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Two passionate sailors, raised in Giżycko, not far from Sztynort. Marek

Makowski (b.1984) and Piotr Wagner (b.1986) left at a young age, took

advantage of the opportunities on offer in a united Europe and later returned

to the world they grew up in. Marek, an entrepreneur and owner of a sailing

school, and Piotr, a self-employed interpreter, tour guide and cultural

professional, share a tangible vision for Sztynort.

Sometimes they themselves are amazed at how similar their lives are.   A sheltered childhood

in the provinces, a kindergarten still marked by the communist era, parents who had to

reorient themselves in a time of tumultuous and confusing transformation. Marek and Piotr

learned early on to speak freely and openly, including about their family history. The

ancestral lines of the Makowski and Wagner families cross paths with Poles, Ukrainians and

Germans. This is typical of the region, where multiculturalism finally started to be

acknowledged and talked about in the 1990s.

Kindergarden years: Piotr. Piotr Wagner, 
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Kindergarden years: Marek. Marek Makowski, 
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As in many places, a "Masurian Society"  was founded in  in 1989, a meeting place

for the German minority. A surname like Wagner was no longer a stigma. Little Piotr liked the

fact that his late grandfather Jan Wagner had been born in  and could speak "East
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Prussian." Marek's great-grandmother on his Masurian side was also German.

 

What is Masuria? What was it before 1945? Many people now began asking themselves these

questions. Monuments from German times were restored and maintained. Marek together

with his older brother and their parents cleaned up a commemorative boulder, dedicated to

the memory of Friedrich Dewischeit, the German poet and author of the Masurian song: "Wild

flutet der See, drauf schaukelt den Fischer der schwankenden Kahn".

Marek and his older brother Pawel with their mother at the memorial to the poet Friedrich

Dewischeit. Marek Makowski, Free access - no reuse

A new kind of local history was taught in the schools including, among other things, excursions

to Lehndorff Palace. There was talk of Heinrich von Lehndorff's courageous resistance (cross-

reference to chapter Antje Vollmer) against Hitler, of the expulsion of the Count's family and

the trek the villagers made to the West. The communist narrative of the landowner as

exploiter gave way to a more nuanced and discriminating view.

 

Stories that had been suppressed for a long time came to light. An old lady in Marek's house

told how the Russians burned the palace’s library in 1945. At the sailing camps, people talked

about how the palace used to look. Facts mixed with rumors – so vivid and colorful, "I felt like

I’d actually been there.”

Now people started talking about , the deportations of the 1940s and 1950s. Piotr, forSiberia
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example, learned that his grandparents Zenobia and Jan met in exile, on a kolkhoz near 

.

 

At thirteen or fourteen, Piotr and Marek fell in love with jazz. And because the jazz club was in

the same building as the Masurian Society, one thing led to another. That's where their paths

crossed. People in Giżycko who were interested in music and history "just had to get to know

each other."

Marek (left) and his brother Pawel in front of

Lehndorff Palace, 1991. Marek Makowski, 
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Sailing instructor Marek Makowski. Marek

Makowski, Free access - no reuse

After graduating from high school, they were drawn away from the small town. Although

English was in vogue, Piotr enrolled in German studies in , studied his grandfather's

language, and later studied international relations in Bremen. He wrote his bachelor's thesis

on the "Bund der Vertriebenen" (Federation of Expellees). He spent two years at the Polish

consulate in Hamburg, then moved to , where he found work at a bank. Marek chose 

, a liberal, lively, formerly German city, and studied economics there.

Marek was the first to return home. One day a friend called him, saying he was looking for a

helmsman for a sailboat. "Suddenly I realized I had this longing for Masuria." In 2005, he
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founded a sailing school he called "Gertis," Old Prussian for "wind." Marek Makowski was in his

element.

 

In 2010, Piotr Wagner received a call in Warsaw from the Polish-German Foundation for the

Preservation of Culture and Monuments . It had just bought the decaying Lehndorff Palace

and urgently needed an interpreter. That appealed to him. Soon he belonged to the inner

circle of idealists whose mission was to save and revive the castle. In his free time, he became

acquainted with the locals, went shopping for old people, drove them to the doctor, and made

new friends.

A meeting of village residents in front of the palace, 2010. Piotr Wagner, 
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More and more cycling and tour bus groups now began stopping in Sztynort. In the summer,

Piotr worked as a tourist guide. "I read everything about the place," he says. "Antje Vollmer’s

book 'Doppelleben'  was for me the most important." In 2013, tired of commuting, he turned

his back on Warsaw – and came back to Giżycko. His language skills were also needed during

the emergency restoration work on the palace. Working alongside German and Polish

engineers and craftsmen, he got to know all the floors and rooms. Their woefully rundown

condition saddened him deeply.
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In his childhood, he had witnessed the decline, as had his

friend Marek. The palace stood empty and robbers from

near and far descended upon it. Over the course of the

1990s, stoves, tiles, wooden planks, roof tiles, and metal

grates disappeared. The days of the manor buildings, it

seemed, were numbered.

The Lehndorff family mausoleum and the graves of the

former Steinort villagers were also looted. "Bones were

lying around everywhere," recalls Marek Makowski. Other

people, however, had placed candles there.
The Lehndorff’s stove in the west

wing. The cast iron plates were stolen.

