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Tatra mountains and their inhabitants have left a definite 
imprint on Polish history. It vvas at the turn of the nineteenth 
century that Stanisla\v Staszic, one of the most eminent men of the 

'enlightenment' period, made the first scientific survey of the region, not 
only seeking minerals "'-hich could be used as ra\v materials at an early 
stage of the industrial revolution, but also making some successful 
first ascents of the highest peaks. A fevv years later, the young generation 
of romantic poets, compelled to leave their divided country, sought 
inspiration in the Alps. Thus, Malczewski was the first man to climb 
the Aiguille du Midi (north summit) in the Mont Blanc range (1818), 
a spectacular achievement at this early stage of alpinism. Other poets 
were perhaps not as physically fit as Malcze,vski, but the contemplation 
of this 'roof of Europe' was a source of inspiration for their human and 
patriotic feelings. J uliusz Slowacki, 'the Polish Lord Byron', placed the 
most dramatic scenes of his play ' Kordian' at the summit of Mont Blanc; 
his hero, contemplating heaven and earth above the abysses, was 
gathering spiritual and moral strength for his ultimate fight for freedom 
against the tyranny of the Tzar. Quite a fevv lines of poetry by 1\tlickie
wicz and Krasinski, inspired by Alpine landscapes, \vill ever remain 
classics of Polish literature. 

Towards the second half of the nineteenth century, the Tatra moun
tains themselves began to attract attention. A Warsaw physician, 
Tytus Chalubinski, 'discovered' Zakopane, then a small village some 
hundred miles from the nearest rail~-ay station. He organised a health 
resort for his T.B. patients there, and whenever he could led long 
expeditions into the mountains. The group vvas numerous, including 
Chalubinski's friends, local guides recruited amongst former shepherds, 
buccaneers and robbers, folk musicians (bag-pipes and fiddles) and 
porters carrying wood, blankets and the traditional teapot on a pole. 
This picturesque group made many fine first ascents; poets, \Vriters and 
painters invited on the trips were inspired in their art by the mountains 
and their inhabitants. But gradually, mountaineering began to be treated 

1 This article, which is reprinted by permission from Polish Facts and Figures 
(No. 799), published by the Polish Embassy in London, was originally delivered 
as an address by Dr. Czartoryski on the occasion of the visit of a party of Polish 
mountaineers to this country in September, 1966 (infra, p. 136). EDITOR. 
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as a sport in the modern sense of the word. The Polish Mountaineering 
Club was founded in I 903 and regular rescue services were initiated by 
General Mariusz Zaruski who "\Vas also a pioneer of Polish skiing and 
yachting. 

It was not only in the Tatras, however, that Polish mountaineers and 
explorers were working at that time. Deprived of their own state during 
the partitions, eminent Polish scholars and discoverers worked all over 
the world in foreign service for a better future for humanity and freedom 
for their own country. General Grabczewski surveyed the highest 
mountain ranges of Central Asia, Ignacy Domeyko in the Andes dis
covered mineral resources which formed the wealth of Chile, Strzelecki 
climbed the highest peak of Australia, Mt. Kosciusko, and Benedikt 
Dybowski took part in the Arctic expedition aboard the Belgica. 

Similar activities could be carried on under the Polish flag after 1918. 
In the inter-war period, the relatively small group of members of the 
Polish Mountaineering Club ( roo-200 in all) achieved very high climbing 
standards, and the experience gained in the Tatras was useful on a 
number of expeditions. Wiktor Ostro\vski, together with the well
known Russian climber Maleinov, conquered the Mummery route on 
Dych-Tau in the Caucasus, two Polish expeditions explored a number 
of peaks in the Andes including a first ascent of the second highest peak 
of the American continent, Ojos del Salado; substantial survey work 
was done on the island of Spitsbergen during the first International 
Geophysical Year (Stanislaw Siedlecki), and in 1939 the first Polish 
Himalayan Expedition conquered the East summit of Nanda Devi 
(Jakub Bujak and Janusz Klarner, altitude 24,391 ft.). 

To understand post-war developments and the present position of 
mountaineering in Poland, a brief outline of basic trends and problems 
is necessary. In a country having until recently the highest birth-rate in 
Europe, a fast rate of economic growth with a tremendous shift of 
population from rural districts to the cities (more than one per cent a 
year) and a high rate of industrial development, social welfare has a 
direct bearing on all leisure and 'outward bound' activities, because 
these trends are in direct opposition to the basic requirements of pre
serving nature in its unspoilt state and assuring adequate facilities for 
the development of outdoor activities. It would be impossible to present 
the whole problem here on a national scale, but the solutions arrived at in 
the Tatra mountains, particularly in the Tatra National Park, may be 
taken as the best illustration. 

