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T
ORUN, on the Vistula River, is
famous for its Gothic buildings,
for being the birthplace of
astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus
and for having more watering

holes per capita than any other Polish
city, according to a friend who studied
there and spent a goodly time trying
them out. 

“And have you eaten the
gingerbread?” she asked when she saw 
I had made a stop in Torun for a couple
of days.

We managed to fit in just one “Top
100” Polish restaurant (the Szeroka 9),
not nearly enough Wyborowa (the vodka
apparently best-liked by locals) and a
meringue dessert at Gessler restaurant.

Unlike many other historic cities in
Poland, Torun, which is about 200km by
road west of Warsaw, escaped
substantial physical destruction in
World War II. 

Most notably, left intact was the Old
Town, all of whose important
architectural monuments are originals.
(Warsaw, of course, was flattened and
had to be rebuilt. The Teutonic castle in
Torun was levelled, but that was in 1454
by the locals of the time who didn’t want
the Teutonic garrison there.)

I learnt, within minutes of strolling
across to the tourist information centre
from one of the many outdoor cafés
lining the central square of the medieval
“old town”, that the city was designated
a UN Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation World Heritage
Site in 1997 (10 years before it was named
one of the Seven Wonders of Poland) 
and that gingerbread was one of its
claims to fame. 

There are gingerbread shops,
gingerbread demonstrations and even a

gingerbread museum.
I found myself joining a group of

schoolchildren on the 11am tour the next
day – a tour that would be in Polish, but
they’d give me some instant translations
given that I’d be on the road at 4pm when
they gave the English tour. (They run
tours on the hour, the last one at 4pm.) 

Carolina Sarmow, who introduces
herself as “The Witch”, gathers her
young bakers around a table where, after
they are told to put their hands on their
hearts to swear an oath – which includes
keeping gingerbread utensils clean and
not nibbling on the dough – introduces
us all to said ingredients, including the
dough with its rice and wheat flour and a
liberal dose of honey. 

I am not excused from the hands-on
task, despite notebook and camera. “You
must,” Witch Carolina declares. “And if
you want the gingerbread to be sweet,
you have to smile all the time you’re
making it.” 

Bartholemu Krol introduces himself
as the master of gingerbread. He’s in
charge of the “living” museum, which
means they’re bringing alive the
processes and traditions that started in
the city in the 14th century and peaked
in 15th century Torun.

“It wasn’t that we were the first to
make gingerbread,” he says. “It dates
back to the early Egyptians. But it was
then that it became popular in Europe.
Torun, being on the Vistula, had good
access to spices and there must have
been someone with a keen marketing
sense because politicians were
encouraged to take Torun gingerbread,
often decorative more than edible, as
gifts when they travelled.”

Gingerbread became famous not only
in Torun, but throughout the world.

All the children at the table are
shown how to make the dough then roll
it out with the dozens of wooden rolling
pins lined up on the large wooden tables.
After rolling, we’re instructed to paint
on a layer of oil with the brushes that
stand in little containers, then press it
into wooden moulds. 

At that point the kids go off to huddle
in groups and have kiddie-conversations
while their cookies bake on racks in
what looks like a pizza oven.

The early recipes, Krol tells me, didn’t
give quantities – just a bit of this and a
bit of that. “The black peppercorns are
the most important,” Witch Carolina
advises. “In Polish the name for
gingerbread – piernika – translates as
‘pepperbread’. 

“Next most important is the
cinnamon, from India. You can add as
much as you want. It’s for colour and
aroma plus flavour. 

“Then from China we have the
ground ginger. It smells a little like
lemon. It’s also used medicinally, for the
stomach – which is an attribute of
gingerbread. And then there’s the
nutmeg, which gives the dough its
beautiful brown colour. If you overdose
on it, it can give you hallucinations or
diarrhoea, so don’t have too heavy a
hand. Finally there’s the cloves. They
preserve the dough so you can leave it in
the cellar for years.” 

She’s sold me. I select several
packages of gingerbread from among the
selection, which have been made in the
small commercial factory upstairs, and
continue on my journey through the city
– munching and in search of a coffee
shop. See more on the museum at
www.muzeumpiernika.pl/.
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Torun, Poland, the place you can go to for good, old-fashioned gingerbread,
to party and for a dose of Gothic. Story and pictures by Wanda Hennig

A sign outside the Gingerbread Museum in Torun,
Poland, a city famous for its gingerbread.

A city map of Torun shows the location of the
medieval ‘old town’ on the banks of the Vistula River.
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Carolina ‘The Witch’ Sarmow instructs her charges in the ancient art.

Inset left: Packaged hand-decorated gingerbread ready for sale.

Torun is also famous for its many Gothic churches
and city buildings.


