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Amber recovery from the Mierzeja Wiślana coastline as recorded in ethnographic and historical sources

The origins of amber fishing on islands which later formed the Mierzeja Wiślana (Vistula Spit) date back to the second half of the third millennium BC (R. F. Mazurowski 1999, p 128). 

 

The most common tool for fishing amber is a ‘kaszorek’, a scoop net held open by a hoop at the end of a long stiff, preferably pinewood, pole
, referred to in Old Polish
 as ‘kacerz’ 
 (J. Popiołek 2006, pp. 69 and 72) and as ‘graibštas’ or ‘samtis’ in Lithuanian. After World War II amber fishers of Drewnica (situated 6 km away from the mouth of the Vistula) used  ‘kaszoreks’ with a flat front edge, as opposed to scoop nets with round hoops mostly used by amber fishers living on the Vistula Spit
.The kaszorek with a flat front edge was a better tool for collecting ‘debris’ from the sea floor while the round ones could be used for catching dislodged amber nuggets floating in the water. Just like many years ago digging forks (hand tools for potato digging) and pitchforks called ‘gable’ (German Mistgabel) are still used by amber collectors for raking through driftwood (washed ashore by waves after a storm). In the past special tongs were used for recovering amber from the sea bed but, because of the increased pollution of sea water caused by industrial waste resulting in poor underwater visibility the method was abandoned in the 1950s.  
The Polish terms used for driftwood and seaweed containing amber as well as other waste washed ashore are ‘śmieci’ (the plural form of litter) and sometimes ‘patyki’ (pieces of driftwood), whereas the corresponding German term for them is ‘sprokholz’ 
 (J. Popiołek 2006 p. 70). Despite the fact that marine litter (plastic waste, bottles , etc.) did not appear in large amounts on beaches until the 1970s, the term was already in use much earlier, although in Polish the singular form ‘śmieć’ (a piece of litter) was applied rather than its plural form as it is used today. Therefore, fishers would boast of having found amber in a singular ‘śmieć’ (countable in Polish, therefore ‘a litter’) – not ‘śmieci’ (heaps of litter or many pieces of litter or ‘litters’).
Pieces of marine litter may differ in their organic composition; hence their different names: a piece with a composition similar to that of peat but soaked with water is called ‘mud’ (because of its muddy consistency), while a piece composed of thick pieces of driftwood is simply called ‘patyki’ (thick pieces of driftwood)… 
In the 17th century amber fishers would wade into the sea wearing thick woollen sukmanas, traditional long coats worn by Polish peasants or leather armour (J. Popiołek 2006, p 69) put on for protection against heat loss and perhaps from the impact of larger pieces of floating driftwood (because, firstly, only a few rivers had been regulated before WW2 and as a result there were frequent floods carrying tree limbs and sometimes whole trees into the sea and secondly, timber was transported by water then, which could cause similar results).  
Most skilful amber fishers can intuitively assess the strength of a storm even from the distance of a few kilometres
 away from the shoreline. Judging by the direction of the wind, they are able to determine whether and where amber will be washed ashore
. Every now and then they go to the shore on bicycles, motor bikes or by car, check the strength of the storm, watch the driftwood floating in the sea and seagulls circling above, close to the coastline. Riding and driving along the shore, they sometimes stop and approach others asking them if they have seen or heard of any amber nuggets washed up on the beach. When the sea is very rough and birds hide away from the storm, everyone knows it is not casting up anything yet. 
But when the storm dies down and seagulls start circling above the waves
, the sea begins to cast up driftwood
 and the amber fishers start watching for litter
. The driftwood cast up may equally well turn out to be old ‘litter’ left after the previous storm and already sifted through. The stormy waves could have returned it to the sea only to throw it up on the shore again
. Many a time the new pieces of driftwood are empty because they have not brought up anything of value from the amber bearing strata under the sea. 
Skilful and experienced amber fishers can easily tell the difference between old and new piles of driftwood
 by studying their contents (they might include different kinds of ‘junk’, such as pieces of clothing, toys, bones, fishing net floats and other items).
Amber fishers find nuggets while standing waist-deep in water
. How far they venture, however, depends on the strength of the storm (the wave height). When the waves are very high, they stay close to the shore and when the sea calms down, they wade further into the sea and – using their ‘kaszoreks’ (scoop nets) – fish for amber nuggets. Today they are protected by rubber or rubber-lined fishing clothing
. They sometimes make do with Wellingtons or hip boots, but most of the time they wear the so-called ‘spodnie’ (waders extending from the foot to the chest). From the 1960s amber fishers used military surplus rubber suits (formerly owned by chemical contamination units of the Polish army). With the changing ‘fashion’ trends, however, military outfits were gradually replaced by those specially made for fishermen. 

