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The Place

Above: "Krochmalna 3 " square on an orthophoto
Below: The square in detail – with the fence, gates, a pitch/court and
green areas

The square, which for our purposes we have called "Krochmalna 3", is
located in the Wola district – once an industrial area, now a rapidly
developing neighborhood in the heart of Warsaw. This quarter of the city
has two faces: one that of a quickly expanding business park with modern
office buildings and skyscrapers, and the other that of a 1970s' residential
neighborhood of huge apartment blocks, called Osiedle Za Żelazną Bramą
(Behind the Iron Gate; more about it in the "History" section).
"Krochmalna 3" square is part of the latter.
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The square is completely surrounded by a fence. Its main function is for
recreation and sports. It is mainly used as a playground, although
facilities for children occupy only a small fragment of the square (less than
20%). The rest of the area includes a football pitch / basketball court,
walking paths and and a small grass-covered hill.
The square is 6895.69 m2 large, of which 44% is green areas (grass and
trees), while over 55% is hardscape (an asphalt pitch, paths).
Before 2006, the square used to belong to and be managed by the
"Wolska Żelazna Brama" Building and Housing Co-operative i . By the
decision of the Warsaw Court of Appeal, it is now the property of the
Capital City of Warsaw and is, therefore, administered by the
Environmental Protection Department for the district of Wola.
The observed area between the apartment blocks has always been a
recreation and sports ground. In recent years, there have been numerous
voices calling for the rearrangement and modernization of this area by the
local authorities, but due to the lack of financial means in the City
Magistrate, these postulates remain unanswered.
We observed "Krochmalna 3" square over the course of three Saturdays –
the 6th, 13th and 20th October – as well as between Monday 15th Oct and
Sunday 21st Oct. Our primary hours of observation were 12 PM – 2 PM, as
we assumed that this would be a frequent time for parents having a walk
with their children. The weather was mostly nice and sunny, though
afternoons and evenings tended to be rather chilly – hence, after the first
day, we decided to leave out afternoons and evenings from our
observation ("nothing was going on"ii). Each time, an observer spent
an hour in the square, taking notes of all activities that people
undertook during that time. They drew lines on their maps,
recording the moving patterns of passers-by, places where they
sat down and where they stopped with their children. Besides
numerical data, each of the observers noted down their
observations, conclusions and recommendations.
EVALUATION OF THE PLACE –
THE USE OF THE SQUARE
The area is going to be analyzed from 4 perspectives: social value,
functions, comfort/image and availability/reachability.
FUNCTIONS
In "Krochmalna 3" square, there are:






6 benches and a large log that people also sit on
4 swings (including one made from a car tire)
a playground "castle" on a sandy ground
4 facilities for training body balance – 2 metal "plates" ( a small one
and a big one), a spinning wheel and a balance beam
4 sandboxes (2 smaller ones and 2 bigger ones)
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2 metal spring horses
a metal merry-go-round
a hill with steps on one side and a ramp on the other
an asphalt football pitch / basketball court
asphalt walking paths / cycle lanes
2 football goals and a basketball hoop
6 trash bins
a shallow concrete pool (ruined remains of an old water pool /
fountain)
a fenced playground belonging to a private kindergarten. The
leased space is surrounded by a high metal fence, behind which
there is a playground with children facilities (swings, spring horses
etc.) for the preschoolers.
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The pitch

The hill
The square is fenced and has two gates – the main one (next to a locked
vehicle gate) from Ulica Krochmalna and the side one near an apartment
block in Ulica Waliców.
The square makes an impression of a mostly deserted, forgotten place.
On sunny afternoons, several people sat on the benches, watching over
their children. On average, the square was used by 5-15 people at once.
Sometimes though, the only people visiting the place were the residents
of a nearby apartment block, crossing the square on their way home.
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The people
The place is frequented by people of different ages:
 children with their parents/grandparents/babysitters – mostly the
residents of nearby blocks
 middle school students (probably attending the nearest junior high
at Ulica Żelazna 71), who visit the square either after or in between
classes (as evidenced by the backpacks they carry).

