Legends, flames and Mary Magdalene – An extraordinary story of an extraordinary place

The article was first published on September 8th 2015, in Tygodnik Kędzierzyńsko-Kozielski Dobra Gazeta nr 21.

When we drove from Kędzierzyn to Gliwice, using the national road nr 408, we were in a forest practically the whole time. It is one of the biggest forest complexes in Upper Silesia, usually called “Lasy Rudzkie”  - the Rudy forests. These forests hide a lot of valuable natural grounds and interesting historical relics, one of which is a certain inconspicuous chapel…
It is the first Sunday of September 2015. We are driving from Kędzierzyn and turn right, taking the same road that leads to a sand mine. We pass an old forester’s lodge on our left side, after which there is a side road in the forest, which we take for another 2 kilometers. We are now in a deep forest and yet at some point we can see parked cars, which turn out to be fire trucks, and lots of people. And, in the middle of it all, there it is – “Magdalenka” (Little Magdalene) – a charming forest building with a historic rustic shrine inside of a wooden construction…. Alright, but what about all that turmoil in the middle of the forest? Well, that’s what this place has looked like every first Sunday of September for the last 23 years. Why? We will tell you about it in a second, but let’s start from the very beginning.
Facts, legends, anecdotes
From the very beginning – that’s easy to say. But when it comes to the chapel situated in the forest between Goszyce, Tworóg, Kotlarnia, Rudy and Kuźnia Raciborska (villages of Silesian,Opole and Lesser Poland voivodeships) nobody knows when that beginning actually took place. Admittedly the year 1784 is written on the beams of a wooden shed, which sheltered an original chapel, and that is the year that some sources report as an origin date. However that’s not true. Firstly, because there is a note from 1729, telling us about pilgrim gatherings happening there from time immemorial. Secondly, because there is some empirical evidence on a military map, made by Christian von Wrede in 1749, where “our” forest chapel was marked.

And that would be all when it comes to historical facts. However there are lots of legends and folk tales on this topic. One example is a story about a daughter of a squire from a village called Rudy Wielkie, who got lost in the forest. Once she was found, her father was so full of joy that he decided to fund a chapel. Of course we should not believe a word of this tale, because from 1810 the castle of Rudy was a monastery of Cistercians.

There is a similar motive in a different legend, where the main character is a wife of an undefined   steward of a nearby village – Trachy. There are also a series of legends connected with the patron of the chapel, Marie Magdalene, who is said to have led a very sinful life before conversion. Therefore the chapel was supposed to be built as an act to atone for crimes that were committed here. 
Another tale mentions a mistress of the castle in Sławięcice, who funded the chapel as an act of atonement for an exceptionally horrible deed. They say there was also a sinner who was converted here, and a wanderer of an important origin, who got lost in these surroundings and barely got out alive.

Yet another story says, that the chapel served as a shelter for the local people in the 17th century, during the Thirty Year’s War. There is also a mention of King John III Sobieski who was supposed to stay here on his way to Vienna. This legend is based on real life events since John III Sobieski ,together with a part of his army ,actually did cross the Rudy forests on his way from Gliwice through Rudy to Racibórz.
Finally, there is also a source telling that the chapel was built by Cistercians residing in the castle of Rudy, for the local village people and numerous forest workers, who produced wood coal and wood tar in the area. We also cannot forget about a large group of workers of numerous foundries existing in, then powerful,  industrial area which started developing in the forests of Bierawski Valley in 1702. Therefore this trail seems quite logical.

The most incredible story connected with “Magdalenka”, however, really happened and it was not that long ago…
Some called it a miracle, others a stroke of fate
It started with the theft of an original painting portraying Mary Magdalene, which had already been shot through by soviet bullets. It happened in the summer of 1992. The people of a nearby village (Tworóg) who take care of the chapel, funded a new painting. Later on in July there were annual church fairs, and exactly one month after that, on July 26th 1992, the biggest forest fire in post-war Poland took over the Rudy forests (according to some sources it was also the biggest forest fire in Europe). 