The largest amounts of amber are found at sunrise, because it remains hidden in the darkness of the night, whereas the morning sun’s rays light up lumps of amber lying on the beach (the amber begins to ‘sparkle’).
During a night storm, the amber fishers patrol the shoreline, additionally armed with halogen, UV flashlights and making use of the headlights of their vehicles, equipment which has replaced the former torches. When the sea starts throwing amber up, with modern lanterns strapped to their bodies in such a way that they have their hands free to hold the ‘kaszorek’ (scoop net), they wade into the water. Because such lanterns need a lot of electricity they are connected to car batteries carried in a backpack.   
It is well worth a mention here that amber is not thrown up at one spot at a specific time. For example, at 5 am nuggets might appear somewhere close to the road leading to the village of Mikoszewo (rescue road 98) and at 5:40 – 200 metres further down the shore. It also happens that ‘patyki’ (pieces of driftwood) are cast up in several places but amber might be found in only some of them or there might be one spot where all the collectors flock together because the sea is throwing up matchbox-sized amber nuggets known as a ‘hawajka’
 but not in very great quantities, whereas, at the same time, one or two lucky fishers manage to scoop up nothing less than several amber ‘klocki’ (blocks)
 near Mikoszewo road within a very short twenty-minute period.  
Pieces of driftwood might sometimes be spotted drifting close to the shoreline but it is hard to determine what they are carrying (they are in the shallows but cannot be reached because of the big waves). Then the ‘kaszorek’ with its long pole comes in handy. The fisher pulls a couple of samples ashore and rummages through them looking for amber. This must be done fast because, with its changing currents, the stormy sea swallows such pieces of litter back or moves them to another spot.  
In order to keep warm and protect themselves from the wind, the humidity and any other kind of unfavourable natural elements attacking them, those waiting for amber to surface sometimes light a bonfire on the sand dunes (in autumn, winter and early spring)
. They do not shy away from high percentage liquor, either.
Traditionally, after the onset of darkness, having finished amber scooping for the day, still clad in their waders and carrying their ‘kaszoreks’ (scoop nets), amber fishermen would go to the ‘Delfin’
 pub in the village of Mikoszewo to warm themselves up with liquor, talk and exchange their amber nuggets for other goods.
When sea ice began to form in winter and floes were carried onto the shore, amber bearing driftwood could be seen buried in them
 . In order to make an ice hole
, amber fishers would use axes
 and then they would reach down using scoop nets with very long poles
 (called ‘sztyce’) to bring up amber lying deep down on the sea floor. If the floating sheet of ice was large enough, fishermen would climb on it, two or more at a time, but rarely alone. The common practice was to work in pairs and bigger groups, choosing a safe distance from the shore – as long as the length of the scoop net pole would allow them to steer the floe by pushing against the bottom. Anchors were used not only to immobilize the floating ice sheet but also to allow them to move about on it. Pieces of amber-bearing driftwood would then be removed from the sea floor with the use of ‘kaszoreks’ (scoop nets) and pulled onto the floe where they were searched for amber nuggets. 

In the early years when Lake Mikoszewskie was being created
 and shortly afterwards, holes would be cut in ice in winter in order to bring up ‘amber-bearing driftwood’ from the bottom of the frozen lake. As we now know from some verbal accounts, no larger lumps of amber were found because the driftwood present there had already been partially combed through. It would sometimes form large heaps under whose weight the ice would cave in, soon causing it to overflow with freezing water. 
Many make their amber fishing expeditions to Mikoszewo, Jantar and Stegna from Izbiska (4km), Drewnica (6km) and even Gdańsk. 