Age groups seen in Krohmalna
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Children are often looked after by their grandmothers or grandfathers;
while the number of women tends to prevail, about 40% of adults
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watching over children are men. In the daytime, the square serves mostly
as a playground for children.
The large majority of people seem to have been visiting this place
regularly. When the adults sit back relaxed, the kids run around the spots
they are visibly familiar with and freely use the playground facilities.
MOST FREQUENT ACTIVITIES
Due to the nature of "Krochmalna 3" square (a recreation ground),
optional and longer activities prevail. While children and teenagers
use the area in an active way, most adults are basically here to
watch over the children, which could be considered a necessary
activity. Adults without children who appeared in the square were either
Nordic-Walking elderly (3 people in total) or nearby residents, who
crossed the square just to get from one place to another.
Tendencies:
 Teenagers usually occupy the swings and nearby benches, as well
as the benches in secluded places, i.e. behind the hill and next to
the fence. They mostly talk and fool around (chase each other, play
on the swings).
 Elderly people who came with children sit close to the "castle" and
usually change their seat every 10-20 minutes, following the kids.
Sometimes they sit e.g. on the castle's slide, in order to be closer
to the children they are watching over.
 Children like to run around the square; they mostly enjoy playing in
the castle and on a tire swing (older children: 2-5 y.o.).
 During our observation, no-one was using any of the sandboxes.
 Kids often enter the square through one of the gates, but leave it
jumping over the fence (or getting through a hole in the fence near
a sandbox).
 Sometimes children from the public part of the square would stand
next to the fence separating it from the private playground, and
look at the other children and facilities on the other side of the
fence. This would go on until adults called them or left with them.
 The "playground castle" is designed for kids aged 2-5 (there are no
safety railings and the ladders are quite high, so younger children
cannot really play there).
 Despite the scarcity of playground facilities, children seem to
appreciate the large space to run and play in. They enjoyed leaves
falling from trees and jumped on the steps that lead onto the top of
the hill.
 On sunny days, adults taking care of older children would sit on the
bench closest to where the children were playing and spend their
time reading a newspaper, talking on the phone or just enjoying
sunshine and relaxing.
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MOST FREQUENT ACTIVITIES:

Children

•Fun and games – the castle, swings
•Drawing with chalk on the asphalt
•Playing on the hill
•Climbing trees
•Sport – bicycle, rollerskates,
running

Adults

•Watching over children
• Talking on the phone
•Reading
•Relaxing on a bench, doing nothing
•Sport (Nordic Walking)

Youth

•Sitting on a bench, eating
•Talking
•Playing on swings, goofing around

Sandboxes. Although not used as intended, they nevertheless encourage
some form of physical entertainment, like walking on their edges.
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An unconventional use of swings by junior high kids attracts the attention
of younger children, brings some life to the square. The middle scholars
are, however, sometimes scolded by the adults.
SPORT
Younger children ride on bicycles and roller skates on the asphalt paths;
older children use the pitch for riding around.
Elderly people do Nordic Walking, but those are isolated cases.

Some people pushed a pram along the paths (perhaps because it is a
quieter place to put a baby to sleep than a street sidewalk).
Nobody played football – neither on the football pitch, nor in any other
part of the square, including grass. We noticed no forms of group sport
activity, team games or even chess.
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The reason for this may be the board with rules and regulations
concerning behavior in "Krochmalna 3" square. Numerous prohibited
activities include playing football, cycling, making noise and walking a
dog.
The administrator of the area has also received a petition calling for a
higher fence between the playground and the apartment block at Ulica
Waliców 20, so that footballs would not break people's windows. It means
that apparently someone plays or used to play football here after all (the
letter is from July 2011). The playground's fence where a ball is most
likely to get kicked outside is about two stories high (there are also trees
growing along the fence, whose branches could stop a ball from falling
into someone's window).
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Facilities vs. functions
The square is fenced and people walking by may not know who this place
belongs to and who it is managed by. Outside there is no visible
information about the square, opening hours or administration. Only
inside the fenced area one can spot a board with the management
information. One can also read the rules of proper behavior, which clearly
explain what is forbidden, but fail to inform what the square offers. No
regular events or local happenings take place in there.
The way the two gates are situated often makes it difficult to get across
the square, forcing people to walk around the fence.
Trash bins are placed between benches, their limited number may account
for the fact that the ground by the benches and playground facilities is
littered with cigarette butts, food wrappers, broken bottles etc.
The benches are situated both in the sun and in the shade. The square
could use more benches in the vicinity of the "castle", as it is the most
popular playground facility. The area around the asphalt pitch also lacks
enough places to sit and watch a game or leave one's things.