First, some basic facts and figures: 
There is the question, first, of overall economic and social planning 

for the region of the Tatra mountains and their foothills (the Podhale 
region) including industrial development, to.urist trade, road building and 
special schemes such as changing the natural grazing grounds of the 



POLISH MOUNTAINEERING 105 

Tatra sheep which are taken by train every year to another mountain 
range, the Bieszczady. In all the above-mentioned projects, we have to 
consider not only modern development but the requirements of pro
tecting nature and preserving the unique character of the region. 

The main ridge of the Tatra mountains is a natural frontier between 
Poland and Czechoslovakia, though natural conditions are much the 
same on both sides. That is why there are two national parks, the Polish 
and the Czechoslovak, one on either side of the mountains, co-operating 
fully in every sense. This pattern has recently aroused much interest in 
the alpine countries where similar projects are beginning to be discussed, 
e.g. on the French- Italian border (Gran Paradiso and La Vanoise) and 
on the French- Spanish and Italian- Swiss frontiers. 

The Tatra region, some thirty miles long and ten miles deep on the 
Polish side, has to accept up to four million tourists per year, i.e. more 
than ten per cent of the country's population. Providing adequate and 
safe recreational facilities for this number of people places heavy res
ponsibilities on all authorities making decisions affecting the Tatra region. 

The accepted solutions run on the following basic lines. The first 
principle is that of establishing 'strict' nature reserves within the Park on 
the one hand, and of ' channelling' walkers, hikers and skiers on the other. 
The strict reserves include two or three major areas on the Polish side, and 
rather more on the Slovak side of the mountains, where no-one is allowed 
except the game-keepers. This simple device has had amazing results in a 
very short time: rapid increase in the number of chamois, deer and even 
bears (now six on the Polish side as opposed to two only a few years ago). 
On the other hand, 'channelling' consists of a system of excellent through 
roads at the foot of the mountains, a single, but very efficient, funicular 
(Kasprowy Wierch) assuring facilities for skiers, and a network of well
marked footpaths along the valleys, passes and ridges, some of them 
crossing very beautiful and relatively difficult areas (e.g. the Or la Perc_..:,. 
Eagle's Ridge). Six relatively large huts, one in each valley, provide 
accommodation for through tourists. The very efficient mountain rescue 
service is engaged mainly in preventive activities and the number of 
fatal accidents is comparatively low (1o-15 a year), considering the 
millions of people passing through the mountains. 

The card of the Polish Mountaineering Club (or for that matter of any 
other foreign mountaineering organisation) entitles the bearer to com
plete freedom of movement in the mountains, except for the strict 
reserves. The Polish Mountaineering Club has at present some two 
thousand members, ten times more than before the war, but we do not 
want it to become a mass movement, since the capacity of our mountains 
is very limited and a substantial increase in the number of climbers 
might lead to imminent hazard on some of the more popular faces. The 
Club is organised in eighteen sections, some of them in parts of the 
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country \vhere mountaineering \vas previously unkno\vn, e.g. at the 
seaside (Szczecin, Gdansk) or in the industrial districts of Silesia 
(Cieplice, Wroclaw, Gliwice, Katowice). 

Mountaineering activities are financed on the basis of a regular budget 
allowance from the State, plus membership fees; special allo\vances are 
obtained for equipment and also for foreign activities. Expeditions are 
mostly organised by the various sections of the Club at regional level; in 
such cases, local authorities and industries, County Councils, travel 
agencies, etc. offer special help. Costs in foreign currency are often 
handled on an exchange basis (mixed expeditions with, for example, 
French or Belgian participants). The financial burden on the individual 
members of the team is always rather heavy, however, and we consider 
this a good thing since it makes them appreciate the effort. 

Last, but not least, substantial help, advice and care on the part of the 
Committee for Physical Culture and Tourism is an extremely important 
factor in maintaining and improving the standard and importance of 
mountaineering achievements amongst the many Polish sporting activ
ities. 

Climbing activities in mountains other than the Tatras can best be 
expressed in approximate figures, as follows: about fifty of our best 
climbers are active each year in the Alps and the Caucasus; another 1 oo-
150 a year visit such ranges as the Balkans, the Julian Alps, the Pyrenees, 
where the difficulties of climbing and camping are less severe. There is 
regular participation in the climbing school at Chamonix (Ecole N ationale 
de Ski et d' Alpinisme), regular participation in the youth camps of the 
Union Internationale des Associations d' Alpinisme, and substantial work 
directed by Poles in the separate bodies of this International Federation 
(the Presidents of the Programming Commission and the Commission 
for Protecting Nature of the U.I.A.A. are representatives of the Polish 
Mountaineering Club). The Polish Mountaineering Club also acts as host 
to various groups of climbers wishing to stay in the Tatras (Swiss, 
Russian, U.I.A.A. youth camps, and the British group led by Lord Hunt 
in r965). 

