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My name is Andrew Tokarz, and I am the secretary for the Tatra Mountain 

Cultural Foundation which is 501 c 3 entity in the US, and I have the good 

fortune to be part of a delegation accompanied by two lovely ladies who are 

speakers this afternoon, Prof Anna Mlekodaj and Maria Krzeptowski, at the 

panel on Women, Culture and Family, and Milosz Sowa, reporter for 

Tygodnik Podhalanski, a newspaper from Poland; thus, we stand here as 

representatives of the Polish Highlander community, an indigenous group of 

people from the southern part of Poland where the high Tatra Mountains are. 

Yes the word Poland derives itself from the word Polana which means flat 

land, and true Poland is, by and large, a flat country which explains its tragic 

history of constant invasions. Yet at the south end of the country is the Tatra 

Mountains which are part of the Carpathian mountains, and they are the 

second largest chain in Europe. As we stand here in our regional dress, we 

represent the full spectrum of mountains development, and we would like the 

community at large involved in the mountains partnership to be aware of our 

unique features and contributions. 

I stand before you in my Polish Highlander regional garb as a Polish American 

urban dairysheep flockmaster representing centuries of work of people’s 

coexistence with the mountains. My felted woolen hat, woolen pants and coat 

illustrate how Highlanders in the Tatras existed with agropastoralism as the 

primary source of livelihood. Our ladies, Dr. Anna Mlekodaj and Maria 

Krzeptowski, who will be presenting in the panel of women, cultural  

 

 

 

 

 



 

traditions, and family values, stand beautifully dressed in their traditional garb 

showing the unique role that women play in our society. In Polish Highlander 

culture, the women are the ones who beautify our existence by embroidering 

our outerwear, by bringing us new life of children, and as being the best 

examples of how traditions are passed on through mankind’s most important 

social unit, the family, and how many times, it is the mountain woman who 

shows that we, as biological units, have a unique element which is the soul that 

seeks to reflect nature’s beauty found in the mountains. We also stand here as 

representatives of how development, both good and bad, affected the 

livelihood of Highlanders. 

 

Dr Anna Mlekodaj, visiting from Poland, is a scholar of note at the Podhale 

State Higher School of Learning. She resides in Poland and sees, studies, and 

documents in the heart of our culture, the Tatra Mountains, how the 

Highlanders as an indigenous people coexist in our mountain range. 

 

Maria and I are members of the Polish Highlander community in Chicago, 

home to the largest diaspora community of Highlanders living outside their 

traditional landscape. As members of this US community, we give witness to 

the saying “ You can take people out of the mountains, but you can’t take the 

mountains out of the people.” Maria, in her presentation will describe how as 

an immigrant, she passed on her family traditions despite being thrust into a 

new urban environment, the lowland economic unit known as the city, in our 

continent of North America which is a far cry from the high Tatras. She shows 

how the strength of the mountains through the culture of its’ people now has a 

representative in the multicultural environment of the USA. As a team, we 

want to give witness how development has impacted our community. 

 

For centuries, the Polish Highlanders in the mountains developed a basic 

model of capitalism and markets. Local products were made and taken to 

nearby markets for simple incomes. With the uncovering of the mountains by 



 

lowlanders, and the advent of industrialization, both of these events changed 

the Highlander’s perspective of how incomes can be earned. In both of these 

examples, new demand for mountain products developed as visitors and 

migrating Highlanders created a need for more mountain products and 

specialties. Unfortunately this system of development was radically disrupted 

in the 20
th

 century by wars and the imposition of a new economic system 

called communism. In the final half of the 20
th

 century, the state became the 

arbiter of economic value and distorted the earlier market based model of 

development. In fact, the state became such a heavy handed actor that it 

expropriated Highlanders from their mountain properties in the process of 

creating the Tatra Mountain’s National Park. The Tatras then experienced, by 

and large, a standstill in economic development as compared to what had been 

occurring at a natural rate by the Highlanders centuries before. 

 

This direct intervention, by external man made policies, created even more 

mass migration for political and economic freedom by Polish Highlanders to 

the USA, like Chicago, and also deprived the Tatras from centuries old 

agropastoral practices. All of this had the effect of radically altering the 

biological balance and ecosystem of the Tatras which is now being lamented 

by both ecologists and Highlanders. 

 

With the advent of the 21
st
 century, we now have the demise of the heavy 

handed external state economic policies from communism and the 

implementation of a new political system of interaction called the European 

Union which is recognizing the mountains and its’ people as unique economic 

units. On top of this, we now have other transnational actors which are seeking 

to expand social consciousness, economic, and environmental welfare of our 

mountainous regions. We as Polish Highlanders are very keen in participating 

in this dynamic. We applaud efforts to have products and specialties from 

mountains enhanced in their intrinsic value so that the market will properly 

value them for their true value added. This should thereby raise incomes to the 



 

people in our community creating more stable conditions for wanting to stay 

and reside in the mountains because the people know they can have livable 

conditions. 

We also know, however, that market conditions are not always perfect in terms 

of mountain development so that state intervention like for example the 

Common Agricultural Policy of the EU is needed as an indirect support 

mechanism both to support and set general parameters of mountain 

development. 

As Polish Highlanders, we feel an intense need to see our traditions and culture 

integrated in the process of Sustainable Mountain Development. We know that 

the indigenous traditional practices developed by our forefathers were based 

on hard earned practical and pragmatic principles which strangely enough are 

now being scientifically positively documented. For example, recent studies 

from Australia indicate that proper grazing is actually increasing carbon 

sequestration of mountainous terrain showing that man’s active stewardship of 

mountain pastures is helping to reduce global warming. The mountains occupy 

a significant land mass area, about 25%, yet the people are far to often not 

appreciated and not allowed to develop their full economic potential. We are 

here to bring balance to this model of development 

 

As a community of Polish Highlanders’, we remember our forefathers, we 

cherish our values, and we want to share them with communities so that we 

can all be better stewards of those wonderful places on earth which we call the 

mountains.    

 

 
 

 

 

 
 


