they described as reality and
reality itself was growing wider and wider…

[In] June 1976…the working class finally said: “No, we’ve had
enough…” Numerous participants [in the protests] were brutally
beaten up, sacked from work, persecuted. Shortly afterwards, a
whole series of show trials ensued. As a journalist, I was admitted to
the courtroom in the Warsaw Court of Justice… It was so
unbelievably surreal that after two, three days of watching those
trials, that courtroom…talking to the people there, their families,
who were not allowed into the courtroom at all…I decided not to
participate in all that… I decided I would disappear, change my life
somehow.

I decided to move away, to move to the country, find a farm or
something, as far away from Warsaw as possible… I found myself in
the Sudety Mountains, where I had a couple of friends. When I got
there, I found a small 9-hectare farm, situated at a slope of a hill,
with an old—250-year-old—house, and I fell in love with the place
on the spot. That’s how I got where I am now.

My family thought it was just a whim, some sort of madness.
They did share my view that I was participating in something
unpleasant, that I had a right to feel remorse, working at the
ideological front, i.e. praising what should be condemned. But they
thought I was not fit for such a drastic change, [that it would be]…a
downward path.

POLAND 45

Love of mountains
When I was living in Zakopane, you know, I walked all those
[Tatry] mountains, all the peaks. These mountains here are nothing
like the Tatry, but they are beautiful as well. I have been a
mountain hiking guide, I’ve guided many a party through these
mountains… I remember once, I was running a skiing course there,
the weather was beautiful, the sun was shining… It was early in the
morning, it was a bit misty at the foot of the hills, we looked at the
thermometer: it said minus 6 degrees centigrade. And up there, in
the hostel at the top, it was 27 degrees below!…When we were
going back, it had already got dark, the sky was so beautiful, full of
stars, the full moon, the beautiful reflections on the snow, bluish
shades…walking these mountains is unforgettable.

“Everything started dying”
Now things have changed a lot. For the better… There was a time
when [the pollution] was terrible. Here, on ŚnieŻnik and around,
everything started dying out, all the trees and plants got dry. It
looked terrible. That was about 10 years ago. Somehow it was not
so bad in the Wałbrzyskie Mountains, where we often went skiing,
but around here and near Szklarska Poręba, it was awful. Imagine,
one year, you walk along a route through a forest—a beautiful
one—and the next year, you can see only dry timber sticking up to
the sky…

When the smog came from Doroszów, it looked awful. But now
it’s getting better… Now you can see the trees grow. But there was
a period, it was more or less 1980 to 1986, when the degradation of
the environment could be seen with the naked eye. Now, you can
see, there is more water, the forests get watered. Now you can see
the trees forming, as if [they are making] green walls… 

There used to be a lot of cuckoos in the past, there are no
cuckoos now. There used to be a lot of crickets, there are no crickets
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Egidiusz (M, 72 years) POL 29

I love watching [the mountains]… I can’t imagine my life without them… I don’t blame the
mountains for the flood they brought on us, though some people do. I don’t blame anyone at all.

Ryszard (M, 54 years), agricultural engineer POL 38

I don’t mystify the mountains, although it is [a] very frequent [tendency] in literature. I love the
mountains for simply aesthetic reasons… Besides, mountains play [a] double role in my life: they
are both my partner and my enemy. The work of a farmer in the mountains is far more difficult but
less effective than the same work performed by a farmer working on a plain. That is why I call them
my partner and my opponent.



new Poland began, I decided to become an MP. I ran for the post. I
was elected…

A few years ago, I discovered the wonderful world…of non-
governmental organisations, the various associations. It was a great
victory of our “Velvet Revolution” of 1989 that we can finally
organise ourselves, that we are free to unite ourselves around some
ideas close to our hearts, around citizens’ initiatives… So now we
have here…a small non-governmental organisation called Zdanie
(“Point of View”) and I am its president… Depending on what we
do, there may be, say, 10 volunteers, but they may as well be a
thousand. At the moment, we are most active in the schools, we
implement various projects, and we receive all sorts of grants to
implement them… I’m doing what I really like for the first time in
my life…

Above all, [coming here] I discovered the mountains… I had no
idea how much pleasure can be drawn from contact with nature,
even if you have to struggle with it… Even after 23 years spent in
the mountains…[I am] still exceptionally sensitive to the beautiful
scenery… I take great pleasure in seeing all the species of flowers in
these meadows. I get mad when I find a cigarette end, a bottle top,
not to mention a plastic bag, on my path here… Anyway, it seems
you still can develop this sort of sensitivity [even] as a grown
man—that very special kind of sensitivity, I’d call it an ecological
sensitivity.

Sylwester (M, 50 years), surveyor POL 10 

Over 10 [years ago], yes…you could live on just the wool from sheep. If you had over a hundred
sheep, you didn’t have to worry about anything… So life was easy. And now that we are…coming
back into Europe, the prices have dropped… At present, the situation of farmers is difficult.
Especially [given] the effort you have to make here, in the mountains, when compared to that in the
lowlands…tilling the soil is extremely difficult.