Gaby Huch, Free access - no reuse

Greed and old animosities ran riot, not only here. At that time Piotr took part in an initiative of

the Olsztyn Cultural Society and Foundation "Borussia" to restore a cemetery of the Old

Believers in the  area. The manifesto of "Borussia" , which emphasized the

multicultural history of the region and its connection with Europe, became a guiding principle

for many young people like Piotr and Marek.

The cemetery in Steinort in 2020. The latest cemetery project to date. Marta Akincza, 
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Johannisburgheide

Ulla Lauchauer, Agata Kern Marek Makowski and Piotr Wagner

Seite 5 von 10



After their return, the run-down Lehndorff Palace became part of their lives. It was Piotr's

workplace. Marek, the sailing instructor, saw it most days from the harbor. They were

worried: apparently the various investors were only interested in the marina, either leaving

the historic building out of their plans completely or else using it for their commercial ends.

"One wanted to build a Sheraton as an add-on to the castle." This was unacceptable to Marek.

"There were also plans for a miniature Venice, complete with canals and gondolas."

Two friends join forces to build a future

For many years, a metal gate separated the palace and the village – entry forbidden. The two

friends both believe that this is wrong. "The castle and village and the port belong together.

The whole region must be included in plans for the future."

Marek Makowski in Lehndorff Park, in the background is the tea house. Ulla Lachauer, 
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Through his work, Marek Makowski had contact with guests from all over Poland and abroad:

smart, influential people from the fields of business and arts, from universities and clinics.

Sailors – they’re a special species – meeting up in the boats and in the evenings over a beer,

cooked up all sorts of plans.

 

Marek got talking with one sailor from Warsaw, a board member of the "King Cross Group," an
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Italian company that builds shopping centers in Eastern Europe, with a sensitivity for the local

areas and important sites. "Italians care about culture and history." The sailors’ connection

turned into a new beginning for Sztynort. In 2018, King Cross bought the marina and the land

around the castle. They are cooperating closely with the Polish-German foundation, which is

responsible for looking after the palace.

Marek Makowski shows items discovered when the castle’s storerooms were gutted. Ulla

Lachauer, Free access - no reuse

"You have to make money," says Marek Makowski, "otherwise it just doesn't work." In the

meantime, he is the coordinator of a project called "Novy Sztynort," which is being funded by

the EU to the tune of 50 million zlotys. The old palace storerooms will house a restaurant, co-

working spaces, a museum of ecology and one on the history of sailing. Work will progress

quickly, in parallel with the park redesign. By 2022, the gaps in the old oak avenue will be

filled by young trees. There are also plans for an organic nursery, a nature trail and a

barbecue area.

 

His friend Piotr Wagner will continue to work for the future of the castle. He will support the

builders, the annual cultural festival (cross-reference to chapter Hannah Wadle), and the

German-Polish Foundation's arduous struggle to raise public funds. Wherever possible, he will

be involved in thinking and discussing ways to put this grand, rambling building to good use.
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His grandmother Zenobia often comes to mind. As a young

woman, she was deported with her parents from a village

near  to  in the early 1950s. It was a life of

hunger, slave labor in the fields, working in wintertime in the

forest at forty degrees below zero. There, in the village of

Tatarskoe not far from Krasnoyarsk, she met a German, Jan

Wagner, who had been deported from his home village of

Widminnen in Masuria in 1945. In 1955 they married and

soon after had their first child.

 

In 1957 they were released, but did not know where to go.

When they crossed Masuria by train and saw an empty

house, they got off – just outside of Giżycko.

Zenobia and Jan Wagner, 1960, with

their son and daughter. Piotr Wagner, 
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Piotr Wagner with Vera von Lehndorff, 2014. Piotr Wagner, Free access - no reuse

One thing is certain: the stories of Sztynort and the former Steinort people will play a role in

the process of the castle's rebirth. Piotr Wagner is familiar with the major and multi-faceted

themes woven throughout that history – escape, expulsion and new beginnings – not least

through stories from his own family.

A not uncommon fate in this country. They referred to themselves as "Siberians”; their

Vilnius Siberia
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odyssey is part of Masuria’s history.  

 

A characteristic of Masuria, says Piotr Wagner, is that it’s a place where people want to come

to rest. But after 1945, as well as earlier, in German times, "politics, unfortunately, usually got

in the way."

 

This time, however, it could turn out well. Meanwhile, in the village of Sztynort, the mood is

cautiously optimistic. Of the 70 registered residents, about 40 live here year-round; before

1989, there were more than twice that number. Many old houses have recently been

renovated, and the owners are turning down offers from interested buyers from the city.

Maybe their daughter or son will return soon?

Ela Serkis in front of her house in Sztynort. Ulla Lachauer, Free access - no reuse

Like Ela Serkis, who moved into the old “insthouse” with the apple trellis after the death of

her parents and became the "sołtys", mayor of Sztynort.

 

At the end of the village street, new houses are being built in the traditional style, there’ll be

thirty of them, the builder is King Cross. Moving into one of them would be quite an attractive

prospect, thinks Marek Makowski. Piotr Wagner, who has been a father for five years, agrees.

“Steinort has found me," he says.
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Piotr Wagner with his daughter Agniela. Piotr Wagner, Free access - no reuse

English translation: William Connor

1. The meetings with Piotr Wagner and Marek Makowski took place in August 2021 in Sztynort. Agata Kern and I spoke with each of

them again via video the following fall. 

Łapo, Jerzy: Sztynort. Blaski i cienie. Przewodnik kulturowy. 2021.
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