Day 8  - What a wonderful day we had today!  We walked to the Wawel (pronounced Vaw-vel with accent on the first syllable) which consists of the reconstructed castle where once upon a time Polish Kings lived, and the Cathedral where Polish Kings and other dignitaries are buried.  According to the guidebooks, the Wawel is thought of as “the most significant monument to the political, cultural and economic power and magnificence of the Commonwealth and is equated with the Polish national identity. Throughout the ages the Wawel was the seat of political power and a spiritual and religious center.  For the generations of Poles who lived under other partition or occupation, the Wawel stood as a symbol of nationhood.” 

It is an enormous and magnificent complex atop a hill overlooking Krakow.  The castle has been reconstructed numerous times because it was destroyed by fires and by occupation – the Austrian soldiers occupied it for 150 years – and so on and so forth.  In the 20th century the castle was restored to its former glory and many rooms were reconstructed and opened to the public—some as recently as three years ago.  There are few objects that were actually part of the castle’s original furnishings, but the rooms have been decorated with paintings, antiques and beautiful tapestries from the appropriate 15th  and 16th century time period, as well as  19th century oriental carpets.  
To get to the castle, one climbs up a steep incline to the top of a hill.  We waited in line to buy tickets and the line moved at a snail’s pace because there are so many choices for things to see and do.  At one point a gentleman said that the other ticket counter across the complex was open and a couple people ran off to get tickets there rather than wait in line at the front of the complex.  Seniors get nearly a 50% discount.  There is some advantage to growing old even if it’s harder to sprint up and down those stairs!  Tickets to the key attractions have designated times, so everyone is assured of entry.  But by 2pm, some of them were sold out for the day.
We toured the State Rooms (containing the most valuable collection of tapestries in the world), the Royal Apartments, the Armory and Treasury, and the Dragon’s Den in the castle.  In the Cathedral, Jeff climbed the multitude of stairs to the Bell Tower, and we toured the Royal Tombs.  Photos were forbidden in the castle, but we took several pictures in the Cathedral.  We bought postcards of some of the best rooms in the castle and will scan them in for viewing later. The armory has one of the most extensive collections of medieval weapons and battle armament I’ve ever seen—lances, maces, armor, crossbows, pistols and rifles.

As you can imagine, the Nazis walked off with many Polish treasures, but some of them are now being returned to their homeland.

The castle and Cathedral took about 3½ hours, and had we bought tickets for everything, we could have spent another 2-3 hours there.  Most of the tours are self guided.  We bought a small guide book in advance from the book store on the premises which proved very helpful.  The tour of the Royal Apartments was led by a guide who theoretically spoke English.  
In all, the Wawel is one of the most, if not THE most impressive sight(s) we’ve seen in Poland.
I didn’t count, but we climbed up and down several flights of stairs today – each of them about 30-40 stairs and down a long winding staircase to the bottom of the Dragon’s Den.  On good days, we’re told, the dragon appears – yes, it’s someone in costume – but today, the Dragon was nowhere to be seen.  However, his image in the form of a statue, stuffed animals, T-shirts, puppets, and other souvenirs is quite evident.  There is definitely a “dragon cult” at work here!  

In the afternoon we went to see an exhibit of etchings by Rembrandt and his contemporaries.  The exhibit, housed in a bank building on the market square, was entitled, “Rembrandt and his competitors” and featured about 100 of Rembrandt’s etchings along with the etchings of others. The exhibit was very well done – the etchings were grouped by subject matter and often several artists etched the same subject in slightly different manners - and very interesting.  While the individual labels were both in Polish and in English, it might have even been better if the film that discussed the exhibit were subtitled in English!

Our hotel – the Radisson, the newest hotel in town - is situated walking distance from everything that we want to see. Krakow is a wonderful city.  It is alive, beautiful, and a tourist mecca – understandably.  People are very friendly and the food is excellent and quite reasonably priced.  Tonight we ate dinner at a restaurant (like the one last night, highly recommended in all the guide books) called Balaton. The restaurant features Hungarian food, which was outstanding,.  I had a cold sour cherry soup that was wonderful.  It’s a cold cream soup which features whole cherries and is slightly on the sweet side.  It’s sort of the cherry equivalent to Borscht, but there’s no sour cream in it.  I’d like that recipe along with the cream of garlic soup we ate in Warsaw.

Tomorrow, we give our feet a little rest as we board a bus for our tour of the Jewish quarter. 