A decagram and kilogram used to be standard measures for the value of an amber piece. Hence the expression a ‘two decagram nugget’ found in the amber fishermen’s jargon. The following are jargon words in Polish: ‘kora’ (bark/crust) or the eroded part of weathered amber nuggets; ‘żużlak’, with its characteristic high-porosity; ‘sklejka’ – bonded or stratified amber (cracked and splintery) in which type most inclusions have been found; pure transparent amber; sea amber (recovered from the sea) with smooth edges and sea shells sometimes clinging to it
; pit amber (mined) – the main difference between it and sea amber
 is that it has an eroded crust and might be damaged on the surface due to its recovery through mechanical means; split/chipped amber (caused by dredging
, e.g. in the Vistula Bay and/or other waterway; this type of amber might be seriously cracked both on the surface and inside. 

In the amber fishers’ jargon the names of amber nuggets vary according to the size of the amber: ‘klocek’ (block: ca 17 decagrams and above), ‘kawałek’ (piece: from ca 6 to a dozen or more decagrams), ‘hawajka’ (from 0.5 to a few decagrams
) ‘bębnówka’ (from 1 to a few grams), ‘sieczka’ (smalls: below 1 gram) and ‘topik’ (the material which cannot be processed because of its small size). 
Amber is found in a wide range of colours
: chalk (opaque white), milky and cloudy (with misty bubbles inside), soapy (opaque yellowish), yellow – transparent honey (whose shades indicate that the material is still soft, which means that it is relatively ‘fresh’ and therefore easily damaged), green (that has at least one black surface or dark organic pollutants inside), black (the darker the material the more brittle and at the same time the harder it is – its colour is red in fact but when not looked at against the light it seems to be black); red, brown, greyish (typical of the so-called ‘żużlak’), blue and dappled.
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Sources:

Stanisław Mikołajun from Mikoszewo (fisherman, amber fisher and a jeweller) – 
interviews conducted in 2006-2007

Greta Spytkowska from Mikoszewo (Greta’s husband Jerzy fished for amber and
also worked it; he took about a hundred photographs documenting the process
of amber fishing in the years 1965-1988) – interviews and access to the late
Jerzy Spytkowski’s photo album. Greta was born in Mikoszewo (pre-war 
Nickelswald) in 1933.

� This is due to the fact that wood is lightweight and pine predominates in the coastal area.


� The term is a German borrowing (Kesser and Kezzer). Larger ‘kaszoreks’ were used for


 fishing while smaller ones for harvesting fish from e.g. net pens. In the mid-nineteenth


 century, Reverend Kluk, who had spent his childhood on the Narew River, reminisced that


 nearly every little boy living there would catch crayfish using a ‘kacerek’ or a small net


 held open by a hoop with a handle (Z. Gloger, 1972, p. 302). The ‘kacerz’ (German


 Käscher) is a dip net used for fishing and scooping crayfish in shallow water (Słownik


 wyrazów obcych PWN, 1974, p 328; W. Długokęcki, 1996, p. 128), also referred to as


 ‘kasarek’ or ‘kaszorek’ (Encyklopedia PWN, Warszawa, 2006). Kazimierz Moszyński


 (ethnographer) uses the general term of ‘kłoń’ or ‘komla’ for hand nets with a single


 handle, also referred to as ‘kasierz’ or ‘kasiorek’, and called by southern and northern


 Slavs a ‘sak’. In the Pomerania region there also occurs a ‘komla’ called ‘człapun’ (K.