Empty food packagings, beverage containers and other trash can be found
mainly around the swings, at the large log for sitting and next to the
benches located by the fence.
Neighbors:
 Public library
 Police precinct
 City Kindergarten No. 47 – "Little Artists"
 Private kindergarten – "The Academy of Smile"
 Hairdresser's salon
 Mental health outpatient clinic
 "WSS Społem Wola" grocery store
 S. Bońkowski School Complex No. 7
 First Baptist Church in Warsaw
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Grocery store
"Chłodna 25" café
Junior High School No. 45
Sports and Recreation Center
Museum of Wola

Listing of land plots in the area and location of facilities in the
neighborhood:

Map:
zieleń – green
publiczne – public
prywatne – private
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

szkoła podstawowa nr 221 – Elementary School No. 221
kościół św. Andrzeja Apostoła – St. Andrew's Church
muzeum pożarnictwa - Firefighting Museum
kościół baptystów – Baptist Church
biblioteka publiczna – public library
przedszkole nr 1 – Kindergarten No. 1
Komenda Stołeczna Policji – police precinct
sklep spożywczy społem – "Społem" grocery store
prywatne przedszkole Akademia Uśmiechu – "The Academy of
Smile" private kindergarten
10.przedszkole nr 47 – Kindergarten No. 47
11.Zespół Szkół nr 7 im. S. Bońkowskiego – S. Bońkowski School
Complex No. 7
12.Klub Komediowy Chłodna – Chłodna Comedy Club
13.Mennica Polska – The Mint of Poland
www.namiejscu.org
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14.OSiR Wola, pływalnia Orka – Wola Sports and Recreation Center,
swimming pool
15.Poczta – Post office
16.Gimnazjum nr 45 – Junior High School No. 45
17.Folk gospoda – "Folk Gospoda" restaurant
18.Oberża pod czerwonym wieprzem – "Oberża pod Czerwonym
Wieprzem" restaurant
19.Gimnazjum nr 42 – Junior High School No. 42
Comfort and image
"Krochmalna 3" square looks forsaken. The observers, quite well familiar
with the Wola district, had not been aware of this place's existence.
During the day, there are a little more women than men here. Almost as
many men as women cross the square, treating it as a shortcut to get
from one place to another. Since the square is little used, there are
always enough places to sit down – one can choose between a bench in
the sun or in the shade (although the latter prevail). There is no roof
covered area or other place to hide from the rain. Despite litter lying here
and there (mostly around benches, as apparently some people meet here
for a beer in the evenings), playground facilities are well-maintained and
work properly, and the sand near sandboxes is swept. From the
information board placed at the gate we know that the square is
administered by the Wola District Office. The area is kept clean by
municipal cleaning services, who enter with their equipment at different
times of the day, including the period of our observation (at about 1 PM).
While during the day the square looks safe (it is surrounded by busy
sidewalks, there is an apartment block in the vicinity, many people walk
by), in the evening it does much less so. Furthermore, the area is not
properly lit – the street lamps in the square are out of order.

Availability and reachability
As the square is surrounded by a metal fence and a lot of trees, its
availability is not obvious for passers-by in the neighborhood.
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In spite of sidewalks running along the fence, reaching the square itself is
not easy. We noticed that many people with children and strollers walk
past the square without stopping or giving it a look.
The possibility of entering the square depends on the existing gates in the
fence. It is difficult to say whether the current placement of the gates
corresponds with convenient walking patterns of people. The square is
visited by the residents of nearby buildings (who know, greet and talk
with each other), often by parents bringing their children back from
kindergarten.