Franciszek (M, 79 years), former local mayor POL 4

People…want to be here, live, only there are no jobs… If only something was developing here.
The way it is now, the Spa is declining…and lots of other places of employment have been
liquidated. There was such a beautiful timber works in Domaszków…  Everything is closed, they
don’t saw timber any more, people don’t have work, there’s nothing. The railway is also declining,
fewer and fewer people travel, less cargo. And in Bystrzyca also, everything [is closing]… The
Matches Factory…Timber Works, now the Paper Products of Bystrzyca Enterprise, POM (State
Machine Centre), the Furniture Factory of Bystrzyca… Some of them are still breathing, but how
much longer…nobody knows. Unless something changes for the better…

POLAND 47

“I couldn’t tell a bull from a cow”
Well, the people I bought the farm from…introduced me to a few
neighbours, without whom I wouldn’t live long around here. Those
neighbours were to teach me the basics first of all. I didn’t know
how to change fuses, I didn’t know how to mow, to milk cows. As I
said, I couldn’t tell a bull from a cow. But slowly, gradually, one step
after another, I got the neighbours used to me, I got them to accept
my presence, especially that I never looked down on them, and I
always made them aware I felt I was less experienced, more stupid
than them…

At some point they started treating me as one of them, because
the socialist division of tasks eventually took place. Namely, they
taught me how to use a scythe, milk cows and fence my pasture
land so that the sheep didn’t run away, damage their meadows;
whereas I wrote applications for them, arranged things in the
various offices etc… They needed me, as it suddenly turned out,
just as much as I needed them. I would never have been able to
make proper hay without them. I discovered this very special kind
of village solidarity, whereby people don’t have to like one another,
they may gossip about one another, they may—I don’t know—fight
at wedding parties when drunk, but if there’s one who has got dry
hay on the meadow, and a storm is coming, then all the enemies
and friends alike, they will all grab their forks and rakes, and they
will go and fight against nature arm-in-arm…with this specific
mountain nature, where farming is something rather special…

For the last several years, the intellectuals disappearing from the
large cities have been appearing here, in the Sudety Mountains.
One of my friends was a psychologist at the University of Wrocław
and a doctor of ecology at the Technical University of Wrocław.
We’ve got an architect here, a naval engineer from the dockyards in
Gdańsk, to make things even more interesting…

The education you have and the skills…they bring about certain
obligations: obligations towards your neighbours… The funny thing
is that in time most of us intelligentsia déclassé eventually…came
back to public life… For example, in 1980, 1981, when the period
of dismantling communism began, I found myself actively involved
in the work of the farmers’ trade union… After 1989, when the
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Waldemar (M, 45 years), sawmill owner POL 31

[When I worked in the factory] I met the man I was replacing, who was leaving his post after 35
years spent behind that one desk; I did not even want to think that it would happen to me... I quit
the job [sold up, and bought a farm in Bystrzyca].



Depopulation reversed
When I first came here, the process of depopulation was in
progress. There are some villages that have remained only names
on the map, like the village of Biała Woda, for example. At the
moment, we are experiencing an opposite phenomenon. There are
people coming here. Some of them build summer houses here;
others are fed up with the cities, and return to their parents’ farms.
They often try their luck in what has become known as agro-
tourism. It is amazing how many farms offering their hospitality to
town dwellers have appeared around us. They offer horse riding,
trekking the breathtaking mountain trails. That is a totally new
phenomenon, and a positive change.

The mountains will stop being depopulated. I think they will
belong to the people again, but this time it will be more sensible,
better planned, taking into account the requirements of a harmony
between economic needs and preserving certain basic principles
related to the environment and its needs. Especially given that the
Sudety neighbourhood, not only the mountains, is a large piece of
human heritage that we have to take great care of. Because, if the
coming generations can accuse us of the sin of neglect, if we do
neglect something, that will be irrevocable. That will mean that as
people, as humankind, we didn’t perform our most basic duties.

The mountains
will belong

to the people
again
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Every attempt has been made to gloss all the terms in the
testimonies but finding the meaning for all words has not always
proved possible.

Gomółka
intelligentsia

déclassé
Katyń

kolkhozes
Kraut

martial law

mazout 
NKWD

quotas

San river

Solidarity

zlotys

head of Polish Communist Party, 1956–70  
professionals who left public life, disillusioned
with the post-war political regime   
Katyń forest in Russia marks the site of a mass
grave where the bodies of over 4,500 Polish
officers were found.  They were part of a much
larger group of Polish prisoners—officers and
professionals—who disappeared from Soviet
captivity in 1940.
farm cooperatives (Russian)
(literally, cabbage), a German. (Germans were
regarded as “cabbage eaters”.)
Proclaimed by General Jaruzelski in December
1981. Many leaders of Solidarity were arrested.   
fuel
Russian Security Service, formerly known as
Tcheka, then as the Committee of Interior
Affairs, then as the KGB
obligatory deliveries to the state (under the
Communist regime), of grain, meat and other
agricultural produce
The first Ukrainian settlements were to the east
of the San river. The Poles are being told to go
west of the river away from the eastern
territories and areas that the Ukrainians
regarded as their own land.
The organisation of free trade unions which
arose out of a major shipyard strike in 1980 and
received widespread popular support. Briefly
recognised, it was crushed in December 1981,
resurrected in 1989, led the first non-Communist
government and became an important factor in
the dismantling of the Soviet “empire”.     
Polish currency of small denomination
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