 Moszyński, 1929, pp. 86-88), whereas Stanisław Mikołajun, an experienced amber


 fisherman from Mikoszewo uses the term ‘kaczorek’ 


� 	In 1821/1822 J. Jundziłł used the following descriptions and terms: “‘sak’ with clasps of


 	wood fastened to the tapered end” and ‘krytka’ (J. Popiołek, 2006, p 68) or, as in an account from 1876 describing a landing net as “fishing nets mounted on poles of about 6 metres long” (J. Popiołek 2006, p. 73). The earliest written record of the ‘kaszorek’ being used for amber fishing dates back to 1522. Section 13 of an official announcement published by the town prosecutor from Lochstadt read that it was strictly forbidden to wander around the beach with a ‘kaszorek’ (Käscher). The sole right to use such equipment belonged to fishermen dwelling on the waterfront and those who had secured permission to use “small tools”, whereas amber fishing by other persons was punishable by death (W. Długokęcki, 1996, pp. 115, 130). There exists another source of information on the tools used, which is all the more valuable because it is iconographical: a woodcut from 1576 included in Gaspar Hanneberger’s “Prussiae das ist des Landem zu Preussen, welchs das herrlichste Theil ist Sarmatiae Europae eingentliche und warhafftige Beschreibung” published in Königsberg (today Kaliningrad). Later written mentions of the use of small fishing nets – most probably ‘kaszoreks’ – date from 1565: “łowią go siatkami” (they catch it using small nets) (because of the diminutive used in the Polish version, we might assume that the author meant ‘kaszorek’, whose form in Polish is diminutive in itself) (J. Popiołek 2006, p 206); and from 1578: “wyławiają w małe sieci” (they catch it in small nets), as found in Marcin Kromer’s chronicle Polonia sive situ, populis, magistratibus et republica regni Poloniae libri duo (J. Popiołek, 2006, p 66 ).      


� Before the war, scoop nets with flat front edges were more popular as depicted in old photographs and drawings.





� Today’s ‘rollholz’ (R. Reinicke 1997, p. 143), formerly ‘tang’ (Gazeta, 1880, p.4) and ‘kidzina’ – seaweed in the Kashubian language (B. Stelmachowska, 2009, p. 361).


� With an approaching strong storm seagulls appear on hinterland fields.


� Northwest storms are the most beneficial for the eastern part of the spit (G. Mielcarczyk, 1971 p. 44)


 while northeast storms are ideal for its part called the ‘old spit’: “Abalos Island – it is where waves bring


 amber – a creation of the frozen sea – in the springtime” (Pytheas of Massalia ca 350-306 BC quoted


 after Kolendo J., 1985, p. 154; Natkański K. E., 1992, p.7).


� Birds feed on litter drifting on the water at this stage of the storm.


� Pieces of driftwood, seaweed and other plants – the so-called ‘litter’ – form heaps of different sizes on


 the beach (see A. Pęczalska 1981, pp. 72, 87); they are often sifted through with the use of potato


 digging forks.


� It is known from written records of 1762 that amber “is found among things thrown up by the sea and


 	that people wade into the water carrying a kind of sack hanging from their necks as well as a hand rod


 	with a kind of mesh pocket attached to its end. They sweep the water with this device until they find a


 	piece that might contain amber, which they put into the sack hanging at the neck. Amber thrown up onto


 	the seashore is often mixed with small splinters of rotting wood and more often than not the amber ingots


 	are quite small. Larger ingots are fished: they are very rarely found on the beach” (J. Popiołek, 2006, p.


 	210). Amber fishers would wear sacks slung around the neck in order not to be accused of theft by the


‘Beach Riders’ (J. Haczewski, 1838, p 411). Amber fishers of today use pockets or, occasionally, very


 small bags instead of the sack that was unwieldy and heavy on the neck. According to written records of


1821/1822, the largest amounts of amber surface when “the sea water on the coastline abounds either in


dense layers of seaweed or in discarded pieces of rounded rotting tree logs” (J. Popiołek,  2006, p 68). An account of 1876 reads that “fishermen tie ropes to one another to prevent the unrestrained sea from 


rupturing the line and swallowing one of them and, supporting themselves with the long hand poles with


 	nets attached to their ends, jump over the frothy white caps of the swelling waves” (J. Popiołek , 2006, p.


 	73). As far as I know, amber fishermen do not tie themselves to each other any longer. These two


 	different fishing techniques described above were referred to as ‘das Schöpfen’ and ‘das Lesen’ (W. 


Długokęcki 1996, p. 128).


� These pieces of driftwood are residue left after previous storms.