Social value
"Krochmalna 3" square is not an attractive place for a friends' gettogether, despite its abundant green, interesting terrain (the hill) and
numerous benches. It does not stand out in any way, and the lack of an
official name makes it even harder to place it on the map and describe to
people who do not know it. Besides, the fence acts as a barrier and looks
as though it walled off a private property of an unknown owner. We never
noticed any people arranging their meetings in the square – friends and
acquaintances run into each other by chance, which is clear from their
behavior; they are mostly the residents of nearby blocks. The only group
of people that intentionally meets in the square (or arrives in it together)
is teenagers (middle schoolers) who might be choosing this place exactly
because it is empty.
Watching over children playing in the square or using the same
playground facility make strangers engage in eye contact, start talking or
smiling to each other. The residents, however, often know each other and
sometimes chat up their acquaintances in passing.
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Thanks to the presence of children, people seem to get closer and talk
with each other more.
It appears that the local residents do not take much pride in "Krochmalna
3" square – they do not choose it for Sunday walks, relax in the open air
or a chat with friends. It is more connected with the responsibility of going
out with their children.

The square brings different generations together – children with their
parents or grandparents, as well as teenagers that regard the place as a
sort of a refuge. There are also quite a few Vietnamese living in Osiedle
Za Żelazną Bramą.
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CONCLUSIONS:

+

-

large space,
interesting terrain

a lot of bans

noticable neighbor
relations

no offer for
different age groups

different user
generations

uninviting fence

Main tendencies:
1. Quiet weekends: much more people visit the square on weekdays
than over the weekend.
2. The "invisibility" of the square: inconvenient access – a long,
high fence with only two small gates, no signs, no official name – is
the reason that this unique green area in this part of Wola is widely
ignored by passers-by.
3. Emptiness: there were never more than 5-15 people in the square
at once, sometimes the place was totally empty for a few minutes.
4. Neighbor relations: people visiting the square are mainly the
residents of nearby blocks; they show clear good neighbor
relations, greet each other wholeheartedly, watch over their friends'
children.
5. Different generations: the active users of the square are mostly
children; their parents or babysitters often engage in contacts with
other adults. Middle schoolers have their favorite places in the
square as well – their "refuge" is the swings and the bench behind
the hill.
6. Limited functions: despite its intended funtcion as a recreation
and sport ground, the square serves chiefly as a playground for
children. Adults spend their time passively, they are there only to
watch over the children.
7. Shortcut: the residents of the block in Ulica Waliców treat the
square as a shortcut to Ulica Ciepła and Ulica Chłodna. They walk
across quickly, do not linger or look around.
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8. Not enough benches near the main playground facility sometimes
force the adults looking after the children to sit directly on the
"castle".
Krochmalna – history
"Is it even worth visting Ulica Krochmalna any more? Before the war, it
used to be one of the longest and most interesting streets in Śródmieście.
Now, mercilessly cut from both ends, it is merely a lousy leftover."
The beginnings of Ulica Krochmalna – a fragrant countryside road
At its beginnings, Ulica Krochmalna was a countryside road leading west
out of Warsaw. It became a street in the 17th century. In the 18th century,
wooden houses were built along it, and the street was called Ulica
Lawendowa (Lavender Street), most likely due to many gardens in the
area.
A starch factory, breweries and a tavern
The scent of lavender, the gardens and a row of trees did not last beyond
the mid 19th century, as already at the end of the 18th century the street
started to become more industrial in nature. Its official name, given in
1770, comes from a starch factory (Polish: krochmal) that operated here
in the 18th century. At that time, there were four breweries and 40 houses
along the street, and a 1000-yard stretch of the road was paved.
Industry in Ulica Krochmalna
Big industrial facilities started to appear here in the time of the Congress
Kingdom of Poland (1821-1830). Those included a large brewery as well
as Wesołowski's starch and dye factory, which still stood in 1847. In 1822,
at the corner of Ulica Krochmalna and Ulica Waliców, a huge dancing
tavern called "The Wrocław Hall" was built. The tavern was run by Wilhelm
Frieder and served as a dancing and drinking venue for the poorest
factory workers and craftsmen. Fiedler's tavern, later called "The Silver
Hall" operated until as late as the second half of the 19th century.
At Ulica Krochmalna 3, there was Adam Wesołowski's starch factory,
converted in the 18th century into a French mustard and chocoloate
factory.
In the late 18th century, Ulica Krochmalna had one of the highest numbers
of breweries.
At Ulica Krochmalna 71, Rudolf Zim ran a steam-operated factory of
chocolate, caramel, English sugar and sponge cookies, which employed 80
workers. Most industrial facilities were badly affected by the 1930 crisis.
At the back of marketplaces and market halls – hustle and bustle
In 1841, at the entrance to Ulica Krochmalna, a great iron market hall
(called Wielopole or Gościnny Dwór) full of various shops was built. Apart
from that, dozens of tiny stores peddling herrings, eggs, tobacco and
parsley were located in nearby buildings and townhouses. In the sceond
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half of the 19th century, in Ulica Krochmalna there were 4 tea houses, 2
dairies, 2 small restaurants, a beer house and "many crummy Jewish
taverns, gathering places for the poor and lowly that populated this
quarter in great numbers".
Residents
The houses in the area were inhabited by tradesmen, vendors, people
with suspicious source of income, and finally thieves working in and
around the market halls.
Ulica Krochmalna used to be a street of Jewish proletariat, a place where
some people lived in a poverty that is now hard to imagine. The high
number of Jews inhabiting the area was emphasized by no less than eight
prayer houses in Ulica Krochmalna.
Writer Isaac Bashevis Singer (1978 Nobal Prize laureate in literature)
lived with his family in Ulica Krochmalna for several years. He
immortalized local residents in his novel The Manor.
The Small Ghetto
During the Nazi occupation, Ulica Krochmalna belonged to the so-called
"Small Ghetto". It quickly became one of the most overpopulated streets
in the Jewish Ghetto. The living and sanitary conditions were terrifying,
the death rate here was among the highest. Near the end of the war,
Germans evicted all the Jews and some houses were assigned to Poles. In
1944, Ulica Krochmalna was nearly completely destroyed.
After WWII
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A makeshift barricade across Ulica Krochmalna.

