Nov 9 arrival into Warsaw
A seamless flight into Poland, but normally the international flights depart the USA in the evening, and ours left MSP at 3 pm which meant trying to sleep at an abnormal hour.  The sleeping pill did the trick though and I was able to get a good 5-6 hrs nap. We had a 3 hr connection in Amsterdam and on our 2 hr flight to Poland I slept so soundly and only woke up at landing.  We were greeted by our Insight Vacations guide and whisked to our hotel the Radisson Blu in the middle of the commercial district. Great beds..comfy and warm.  A quick nap and then shower and wash up before meeting with the rest of our group of travel agents.  Most are from the East Coast ( NY) and only one other Wis. agent from Lacrosse.  We were treated to a scrumptious dinner in the hotel restaurant with Pork Loin, potatoes, beans and a brownie dessert.  Back to the room for bed and looking forward to a city tour tomorrow.  We expect pleasant weather tomorrow. Only about 5 of the agents have visited Poland before, so this will be a real learning experience!  So far, I did learn the beer is GREAT!!!
######################################################################
Nov 10 2012-- Warsaw
Had a very great sleep in our cushy beds at the Radisson hotel. Wake up call 7am and a huge American style buffet breakfast.  9 am and onto our Mercedes Benz motor coach.  I've traveled with Insight Vacations before and their coaches are fantastic!! Just like traveling First Class with comfy seats and LOTS of legroom...perfect if you are tall and need loads of space in front of your knees.  Our city tour circled all around this rebuilt town and we learned 85% of the city was destroyed in WWII.  Incredible history on how the Jewish Ghetto was destroyed and millions killed..we had tears in our eyes just listening  to some of the stories.  We can only imagine what it will be like when we go to Auschwitz.  We visited a park where Chopin had a beautiful statue and in the summer it is filled with roses of every color...that must be awesome. Tomorrow Nov 11th is Independence Day and rallies, demonstrations & celebrations are being planned. We'll miss it due to driving to Krakow.  After our time on the bus, we saw a very moving movie about the war and Holocaust. We then were set loose to visit the Old Town area on our own for lunch, sightseeing and shopping.  Lots of photo ops including "Beer" street. We had the traditional doughnut ( see photo)..which was sooooo good.  For lunch I had goulash soup and Rhonda tried 3 different types of dumplings. The waiter brought some bread and two types of spreads ...goat cheese and ground baloney.  I asked for some butter and he came back with a whole pound of butter cut in wedges...I guess they don't ask for it much!  Who knew!  The weather was cold and I was thankful for my earmuffs and gloves-- why does Polish 40 degrees feel more like 25? We shivered as we walked the mile back to our hotel for late afternoon relaxation in preparation for our dinner at 7pm.  We are going to a special restaurant where we get a true Polish dining experience.  
Our dinner was exceptional and is something quite unique to Insight.  It is called dine- around where you get a choice between several different restaurants and menus depending on what suits you.  Tonight we chose one that served duck with cranberries and apples ( you get to preview the menus prior to choosing).  A short bus ride away and we entered a elegantly ornate little place, with stunning chandeliers, wall frescos and fancy schmancy table linens.  Beer and wine were included and were delish. The dining itself was a bit squishy with 6 people to a table when 4 would have been a little more comfortable.  Our duck was good, but again lacked seasoning for out tastes.  The desert was an apple concoction and very good. After some beer and wine we fell into to bed exhausted, but anxious for the adventure tomorrow.
######################################################################
Nov 11 2012 Warsaw to Krakow
Today is Sunday and Independence Day in Poland where celebrations, demonstrations and events are happening throughout the country. Due to the expected traffic today we had a wonderful buffet breakfast at the Radisson Warsaw and depart at 9am. On our way to Krakow we are stopping off at Auschwitz and Birkenau concentration camps. Apparently a new highway has opened shaving an hour off of our drive and we pulled into the car park about 12. After lunch at our choice of the fast food places, we met our guide at the entrance of this concentration camp.  Our guide, a soft spoken eloquent young lady described with passion and sadness of the atrocities that occurred within these electrified walls. I'd seen Dachau in Germany and this camp was even more atrocious ( if that can be). It is indescribable to put into words...but the most shocking and sad part was a 50 ft room filled to the 12 ft high ceilings with human hair( in respect to the human remains no photos were permitted of course)....the enormity of how many were murdered, since each person's hair was a mere .5 oz.   6 million Jews were murdered. There were also satchels that were found of the people who brought their suitcases along thinking they were being relocated.  Imagine seeing names of people with the last names similar to people in Shawano? It's heart-wrenching.  The room filled with shoes, the blank forsaken hopelessness in the eyes of the Holocaust victims, the eerie silence is almost too much to take in....everyone should experience this once in your life to never forget......