� Old ‘litter’ washed aground during the previous storm might be exemplified by such items spotted on


 the beach as a pink high-heeled shoe, a purple nylon jacket, while new litter and other kinds of marine debris included, e.g., a red overshoe and fragments of a broken orange plastic buoy.


Amber fishermen rarely venture further into the sea in the vicinity of the Vistula Spit, which they do at other spots on the Baltic Sea coastline, e.g. in Ustka and Kołobrzeg.


� In the 1940s fishermen used leather outfits often equipped with jackboots (G. Mielcarczyk, 1971 p 44).


� a nugget approximately the size of a matchbox


� amber nuggets approximately the size of a tennis ball


� Similar customs were described by L. Tatomir in 1876: “The coast sparks with bonfires while people swarm around them” (J.Popiołek, 2006, p. 73).


� The pub closed many years ago.


� At the end of winter, when the ice floes washed ashore begin to melt, one can see the golden crumbs resting on their surface sparkling (A. Pęczalska 1981, pp. 78). Winter amber fishing practices were mentioned in 1855 by L. Janike in his Prusacy: “they know how to extract amber from an ice hole” and in 1856: "they make air holes and through them they scoop up their amber” (J. Popiołek 2006, p. 70).


“In winter amber was fished from ice holes. There is a written account of one such extraordinary amber fishing opportunity that ended in success: a fair number of large lumps of amber were fished right on the beach in Sopot in 1837” (A. Pęczalska, 1981, p. 79).


This seems to be a method from the past because for many years now the coastal areas have not frozen over.


� When there is no ice, the poles are longer than usual. Some amber fishers would use double net ‘kaszorek’ hoops in order to prevent the net’s fraying on the hoop rim when amber was brought up from the sea floor (or ice floes were pushed away with the use of the ‘kaszorek’).


� This coastal lake was created in the mid-1960s.


� the bay barnacle – Balanus improvisus


� It is quite easy to distinguish Russian amber mined in Samland (today the Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia) 


   or Ukrainian amber from that either mined on the Mierzeja Wiślana (Vistula Spit) or fished out there


   because Polish amber lacks the cracks and pits characteristic of the former two.


� removing sediments from the bottom of a body of water.  


� The name comes from the name given to characteristic necklaces produced in the late 1950s.


    A ‘Hawajka’ necklace required several amber beads of the size from 0.5 to a few decagrams.


� Piotr Trześnia, a pre-war amber jeweller from Gdynia, offered the following terminology: “bright yellow (clear amber referred to in the jeweller’s technical jargon as ‘klar’). … [T]he resin that gradually fossilized while exposed to the natural elements formed layered ‘icicles’ – a variety of amber that is almost always transparent; it is called ‘scaly’ (or ‘szlauba’ in the technical jewellers’ jargon). When the resin absorbed some plant cells during the process of fossilization, the amber became woolly. Such amber appearing in various shades of yellow is called a bastard. If sharp edged clouds appear within the otherwise transparent nugget it might be classified as ‘flame’, whereas when the opaque fragments form a kind of mist, such amber is classified as misty.   


  	Amber might sometimes be as white as milk, hence its name ‘milk white’. 


The extremely rare variety is amber as clear as ice, often tinted with white clouds, known as ‘ice’. After having been polished the nugget sparkles not unlike a diamond.


Green amber is exceptionally rare. 


‘Secunda’ (the secondary variety) amber includes nuggets of all kinds of ‘impure’ hues’ resulting from 


the following process of their formation: when the resin was still in the liquid state it absorbed all kinds of impurities” (P. Trześnia, 1932, p. 153) .








On the other hand, in the Kaszuby region the following ‘ethnographic’ classification of amber is used: “milky, white with a shade of yellow, opaque, cabbage-leaf, cloudy – yellow with white veins, opaque or translucent; honey – transparent and linden honey in colour which is considered the best variety of amber; ‘szlauba’ – the worst variety with an admixture of sand that was used for making unpolished beads; as well as the rare black and green variety – valued highly for its uniqueness”. (A. Kwaśniewska, 1995, pp.137-138)