The corner of Ulica Krochmalna and Ulica Waliców in 1950s.
After the war, the previously densely built-up and bustling neighborhood
lay in ruins.
What is going to be behind the Iron Gate? A neighborhood the size
of a small town, 1965-1972
In 1961, an architectural competition was announced, with the intention
to reurbanize this quarter of Warsaw. As many as 75 entries were
submitted. This area tempted visionaries, raised hopes for a modern
quarter in the heart of the city, now free of the 19th century's dark, damp
and cramped townhouses. The winning entry was that of a team of
architects: Jerzy Czyż, Jan Furman and Andrzej Skopiński, together with
Marek Bieniewski and Stanisław Furman. Their design was praised for:
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"the monumental scale well-suited for a big-city district" and "the
uniform composition of the whole area".
The scale:

19 fifteenstory
buildings






7,500
apartments

25,000
residents

62 hektary

The large number of apartments was connected with a great postwar baby boom; thousands of young people were expected to get
onto the property ladder in 1970s and the demand for living space
was at its highest.
The tower blocks, popularly known as "termite hills", offered M2
apartments (for 2 people, 27 m2), M3 apartments (for 3 people, 39
m2) and luxury M5 apartments (for 5 people, 57 m2).
Innovative construction solutions were applied – windows along the
wall of the whole story, parquet floors.

The idea









High-rise apartment blocks.
Large spaces between the buildings, accounting for the distribution
of sunlight and changing sun angles throughout the year.
Groundbreaking execution technique (experimental "Capital City
System").
Emphasis on the remaining old buildings.
Separating the vehicle traffic from the pedestrian traffic.
Recreation grounds in the vicinity.
Social space for the residents (as the designers had dreamed –
"family parties in every block's hall").
Public facilities (in the neighborhood, there were supposed to be 3
schools, 4 kindergartens, 1 nursery, 3 health care centers, a jordan
park – green area for children and young adults – underground
parking lots, various
stores and services). Due to financial
restraints, some of these ideas were never realized.