After the day of visiting the concentration camps we arrived at our hotel the Sheraton in Krakow!! What a gorgeous hotel. It in a way reminds me of the layout of the Hyatt in downtown Milwaukee with the rooms centered around the atrium ( only much much better!) and the view!! A castle in the background-- who could ask for more?? We settled in to our rooms and then met for dinner at the hotel. This day really took it out of us..so emotionally taxing.  A couple glasses of wine really helped.  The food here is not what I expected...and the reason is everything is not seasoned like German food.  There is sauerkraut, red cabbage, pork and dumplings, but everything to my taste needs more salt! And sugar! And butter!!  We wonder if because during the long wars and communist occupation if those things were rationed so they learned to cook without and just got use to it? Anyway...we have the salt,pepper and sugar shakers going wild here and are always asking for butter!!  
######################################################################
Nov 12 2012. Krakow
After a delicious breakfast at our hotel, we boarded our bus to pick up those that decided to take the salt mine tour which left the hotel at 7am.  I had done a similar tour in Austria so decided to pass on this one, and to be honest I was too lazy to get up so early.  On the entrance to the mines, there was a couple kiosks so we had to check them out. One had of all things, wigs and Rhonda had to buy one for her collection. She picked a long blonde curly number, pretty floozy but fun! Later on we both tried in on at the hotel for some photo ops!
We picked the group and they said the Salt Mine Tour was fantastic!
Today was our first drizzly day so we all had umbrellas along.  A short drive brought us to Oskar Schindlers factory, the hero to so many Jews.  He saved them by convincing the Germans that he needed these workers for his munitions factory, where they were fed and held very low paying jobs, thereby avoiding the gas chambers. I wished I would have watched the movie (Schindlers List) before I left for this trip. Again, our guide was fantastic. There is such passion here, especially since their relatives were the victims of these atrocities.  This was truly a museum like "attraction" with so much history held within its walls. The photos on the walls showed the hollow eyes with so much sadness behind them.  It was excellent and the very last room before the exit, tugged at our heart strings.
Time for lunch and we were taken by bus to the Jewish area, but we only had a half hour, it was raining and we just wanted to get out of there. We only had coffee and hot chocolate...no time for lunch and back on the bus to head to the main square. Now this is what I really was looking forward to...seeing St Mary's church which the Pulaski church is duplicated with.  It was amazing...        (although by this time it was raining pretty hard).  We were given the option to venture on our own and make our way back to the hotel by foot ( which we did). What a lovely square! Had the weather been better we would have enjoyed it so much more! We wandered around the enclosed shopping area filled with oodles of trinkets and specialties of Poland.  Lots of goodies were purchased here! 
Our guide had told us of one of the oldest still standing Cafes on the square dating back to the 1300 's so we had to try it.  It was charming!! ( see photos). Of course being such a historic place the prices were sky high!  So, like good penny pinchers we ordered coffee and dessert.  It was Out -Of-This-World!!! Chocolate Delight oozing with calories!! All I could think was OMG.
We headed back to the hotel which took about 15 minutes on foot, got ready for dinner, and then we had to walk to the restaurant a short distance away. 
This was again, a very  atmospheric place, although we were pretty much crammed into a small room. The food here was ok, and after dinner and a long day, we were happy to crash into the beds for the end of our tour with Insight.
Before bed, we had to model the blonde wig for our fellow travelers...and so ends the night..
######################################################################Nov 13 2012 Gdansk Poland
This morning our trip with Insight Vacations concluded and most participants went back to the States, but we decided to extend our trip to the northern port town of Gdansk.  The reason I wanted to visit was a great travel agent friend, Gina, is from this town and her photos looked fabulous along with her recommendation that "Gdansk is the most beautiful in the world".  I had to see for myself....and yes, she is probably right! We arrived into the small airport and took the cab into town for $18USD to our hotel the Radisson which is on the beautiful square with it's exquisite facade....OMG...it is so lovely!!  On Mar 28, 1945 the Soviet Army seized Gdansk and during the 50's a major time of rebuilding began from the rubble that occurred from the bombing of the War.
