Day 9  - Our last day in Poland.  From the many tours we could take in Krakow we chose the one that toured the Jewish quarter entitled, “Retracing Schindler’s List.”  The tour goes through several synagogues, including the oldest one in all of Poland and includes a visit to Schindler’s original factory.  Krakow, as well as Warsaw, are very intertwined with Jewish history and the atrocities of WWII.  The guide took us through the tour chronologically starting in around the 10th or 11th century when the Jews settled in Poland.  They were always a free people, he explained, and because the Catholic Church wouldn’t allow their followers to charge interest for lending money, the Jews became bankers with the blessings of the government. In the 15th and 16th centuries, the Jewish population was relocated from the center of town to the area we toured. In all, we toured three synagogues that were built anywhere from 1553 to the 17th or 18th century.  

The first was the Remuh synagogue, dated from 1553.  The original was made of wood and burned down but was reconstructed. There was also a walled cemetery. During the Nazi occupation, many headstones were destroyed except for the headstone of Rabbi Remuh and his family.  It was said that there was a curse on anyone who would disturb his grave – and the Nazis apparently believed it.  After the war, a new section of the wall was constructed using the broken headstones.  It is called the “wailing wall” after the one in Jerusalem.  You can see the pictures.  It’s really quite unique.  Our favorite story, however, was the one the guide told about the townspeople wanting to rob the synagogue.  In the days that many of these synagogues were constructed, the Jewish well-to-do population furnished them quite nicely and sometimes even opulently.  Word got out that the synagogue was to be robbed.  Several brave volunteers donned white shirts and stood in the cemetery as the would-be robbers climbed over the wall.  When the would-be robbers saw the white shirts, they thought these were ghosts risen from the dead and scampered back over the wall.  Oh well!
Next, we toured the old synagogue – the Stara Synagogue - which is also a museum and is the oldest surviving example of Jewish religious architecture in Poland. There was still part of the city wall next to it.  The museum was small but very good.
The last synagogue, the temple synagogue, is beautifully renovated but was originally built in the 17th century.  Today, the synagogue hosts many concerts.
In addition to the three synagogues, we walked past Isaac’s synagogue, built in the Judaic baroque style and opened in 1644.  We couldn’t see this because it was being renovated and we couldn’t get inside. 

In addition to the three synagogues, we toured the square and saw the Landow building, the oldest surviving building in the quarter, built in the 16th century, and the house where Helena Rubinstein lived.

We journeyed to a square where a “monument of chairs” was constructed to the thousands of Jews were forced to live in 300 houses before being taken to concentration camps.  The chairs represent the furniture and possessions left behind.  We saw the house where the Nazis were headquartered and the house of the commandant of the area and two monuments commemorating a work camp – Plaszow – that existed just outside of Krakow.  The first monument, small in size, honored the Polish people who died, and the larger monument was dedicated to all who were there.  
In our tour group was an elderly gentleman who actually spent time in Plaszow.  He now lives in New York and returned to Poland to see his remaining family.

Last stop on our tour was Schindler’s factory.  It is as it was in Steven Spielberg’s movie and there is talk that it will be renovated and turned into a museum.

We hung around the Jewish quarter after the tour and ate at Ariel, a Jewish restaurant recommended as one of the better known ones in the quarter.  
Where once a thriving community lived, the most active synagogue today may have 50 members, our guide told us.  We have been in Krakow during a week-long festival celebrating Polish-Jewish culture and heritage.  There is music of all kinds – from klezmer to more religious – lectures, dancing and all sorts of other festivities going on.  While our tour group was small, one couple came, as they do every year, to participate in the festival.  They are both Polish Americans (he was sent to the US after the Russians liberated him from Plaszow) and enjoy partaking of the festivities.  

We did not have time – nor did Fern have the desire – to go to Auschwitz and Birkenau, but were told by those who did that it’s an emotional experience.  We didn’t go to the Salt Mines or to castles that ring Krakow.  Guess we’ll have to return to this wonderful city. 
Had an exceptional dinner this evening.  Ate at the restaurant at the Copernicus Hotel – another recommendation of friends and guidebooks.  Continental cuisine could rival any restaurant in Washington.  The was the most expensive meal we’ve had in all of Poland – and without a doubt the best – and it was under $85.00.  In Washington, this would easily be a $200 meal.

Throughout this trip I have discovered that Polish food means a whole lot more than Pirogues, there is a fascinating and wonderful history here, and that these are a people with a great deal of spirit.  We’ve enjoyed learning about Poland, whose people have certainly had to endure a great deal and whose once flourishing Jewish population suffered unbelievably at the hands of the Nazis.

Tomorrow we leave to come home with wonderful memories and some interesting souvenirs.  