The construction technology called "Capital City" (Polish: Stolica) consists
in the fact that apartment blocks are concrete monoliths. With the help of
boardings, concrete was poured down to form the framing, and after it
had hardened the process was repeated with the next floor. Outer and
www.namiejscu.org
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partition walls were built from hollow concrete blocks. This technique
enabled a fast construction of buildings. In case of a nuclear attack, the
apartment blocks were thought to have a great chance of enduring the
damage.
The neighborhood's name stemmed from an old iron gate that had once
been the entry to the historic park called Ogród Saski (Saxon Garden).
In the beginning, the neighborhood was very fashionable and well-liked.
Numerous artists, actors and intellectuals lived here. Over the time,
though, many flaws and shotcomings of the blocks became apparent –
dampness, insects, windowless kitchens, troubles with central heating and
water, elevator failures, lack of intended public facilities (like department
stores). Tiny apartments and the overall poor neighborhood's functionality
were the subject of:
Jokes: "The apartments have such low ceilings that the only thing you can
cook in them is pancakes".
Movies: In Andrzej Wajda's Hunting Flies (Polish title: "Polowanie na
muchy"), the protagonist lives with his wife and in-laws in a cramped
apartment in one of the blocks in Osiedle Za Żelazną Bramą.
Art projects: e.g. Heidrun Holzfeind's Za Żelazną Bramą, a documentary
about the everyday life in the neighborhood, transformations in the social
life and attempts to suit modern architecture to residents' new needs.
Osiedle Za Żelazną Bramą according to Le Corbusier's points of
architecture






A grand-scale residential complex in place of lower, tightly spaced
buildings
Solar access for everyone
Large spaces between buildings
Green areas and recreation grounds in the vicinity
Glazed facades at ground level designed for stores and services, as
well as for neighbor interactions

Grzegorz Piątek, a curator and critic of architecture:
"This area was nearly completely wiped out by the war – an ideal place to
fulfil what Le Corbusier dreamed of in 1920s' Paris, when he drew up the
so-called Voisin plan. He postulated to cut out a section of a ctiy and level
everything except for the most valuable historic buildings that would be
meticulously preserved. It was not possible there, but here – because of
the war and the Bierut Decree1 – urbanists managed to design a whole
new city quarter from a scratch.

Bierut Decree – or the decree of October 26th, 1945 on ownership and use of
land within the area of the capital city of Warsaw. Issued by the State National
Council under the presidency of Bolesław Bierut. By its power, all lands within the
pre-war area of Warsaw became the property of the State. The decree was
supposed to facilitate the reconstruction of Warsaw, especially the quarters
completely leveled by the Germans. It did not apply to buildings, only to land
plots – the buildings standing there were to remain the property of their owners.
www.namiejscu.org
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(…)
Yes, because that was one of those parts of old Warsaw not really worth
crying over (…), there were no precious pearls of architecture there. What
had any real value has been preserved. This fragment of the city can be
compared to a huge modernist apartment, in which some carefully
selected trinkets were placed. Just like the Mirów Hall, the synagogue, St.
Charles Borromeo Church are scattered among these tower blocks ."
The residents – Microcosmos:
"In Warsaw, almost everybody knows someone who lived or used to live
there… The microcosmos of ths place is very interesting – the mix of
people who have been living there since the neighborhood was
commissioned, new residents, students, the Jewish community, or
immigrants – mainly Vietnamese."
Heidrun Holzfeind – an artist living at Krochmalna 3, the director of Za
Żelazną Bramą documentary.
"Can you imagine a better place to live in the downtown? A lot of green
and birds, plus everything is so close – especially the synagogue."
An orthodox Jew living with his family in Osiedle Za Żelazną Bramą.
Father Edward Osiecki, a priest for the Vietnamese in Poland.
"In Osiedle Za Żelazną Bramą, on almost every floor there are a few
apartments occupied by the Vietnamese (…). It is estimated that the
Vietnamese community in Warsaw has 10,000 people, of which 20% lives
in Osiedle Za Żelazną Bramą. How many exactly? Hard to tell, as most of
them are illegal immigrants."

The co-operative was established in 1990. Currently it manages 85398 m2 of land in total. This
includes 12 land plots with 16 buildings with the total space of 15,956.70 m2 and 4044
apartments and commercial premises. Info: http://www.sbmwzb.pl
ii In the words of a volunteer who observed the square on two Saturdays at around 5 PM.
i
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