This is where Lech Walensa and the Solidarity movement began and the final demise of Communism in Poland in 1989.  Walensa received the Nobel Peace Prize.  So much history is here..again, many things to learn...I've heard about these events, but now am putting it together in my mind.  Tomorrow we have a private guide that will meet us at the hotel...beautiful weather is on the agenda so we eagerly await!  Tonight we wandered the square and popped into a little restaurant, nothing fancy, but a fine meal of meat-potatoes- coleslaw and Pepsi.  All this for only $12!!  In all of my posts I forgot to mention how fantastic the exchange rate is for us!  As Poland does not use the Euro, $1 = 3 Zloty.  Beer for 6 zloty means only $2--- can you handle it!!  Yay!!!
Early bedtime for me tonight, while Rhonda has orders to stay awake for an hour until I fall asleep, otherwise I will be addicted to the sleeping pills I need to take to adjust to this wild snoring....geez I even miss Chuck!  ( just kidding Rhonda).   Take a look at some of the sights from today....
#####################################################################
Nov 14 2012 Gdansk Poland.  Part 1
It was so wonderful to be able to sleep in today.  Our 8:30 am wake up call gave us plenty of time to meet the private guide we had arranged for a 2.5 hr tour of the city. The original guide Agnes ( who helped Rick Steves write his book on Poland!) was sick, so she sent her colleague "Kate" who was absolutely fantastic.  The cost was 250 zloty ($80) and worth every single penny. Our hotel is located 1 block from the main drag, the pedestrian street called "Dugla".  As we strolled the street, Kate spoke of the reconstruction of the buildings and how meticulous the Poles were..even reclaiming the usable bricks from the rubble. She had such a passion for this town that it reflected in her commentary and her joy in sharing all this glorious city had to offer. In fact, she was so observant of the tiniest details, that she pointed out a new discovery for herself...a tiny dog paw print, that was imprinted on one of the original bricks as it had been curing.  She asked if we would like to visit the Museum which is where the Town Hall is located, so of course we did ($3).
Upon entering is this unbelievable carved circular wooden staircase, of which only a small portion is the original after being bombed. They masterfully re-created this staircase, inch by inch, thanks to photographs and plans being taken prior to the start of the war.  Next we entered the council chambers and OMG! It was Fabulous!!! I thought I was in a room at the Palace of Versailles...literally.  I hate to break it to you, City of Shawano, but your city council meeting rooms are like a fallout shelter ( see photos).  Lorna, you've got a bit of work to do.... ( teasing).  Kate was sad that you could no longer lay on mats on the floor to get the best view. I could see what she meant-it would certainly be the best vantage point. Before the war, each painting, fresco and plasterwork was disassembled and taken to a safe place outside the city to protect it...everything except the marble fireplace which could not be removed. A true miracle happened in that a bomb that was dropped through the building landed squarely in the middle of the room-- saving the fireplace!! The artifacts and paintings were meticulously put back into place all by volunteers painstakingly after the war....unbelievable.  Kate said it made a believer of her father who until that time had no faith.  The wooden Madonna & child are still awaiting restoration because the Polish received no reparations whatsoever after the war--- they had to rebuild EVERYTHING by themselves and with their money, because the Russians who had overtaken them by this time, used any money for their rebuilding....what a testament to the Polish people in how they persevered to reclaim and resurrect what what theirs.
Nov 14 2012 Gdansk Part 2
After the Museum visit, we continued along the pedestrian street to the Statue of Neptune- a prized possession reclaimed after the war. Prior to the beginning of the bombings, the bronze statue was dismantled and taken somewhere to a safe place outside Gdansk...but after the war had ended no one could remember or was still living to recall where it could be.  Much later, the town received an impassioned letter from some mothers of a tiny village pleading with the officials to please come and get this statue as soon as possible. It seems that Neptune (a nude man and a horse) was found by some school children hidden in a barn under piles of straw.  The problem? The statues private parts were no longer obscured by the horse tail when it was dismantled..and it was obscene for the kids ( and Catholic moms) to be looking at this.  The officials were happy to oblige.  
