
October 2016 
All, 
I recently returned from a bicycle journey across Poland, Lithuania and Latvia.  As before, I have selected a few 
photos and written a few descriptions about my trip to share with you.  If you had rather not receive these, 
simply send me an email and I will delete your address from the distribution list.  Really, my feelings won't be 
hurt.  Also feel free to forward to anyone you think may be interested in reading. 
 

 
 
Red Bags in the Baltic #1 
Red Bags and Black Crane Tower 
One could make a long list of European cities which have contributed to making the world what it is 
today.  Greece and its capital of Athens are usually credited as the birthplace of western civilization and 
philosophy.  Rome has long been recognized for its widespread empire which conquered much of the known 
world and had a major influence on the future development of the sciences, engineering, theology, language and 
almost anything else one can think of.   The royal families of Paris, Madrid and London sent explorers to all 
points of the globe to claim possessions on their behalf.  Moscow is the capital of a country so large it spans 
across two continents.  These are cities almost anyone has heard of whether from reading scholarly textbooks in 
school or trashy novels before bed.  
 
Located on Poland's Baltic Sea coast, the Polish port city of Gdansk doesn't spring to mind when listing those 
cities where events have had a major impact on the history of Europe.  And that is just flat out wrong.  Gdansk 
was the scene of two of the most highly significant historical events of the twentieth century - the start of a very 
hot war and the end of a cold one.  Both had long lasting effects not just on Poland and Europe, but on the entire 
world. 
 
In September of 1939 the obsolete German battleship Schleswig-Holstein made a "good will" visit to 
Gdansk.  This was a cover as the actual intended purpose of the visit was anything but goodwill.  After docking 
in the harbor and without warning, the Schleswig-Holstein trained and fired her large, thunderous guns on the 
adjacent Polish military garrison, and unleashed from her belly a detachment of German marines to attack the 
defenders.  Charged by Polish high command to hold for just a few hours until relief forces could come to their 
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aid, the greatly outnumbered and outgunned Poles held out for over a week as the supposed relief forces were 
themselves overwhelmed by phalanxes of tanks and screaming Stuka warplanes raining bombs from out of the 
sky.  The world learned of a new type of warfare as Germany unleashed its merciless blitzkrieg first on Poland, 
and later onto the rest of Europe.  These were but the opening shots of that great global conflagration which was 
to become known as the Second World War.  By the time the war ended nearly six years later, millions upon 
millions of people had met violent, cruel deaths, while tens of millions more may have survived, but had their 
lives shattered forever.  
 
By the time the guns were silenced, no country had lost a greater proportion of its population than did 
Poland.  Peace was again at hand, but it was to be a difficult peace.  With the end of the war came the beginning 
of the Iron Curtain, and Poland lay on the wrong side of that curtain.  The country was now in the grip of a 
communist dictatorship, and with many of her central and eastern European neighbors would remain so for 
nearly all of the next half century.  East and West squared off against each other, developing bigger and more 
destructive weapons during a time of mutual distrust.  Known as the Cold War, the whole world was on edge 
just waiting for something to happen.  Something did happen, and it started in Gdansk when workers at the 
shipyard organized and resisted the oppressive policies of Poland's communist regime.  This resulted in Poland's 
first free elections since before the Second World War, and a chink was made in the Iron Curtain.  Ultimately 
the Curtain collapsed and the nations of Europe now have greater independence and control of their own 
destinies. 
 
Gdansk today is a beautiful city with Medieval charm.  Truth is much of Gdansk was leveled during the war, 
but one would never know it.  Aside from memorials and monuments, there is little evidence of the war and the 
only thunderous noise is the loud, incessant beat coming from nightclubs and invading hotel rooms all hours of 
the night keeping tourists awake.  The city's historic character was diligently rebuilt using as many of the 
original bits and pieces as could be found and pasted together.  Remarkable work, really.  Among these 
restorations is the great seaport crane originally built in the 1400's.  This was used for transferring cargo and 
was operated by men walking inside large wheels which powered the lifting mechanism.  This was once the 
largest working crane in the world and today is somewhat of a symbol of Gdansk.   
 

 
 