Here are some general statistics. Two firefighters and one civilian were killed. Fifty people were hospitalized, two thousand received help on the spot. Fifteen fire trucks and 26 fire pumps  were burnt. 70 km of fire hoses were destroyed.  Dead animals were transported from the forest by dozens of trucks. Stanisław Kulpa , a now retired professional firefighter, who then was a head of section and took part in the action from the very first to the very last day, was asked about his memories of the fire: “I took part in numerous actions, but I’ve only seen a fire this horrifying up close twice in my life – in 1971 during the fire of an oil refinery in Czechowice-Dziedzice (a city in Silesian voivodeship) and that very year, 1992, in the Rudy forests ”. “I was really scared for my life back then” – adds Mr. Stanisław.

10 thousand people tried to extinguish the fire for 19 days, with the help of 1100 fire trucks , airplanes, helicopters, 50 rail tankers and 6 locomotives, tanks, ploughs and other heavy equipment.
Still 9 thousand hectares  (that is 90 square kilometers which makes an imaginary 10x9 km rectangle)  of forest were burnt. Many historical objects were burnt as well.

Meanwhile the chapel of St. Mary Magdalene remained intact. Someone could say – alright, the fire just went the other way and did not get there. Well, it did. You can see it up to this day - the chapel is surrounded by young trees planted after 1992 almost from every direction. Only right next to the chapel there are some secular elms and oaks. 
Even the most experienced fire theorists cannot provide a rational explanation to this situation.
Firefighters say that they only put some foam on the shingle roof of the chapel and were sure that it would not help. Everything was dry, the air temperature was above 30 degrees Celsius. There had not been a drop of rain for almost two weeks… The fire came twice, with the chapel being surrounded by flames a few meters high, there were sparks flying up on the roof but the chapel itself never even caught fire… Some say it is a miracle, others - a stroke of fate… That is less important. What is important, is that the chapel remained a symbol reminding us of the tragedy that happened in these forests, and the people who lost their lives in it.
That is why there is a ceremonial mess in “Magdalenka” every first Sunday of September. For the intentions of firefighters and everyone who died in the fire of 1992. That is happening this year as well. As always there is a bishop of diocese of Gliwice, Gerard Kusz, there are firefighters dressed in ceremonial uniforms, standard-bearers and even a fair booth with gingerbread cookies.
There are a lot of people. Some are sitting under the historic shed, others on grass in the forest around the chapel.  A bit further there are fire trucks, mostly from the county of Gliwice, which starts a couple hundred meters away, but there are also firefighters from Goszyce - from our county… 
A silent witness of a forest story
Well, we will probably never know what the real story of the origin of “Magdalenka” was. No one knows when and in what circumstances, the Saint sinner from Magdala came to us from a far away Galilee, and lived in an Upper Silesian forest becoming a patron saint of a secret chapel. The chapel could have been built by practically anyone and its authentic story may have been absolutely incredible or utterly ordinary. However, when it comes to this kind of place, the chronology of the events does not seem to be the most important factor.

Far more important is the secret aura and mysticism of the place. They, and not the cold pragmatism, were the reason for which this place has been alive for all these years and has co-created a religious identity and traditions of the people of Upper Silesia, becoming a source of hope and faith, but also a place full of secrecy and ambiguities. 
“Magdalene” is a typical example of how unnatural today’s administrative borders are. The chapel is situated almost on the border of Silesian and Opole voivodeships, still it is a forest “sanctuary” of sorts that people of Rudy and Tworóg (Silesian Voivodeship), Goszyce (Lesser Poland Voivodeship) and Dziergowice (Opolskie Voivodeship) equally identify with. 

“Magdalene” is simply situated in Upper Silesia, which for over the last 700 years was an integral whole with coherent tradition and culture. It was not until the 20th century that, as a result of many wars, uprisings and a communist “turmoil”, the lands along with their residents have been unnaturally divided.

It is also important, that despite so many dangerous moments the place still exists, and is a local symbol connecting today’s residents of nearby villages to dozens of generations of those who lived on these lands many years ago. It is important that the tourists and strollers who wander around the Silesian forest find shadow, rest and opportunity for reflection, just like weary wanderers did many years ago.

“Magdalene” is worth visiting because it is one of those places that has its own unique atmosphere and character… It has everything that can be described with the Latin expression “genius loci”. It is worth it to sit under the old shed, smelling a scent of wood and forest plants. It is worth it to listen to the forest’s silence and, even just for a moment, feel like the world which makes us live faster and faster every day, is now somewhere far, far away…
Podpisy pod zdjęciami: 

1. The oldest part of the historic chapel.
2. During this year’s big fire anniversary mess.
3. Firefighters from Goszyce stood out by wearing golden helmets.