Our next visit was to the largest stone medieval church in the world-- St. Mary's.  It's whitewashed interior was severely damaged in WWII and sections show today what frescos lie beneath. This church can actually hold 25,000 people. No typo here.  It doesn't sound believable, but guidebooks confirm this.  There is an enormous astrological clock and the acoustics are incredible.  The ceilings are intricate and architects marvel at them...and the organ is astounding... Apparently, the organist has the voice of an angel to match her heavenly organ, so Kate tells us. Many tourists come to Gdansk and participate in Mass. 98% of Poles are Catholic which is really incredible considering when the Russians had control, they left churches and the people to have religious freedom unlike the Soviet Union.  Churches were considered a safe place for people and even during the Solidarty movement, churches were the place for refuge.  Kate took us outside to a secret courtyard to view St Mary's from a unique view not available to many tourists.  It was here that Copernicus stayed (the great Polish astronomer who came up with the theory that the earth is not the center of the earth).  I actually remembered he had something to do with astronomy!   After a few pictures we strolled toward the river and the Green Gate..within whose walls holds offices of Lech Walensa.  The side streets hold Amber stores and cafes, brew houses and souvenir shops.  On the river we saw the shipping docks, large cargo ships and the landmark of Gdansk-- the massive wooden Crane. It represents of what was once the city's great trading age. The river walk is a wonderful place to stroll and people watch and in the summer is packed tight with tourists.  Kate left us at 1 pm and we decided to eat lunch at one of Gdansk's famous restaurants -  the Goldwasser. It is here that you can drink some of the famous Goldwasser liqueur (similar to what we know as Goldschlager) with the flakes of gold floating about.  The menu board out front boasted of " goose" for lunch so we went in and found the cutest little place you'd ever want to see!! There was a little balcony within the restaurant and our waiter pointed us up the stairs to the little booth that we were scared might collapse from the weight of us.  The menu did indeed offer goose for 47 Zloty, but when we were ready to order he had to advise us that it meant 47 Zl per Ounce!  This meant our meal may cost about $70 pp! So we compromised...we shared the following-- goose drippings with apples on crusty bread and pickles, one serving of cheesecake with cherries, one beer ( me) one coffee (Rhonda) and one shot of Goldwasser! Yum yum.  Total bill ($25usd).  The goose drippings spread ( fancy name for lard sandwiches) was tasty and the shot of liqueur was smooth as silk.  It was funny to ask "Do I have any gold stuck in my teeth?"
####################################################################
Nov 15 2012 Gdansk Malbork Castle
Another morning to sleep in and we were out the door by 9:45am to check out the bakery we spotted on Dluga street the evening before.  We each had a calorie laden "Paczki" which is the jelly filled doughnuts Poland is famous for along with strong coffee and hot chocolate.  Then to the tourist info booth on the best, easiest way to Malbork Castle, an hour train ride south of Gdansk.  She advised of several train departures, so we hailed a cab for $5 USD to the station. We went to the ticket booth, fumbled with ordering our tickets $3.50USD  one way, and made it  aboard the train. It was packed and we had to sit a row apart for 2/3 of the journey.  We made a mistake in sitting in the back part of the train as we could not see the station name sign until we were at a complete stop.  On Polish trains they do not announce the next stop either verbally or by printed map onboard.  We only had the time of arrival and the nice man who sat across to let us know our stop. Rick Steves suggested walking to the castle, but the $3 taxi was worth it. After purchasing our entrance fee and English audio guide for $6.50USD (19 Zloty) we  were inside the castle walls by 1pm. In hindsight, we should have really left sooner as we only had 2 hrs before closing in the off season, but oh well. The Malbork Castle is magnificent and huge!!
The audio guide was terrific and it was easy to go at one's own pace.  I took many pictures and only wish I could have taken more, although most of the rooms were dimly lit so pictures did not turn out as great as I hoped. We finished just at 3 pm and Kate, our Gdansk guide from the previous day, suggested we not miss eating at the Gothic Restaurant located within the Castle Walls. The chef, Bogdan Galazka, had  lived in New Jersey and is a world renowned NY chef and has Polish roots.  He is known for making everyone feel like Kings and Queens and his reputation is right on! We walked thru the door and he personally greeted us and went through the menu helping us choose lunch/ dinner. It was FABULOUS!  We ordered a salad with this special cheese called Camembert that was out of this world...really!  We chose the desert of the day, a special Danish filled with white poppy seed filling with a hint of citrus which was too filling and required a doggie bag.  Oh Yum! Chef Galazka's staff was also hosting a cooking class on the other side where eager students were glued to the instructor learning how to make 2 different specialties of the house.  When I take my group to Gdansk, one full day will be spent at Malbork Castle followed by a sumptuous meal at the Gothic...it's just out of this world.  Since it was now 4:15 pm we called a cab who whisked us back to the train. By time we got to the ticket counter and purchased our tkts, the agent said you have TWO minutes to get to the train...."Run, Rhonda, Run!!! We made it to the platform the minute the train pulled into the station.  Out of breath, we hopped onboard for the 45 min ride back to Gdansk. I don't know why, but it seems everyone here in Poland thinks all of our American comments are hilarious.  We say "oops" and they repeat and giggle.  Whatever it is, as long as they are laughing we're ok with it.  Tonight we pack up and try to get our suitcases shut so we can fly back to Warsaw for our last night in Poland...we are so sad to say goodbye to this wonderful city! But, we shall return!