Let us now look briefly at our most important recent achievements in 
mountaineering, as they appear in this setting. It should be stated that 
the Tatras have proved an excellent training ground for alpine activity, 
and also for expeditions. The big granite faces of our mountains, rising 
above the valleys to some 3,ooo ft. and presenting in many instances the 
highest grade of difficulty, have been attacked by the younger generation 
of climbers with all the skill of modern techniques, so that routes pre
viously considered unclimbable have been opened and repeated time and 
again. The Tatras have no glaciers, but winter conditions in this region 
offer difficulties resembling, or even surpassing, those of the Alps. 
Winter climbing, which is very popular in the Tatras, means tackling 
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dangerous water-ice, loose snow, verglas, and weather conditions must 
be watched carefully from hour to hour. It takes two days or more to 
climb the big north faces in winter, and a complete traverse of the main 
ridge of the range in winter is a serious expedition, taking a whole 
fortnight, with the differences in altitudes adding up to Himalayan 

• proport1ons. 
All this explains recent alpine achievements. Stanislaw Biel and J an 

Mosto"\vski climbed the North face of the Eiger some six years ago, thus 
breaking the psychological barrier for their comrades. An early Polish 
attempt on the Eiger direttissima (Mostowski- Momatiuk) was one of the 
many steps leading Harlin to trace his great route on this mountain last 
winter. It was also Biel who in the late fifties made the first winter 
as·cent of the East face of the Matterhorn, at a period when winter 
mountaineering was just starting on the big alpine routes. The Polish 
second winter ascent of the North face of the Matterhorn came just a few 
days after the first ascent had been made by the Swiss- German party, 
and this summer a group of four climbers led by Jan Stryczynski repeated 
for the first time the spectacular Bonatti direttissima of the Matterhorn. 
Bonatti's routes had already met those of the Poles; when he retreated a 
few years ago from the Central Pillar ofFreney on Mont Blanc, losing four 
of his companions in a snow-storm, the pillar "\vas attacked successfully by 
a British-Polish party (Bonington, Clough, Whillans and Jan Dlugosz). 
First winter ascents were also made in the Chamonix area, including 
such routes as the North-east Pillar of Les Droites (Warteresiewicz, 
Michalski, Gryczynski, Stryczynski). Systematic climbing in the 
Dolomites, besides repeating most of the impressive artificial routes 
opened by the scoiattoli of Cortina d' Ampezzo, also included some first 
ascents, as on the great face of the Schiara, and a first winter climb on the 
Tofana (Jozef Nyka and companions). 

But the continuation of the old traditions of discovery and surveying 
has remained the main line of activity of our mountaineers in recent years. 
During the last Geophysical Year, large groups of Polish climbers 
worked in summer and winter on the Spitsberg (Stanislaw Siedlecki) and 
also in North Vietnam. A caving expedition to Cuba led by Maciej 
Kuczynski explored one of the greatest systems of caves in the world, 
drawing up maps and sketches of underground rivers and corridors, and 
also coming across some forgotten ancient pirates' camps. Substantial 
research work in the Gobi Desert, a corporate scheme by the Academies 
of Science of Poland and Mongolia, was serviced by experienced 
climbers. Besides geological surveying, first ascents were made in the 
Artaj range, and the last expedition discovered one of the largest sites of 
fossil dinosaurs in the world, including many skeletons, and eggs of those 
rare prehistoric animals. 

The most important achievements of Polish expeditions in recent years 
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\Vere, ho\vever, connected 1vith the Hindu Kush mountains of Afghan
istan. The initiative was that of Bolesla1v Chwascinski who led the first 
party, making the second ascent of the second highest peak, N oshaq 
(24,581 ft.). Later, three consecutive expeditions from Cracow, Lodz and 
Poznan, two of them in association with French and Belgian mountain
eers, worked on a survey of the region, erasing one of the last blank 
patches on the map of our globe. A detailed map of some 350 square 
miles was prepared, correcting many errors of the old Survey of India 
maps, and six peaks ranging above 21 ,ooo ft. \Vere climbed, besides a 
number of others exceeding I 8,ooo ft . 
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